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Abstract 

This Master thesis deals with symbolic objects appearing in the Bronze Age Aegean art 

in the 3rd and especially the 2nd millennium BCE. Recurrent types of scenes and motifs 

speak for the fact that there must have existed a complex iconographic system of Minoan 

and Mycenaean art. An analytical method aiming at single elements of composite scenes 

may bring us closer to better understanding of this system and to its more objective 

interpretation. The study, therefore, focuses on the iconography of each individual symbol 

and also discusses its possible parallels in art of the neighbouring Bronze Age cultures. 

Nonetheless, the Aegean iconographic system was not strictly codified throughout the 

entire Bronze Age and some of the themes evolved or were specific only for certain eras. 

For that reason, the studied material is treated in a diachronic approach so as to stress the 

iconographic evolution of the symbols’ use. The aim is to provide a profound analysis 

of the rules applied to the symbols in Minoan and Mycenaean art, to investigate their 

possible origins, and finally to examine their mutual interconnections. 
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Abstrakt 

Tématem této magisterské práce je ikonografie vybraných symbolických předmětů 

objevujících se v Egejském umění doby bronzové ve 3. a především 2. tisíciletí př.n.l. 

Toto umění používalo sofistikovaný ikonografický systém, což je patrné z opakujících se 

scén a motivů. Důkladná analýza jednotlivých prvků vyskytujících se v komplexnějších 

vyobrazeních může výrazně pomoci k pochopení tohoto systému a k objektivnější 

interpretaci určitých výjevů. Celá práce je tedy zaměřena na ikonografii jednotlivých 

symbolů, avšak zabývá se i studiem jejich možných paralel z umění okolních kultur doby 

bronzové. 

Nicméně, Egejská ikonografie nebyla striktně kodifikována v průběhu celé doby 

bronzové, naopak se vyvíjela a inovovala. Mnohé symboly tak byly typické jen pro určitá 

období, u jiných se zase měnilo jejich využití. V práci je proto kladen obzvláštní důraz na 

diachronní změny v ikonografii těchto symbolických předmětů v minojském 

a mykénském umění s cílem vytyčit pravidla pro jejich užívání, stejně tak jako 

prozkoumat jejich možný původ a vysledovat vzájemné vztahy mezi symboly 

samotnými. 

 

Klíčová slova 

minojský, mykénský, umění, ikonografie, symbol, dvojbřitá sekera, osmičkový štít, 

konsekrační rohy, bikonkávní oltář, pilíř, posvátný uzel. 
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Abbreviations in the text 

BCE = before common era 

c. = circa (approximately) 

 

EB = Early Bronze (c. 3100–2100 BCE) 

MB = Middle Bronze (c. 2100–1700 BCE) 

LB = Late Bronze (c. 1700–1050 BCE) 

 

EH = Early Helladic (c. 3100–2100 BCE) 

MH = Middle Helladic (c. 2100–1700 BCE) 

LH = Late Helladic (c. 1700–1050 BCE) 

 

EM = Early Minoan (c. 3100–2100 BCE) 

MM = Middle Minoan (c. 2100–1700 BCE) 

LM = Late Minoan (c. 1700–1050 BCE)  
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Introduction 

Minoan and Mycenaean art belongs to the most advanced artistic traditions of the Bronze 

Age comparable to those of Egypt or to the Near East. However, contrary to them, Aegean 

art lacks the extensive amount of textual evidence that is available to those cultures and 

which presents a useful tool for interpreting the images as well as for better understanding 

of their religious beliefs. Two out of the three Aegean scripts have not been deciphered 

yet, while the third one appears mostly in administrative records, (which would probably 

apply for the two previous scripts as well).1 Hence, the statement of M.P. Nilsson, that 

Minoan and Mycenaean religion is like “a picture book without any text”,2  is still fitting.  

Yet, it is apparent that Aegean art (from the late 3rd to the late 2nd millennium BCE) 

developed a highly sophisticated iconographic system, as is demonstrated by recurrent 

types of scenes and motifs. To my belief, a profound analysis aiming at single elements 

occurring in this art might bring us closer to better understanding of the system and to its 

more objective interpretation, as already proposed by L. Morgan3 or J. Crowley.4  

The Minoan-Mycenaean iconography also employed several symbolic objects that could 

interact with each other and appeared only in certain iconographic themes. These symbols 

represent such singular elements that are suitable for this kind of analysis. Hence, these 

symbolic objects, and the set of rules that dictated their use in art, are the main concern 

of this study. 

The term ‘symbol’ is generally understood as an element, whose meaning goes beyond 

its own nature and which besides itself represents also something else to which it implies 

a connection.5 Identifying symbols in Aegean art might be a rather complicated process 

since even an animal or a plant might be used symbolically. However, there also existed 

several inanimate objects applied in this manner, which could be depicted either 

as functional elements in larger scenes or as isolated items standing on their own 

or complementing other images. These are the symbols, (such as the double axe, the 

 
1 Lack of textual evidence is also discussed in Crowley 2013, 9; Dubcová 2018, 2. 
2 Nilsson 1950, 7. 
3 Morgan 1985, 10. 
4 Crowley 2013, 15–16. 
5 These symbols were defined by Erich Fromm as “universal symbols” that bear some intrinsic relation to 
what they represent. Aside from them, he also defined two other types of symbols – “conventional” (like 
mathematic constants x, y) and “accidental” (with associations made through casual contact with them). 
See Fromm 1957, 12–16. 
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figure-of-eight shield, or the horns of consecration), whose analysis will be provided in 

following chapters. 

This study focuses on application of symbolic objects in the Bronze Age Aegean art and 

its aims can be divided into three main question:  

1. What was the chronological timeline of the symbol’s use? (What scenarios did it 

appear in? Are there any changes from period to another?)  

2. Are there any parallels for the individual symbols from outside of the Aegean 

world that could help us explain its use and meaning? (Or is there any evidence 

of the Aegean symbol spreading to art of other cultures?) 

3. How do the symbols interact among each other? (Do the interconnected symbols 

appear in similar iconographic themes when used separately?) 

On the contrary, the explanation of the symbols’ meanings is not among the main 

purposes of the study, even though each symbol receives a commentary on its traditional 

interpretation. There is just no means of verifying such explanations, at least not yet. Only 

a discovery (and translation) of longer texts of religious content could shed some light on 

the Minoan and Mycenaean symbolic world. Until then, we depend on analogies from 

neighbouring cultures and on our modern point of view, both of which might largely differ 

from Minoan or Mycenaean perspective. However, a complex study of the iconography 

of the symbols might move us closer to decoding its meanings and to venture more 

reliable interpretations. 

 

Looking for the symbols 

The analysis focuses on ten inanimate objects used as symbols in Aegean art. They were 

chosen solely according to their interaction with each other. Hence, there is not a single 

one among them that could not be paired with at least one other symbol. It includes 

1. Double axe, 2. Figure-of-eight shield, 3. Helmet, 4. Horns of consecration, 5. Impaled 

triangle, 6. Incurved altar, 7. Leg, 8. Pillar, 9. Sacral knot, and 10. Snake frame. The 

modern names of the symbols are based on the terminology of Arthur Evans. 

One other symbol, the depiction of a star (or sun), is added to them in the analysis of their 

mutual interactions since it occurs with them rather frequently. Unfortunately, this 

symbol is far too complicated to provide valid data on its own. The first problem is the 
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quite high variability of its appearance. It may occur as a rayed6 or pointed star,7 as a solar 

disc8 or as a rayed disc.9 The second complication lies in its decorative manner. In many 

instances, the isolated sun/star seems to be used as a mere ornament, especially in 

glyptic.10 Thus, it is not always sure whether it was supposed to represent a symbol, an 

ornament, or just a space filler. Nonetheless, its symbolic value might be assumed in 

combinations with other symbols. 

One might further suggest that a symbol of the bucranium should be added to the list due 

to its connections to some of the other symbols. However, even though the Aegean 

bucranium is definitely a symbol, it does not qualify as an inanimate object since it most 

likely does not represent a skull of a dead animal,11  but rather a head of a living creature, 

as was argued by N. Marinatos.12 In that case, the head must be connected with the 

symbolism of the entire animal and should be studied in relation to this creature. 

Moreover, this so-called bucranium is not the only animal head that occurs as a symbol. 

Lion’s,13 ram’s14 and even boar ‘s heads were applied in quite a similar way, all of which 

are for example attested with the snake frame symbol in the Zakros sealings.15 A deer 

head could also bear a star symbol between its horns similarly to the bucranium,16 while 

even a human head might appear in the field of some images as an additional symbol.17  

A similar situation occurs in case of the palm-tree symbol, which as a plant likewise 

cannot be ranked among inanimate objects. Besides, palm is also a tree and the tree 

symbolism of Aegean art is such a broad, almost omnipresent theme, that an entire book 

could be, and already has been, dedicated to this subject.18 

Furthermore, there exists yet another group of symbols designated as “floating objects”, 

which are typical for Neopalatial rings, where they are habitually situated in the upper 

 
6 E.g. CMS II.3, no. 118. 
7 E.g. CMS X, no. 266. 
8 E.g. CMS II.5, no. 266; CMS II.7, no. 183. 
9 E.g. CMS IV, no. D042. 
10 E.g. CMS II.1, nos. 008–010; CMS II.2, nos. 015, 031, 062; CMS II.3, nos. 380, 382. 
11 There are few exceptions, though, depicting a true bucranium, such as CMS II.7, nos. 155–156. 
12 Marinatos 2010, 116. 
13 E.g. CMS VS3, no. 065. 
14 E.g. CMS II.7, no. 175. 
15 E.g. CMS II.7, no. 183; 189; 202. 
16 E.g. CMS II.6, no. 271. 
17 E.g. CMS II.8, nos. 218, 220; CMS X, no. 145. 
18 Tully 2018. 
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register of the depicted scene.19 Since they seem to interact withing their own realm, they 

are likewise not included among the studied symbolic objects, even though they might be 

occasionally spotted with some of them.20  

Nonetheless, this is not to say that the symbols excluded from this study do not coincide 

with the analysed objects. On the contrary, they all appear to be mutually entangled. 

However, a selection needed to be made in order to make the study comprehensible. The 

analysis of single elements used in Aegean art may continue with further studies dedicated 

to depiction of animals, plants, and humans. 

 

Structure of the work 

The symbolic objects are first studied individually. The data obtained from their analysis 

are subsequently combined at the end so as to outline their mutual interconnections. Each 

symbol receives one chapter consisting of: 

1. an analysis of the iconographic use of the symbol with special regard to its 

chronological development, 

2. a study of possible connections with similar symbols of the Bronze Age cultures 

in the East Mediterranean, 

3. a commentary on interpretative theories. 

The chapters are ranked in an alphabetic order according to the names of the symbols 

based on the terminology of Artur Evans. The studied material is presented in 

an Appendix with numbering system corresponding to the numbers of the relevant 

chapters and is marked “No.”. It is further arranged according to the used material and 

finally by iconographic topics. The Appendix contains all the studied examples and 

provides a comprehensive assembly of the available symbol depictions.21 Additional 

illustrative figures in the text are referred to as “Fig.”.  

 
19 Kyriakidis 2005; Crowley 2016. 
20 E.g. looped axe in CMS I, no. 219; sacral knot in CMS II.6, no. 004. 
21 An attempt was made to collect as many examples as possible, even though I am sure that some of 
them might have escaped my attention. 
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The conclusive remarks are dedicated to the final evaluation of the received data by 

defining the relations among the studied symbols themselves and their connections to 

certain iconographic themes. 

 

Methodology 

The Aegean iconographic system was not strictly codified throughout the entire Bronze 

Age and some of the themes evolved or were specific only for certain eras. For that reason, 

I chose to treat the studied material in a diachronic approach. Such a method requires only 

examples of known date or at least those that could be dated basing on convincing 

parallels. 

In order to define whether a symbol was specific to certain iconographic themes or 

occurred in them only sporadically, it is necessary to collect as many examples as possible 

and to employ a statistical approach. Of course, statistics can be determinative only up to 

a certain point especially as it regards objects of art coming from archaeological records. 

Hence, it is more reliable in the cases where more than a hundred examples of a certain 

symbol were found, than in those with about thirty or less collected specimens. Although 

rarity of such a symbol might also point to its unique or even elite character. Nonetheless, 

I believe that the statistical data are still worth studying, though bearing in mind that it 

might not be always absolutely decisive.   

Another useful tool in the study of iconography seems to be a comparative method applied 

on art of the contemporary neighbouring civilisations, namely on the Egyptian, Near 

Eastern, and Anatolian cultures. This approach was already used regarding different 

topics by J. Crowley,22 J. Phillips23 or V. Dubcová24 and proved to be indeed helpful for 

better understanding of investigated images. One possible way to use the method is to try 

to look for analogous symbols in foreign art and what is known about them. 

Unfortunately, as will be shown, meanings of such symbolic objects might not be 

completely clear even in the cultures with abundant textual evidence.25 Another way 

 
22 Crowley 1989. 
23 Phillips 2008. 
24 Dubcová 2018. 
25 See e.g. Chapter 9.2.1. 
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might be to search for perception of Aegean symbols in foreign art, which might also help 

to clarify some of its aspects.26 

All these approaches are finally combined to determine what actually can be said about 

the use and meaning of each symbol according to the evidence provided by art and 

archaeology. 

State of research 

The first study of the Aegean symbols was conducted by Arthur Evans at the very 

beginning of the 20th century in Mycenaean Tree and Pillar Cult and Its Mediterranean 

Relations,27 followed by extensive study of Cretan art and archaeology in The Palace of 

Minos.28 He also named the symbols and tried to interpret their meanings.29 Even though 

some scholars are trying to assign them with more adequate names, the terminology used 

by A. Evans is up until today used as termini technici and his interpretative theories are 

still taken into consideration.30  

His biggest opponent active in the first half of the 20th century was Martin P. Nilsson, 

who commented on most of the symbols in The Minoan-Mycenaean Religion and its 

Survival in Greek Religion.31 Due to his constructive criticism providing quite an opposite 

point of view he is still frequently quoted by various authors.32  

In the second half of the 20th century a major attention was given to the symbols by 

Bogdan Rutkowski in his Frühgriechische Kultdarstellungen, where he compared the 

previous interpretative theories and came up with some new ones.33 

The researcher who currently pays the most attention to the symbols is Nanno Marinatos, 

who has been commenting on them since the 1980s.34 Moreover, the 15th International 

Aegean Conference held in Vienna in 2014 was largely focused on the symbolism of the 

Aegean Bronze Age; its proceedings were published in 2016.35  

 
26 See e.g. Chapter 5.2. 
27 Evans 1901. 
28 PM I–PM IV. 
29 Evans 1901; PM I–PM IV. 
30 E.g. Marinatos 2009. 
31 Nilsson 1950. 
32 E.g. Banou 2008, 31; Marinatos 2010, 114; Flouda 2015, 43. 
33 Rutkowski 1981. 
34 Marinatos 1986; 2009; 2010; 2017. 
35 Alram-Stern et al. eds. 2016. 
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A completely new stream in understanding the Aegean symbolism has sparked not long 

time ago and is focusing on the multivalent nature of the images. It all seems to have 

started with a paper by Jeremy Rutter in 2006, where he was discussing a decoration 

of a LM II jug, which could be seen from three different points of views as three different 

images comprised in one.36  The argumentation was continued by Robert Koehl, who has 

seen the multivalence in Minoan art since the late Early Bronze Age, culminating in 

Kamares Ware of the First Minoan Palaces and continuing into the Late Bronze Age, with 

emphasis on the duality embedded in the double axe symbol.37 Lately, ambiguity of some 

seal images was also discussed by Erin McGowan.38 

Of major help in the study of the symbols is the Corpus der minoischen und mykenischen 

Siegel,39 whose last volume was published in 2004. These catalogues comprise the 

absolute majority of the discovered Aegean seals and sealings, which represent about 

70% of the material used for the iconographic analysis. 

However, most of the studies focusing on the symbols were primarily concerned with 

explanation of their meanings, while almost none of them discussed connections among 

the symbols themselves40 nor their diachronic use in iconography based on a profound 

study of the material.41 

 

Complications of the study of Aegean art 

Aside from the already mentioned lack of textual evidence, there is also another problem 

that the Aegean iconographic studies have to be dealing with, i.e. the difference between 

Minoan and Mycenaean art. Since the discovery of Minoan culture at the end of the 19th 

century scholars have been trying to distinguish between Minoan and Mycenaean art and 

religion. However, this task seems to be very problematic, especially for the Late Bronze 

Age.42 Yet, it is evident that they were two separate cultures basing on their different 

 
36 Rutter 2006. 
37 Koehl 2016. 
38 McGowan 2018. 
39 Corpus der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel I–XIII. 
40 N. Marinatos was comparing three out of the ten studied symbols so as to find relations among them. 
See Marinatos 1986, 70–71. 
41 Although some articles focused on a singular symbol and its chronological appearance in art do exist. 
See e.g. D'Agata 1992; Rehak 1992. 
42 It even led some of the early scholars to conclude, that the Minoan and Mycenaean religions and art 
were one and the same. See e.g. Nilsson 1950, 7. 
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funerary customs, architecture, pottery, and even language, but as far as the art or religion 

goes, the line is so thin that it is really hard to find a difference. It rather seems that the 

Helladic art and religion at the beginning of the Late Bronze Age were open to the 

influence from Crete and later continued developing the Minoan traditions.43 

All of the studied symbolic objects, which most likely coincided with religious beliefs 

and cult practices, might be found in Crete as well as in the Greek Mainland. In fact, there 

is not a single symbol among them, whose distribution would be strictly Cretan or 

Helladic. This points to the fact, that the symbols were most likely known and used by 

both of the cultures, or at least by the highest ranks of their societies. For this reason, the 

symbols used in the study are referred to as Minoan and Mycenaean, or generally Aegean, 

unless there is some other evidence speaking for their Cretan or Helladic origin. 

  

 
43 Whittaker 2015, 616–618. 
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1. Double axe 

None of the Minoan and Mycenaean symbols has made such an impact on Aegean 

archaeology as the double axe. In the archaeological record it is almost omnipresent since 

it occurs not only in various media of art, like pottery or glyptic, but also as a three-

dimensional object from both cult-related and profane contexts.44 Furthermore, it 

functioned as a rather frequent sign of Cretan hieroglyphic, linear A and B scripts.45 The 

only symbol that is depicted in Aegean art more often than the double axe (196 examples 

listed) is the figure-of-eight shield (228 examples found), which however owes its 

frequency to its increased popularity in the Mycenaean sphere from the Late Bronze II 

period onwards (see Chapter 2).     

The double axe is also one of the few symbols that can be ranked to the proper Minoan 

repertoire rather than to the Mycenaean one. The line between these two neighbouring 

cultures is very fine and it is not always easy to distinguish between Cretan and mainland 

Greek features.46 Nonetheless, in the case of the double axe, there is evidence that it was 

used in Crete as a symbol already in the Early Minoan II period47 and it is also attested 

among signs of the earliest Cretan alphabet, the so-called Archanes script appearing as of 

the end of the 3rd millennium BCE (EM III–MM I).48 On the other hand, in the Helladic 

culture it does not appear in larger numbers until the Shaft Grave period (MH III–LH I) 

and it remained popular mostly in Cretan art until the very end of the Bronze Age. 

Moreover, it seems that it was still popular on the island even in the Roman times.49  

Of course, not all of the Minoan three-dimensional axes were meant for cult purposes. 

Double axes were primarily functional tools and many of them bear traces of use.50 To 

what purposes they served is still uncertain since they are never depicted as being used 

otherwise than religious symbols or cult implements. Some scholars believe that they 

 
44 Mavryiannaki 1983, 207–211; Haysom 2010, 48–49.  
45 Decorte 2018, 365–367, Figs. 14–15. 
46 Townsend Vermeule 1975, 28; Whittaker 2015, 616–617. 
47 Seager 1912, 36, Fig. 12:II.46; MacGillivray 2012, 118; Nikolaidou 2016, 103. 
48 Weingarten 2010, 320. Decorte 2018, 341. E.g. CMS II.1, no. 391:i, 393:a, 394:a.  
49 Roman age examples of double axes are known from Cretan mosaics and funerary stelae. See 
Kouremenos 2016, 50–55.  
50 Zervos 1956, 404, Fig. 411.  
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served for chopping wood,51 others consider them as tools for slaying sacrificial animals52 

or as weapons.53 Though, there is no proof for any of these. (Further discussed in 1.3.) 

Nevertheless, the purpose of this study is to determine the way the axe was employed in 

Aegean art. The very essence of the symbol is embedded in its double-edged blade that 

might or might not be set on a haft. Many of the following examples used for this 

iconographic analysis are depicted only as a single blade and still do not lose its symbolic 

meaning. Due to its duality the axe could have been oriented upwards or downwards, 

while both of the positions would be correct.54 In art it indeed appears in both ways (Fig. 

1.1).55  

 

Fig. 1.1: Orientation of the double axe in iconography.  

(Drawing by author based on a. CMS II.3, no. 011; b. CMS XI, no. 259.) 

 

The basic shape of the blade is usually biconcave. However, most of the found moulds 

for casting utilitarian double axes are rectangular, with no protrusions or curves (Fig. 

1.2).56 It was proved by experimental archaeology that the incurved shape with protruding 

edges was most likely achieved by chopping or simply working with the axe.57 Hence, in 

 
51 Flouda 2015, 44–45; Nikolaidou 2016, 103. 
52 Nilsson 1950, 227; Watrous 1991, 293, 295. 
53 Haysom 2010, 48; Molloy 2012, 126; Whittaker 2015, 615. 
54 The duality of the axe is stressed in Koehl 2016, 470–471. Question of its correct orientation is discussed 
in Whittaker 2016, 109.  
55 E.g. CMS II.3, no. 011; CMS XI, no. 259. 
56 Buchholz 1959, 53, Taf. XIII:a, d; Mavryiannaki 1983, 199–200, Figs. 7–9; Whittaker 2016, 110.  
One of the oldest moulds for double axes comes from Vasiliki and is dated to EM II B. See Seager 1907, 
116–117, Fig. 2; Mavryiannaki 1983, 199, Figs. 7–8. 
57 Lowe Fri 2011, 28.  
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the cult we see an exaggeration of this natural shape of the axe both in metal examples of 

thin plate and in their artistic depictions.  

 

Fig. 1.2: a. Bronze mould for massive double axes from Vasiliki, EM II B;  

b. General scheme of a common double axe mould made of two parts. 

(After a. Seager 1907, Fig. 2; b. Buchholz 1959, Taf. XIII:a.) 

 

1.1 Double axe: Chronological development  

Pre-Palatial Period (EM I–MM I A) 

The earliest examples of metal double axes can be traced back to the Early Minoan 

Period.58 During this era a specific pottery decoration known as the “butterfly motif” 

occurs for the first time too (Fig. 1.3).59 It consists of two horizontally joined triangles 

and as some scholars believe, it might actually represent the blade of the double axe.60 

Without further evidence there would be no reason to claim that this particular motif is 

anything else but a geometric ornament. However, one of the earliest examples of this 

decoration was used on a bowl (No.1) coming from the same tomb where miniature metal 

double axes were found as well.61 Regarding this fact, it is possible that the “butterfly 

motif” really stands for the double axe blade.  

 
58 Seager 1912, 36; Buchholz 1959, 40. 
59 Betancourt 1985, 43. 
60 PM I, 173; MacGillivray 2012, 119; Nikolaidou 2016, 103–104.  
61 Seager 1912, 25, 36; Nikolaidou 2016, 103.  
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The tomb in question lies in the Pre-palatial cemetery of Mochlos (Tomb II) and dates to 

EM II–III.62 According to its excavator R. Seager it was the richest of all the early Minoan 

tombs unearthed there.63 Fragmentary remains of several individuals were found and the 

tomb itself yielded many golden objects serving as jewellery.64 Aside from the mentioned 

bowl with the decoration of joined triangles of EM II date (No. 1.1)65 it also contained 

three miniature double axes – one of copper and two of lead. Their small dimensions (7,5 

cm, 6 cm, and 4 cm in length)66 testify that they were not meant as utilitarian tools. It is 

also highly unlikely that persons of such an apparently high status, to whom that tomb 

belonged, would have been using axes in their professions as simple craftsmen. Hence, 

the double axe must have possessed a symbolic meaning already in EM II, which makes 

it possible that it would also appear in artistic renditions as in the case of the so-called 

“butterfly motif”. 

 

Fig. 1.3: Schematized double axe blade (“butterfly motif”) on Pre-palatial pottery. 

a. EM II dark on light; b. EM III–MM I light on dark; c. MM I dark on light. 

(After a. PM I, Fig. 41; b. Betancourt 1985, Fig. 56:H; c. Betancourt 1985, Fig. 56:L.) 

The schematized blade of the double axe continues to appear in pottery decoration until 

the MM I period (Fig. 1.3).67 Originally, it was depicted several times on a vessel surface 

(Nos. 1.1–1.6), but during MM I it was used as one singular and central motif of the entire 

vase (Nos. 1.7–1.8).68 An imitation of this motif is also known from the Greek mainland 

from Drachmani in Phokis, where it was used on a matt painted jug of MH I–MH II date 

(No. 1.9).69  

Nonetheless, pottery is not the only place where such a double axe blade image occurs. 

At least three Pre-palatial seals bear this motif as well (Nos. 1.13–1.15) all dating to 

 
62 Seager 1912, 24; Soles 1992, 49–50.  
63 Seager 1912, 22. 
64 Seager 1912, 24. 
65 Seager 1912, 25; PM I, 166; Betancourt 1985, 43. 
66 Seager 1912, 36; Buchholz 1959, 40, no. I.22.  
67 PM I, 75, 166, Fig. 24; 108–109, 117; Betancourt 1985, 43–44; Nikolaidou 2016, 104–105. 
68 Nikolaidou 2016, 105. 
69 PM I, 166–168, Fig. 117:c; Nilsson 1950, 214, Fig. 109. 
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EM III–MM I.70 One of them (No. 1.13) comes from Tholos B in Platanos71 – a site, 

where miniature metal double axes of the same date are reported too (found in 

Tholos A).72   

This is also the period (EM III–MM I) when the so-called Archanes script appears as the 

first writing system of Minoan Crete and one of its most frequent symbols is the double 

axe (Fig. 1.4:a).73 Also in this case the sign is in the shape of a schematized axe head 

represented by two joined triangles, but this time it is complemented with a haft. 

 

Fig. 1.4: a. Archanes script sign of the double axe AS 001;  

b. Cretan hieroglyphic sign of the double axe CHIC 042. 

(Drawing by author based on a. CMS II.1, no. 394:a; b. CMS II.8, no. 084.) 

 

Protopalatial Period (MM I B–MM III A) 

Cretan proper hieroglyphic script occurs approximately with the beginning of the First 

Palatial period in MM I B and lasts until the very end of MM III (ca. 2000–1600 BCE).74 

The double axe of this alphabet usually has a biconcave blade and a shorter haft (Fig. 

1.4:b, e.g. No. 1.30)75 than in the previous examples of “Archanes script”.   

It has been long believed that the double axe blade disappeared from the pottery 

decoration repertoire of the First Minoan Palaces,76 though it occurred on seals and 

 
70 CMS II.1, no. 331; CMS II,2 109; CMS VS1A, no. 215. 
71 CMS II.1, 385, no. 331.  
72 Buchholz 1959, 42, no. I.28. 
73 Woudhuizen 2016, 74; Decorte 2018, 341. E.g. CMS II.1, no. 391:i, no. 393:a, no. 394:a; CMS VI, no. 13:a, 
no. 14:c. 
74 Decorte 2017, 34.  
75 CHIC, 19, no. 042; E.g. CMS I, no. 425:b; CMS II.2, nos. 217:c, 256:c; CMS II.6, nos. 168, 176; CMS II.8, 
nos. 057, 068, 072, 081, 084, 088; CMS III, no. 237:d; CMS IV, nos. 135:a, 136:a; CMS VS1B, nos. 325–327, 
329; CMS XI, no. 084:a. 
76 MacGillivray 2012, 119. 
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sealings (Nos.1.16–1.32). However, at a closer look at the Kamares ware ornaments, one 

might realize, that many of the motifs incorporate a biconcave double axe blade (Nos. 

1.36–1.41).77 The Kamares pottery is the finest ceramic category that appears in this era 

and logically is considered to be of a palatial production.78 Its polychrome decoration of 

white and red paint on dark blackish slip uses mostly ornaments often inspired by floral 

motifs.79 It also shows that already at this time it used a multivalent imagery so much 

embedded in the later Minoan art.80 In other words, a general Kamares ware ornament 

might be composed of floral and geometric designs and yet it can also incorporate the 

symbol of the double axe blade, similarly to the one in Figure 1.5. In this way it represents 

a continuation of the axe blade motif used in pottery from the Early Minoan times, even 

though in current glyptic it was mostly depicted with a haft (Nos. 1.19–1.32). The fact, 

that the double axe occurs on luxurious pottery, shows that it was most likely considered 

as a prestigious symbol fit for a high society.  

 

Fig. 1.5: Kamares ware motif incorporating a double axe blade.  

(Drawing by author based on Nikolaidou 2016, Pl. XLII:d.) 

Unfortunately, during this period the double axe is hardly ever depicted otherwise than 

as an isolated motif or an ornament (Tab. 1.1). Nonetheless, it is known that it served for 

cult purposes already in this era based on metal examples of thin sheet reported from peak 

sanctuaries at Juktas81 and Gournos Krousonas.82  

 
77 Nikolaidou 2016, 105. 
78 Walberg 1976, 11–12; Betancourt 1985, 94, 96.  
79 Betancourt 1985, 96. 
80 Koehl 2016, 469.  
81 A deposition of 36 double axes of thin copper sheet was found in the area of Terrace I. See Karetsou 
2012, 89, Fig. 10:13; MacGillivray 2012, 119.  
82 Probably as a votive offering found in a rock crevice. See Rethemiotakis 2009, 194, Fig. 16.12.  
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Still puzzling are the so-called mason’s marks, which appear from MM I until the end of 

the New Palaces (LM I B).83 The double axe is one of their most frequent signs.84 

However, the religious aspect of these marks85 remains unproven and more practical 

explanations should be considered.86  

 

Neopalatial Period (MM III B–LM I) 

Out of 196 dated specimens of the double axe symbol listed in this thesis more than a half 

(108 examples) belongs to the Neopalatial era. Unfortunately, over 80% (88 examples) 

of these are again depicted singularly either as a simple blade or as an axe with haft (Table 

1.1, Chart 1.1). In glyptic it was especially popular in the Talismanic group (30 

exemplars found),87 where it usually appears as isolated motif (Nos. 1.43–1.68), but in a 

few cases it is combined either with a sun/star symbol (Nos. 1.70–1.71) or with a bovine 

head (No. 1.72–1.73).88 Both these motifs occur together with the double axe also in 

pottery. Bovine head or a bucranium is a new rendition to the double axe symbol, which 

as of the Neopalatial period occurs between its horns (Nos. 1.112–1.113).89 It was also 

found engraved on two massive double axe blades (Nos. 1.148–1.149).90 Moreover, the 

axe is at least twice depicted in a Marine style ware of LM I B (Nos. 1.92–1.93).91 These 

are one of the few Neopalatial examples where it appears with animals besides the ox 

heads. 

The star symbol is attested next to the double axe already in the First palaces period (No. 

1.24).92 During the Second palatial era it appears either directly linked to the axe 

 
83 Hood 1987, 205. The mason’s marks used in architecture occur simultaneously with potter’s marks used 
on pottery in MM I B – both include the symbol of the double axe. See Nikolaidou 2016, 105.  
84 Hood 1987, 207–208. 
85 Considered as sacred by Hood 1987, 210. Example of the double axe marks on a pillar in Evans 1901, 
111, Fig. 4. 
86 Since many of the mason’s marks are also known from Cretan hieroglyphic script it is possible, that they 
could denote a workshop, a quarry, a proprietor, or a destination of the blocks into which they are 
engraved. 
87 Onassoglou 1985, 109–110.  
88 CMS I, no. 437:c shows an example of multivalent imagery, where the double axe is embedded in the 
bucranium symbol – using its horns as part of the axe blade.  
89 Buchholz 1959, 16; Whittaker 2016, 110. 
90 Mavryiannaki 1983, 212, Fig. 16; Whittaker 2016, 109, Pl. XLIII:b. 
91 Koehl 2006, 152, Pl. 37:553. Further on the subject see Marinatos 2010, 124–125, Fig. 9.17.  
92 CMS II.5, no. 107. 
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(Nos. 1.70–1.71, 1.98)93 or it is used as an alternating motif in the so-called Alternating 

style pottery of LM I B (Nos. 1.90, 1.108, 1.110–1.111).94  

The first actual depictions of real double axes as being used are represented on a few 

Neopalatial seals (Nos. 1.79–1.82).95 They probably depict a procession during which 

large metal axes were carried by certain persons (males and females).96 Judging from their 

clothes they must have belonged to the elite classes of society.97 Carrying such double 

axes together with objects resembling a flounced skirt98 was most likely an honour 

entrusted only to the most worthy individuals. What exactly was the occasion of such a 

ceremony is only a matter of discussion.99 Nevertheless, there is a reason to believe that 

these images took their inspiration from palatial frescoes, which regrettably did not 

survive up until today.100  

As regards the Neopalatial wall paintings, only one example of the double axe was found, 

in which it is depicted between two incurved altar bases (Nos. 1.141). However, a seal 

impression from Knossos showing four axes arranged around a rosette (No. 1.69)101 

seems to represent an original mural depiction as well.102 Basing on this, it is possible that 

the double axe might have been used in such a decorative manner also in other wall 

paintings. 

A connection of the axe to a ritual activity is known from two golden rings of LM I date 

(Nos. 1.77–1.78).103 In both cases it is hoovering in the upper register of scenes which 

actually represent two phases of one and the same occasion generally called the tree 

shaking and omphalos hugging ritual.104 In both examples the double axe is represented 

in a variant composed of an axe and a looped knot with two loose ends, which closely 

resembles an Egyptian symbol of the ankh.105 (See chapter 1.2.2.) It is also often 

 
93 E.g. CMS XII, no. 193. 
94 Poursat 2008, 268. 
95 CMS II.6, no. 010; CMS II.7, no. 007; CMS VS3, no. 394. The seal on No. 1.82 (CMS II.3, no. 008) is dated 
to the transitional period between LM I and LM II. 
96 Blakolmer 2018, 42; Blakolmer – Hein 2018, 196. 
97 Blakolmer 2018, 35; Blakolmer – Hein 2018, 196. 
98 Jones 2015, 221; Matoušková 2018, 12.  
99 Blakolmer 2018, 44; Blakolmer – Hein 2018, 201. 
100 Blakolmer 2018, 30. Further on the subject of inspiration from frescoes to glyptic see Blakolmer 2010b, 
155–159; Blakolmer 2012b, 83–98.  
101 CMS II.8, no. 125. 
102 PM IV, 614, Fig. 601. 
103 CMS I, no. 219; CMS XI, no. 029. 
104 Tree-shaking and omphalos hugging is sometimes depicted together in one image. See e.g. CMS II.3, 
no. 114. Further on the subject see Younger 2009, 43–49. 
105 Evans 1901, 178; Marinatos 2010, 122–123. 
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considered as a combination of two originally separate symbols – the double axe and the 

sacral knot,106 which seems very logical. On the other hand, there is no known depiction, 

where these two separate symbols would appear together. Besides, the sacral knot seems 

to be more connected to the figure-of-eight shield (see Chapter 9).    

This looped version of the double axe with two loose ends on each side of the haft is 

confined to LM I B pottery and does not occur on ceramics in any other period (Nos. 

1.107–1.111).107 Although it did not emerge completely out of the blue. Previous stages 

of this looped version might be traced back to the very beginning of the New Palatial 

pottery in MM III B (No. 1.112), which evolves through LM I A (Nos. 1.100–1.103)108 

until its final version in LM I B (Fig. 1.6).109 The fully developed variant is also known 

from the Mainland (Nos. 1.123–124) dating to LH II A period (contemporary to LM I 

B).110  

 

Fig. 1.6: Evolution of the looped variant of the double axe motif in Minoan pottery.  

(After Niemeier 1985, a. Abb. 57:2, b. Abb. 57:3, c. Abb. 57:11, d. Abb. 57:23.) 

A loop atop the double axe in glyptic appears already in one Protopalatial sealing from 

Knossos (No. 1.32),111 but other examples are known only from the Neopalatial era. 

Given the fact, that the fully developed version of the looped axe in pottery dates to LM 

I B,112 it is very probable, that the glyptic examples (Nos. 1.74–1.78) and an ivory one 

(No. 1.143) belong to the same period as well. 

 
106 PM IV, 281; Alexiou 1967, 3; Niemeier 1985, 118; Mountjoy 1999, 317–318, fig. 106, 11; Crowley 2012, 
232; MacGillivray 2012, 123; Jones 2015, 281; Woudhuizen 2016, 26, 32. 
107 Niemeier 1985, 117, Abb. 57:21–24. 
108 The middle variant of the looped axe with double division of the haft also occurs until the end of LM I 
B.  
109 For dating of the examples see Niemeier 1985, 117, Abb. 57:1–24. For sub-LM I A variant see Niemeier 
1980, 29, Abb. 10:8. 
110 Mountjoy 1999, 317–318, Fig. 106:11. 
111 CMS II.5, no. 234. Another possible Protopalatial example is presented in No. 1.31, CMS II.8, no. 055. 
112 Niemeier 1985, 117, Abb. 57:21–24. 
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The double axe decoration, simple or looped, appears on luxurious Minoan pottery, some 

of which is obviously of ritual purpose like rhyta (6 examples listed).113 Quite often it 

occurs on jugs (7 examples),114 which are vessels connected, among others, to libation. 

The motif also belongs to the Alternating style repertoire, which is considered to serve 

purely for ritual activities (4 examples found).115 All of this points to the conclusion, that 

the double axe decoration was probably used on a pottery with a connection to Minoan 

cult.116  

Contemporary mainland Greek pottery got inspired by the Minoan double axe motif 

already in LH I, when it is depicted with a simple haft and large blades with exaggerated 

biconcave outline protruding high above the haft (Nos. 1.114–116).117 This shape of the 

blade survived until the next era of LH II A, when it replaced the haft by two wavy lines 

coming through the middle of the blade. It got widespread and it even became one of the 

most typical motifs of this period (Nos. 1.125–140)118 often occurring on cups.119 It fades 

away during LH II B. Types of the Helladic double axe motifs are depicted in Fig. 1.7. 

 

Fig. 1.7: Evolution of the double axe motif in Helladic pottery.  

(Drawing by author based on Mountjoy 1999 a. Fig. 353:4, b. Fig. 12:26, 

c. Fig. 179:20, d. Fig. 334:38.) 

Many votive double axes belong to the Neopalatial period. The majority of them come 

from cave sanctuaries like Arkhalochori, Psychro or Melidhoni.120 Some of them are 

 
113 Minoan LM I rhyta: Nos. 1.88, 1.91–1.93, 1.104, 1.110. 
114 Minoan LM I jugs: Nos. 1.84, 1.100, 1.105, 1.108–1.109, 1.118, 1.124.  
115 Poursat 2008, 259. Alternating style: Nos. 1.90, 1.108, 1.110–1.111.  
116 Unfortunately, in majority of cases I was not able to find the exact archaeological contexts from which 
the pottery examples come. Otherwise it would be, of course, the best way to verify the theory of ritual 
purposes of these vessels.  
117 Mountjoy 1999, 867, Figs. 62:2, 82:13, 353:4. This variant of the motif continued to appear also on LH 
II A pottery. E.g. Mountjoy 1999, Fig. 319:3. 
118 Mountjoy 1999, 256–258, 506–507. Used on 16 out of 25 collected LH II A examples. 
119 Mountjoy 1999, 867. The double axe motif occurs on 12 cups out of 28 LB I Mycenaean examples here 
presented. 
120 Buchholz 1959, 33–34, no. I.3., 40, no. I.21.b, 42–43, no. I.30; Mavryiannaki 1983, 207. 



28 
 

made of gold or silver, some bear ornamental decoration and others are even inscribed.121 

Finds of metal axes are also reported from built shrines, like those from Knossos122 or the 

monumental ones found in Nirou Chani.123 Some axes are of unknown provenance, 

mostly from chance finds, and if they are made of casted metal, there is no way to find 

out whether they were meant as votives or not, unless they are engraved, like the five 

examples listed in this thesis (Nos. 145–149).124 It is doubtful, that utilitarian double axes 

would be decorated and still serve their initial purpose. Hence, it is more likely, that they 

had been originally used as tools and later engraved and donated to a deity.125  

The double axe also functioned as a sign of the Linear A script, which appeared in 

MM II B in Phaistos and as of the beginning of the New Palaces it has prevailed on the 

entire island of Crete.126 The sign of the double axe repeatedly occurs in the so-called 

“libation formula” that is read as “A-SA-SA-RA” (Fig. 1.8).127 Contrary to the Cretan 

hieroglyphic script, Linear A usually does not appear in glyptic.128 

 

Fig. 1.8: The so-called libation formula engraved on LM I bowl fragment from Palaikastro. 

(After MacGillivray 2009, Fig. 1.) 

 
121 Gold: e.g. Buchholz 1959, 33–34, nos. I.2.b, I.3.c; Silver: e.g. Buchholz 1959, 33, no. I.3.b; Inscribed: e.g. 
Buchholz 1959, 33, no. I.3.a; Flouda 2015, 48–51, Fig. 1.  
122 Buchholz 1959, 37, no. I.15. 
123 PM I, 437, Fig. 313; Buchholz 1959, 40, no. I.23. 
124 Buchholz 1959, 41, no. I.25.b; 38, Taf. IV:l; Mavryiannaki 1983, 212, Fig. 16; Verlinden 1985, 135, Fig. 
1; Whittaker 2016, 109, Pl. XLIII:b. According to the parallels of their depictions, they can be dated to the 
Neopalatial Period.  
125 Maran 2015, 250.  
126 Davis 2010, 51; Weingarten 2010, 321–322. 
127 PM I, 631; MacGillivray 2012, 120; Woudhuizen 2016, 249–256. Phonetic values of these signs are 
based on the similarity with Linear B signs. What is even more interesting is that the hieroglyphic 
equivalents for the first two signs of this formula occur together already on Middle Minoan seals. 
Discussed in Decorte 2018, 367–368. 
128 Weingarten 2010, 322. Though, few exceptions exist – e.g. CMS II.3, no. 038. 
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Final Palatial Period (LM II–LM III A1) 

Some Neopalatial iconographic schemes survived until the Final Palatial era, like the 

bovine head with double axe between its horns,129 but others appeared for the first time 

(Table 1.1.). The newest innovation occurring in glyptic in this period is a snake frame 

goddess – portrayed as a mistress of animals wearing a crown of multiple horns (also 

called snake frames)130 with a double axe placed in the middle of the crown. From the 

very beginning of this period two examples are known, both found in the same tomb in a 

Mycenaean necropolis of Kalkani and both of them probably belonged to the same person 

(Nos. 1.156–1.157).131 Other examples of the mistress with an axe are dated to the later 

phase of this period (Nos. 1.158–1.161).132 Linear B sing for the axe might occasionally 

be found even in glyptic (Nos. 1.154, 1.163).133   

During this era, the double axe is depicted as being used in a ceremonial activity as well. 

It occurs on a painted larnax known as the Ayia Triada sarcophagus, where two double 

axes are set into tall conical stands between which a libation is performed (No. 1.175).134 

Similarly, a seal from the Ashmolean Museum shows the double axe as being placed into 

a shrine and worshipped by two females (No. 1.151).135 Furthermore, an image from 

a golden ring shows a presentation scene, where a double axe is given to a female divinity 

as an offering (No. 1.150),136 which probably hints at a real practice of worship. 

The biggest novelty of this epoch is indisputably the connection of the double axe to the 

horns of consecration (Nos. 1.155, 1.173), which is so far unknown to art prior to the very 

end of the palace of Knossos in LM III A1 (Tab. 1.1). 

 

Post-Palatial Period (LM III A–LM III C) 

During the Post-Palatial era, the double axe is bounded to the horns of consecration 

(Nos. 4.115–4.129). It disappeared from glyptic repertoire, but it remained on Cretan 

 
129 CMS II.3, no. 011; CMS XI, no. 259; CMS XII, no. 250. 
130 PM IV, 168. Further discussed in Chapter 10. 
131 CMS I, no. 144–145. 
132 CMS I, no. 379; CMS II.3, no. 063; CMS II.8, no. 255; CMS V, no. 654. 
133 CMS II.3, no. 310; CMS XII, no. 250.  
134 PM I, 438–440; Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 50. 
135 CMS VI, no. 282. 
136 CMS I, no. 017. Further on the presentation scenes see Crowley 2013, 63–65; Dubcová 2018, 439–446.  
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pottery and larnakes.137 Even though the horns of consecration do appear also singularly, 

the double axe is only rarely depicted without the horns (No. 1.176–1.177).  

This iconographic change coincides with the alternation of manufacture in the horns of 

consecration models, which newly bear a protrusion in the middle with a socket that most 

likely served for insertion of a double axe (see Chapter 4).138  

The symbol occurs in pottery decoration until the very end of the Bronze Age in Crete 

(Nos. 4.141–4.142).139  

 

1.1.1 Conclusions 

The fact that the motif of the geometrically schematized double axe blade occurs on a 

pottery bowl (No. 1.1) from the same Pre-palatial tomb where miniature metal double-

axes were found as well,140 testifies that the object must have possessed a symbolic 

meaning already in EM II. As further evidence shows it also appears on EM III–MM I 

seals (Nos. 1.13–1.15), like on the one from Platanos (No. 1.13), which is again a site 

where miniature metal axes were excavated too.141 The Archanes script sign only 

complements the argumentation (Fig. 1.4:a).  

For the purposes of this thesis 196 examples of the double axe symbol used in Aegean art 

were collected and presented in the appendix. Chart 1.1 shows that majority of the 

exemplars comes from pottery and larnakes (52%), while the second most often artistic 

medium is glyptic (41% including beads). Chart 1.2 illustrates the quantity of the symbol 

occurrence over the entire Bronze Age with the highest popularity in the Neopalatial 

period to which 55% of all the collected specimens belong.  

 

 

 
137 Niemeier 1985, 120–121, Abb. 58:3–6; D'Agata 1992, 253. 
138 D'Agata 1992, 253–254. 
139 Davaras 1981, 116–117, Pl. 23; Betancourt 1985, 179–180, Fig. 125. 
140 Seager 1912, 25; PM I, 166; Betancourt 1985, 43. 
141 Seal: CMS II.1, 385, no. 331; Metal axes: Buchholz 1959, 42, no. no. I.28. 
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Chart 1.1: The double axe symbol according to the material (N=196). 

 

 

Chart 1.2: The double axe symbol over time (N=196). 
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Tab. 1.1: Iconographic evolution of the double axe symbol. (Based on examples presented in this study.) 
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Chart 1.3: Iconographic evolution of the double axe symbol.
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The evolution of the iconographic function of the symbol is illustrated in Table 1.1 and 

supplemented by Chart 1.3 demonstrating the quantity of used iconographic themes 

including isolated double axe motifs. The alternations happening to the iconographic 

program correspond to the political changes of Minoan Crete.  

1. Initially the double axe symbol occurs as a geometrically schematized double axe 

blade in the Pre-Palatial period and occasionally continues to appear in this way 

in the subsequent eras as well.  

2. In the Protopalatial period the blade gains a biconcave shape and in glyptic it is 

usually supplemented with a haft. However, in the majority of cases it is depicted 

as an isolated motif, even though first indications of its looped version or a 

connection to a star occur.  

3. The majority of the Neopalatial depictions still shows the double axe singularly. 

The axe with a loop and two tassels was particularly popular, appearing on pottery, 

in glyptic, and in ivory as well. This version of the axe however seems to be 

confined only to this era. For the first time the axe is also attested in scenes either 

being carried in a procession or hovering above a ritual of worship. A frequent 

novelty of this epoch is the connection of the axe to a bovine head. 

4. Some Neopalatial themes continued in the Final Palatial era, while a few 

completely new ones arose. From the beginning until the end of this epoch, the 

axe is depicted in the middle of the so-called snake-frame on the head of a mistress 

of animals. Subsequently, with the fall of the Knossos palace, a combination of 

the axe with horns of consecration appears for the very first time, while the 

connection to the bovine head disappears. A transition between these two symbol 

combinations is attested in a unique sealing image (No. 1.155)142 capturing a 

bovine head topped with horns of consecration and a double axe (Fig. 1.9). 

5. During the entire Post-Palatial epoch, the axe habitually occurs in the combination 

with the horns of consecration. 

 
142 CMS VS1A, no. 141. 
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Fig. 1.9: Motifs of the double axe with bovine head and horns of consecration.  

(Drawing by author based on a. Marinatos 2010, Fig. 9:11; b. Niemeier 1985, Abb. 58:5; 

c. CMS VS1A, no. 141.) 

 

Some chronological changes of the symbol itself can be detected in Minoan pottery as is 

shown in Table 1.2. The geometrically schematized axe-head of the Pre-Palatial era is 

changed into a biconcave shape in Kamares pottery of Protopalatial period. Beginning in 

the Neopalatial epoch it occurs only with a haft and as might be observed, further most 

evident changes of the symbol happen through the haft. While setting aside the simple 

haft shapes, there are some axes whose hafts are changed into or embellished by floral 

motifs. This rendition seems to be confined to the Neopalatial era.143 That is also the case 

of the looped version of the haft with three phases finalized in LM I B. This last variant 

is also known from the Neopalatial glyptic144 and from one ivory inlay.145 Hence, it is 

possible, that even these non-pottery examples date to LM I B. As of the end of the Final 

Palatial era it has been in the pottery (including larnakes),146 where the double axe was 

coupled with the horns of consecration.  

 
143 The double axe symbol occurs with floral motives also in subsequent periods, but only in the 
Neopalatial era it is attested as a direct modification of its haft.  
144 CMS I, no. 219; CMS XI, no. 029; CMS VS1B, no. 138b; Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki 2005, 342. 
145 Zervos 1956, Fig. 529. 
146 Further evidence shows that the pottery workshops of LM III period might have also produced larnakes. 
Merousis 2018, 343–344.  
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Tab. 1.2: Development of the double axe symbol in pottery. 

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

 

Several trends in the evolution of the double axe symbol can be observed also in glyptic, 

where the most evident changes happen to the blade (Tab. 1.3). Contrary to the pottery 

examples the geometrically schematized axe blade, hafted or not, occurred from the Early 

Minoan Period until the end of Minoan Palaces. Biconcave shape of the axe was attested 

from the First Palaces onwards, (as well as in the case of the Kamares pottery). It was 

already mentioned that the looped version of the axe is known from a Protopalatial 

sealing,147 but other than that it seems to be likewise limited to the Neopalatial period. 

The era of the Second Palaces is also the epoch when the blade with doubled edges on 

both sides was attested for the first time.148 This enhanced shape of the ceremonial axe 

continued to the subsequent era. During the Final Palatial period, occasional linear 

schematization of the double axe was attested resembling either a Linear A or Linear B 

script sign of the axe. The symbol is unknown from later glyptic. 

 
147 CMS II.5, no. 234. 
148 MacGillivray 2012, 122. Even though this phenomenon is most frequent in glyptic, it appears also 
elsewhere. E.g. a fresco fragment PM III, Fig. 141, or a pottery decoration Niemeier 1985, Abb. 57:25. 
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Tab. 1.3: Development of the double axe symbol in glyptic.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

 

As far as the combinations of the double axe with other symbols are concerned, it is clear 

that the axe was depicted primarily as an isolated item, but occasionally might have been 

joined with a star from the Protopalatial period onwards, with a snake frame in Final 

Palatial period and with Horns of Consecration as of the end of Minoan Palatial epoch 

(Tab. 1.4).149 All these changes speak for the evolution of iconographic use of the double 

axe symbol throughout the Aegean Bronze Age.  

 
149 Further commentary on the symbol combinations:  

1. The figure-of-eight shield usually does not occur in a direct relation to the axe. In one Neopalatial 
example the shield forms a part of a ritual scene, where it probably belongs to the man who is 
shaking the tree. A looped double axe is hovering above the scene (No. 1.77). A Final Palatial 
example shows the shield carried by a small human figure floating in the upper register of a 
presentation scene, where the double axe is offered to a goddess (No. 1.155). The shield is also 
depicted on a Post-Palatial larnax, but it is placed in a different register than the double axe 
combined with horns of consecration (No. 4.xxx). The only possible affiliation of the figure-of-
eight shield to the axe can be seen on an actual metal double axe with engraved shield (No. 1.146). 
Nonetheless, it is possible that it corresponded more to the owner (or to the invoked deity) than 
to the axe itself. 

2. The single example of the helmet symbol as connected to the axe is also known from a metal axe 
engraving (1.147).  

3. The rare combinations with the incurved altar seems to point out the similarity between the 
shapes of these two symbols. Even though they are attested only twice together, in both cases 
they are positioned very close to each other. The altar occurs with the double axe on a Neopalatial 
fresco as if forming an ornamental frieze (No. 1.141). The second example comes from a seal, 
where the double axe is positioned right next to it (No. 1.162).  

4. The only example with a pillar depicts small double axes as if placed into a column capital (No. 
1.174), which might show a common practice.  

5. The sacral knot is known from an axe engraving, where it is depicted together with the figure-of-
eight shield (No. 1.146). Other than that, these two symbols are not attested together. However, 
it is possible that the looped variant of the double axe represents a combination of these two 
symbols.  
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Tab. 1.4: Symbols combined with the double axe. 

 

Interestingly, until the end of the Neopalatial period it was not much usual to depict 

the axe with any animals, except for the bovine head. However, as of the Final Palatial 

era it occasionally started to appear with entire bulls, birds, and lions (Chart 1.4). 

 

Chart 1.4: Animals and fantastic creatures occurring with the double axe symbol. 

 

Regarding all these changes of the iconographic use of the double axe, it is clear that 

it represented an important symbol of Minoan religion existing in Crete since the Pre-

Palatial period, which gained more and more prestige during all the Palatial epochs. 

With the fall of the last Minoan palace it was suddenly combined with the horns of 

consecration, which by itself shows a distinct change in Minoan cult. The double axe 

as well as the horns of consecration both belong to the oldest and most frequent Cretan 

symbols, which however functioned for about a thousand years separately (EM II–

LM II). Of course, there must have existed some internal connection between them. 

The most probable link is the association of the axe with the real bovine horns 

appearing as of the Neopalatial period, which then again was something very palatial-

like, belonging to the elite. After a period of distinctive changes happening in Crete 

Bull
44%

Bird
17%

Lion
11%

Goat
8%

Griffin
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Fish
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Other
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(LM II) followed by the final destruction of the Knossos palace (LM III A1), the 

combination of these two symbols represented a need for something very old and very 

Minoan, which was common to all the Cretans, rich or poor. Both these symbols most 

efficiently represent the Minoan religion with ritual practices shared by all the 

Cretans.150  

 
150 I. Hodder discusses the importance of ritual as a way of shared identity. See Hodder 1982, 167. 
Further Logue 2004, 152. 
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1.2 Double axe: External connections 

1.2.1 Double axe in the Near East and Egypt 

As Arthur Evans mentions, the double axe as a symbol had appeared in Egypt and the 

Near East before it occurred in Crete.151 The earliest examples can be traced back to the 

Halafian culture (c. 5500–4500 BCE) in northern and eastern Mesopotamia.152 Several 

stone amulets in the shape of double axes, obviously serving as pendants, were discovered 

in Arpachyiah (Fig. 1.10:a) and a similar exemplar is also reported from Tell Halaf 

itself.153 Moreover, the Arpachyiah pottery quite often worked with a motif of joined 

triangles (Fig. 1.10:b–c) similar to the so-called “butterfly motif” known from the Early 

Bronze Age Crete (Nos. 1.1–1.6). Given the circumstances, it is likely that this motif also 

represented the double axe blade,154 as supported by the existence of the double axe 

pendants from the same site.155  

Further evidence shows that double axes were used for ritual as well as military purposes 

during the Old Babylonian period (c. 1900–1600 BCE), when they are also known from 

textual evidence under the Akkadian word of paltu or paštu.156 However, a single-bladed 

axe prevails in the artistic repertoire of the Bronze Age Mesopotamia and it is quite often 

pictured as a divine weapon, especially as an attribute of the weather god Adad / Ishkur.157  

The double axe sign in Egypt is rather scarce, although it occasionally appears during the 

Early Dynastic period, when it is reported from the 1st dynasty (c. 3000–2900 BCE) tombs 

of Abydos as an incision to some stone vessels.158 A few literary sources from 5th dynasty 

(c. 2500–2350 BCE) mention a khet-priest with a double axe in his title.159 Otherwise, a 

typical Egyptian axe was ordinarily one-sided and was depicted mostly as a weapon.160 It 

also functioned as a hieroglyphic logogram  pronounced as akhu  and meaning 

simply an axe.161   

 
151 PM II, 28–29. 
152 Contini – Graziani 2012, 140. 
153 Mallowan – Cruikshank Rose 1935, 95–96. 
154 Mallowan – Cruikshank Rose 1935, 167; Contini – Graziani 2012, 140. 
155 The Arpachiyah pottery also frequently used a symbol of the bucranium, which makes it possible that 
it could use other symbols as well. For bucranium motifs on the Arpachiya pottery see Mallowan – 
Cruikshank Rose 1935, 158–159, Fig. 74. 
156 Contini – Graziani 2012, 139. 
157 Contini – Graziani 2012, 140. 
158 Petrie 1900, Pl. VII:12; Petrie 1901, XXV:11. 
159 Cook 1914, 545; PM II, 28; Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 103. 
160 Shaw 1991, 36–37. 
161 Gardiner 1957, 511. 
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Even though it is possible that the double axe symbol spread through the East 

Mediterranean from the Near East, the evidence from other cultures is not very numerous, 

which contrasts to its extraordinary popularity in Crete. Hence it is likely, that even if the 

symbol had come to Crete from the Near East or Egypt, its meaning and purpose would 

have been made to fit the local Cretan needs and evolved in the genuinely Minoan symbol 

as we know it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b. c. 

Fig. 1.10: Findings from Arpachiyah, Iraq, Halaf period (c. 5500–4500 BCE). a. Pendants and 

beads from the Burnt House. b.–c. Painted pottery with double axe blade motifs.  

(After Mallowan – Cruikshank Rose 1935, a. Pl. VI:b; b. Fig. 58:2; c. Fig. 64:1.) 
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1.2.2 The Ankh symbol 

A number of scholars has noted that the Neopalatial looped variant of the double axe 

strikingly resembles the Egyptian symbol of life .162 Ankh was one of the most popular 

symbols of ancient Egypt, which spread well beyond the Egyptian borders (Fig. 1.11). It 

occurred on Syrian seals from c.1800 BCE usually as a filling motif (Fig. 1.14:d), but 

sometimes it was also carried by a goddess.163 Occasionally it is depicted with its lower 

part split in three, especially in the North Syrian seals.164 In Anatolia it belonged to the 

Luwian hieroglyphic script habitually depicted without the middle stem165 and from the 

15th century BCE it appeared on Hittite royal seals.166 In all these cultures the symbol 

meant life,167 which makes it very probable, that the Minoan version held the same 

meaning as well. Contrary to Anatolia and Egypt, in Crete it was not part of a hieroglyphic 

script,168 although it is known from the Linear A.169  

Fig. 1.11: Development of the symbol of the ankh in the Eastern Mediterranean.  

a. Egypt; b. Anatolia; c. North Syria, d. Crete. (After Woudhuizen 2016, Fig. 4.) 

In Egypt it appeared already in the first dynasty (c. 3000–2900 BCE). One of the earliest 

examples is attested on an ivory comb probably belonging to the funeral inventory of king 

Djet (Fig. 1.12:c).170 The ankh is depicted here with two separate ends in its lower part, 

which evokes the much later Anatolian version.171 There are also some other instances 

which clearly show that the ankh was supposed to be made of a sort of a cloth or a string 

(Fig. 1.13:b).  

 
162 Evans 1901, 178; Rutkowski 1981, 98; Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 104; MacGillivray 2012, 123; Marinatos 
2010, 122–123.  
163 Black – Green 1992, 74. 
164 Woudhuizen 2016, 26, 81, Fig. 4:c. 
165 Sign number L 369. 
166 Yakubowich 2010, 208.  
167 Marinatos 2010, 122; Yakubovich 2010, 208; Woudhuizen 2016, 26. 
168 Woudhuizen 2016, 32. 
169 Woudhuizen 2016, 244. Sign number L 23. Suggested phonetic value „za“. 
170 Benešovská 2008, 84; Currently in Egyptian Museum of Cairo inv. n. JE 47176. 
171 Other Early Dynastic examples of the ankh with a double division of its lower stem are also known. See 

e.g. Petrie 1900, Pl. VII.4; Petrie 1901, Pl. XIX.151. 
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It is still an unresolved problem what the shape of the symbol actually represents. The 

symbol is generally considered to stand for a sandal strap since it occasionally bears this 

meaning too.172 It is, however, hard to guess what link there could be between the 

meanings of the words for the sandal strap and life.173 Thus, the relation is most likely 

based on the superficial resemblance of the shape. Likewise, the same symbol was also 

used to denote a mirror 174 or a bouquet of flowers ,175 both of which are similar 

to the ankh in the shape. Real mirrors resembling the ankh are reported from 

archaeological finds as well.176 During the Old and Middle Kingdom (Early to Middle 

Bronze Age) the ankh also appears as a penis sheath of some deities connected to fertility 

(Fig. 1.12:b), but it is hard to say whether this was supposed to be the original purpose 

of ankh or again just a contemporary association of life and fecundity.177 Some scholars 

also believe, that its shape could have been derived from an image of a bovine’s thoracic 

vertebra with a long protrusion (Fig. 1.12:a).178 

In art it might appear as a separate symbol, but it is also frequently coupled with the pillar 

of djed , symbol of duration and stability, to signify a long-lasting life.179 These two 

objects are also repeatedly accompanied by the symbol of was , to represent the life, 

stability and dominion.180 Occasionally it also appears with tiet , the knot of Isis, whose 

shape is very similar to ankh.181 In artistic renditions it can basically appear with anything 

that is somehow connected to life – water, air, sun, food or vegetation.182 

Its association with water can be traced all the way back to the 1st dynasty, when it is 

known from a libation vessel in the shape of an actual ankh placed between upraised 

hands in the form of ka , a symbol meaning soul (Fig. 1.12:d).183 Libation from this 

vessel would basically mean “May the soul live”.184 In some depictions it might even 

 
172 Gardiner 1957, 508, S34; Andrews 1994, 86. The loop would present a circle around ankles with loose 
ends fixed to the sandal in the front part and fastened on the instep by a crossing strip.  
173 Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 103. 
174 Andrews 1994, 86; Remler 2010, 16; McDonald 2018, 8. 
175 Wilkinson 1994, 22, 161. 
176 Baines 1975, 21; Wilkinson 1994, 22; McDonald 2018, 8. 
177 Baines 1975, 1–6, Fig. 4. 
178 Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 104–106; McDonald 2018, 8.  
179 Andrews 1994, 86. 
180 Andrews 1994, 86; Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 168.  
181 Baines 1975, 16.  
182 Wilkinson 1994, 161.  
183 MET, no. 19.2.16. Other examples of the ankh placed between the upraised hands of ka are also known. 

See e.g. Petrie 1900, Pl. XXI.29; Petrie 1901, Pl. XIX.151, 153. 
184 Wilkinson 1994, 160. 
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replace the water flow itself as in the case of the Hatshepsut’s relief from Karnak showing 

a purification ritual (Fig. 1.13:a).185   

Its association to a sun was most common in the Amarna period, but occasionally occurs 

even elsewhere.186 

Ankh also very often appears in the hands of different gods (Fig. 1.14:a–b).187 On many 

occasions a deity is represented as holding the ankh close to the king’s nose (Fig. 1.14:c), 

which might be understood as an allegorical representation of the breath of life, that is 

given by a god to a ruler.188 It is also often associated with the lotus flower, which is 

considered as a symbol of eternal life.189 Given this fact, it is not that surprising that this 

plant was likewise frequently given to the nose of kings and gods.190 

As a hieroglyphic sign it was painted in blue, which was a colour used for signs of water 

or sky, but also for symbols with special sacred meaning, like a throne.191 Moreover, in 

ancient Egypt the blue colour was generally associated with regeneration192 and hence its 

connection to the symbol of life. Beginning in the Old Kingdom (contemporary to the 

Early Minoan Period) it was also used in a form of amulets193 serving either to lengthen 

the life or as a part of a funeral inventory to ensure the life after death.194 Although, when 

compared to other amulets, ankhs were rather rare.195 Most expensive materials used for 

such amulets were lapis lazuli, turquoise, and faience, all of bluish colour. However, other 

materials, like red carnelian, were used as well.196 Many examples also show the ankh 

signs as parts of accessories often combined with other symbols – mostly with the djed 

pillar or a wedjat-eye (Fig. 1.13:c).197 

All in all, the origin of the ankh shape is not certain, although there are some indications 

of its fabric-like or a string-like nature.198 What is more important is the way it was 

 
185 Wilkinson 1994, 159–160; McDonald 2018, 8. 
186 Baines 1975, 21–22; Wilkinson 1994, 161. 
187 Andrews 1994, 86; Remler 2010, 16. 
188 Wilkinson 1994, 160. 
189 McDonald 2018, 7. 
190 Baines 1975, 23; McDonald 2018, 8.  
191 Baines 1975, 18; Wilkinson 1994, 118. 
192 Andrews 1994, 83. 
193 Andrews 1994, 86. 
194 Pinch 1994, 110. 
195 Andrews 1994, 86; Remler 2010, 16. 
196 Andrews 1994, 110. 
197 Andrews 1994, Figs. 69:b, 89; Pinch 1994, 110, Fig. 57. 
198 One of its earliest representations (Fig. 1.11:c) shows it with two loose ends and in some examples it 
is depicted with a textile-like structure (Fig. 1.12:b).  
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employed in Egyptian art. As a symbol of life, it was almost omnipresent, since it could 

occur with everything that is somehow related to life, procreation, and regeneration. It 

appeared in Egyptian artistic repertoire from the beginning of the Early Bronze Age, 

while the double axe is attested in Minoan art not long afterwards (EM II). The actual 

ankh sign must have been known in Crete at least from the Protopalatial period as it is 

attested on some Egyptianizing seals of Minoan production.199 Both these symbols are 

associated with sun and vegetation, both appear in funerary, religious, and profane 

contexts and both were also used as amulets or jewellery. The double axe motif also often 

occurs on libation vessels, which recalls ankh’s connection to water and purification. All 

these affinities speak for their possibly similar meanings. As well as the symbol of the 

ankh had a multivalent nature, it is possible that the double axe had multiple meanings 

too. Nevertheless, the origin of the Minoan double axe does not seem to be derived from 

the older symbol of the ankh. It is much more likely, that Cretans used their own symbol 

of the double axe that happened to have a similar meaning as ankh. That is probably why 

in the Neopalatial period it was in some cases assimilated to this Egyptian symbol.  

  

 
199 Woudhuizen 2016, 391–392, Fig. 98. 
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c. d. 

Fig. 1.12: a. Thoracic vertebra of a bull closely resembling the shape of the ankh. (After Gordon 

– Schwabe 2004, Fig. 6.2.); b. Drawing of a stele with the god Hapi wearing a penis sheath 

similar in shape to the ankh, 13th dynasty. (After Baines 1975, Fig. 4.); c. Ivory comb of king 

Djed with engraved ankh, 1st dynasty. (After Benešovská 2008, 84.); d. Stone libation vessel in 

the shape of the ankh and ka, 1st dynasty. (After MET, no. 19.2.16.) 
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b. c. 

Fig. 1.13: a. Ankh symbols standing for water on a relief stele of the queen Hatshepsut, 18th 

dynasty. (After Wilkinson 1994, Fig. 124.); b. Ankh amulet, 18th dynasty. (After Wilkinson 

1994, Fig. 128.); c. Amulet-like jewel in gold and silver with symbols of ankh, djed and wedjat, 

Middle Kingdom (After Pinch 1994, Fig. 57.)  
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a. b. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

c. d. 

Fig. 1.14: a. Ankh held by the goddess Isis; b. Ankh held by the god Horus; c. Ankh held out by 

the god Thot at the nose of the king posing as Osiris. Temple of Sethi I, Abydos, 19th dynasty. 

(After Calverley – Broome 1988, a. Pl. 44; b. Pl. 33, c. Pl. 36.); d. Modern imprint of a Syrian 

cylinder seal with ankh symbols, 1720–1650 BCE. (After MET, no. 1988.380.4.)   
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1.3 Double axe: Notes on interpretation 

One of the first scholars who noticed the religious significance of the double axe symbol 

was Arthur Evans. According to him the axe represented an actual material shape of a 

deity, an object to which the divinity could enter.200 Initially he ascribed it to Cretan 

Zeus,201 but later argued that it was most likely associated with the great Minoan goddess 

and that it might have also represented the duality between the goddess and her male 

counterpart.202 Moreover, he likewise emphasized its connection to the Egyptian symbol 

of the ankh.203 

On the contrary, M. P. Nilsson saw the double axe as the main symbol of Minoan religion 

in general and compared it to a cross in Christianity or to a crescent in Islam.204 He was 

convinced that the axe served primarily as a sacrificial tool for slaying animals and due 

to its ritual importance it gained a sacred meaning.205  

More recently, Nanno Marinatos interpreted the double axe as a symbol of the sun based 

on its frequent appearance in the middle of the horns of consecration, which strikingly 

resemble the Egyptian symbol of a mountain (dw) often depicted with a solar disc (akhet 

- symbol of horizon).206 She also noted that the looped variant of Minoan double axe is 

very similar to ankh, the Egyptian symbol of life, which points to the fact, that both 

symbols, ankh and axe, mean life and regeneration.207   

Apparently, there is a little agreement regarding the interpretation of the double axe 

symbol. Scholars even do not agree what the actual double axe was used for. Some claim 

that it must have served as a weapon used in combat,208 while others are similarly 

convinced that the axe was used for ritual slaying of animals for offerings.209 There is 

also a very practical point of view, that considers double axes as tools for chopping wood, 

cutting soft stones or carving meat.210 However, the pictorial evidence is silent in this 

matter, but fortunately, it allows us to get a few ideas about its ritual purpose.  

 
200 Evans 1901, 107, 180. 
201 Evans 1901, 99. 
202 PM I, 447.  
203 Evans 1901, 178. 
204 Nilsson 1950, 194.  
205 Nilsson 1950, 227, 229. 
206 Marinatos 2010, 116, 120. 
207 Marinatos 2010, 123.  
208 PM II, 29; Haysom 2010, 48; Molloy 2012, 126; Whittaker 2015, 615. 
209 Nilsson 1950, 227; Watrous 1991, 293, 295. 
210 Lowe Fri 2011; Flouda 2015, 44–45; Nikolaidou 2016, 103. 
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Regarding the indications from the Minoan palatial epoch, it is clear, based on some 

Neopalatial seal images (Fig. 1.15:a)211  that there existed an important festival during 

which some large axes together with a textile object were carried by chosen individuals 

in a procession.212 The procession must have ended in a place of cult, where the axes were 

set into stands perhaps similar to those depicted on the Ayia Triada sarcophagus (Fig. 

1.15:b).213 Actual stepped stands with sockets are also reported from the Neopalatial 

contexts.214 As the sarcophagus image further shows, ritual actions were most likely 

performed in front of the axes. At the end of this ceremony the axes were probably 

donated to the venerated divinity as is suggested by the image on a ring from the 

beginning of the Final Palatial period (Fig. 1.15:c).215 Deposits of such large double axes 

are known from archaeological record, for example from the villa of Nirou Chani dating 

to LM I216 or from the peak sanctuary of Mount Juktas of MM I–MM II date.217 Even 

small axes, after all, functioned as votive donations to a deity as is evident from the finds 

from cave sanctuaries, like Archanes and Psychro,218 or from smaller mountain peak 

sanctuaries, like Gournos Krousonas.219  

It is very tempting to assign the double axe to one divinity since there are several seal 

images showing the axe on a horns crown (snake frames) of a goddess portrayed as a 

mistress of animals (Fig. 1.15:f).220 Another depiction shows the double axe as being 

offered to a seated female deity.221 However, all these specimens are dated to the Final 

Palatial era, despite the fact, that more than a half of the examples of the axe used in art 

belong to the Neopalatial period. It seems that there was no need to assign the axe to a 

specific deity prior to the single rule of Knossos since LM II. It rather appears that it was 

somehow associated with bovine horns between which it is attested in a number of cases 

as of the Second Palatial period (Fig. 1.15:e).222 If the so-called “snake frames” worn by 

the goddess of the Final Palatial era were actually made of bovine horns, as many scholars 

 
211 CMS II.3, no. 008; CMS II.6, no. 010; CMS II.7, no. 007; CMS VS3, no. 394. However, ritual scenes usually 
did not form a part of the Protopalatial repertoire of seal images, which might be the reason why the axe 
did not occur in such depictions earlier. 
212 Blakolmer 2018, 42–44; Blakolmer – Hein 2018, 196. 
213 PM I, Fig. 317; Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 50. 
214 PM I, 437–438, Figs. 314–315.  
215 CMS I, no. 017. 
216 PM I, 437, Fig. 313; PM II, 281. 
217 Karetsou 2012, 89, Fig. 10:13; MacGillivray 2012, 119.  
218 Flouda 2015, 45–48. 
219 Rethemiotakis 2009, 194. 
220 CMS I, no. 144–145, 379; CMS II.3, no. 063; CMS II.8, no. 255; CMS V, no. 654. 
221 CMS I, no. 017. 
222 E.g. CMS I, no. 437:c; CMS XIII, no. 015; CMS II.3, no. 011; CMS XI, no. 259; CMS VS1A, no. 141.  
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believe (See Chapter 10),223 then it would mean a continuation of the trend. Subsequently, 

if Arthur Evans were right in his interpretation of the horns of consecration as 

representing real bovine horns,224 then the link would lie again in the horns of an ox (see 

Chapter 4.3). 

Last but not least, there are several Neopalatial images showing the double axe as the 

ankh (Fig. 1.15:d).225 This originally Egyptian symbol spread through the east 

Mediterranean cultures and in all of them was understood as a symbol of life.226 Thus, 

there is no reason to believe, that it should be different in Crete. The fact, that the 

Neopalatial elite wanted the symbol of the ankh to look like a modification of the double 

axe, speaks for their very similar if not identical meanings. The double axe also often 

appears with vegetation motifs, especially on Neopalatial pottery,227 which supports the 

theory of its life-giving powers. Even its connection to the sun (or star) might signify the 

sun that gives life, as it was the case in Egypt.228 This interpretation would also explain 

the common occurrence of the double axe on Post-palatial larnakes as evoking a rebirth 

into the new life after death. Thus, there might be something to the N. Marinatos’s 

interpretation of the axe as a symbol of life.229 

Nonetheless, contrary to the abundant volume of the finds depicting the double axe, the 

evidence showing the symbol in more complex scenes is rather scarce. Hence, it would 

not be wise to base a definite interpretation of its meaning and function on those few 

examples, as it still might be altered by new evidence yet to be discovered. 

 

 

Fig. 1.15: Iconographic themes depicting the double axe.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

 
223 Rutkowski 1981, 104; Marinatos 1993, 113, 155; Lebesi et al. 2004, 18. 
224 Evans 1901, 137.  
225 E.g. CMS VS1B, no. 138b; Niemeier 1985, Abb. 57:21–24. 
226 Marinatos 2010, 122; Yakubovich 2010, 208; Woudhuizen 2016, 26. 
227 Onassoglou 1985, 110.  
228 Baines 1975, 21–22; Wilkinson 1994, 161. 
229 Marinatos 2010, 123. 
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2. Figure-of-eight shield 

One of the most popular symbols of the Late Bronze Age Aegean Art is undoubtedly the 

figure-of-eight shield (228 exemplars collected). The object’s modern name is based on 

the similarity of its shape from the frontal view to the Arabic number of eight (Fig. 2.1:a). 

The fact that it represents an actual shield is evident from the way it was employed in 

Aegean art.230 It is also apparent from the iconographic repertoire, that at least two types 

of shields existed simultaneously (Nos.2.58, 2.66).231 However, the other one, the so-

called tower-shield (Fig. 2.1:d), was not used symbolically. Given that only one of the 

shields gained a symbolic meaning, it is very probable that it was assigned to the more 

prestigious one. Thus, the figure-of-eight shield seems to have been primarily a symbol 

of a high status, which is also why the combat scenes including the shield are accounted 

among depictions of symbols in this study. Its symbolic value was, nonetheless, much 

more complex,232 as will be discussed further. 

 

Fig. 2.1: a. Figure-of-eight shield from the frontal view; b. side view; c. inside view;  

d. Tower shield from the frontal view. (Drawing by author based on a. CMS II.8, no. 276; 

b. CMS I, no. 011; c.–d. Blakolmer 2007, Pl. LVII:1.) 

One of the most pressing questions regarding this object is the enigma of its origin. Some 

scholars believe that it primarily represented a Mycenaean battle equipment,233 while 

others could convincingly claim the same for Minoan Crete.234 The existence of this 

shield type in the Early and Middle Bronze Age is very likely, though might be doubted, 

(as will be discussed in following sub-chapter). It was definitely used at the beginning of 

the Late Bronze Age, when it can be encountered in Crete as well as in the mainland 

 
230 E.g. CMS I, nos. 011, 012; CMS II.8, no. 276; Stocker – Davis 2017, Fig. 10. 
231 E.g. PBF VI.11, Pl. B:37; CMS II.7, no. 005; Blakolmer 2007, Pl. LVI:1. 
232 For A. Evans’s interpretation of the military significance of the shield see PM IV, 342, and for religious 
significance see PM II, 52–53; PM III, 314–315. 
233 Townsend Vermeule 1975, 30; Rutkowski 1981, 105–106. 
234 PM II, 52; Rehak 1992, 116; Rehak 1998, 235; Blakolmer 2007, 213. 
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Greece, and from that point its popularity grew steadily until the very end of the Aegean 

Bronze Age. While looking at the geographical distribution of the collected items 

portraying the figure-of-eight shield as demonstrated in Chart 2.1,235 it is clear that in the 

Neopalatial period almost half of the examples came from Crete and another quarter 

of them from the islands, (which at that time belonged to the Minoan sphere of influence). 

Moreover, 9 out of the 17 remaining exemplars that came from the Mainland, were 

discovered in the shaft graves of the Circle A at Mycenae,236 which were also full of 

luxurious objects considered as of Minoan manufacture.237 In the following Final Palatial 

Era the absolute majority of the specimens with known contexts still originated from the 

island of Crete. It was only after the fall of Knossos, as the last of the Minoan palaces, 

when the mainland Greek finds overweight the Cretan ones. Hence, resulting from this 

distribution analysis and supported by the possible Pre- and Protopalatial examples, the 

figure-of-eight shield should be regarded as an originally Minoan object and a symbol, 

which later gained an extreme popularity among the ranks of the mainland Greek elite. 

 

Chart 2.1: Distribution of the figure-of-eight shield symbol over time. 

 

  

 
235 Neopalatial examples with known provenance = 50; Final Palatial examples of known provenance = 
53; Post-Palatial examples of known provenance = 67. 
236 Five of them come from the Shaft Grave IV (Nos. 2.56–2.58; 2.66–2.67), two of them from the Shaft 
Grave III (Nos. 2.12, 2.14) and two others from the general area of the Grave Circle A (Nos. 2.61–2.62).  
237 Townsend Vermeule 1975, 27–29. 



54 
 

2.1 Figure-of-eight shield: Chronological development 

Pre-Palatial Period (EM I–MM I A) 

Even though the existence of this kind of shield before the Neopalatial times is not 

absolutely sure, there are some Pre-palatial beads (and a seal) reminiscent of the shield’s 

shape (Nos. 2.1–2.3),238 which, unfortunately, seem to pose more questions than to give 

answers. The biggest problem is that they came from private collections, which might 

compromise their credibility in general and their dating in particular. At least two of them 

(Nos. 2.1–2.2) most likely originated from Tholos B in Moni Odigitria, that was looted 

in 1980.239 Interestingly, a double axe shaped bead of approximately the same date is 

supposed to come from the Moni Odigitria Tholos as well (No. 1.12).240 If the assumed 

contexts were correct, it would make it possible that double axes and figure-of-eight 

shields were used as beads or amulets already in the Pre-palatial period. 

Furthermore, as A. Evans mentions, a similarly shaped shield existed in the Early Bronze 

Age Egypt and was used as a standard for the warlike goddess Neith (further discussed 

in Chapter 2.2.1).241 

 

Protopalatial Period (MM I B–MM III A) 

One seal with a clear depiction of the figure-of-eight shield from Knossos (No. 2.4)242 

could be considered as a proof of the shield’s existence in the era of the First Minoan 

Palaces.243 The rest of the glyptic examples are, however, very schematized (Nos. 2.6–

2.11).244 Such a stylized figure-of-eight shield resembles a modern dumbbell and is 

generally composed out of two circles connected by a middle rib (Fig. 2.2:b), 

occasionally it might be crossed by an additional line in the middle to suggest the three-

 
238 CMS VS1A, nos. 219, 242; CMS XI, no. 075. These objects are identified as figure-of-eight shields also 
in Nikolaidou 2020, 5, Fig. 2. 
239 CMS VS1A, nos. 219, 242; Sbonias 2010, 201. 
240 CMS VS1A, no. 310. 
241 PM II, 51; PM III, 314. 
242 CMS II.2, 41, no. 032. Unfortunately, the seal does not come from a closed context that could validate 
its dating. See CMS II.2, 35. Other sides of the seal are broken and thus, not even a stylistic dating of the 
associated images can prove the MM II date. However, there is also a steatite seal CMS VI, no. 058:b 
(No. 2.5) of surely MM II date, which bears a less detailed depiction of the shield, as was argued by 
A. Evans in PM II, 52, Fig. 25:a. 
243 According to M. Anastasiadou it belongs to the MM II Malia Steatite Group. See Anastasiadou 2011, 
230, n. 1350. Also discussed in Nikolaidou 2020, 6, Fig. 4:b. 
244 E.g. CMS II.2, no. 306:a. See Anastasiadou 2011, 230–231. 



55 
 

dimensional shape of the actual shield (No. 2.9).245 This dumbbell-like schematization 

of the shield is known from subsequent eras as well (Fig. 2.2:c–e). Additionally, it is at 

least twice attested together with horned animals (Nos. 2.6–2.7),246 which has been quite 

common as of the Late Minoan II period. Finally, at least two of the collected 

Protopalatial examples were depicted together with other hieroglyphs (Nos. 2.10–

2.11),247 which means that it could have been used also as a sign of the Cretan 

hieroglyphic script. 

 

Fig. 2.2: a. Standard figure-of-eight shield; b.–e. Dumbbell-like schematized version of the 

shield, (b. MM II; c. LM I; d. LM II; e. LM III A). (Drawing by author based on a. CMS II.8, 

no. 276; b. CMS II.2, no. 306:a; c. CMS II.7, no. 218; d. CMS I, no. 115; e. CMS VI, no. 337.) 

 

Neopalatial Period (MM III B–LM I) 

In the Neopalatial times the figure-of-eight shield became one of the major symbols 

of Minoan art, as was argued above. Large portion of the iconographic themes were 

concentrated on the actual use of the shield in close combat (Nos. 2.12–2.16, 2.58),248 in 

hunting (No. 2.17, 2.66)249 or in military parades (Nos. 2.18–2.21).250 At least three times 

it is attested together with the so-called tower-shield (Nos. 2.31, 2.58, 2.66),251 which is 

however never depicted as displayed on a wall or painted on pottery. On the contrary, the 

figure-of-eight shield is portrayed in several seal images with an ornamental frieze 

underneath and sometimes with a hanging loop on top (Nos. 2.66–2.29).252 The spiral 

 
245 E.g. CMS III, no. 054:b. 
246 CMS II.2, no. 306:a; CMS II.5, no. 266. 
247 CMS II.1, no. 420:a; CMS VI, no. 060:c. 
248 E.g. CMS I, no. 011, 012. 
249 PBF VI.11, no. 37, Pl. B:37. 
250 E.g. CMS II.3, no. 032; CMS II.8, no. 276. 
251 CMS II.7, no. 005; PBF VI.11, no. 37, Pl. B:37; Blakolmer 2007, Pl. LVI:1. 
252 E.g. CMS II.8, no. 127; CMS II.3, no. 113. 
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band most likely represents a fresco decoration of palace walls, where such shields might 

have been displayed.253 Occasionally it is coupled with the so-called sacral knot likewise 

hung up on the wall (Nos. 2.66–2.67) (further discussed in Chapter 9).254 Moreover, it is 

also quite frequently encountered in pottery designs, with the earliest examples dating to 

the LM I A phase, though no loops were depicted yet (Nos. 2.36–2.38).255 It is in the 

subsequent phase of LM I B when the shield ordinarily occurs painted on ceramics as if 

hanging by a loop (Nos. 2.41–2.53).256 The shield ranks among the most popular motifs 

of the Alternating Style pottery (Nos. 2.47–2.53),257 which is largely considered as having 

a cult-related purpose.258 It repeatedly appears painted on jugs or on other liquid-holding 

vessels. Some pottery examples of LH II A production, contemporary to LM I B, are 

known from the Greek mainland as well, however, they are obviously inspired by the 

Minoan Palatial Style decoration (Nos. 2.50–2.53).259 

Remarkably, many objects with representations of figure-of-eight shields were recovered 

from the Shaft Grave IV in the Circle A in Mycenae including a sword with shield-like 

ornaments (No. 2.67),260 the famous niello dagger with a hunting scene (No. 2.66),261 a 

silver krater with a combat scene (No. 2.58),262 the Silver Siege Rhyton with shields from 

both sides of the handle (No. 2.56),263 and a silver rhyton shaped as an actual figure-of-

eight shield (No. 2.57).264 Moreover, several faience sacral knots were also found in this 

particular grave (No. 9.13),265 which might not be a mere coincidence, given their 

connection to the shields in art. Most, if not all, of these objects are considered as coming 

from Minoan workshops.266  

 
253 For ornamental frieze as an indication of a mural painting inspiration for miniature art images see 
PM III, 313; Blakolmer 2012, 84. Similar spiral band also occurs under the feet of marching warriors with 
shields in CMS II.8, no. 277 (No. 2.19), which might again show a reflection of a palace-style fresco. See 
PM I, 695. 
254 The Archanes ring (No. 2.27) uses a mirror reverse, but it undoubtedly still represents the same image 
as in the case of the Knossos sealing CMS II.8, no. 127 (No. 2.26). The engraving of a shield flanked by 
sacral knots on the axe blade from Voros (No. 2.65) also represents these objects hanging on a wall as is 
given by the protruding loops. 
255 Niemeier 1985, 122, Abb. 59:1; Papagiannopoulou 1995, 213, Fig. 2; Rehak 1998, 117. 
256 Niemeier 1985, 122–123, Abb. 59:2–6; Rehak 1992, 118, Figs. 6–11. 
257 Rehak 1992, 118, 120. 
258 Poursat 2008, 268. 
259 Rehak 1998, 232; Mountjoy 1999, 256, Fig. 84:27; 377, Fig. 130:22. 
260 PM IV, 302, Fig. 236. 
261 PM III, 118–120, Fig. 70–71; PBF VI.11, 10, no. 37, Pl. B:37. 
262 Townsend-Vermeule 1975, 29, Fig. 33–34; Blakolmer 2007, Pl. LVI:1. 
263 PM III, 89–90, Fig. 50; Koehl 2006, 138–139, Pl. 32:425. 
264 Koehl 2006, 125, Pl. 28:343. 
265 Schliemann 1878, 242, Nos. 350–352; PM I, 430, Fig. 309; Foster 1979, 140–141. 
266 Kalogeropoulos 2015, 173–174. 
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The Shaft Grave IV of the Circle A provides by itself a very interesting archaeological 

situation. According to the revision of the bone remains it contained five individuals, at 

least three of which were provably male.267 Not only it was the richest of all the graves,268 

but it was also full of Minoan symbolism. Besides the combination of the shields with 

knots, it likewise contained the combination of double axes with bovine heads 

(No. 1.144)269 and gold plaques of tripartite shrines with the horns of consecration 

(No. 4.69).270 As K. Kalogeropoulos argues, the deposited objects did not represent just 

an appropriated exotica, but were deliberately placed in the grave with a profound 

understanding of the Minoan symbolic system, which means that the Mycenaean elite at 

that time behaved in conformity with Cretan religious norms.271 However, it is still 

evident that the Mycenaean tastes slightly differed from the Minoan ones, given that the 

combat or hunting scenes in general were more popular in the mainland Greece than in 

Crete. Although it does not mean that Minoans were a peaceful culture contrasting with 

the warlike Mycenaeans. It rather seems that the Neopalatial Cretans just favoured 

different artistic topics than the Achaeans of the same period.272  

Aside from the mentioned iconographic themes, the shield occurs in some unique topics 

as well. Once it is depicted on a side of a tree-shaking scene (No. 2.30),273 probably 

belonging to the male performing the ritual,274 and it also appears in two Kato Zakros 

sealings unparalleled from elsewhere, which portray a pair of shields placed in front 

buildings (Nos. 2.32–2.33).275  

Several stone beads in the shape of the shield might likewise date to the Neopalatial period 

and were probably worn as amulets (Nos. 2.34–2.35).276 The use of the shields for 

accessories is further attested by a faience female figurine from Knossos, who is wearing 

 
267 Papazoglou-Manioudaki et al. 2010, 161–163. 
268 Kalogeropoulos 2015, 168. 
269 It contained two gold sheets in the shape of a bucranium with double axe, several miniature double 
axes of gold sheet and a silver bull’s head rhyton. See Schliemann 1878, 215–218, Nos. 327–330; 
Papazoglou-Manioudaki et al. 2010, 162. 
270 Schliemann 1878, 267, No. 423. 
271 Kalogeropoulos 2015, 178. 
272 B. Molloy argues similarly in the regard of the grave goods on the Greek Mainland and in Crete. See 
Molloy 2012, 120. 
273 CMS I, no. 219. 
274 The dubious object positioned next to the shield is sometimes interpreted as the sacral knot (see PM 
I, 432, Fig. 310:c), but also as a dress of the warrior with a protruding pommel of the sword (see Rehak 
1998, 233). 
275 CMS II.7, nos. 218–219. 
276 PM III, 314–315; E.g. CMS II.4, no. 189. Further discussed in Nikolaidou 2020, 6, Fig. 3:b. 
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a necklace made of the figure-of-eight shields (No. 2.64).277 Although contrary to the 

double axe or the horns of consecration, the figure-of-eight shield is never used in the 

Talismanic seals. This might be explained by an exclusive character of the symbol as 

belonging to the highest ranks of the elite, while the Talismanic seals served most likely 

for a lower class of inhabitants, who were affluent enough to procure such seal stones, 

but did not belong to the nobility, e.g. merchants.278 

 

Final Palatial Period (LM II–LM III A1) 

Iconographic themes of fighting or marching warriors covered by the figure-of-eight 

shields are unknown to the Final Palatial period. Nonetheless, an occasional hunting scene 

(Nos. 2.68)279 or a simple standing warrior (Nos. 2.69)280 remained in the repertoire as 

well as the depictions of shields hanging on a wall (No. 2.130). The first known fresco 

imitating such hung up shields was found in the destruction layer of the Knossos palace281 

and according to M. Cameron’s stylistic analysis it dates to LM II (No. 2.139).282 

Originally it contained seven or eight imposing shields each about 1,6 m high.283 

Apparently none of them had a protruding loop on top, but an ornamental frieze was 

running in the middle of their background, which is a feature to be found in some 

contemporary pottery decorations too (Nos. 2.126–129).284 Several ceramics designs use 

a spiral-like pattern with shields placed on it, probably likewise representing shields 

displayed on the fresco-decorated walls.285 Newly, some pottery vessels are adorned with 

plastic shield-shaped bosses (Nos. 2.133–134), most likely imitating stone or metal vases 

with similar relief shields (Nos. 2.55–2.56, 2.135–2.136).286 

In glyptic art the shield often accompanies depictions of emblematic animals (Nos. 2.83–

2.121),287 mostly lions and bulls, but also the so-called Minotauri – half humans half 

 
277 PM II, 702, Fig. 440; Foster 1979, 78, Fig. 11; Rehak 1992, 116, Fig. 4; Nikolaidou 2020, 7, Fig. 5:b. 
278 For purpose of the Talismanic seals see Murock Hussein 2018, 397–398. 
279 E.g. CMS I, no. 228. 
280 E.g. CMS VII, no. 158. 
281 PM III, 299–306. 
282 Cameron 1976, Vol. 2, 439, Pl. 63, A–D; Vol. 3, 65–66. 
283 Cameron 1976, Vol. 2, 627–628. 
284 E.g. Rehak 1992, Fig. 20; Koehl 2006, Fig. 41:1143. 
285 PM IV, 341, Fig. 284; Cameron 1976, Vol. 2, 572. 
286 PM IV, 301.  
287 E.g. CMS I, no. 041; CMS XIII, no. 032. 
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animals (Nos. 2.76–2.82),288 while many of the shields appear in the dumbbell-like 

schematized version (Fig. 2.1:d). Moreover, in a few cases it is attested in animal combat 

scenes (Nos. 2.71–2.75)289 and at least once with a lion pierced by a spear (No. 2.99),290 

both of which might be associated with the hunting theme. In one case it also occurs in 

a bull-leaping scene (No. 2.70).291 Furthermore, its connection to the sacral knot 

continues, but this time they are both depicted only as additional symbols in animal 

designs (Nos. 2.83–2.86).292 Sometimes it might be accompanied by the so-called 

impaled triangle as well (Nos. 2.70, 2.80–2.82, 2.105)293 (further discussed in Chapter 5).  

 

Mycenaean Palatial Period (LH III A–LH III B) 

The first time when the mainland examples depicting the eight-shape shield overweight 

the Cretan ones was during the Minoan Post-Palatial period (Chart. 2.1), which makes it 

safe to speak about a mainland Greek production instead of the Cretan one. Contrary to 

the other major symbols of Minoan Crete such as the double axe or the horns of 

consecration, which disappeared from seal images in LM III A1, the shield remained in 

glyptic art through most of the Mycenaean palatial epoch and was employed in the 

imagery known from the Minoan Final Palatial period – i.e. emblematic animals (Nos. 

2.149–2.189) including Minotauri (Nos. 2.147–2.148),294 followed by animal combat 

(Nos. 2.142–2.146)295 and occasionally even bull-leaping (Nos. 2.140–2.141).296 

However, combinations with sacral knots or impaled triangles disappeared. The majority 

of the collected seal images depicted the shield in the schematized dumbbell-like version 

(Fig. 2.2:e), but since they were employed in the same scenarios as the non-schematized 

shields, they can be recognized as the same symbol. Furthermore, some of the Mainland 

 
288 E.g. CMS XII, no. 238; CMS VS3, no. 113. Classified by J. Crowley as I 67–I 70: Hybrid man in Crowley 
2013, 97. 
289 E.g. CMS I, no. 412; CMS V, no. 184:a. Classified by J. Crowley as T 17: Animal attack in Crowley 2013, 
55. 
290 CMS II.8, no. 421. Classified by J. Crowley as I 104: Animal distressed in Crowley 2013, 114. 
291 CMS VII, no. 100.  
292 E.g. CMS XIII, no. 032–033. 
293 PM III, 316; E.g. CMS VI, no. 298; CMS VII, no. 100. 
294 E.g. CMS II.3, no. 107; CMS VII, no. 123. 
295 E.g. CMS V, no. 649; CMS VI, no. 377. 
296 CMS II.8, no. 231; CMS VI, no. 337. 
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Popular Group seals dating to LH III A2–LH III B used the figure-of-eight shield as the 

main and isolated image (Nos. 2.190–2.194).297 

The shields are also known from several Mycenaean palatial wall paintings (Nos. 2.225–

2.228), which are however of smaller dimensions than the first example from Knossos 

and most likely took inspiration from the Knossian older and bigger fresco of LM II date 

(No. 2.139).298 A unique piece of art comes from a shrine known as the Tsountas House 

in the Cult Centre of Mycenae, which portrays a female figure covered by the figure-of-

eight shield on a stuccoed pinax (No. 2.224).299 Some scholars consider this woman as a 

warrior goddess.300 Additionally, few depictions of warriors with the figure-of-eight 

shields are known from this period as well (Nos. 2.201–2.202, 2.209).301 

Furthermore, large portion of the Mycenaean palatial examples were made of ivory and 

might have served as decoration of fancy vessels (No. 2.205–2.206)302 or as inlays for 

furniture pieces (Nos. 2.207–2.222).303 A set of shields from Tholos A in Archanes 

included two warrior heads wearing boar’s tusk helmets (Nos. 2.207).304 Since some of 

the single shield ivory pieces were also found in contexts with such helmet-wearing 

heads, it is possible, that the shield and the helmet formed a symbolic pair in this period.305  

Shields were also still worn as jewellery. For illustration, a shield-shaped stone bead is 

known from a necklace found in Archanes in Tholos D (No. 2.196).306 Moreover, 

a necklace of small shields made of blue glass was recovered from the Uluburun 

shipwreck (No. 2.197)307 and similar artefacts made of gold were excavated in the 

 
297 E.g. CMS VS1A, no. 093; CMS VS1B, no. 002. 
298 PM III, 305–306. For illustration, the shields from the Tiryns fresco were only 35 cm high, whereas the 
older fresco shields from Knossos measured about 1,6 m in height. See PM III, 305; Cameron 1976, 
Vol. 2, 627–628. 
299 Rehak 1998, 227, Pl. XLVI:a; Poursat 2014, 166, Fig. 209. 
300 Immerwahr 1990, 191; Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 64, Pl. XXI. Also discussed in Rehak 1998, 227.  
301 E.g. Poursat 1977b, 157, Pl. XIV:1.   
302 PM IV.1, 302, Fig. 237; Zervos 1956, 406, Fig. 618. 
303 Dating of the Mycenaean ivory in general is unfortunately rather problematic. Specimens form LH III A 

closed contexts are largely missing and majority of the ivory is known from the destruction layers 

of LH III B, which means that it is almost impossible to distinguish which of the inlays were made in LH III A 

and served as heirlooms and which of them were made in the later palatial phase of LH III B. Moreover, 

given the Mycenaean artistic conservatism, it is hard to say, whether some stylistic evolution would be 

even detectable. See Poursat 1977b, 178–180. 
304 Sakellarakis 1997, 721–727, Fig. 842. 
305 Papadopoulos 2008, 17. 
306 Poursat 2014, 191, Fig. 250. Several similar stone beads might be dated to LM I (Nos. 2.34–2.35), 
which could mean, that the Archanes necklace might have been an heirloom from the Neopalatial times. 
307 Pulak 2008, 375, no. 239. 
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necropolis of Enkomi in Cyprus (Nos. 2.198–2.199).308 All of them were either made on 

the Greek Mainland or at least took an inspiration from the Mycenaean production.309 

 

2.1.1 Conclusions 

Even though some possible examples of the figure-of-eight shield might be traced back 

to the Pre-Palatial and Protopalatial periods, the first associations of the symbol with more 

complex images might be observed as of the Neopalatial era. Furthermore, basing on the 

distribution of the shield images in the Late Bronze Age Aegean (Chart 2.1), it is likely, 

that the symbol was of Minoan origin, because until the Final Palatial period the majority 

of the finds came from the island of Crete. It was only during the Mycenaean Palatial 

epoch that the shield gained an extraordinary popularity among the mainland Greek elite. 

Over 60% of the collected examples came from glyptic (Chart 2.2), where it appeared 

throughout the Late Bronze Age until the very end of the Mycenaean palaces. It also 

repeatedly occurs in pottery designs (13%) or as an inlay decoration made of ivory or 

faience (10%). As Chart 2.3 demonstrates, the production of the shield images grew 

steadily with the highest popularity in the Mycenaean Palatial period. 

 

Chart 2.2: The figure-of-eight shield symbol according to the material (N=228). 

 
308 British Museum, nos. 1897,0401.604; 1897,0401.736. 
309 Other shields used as jewellery are also known from Prosymna and Rhodes. Mentioned in Pulak 
2008, 375. Blue figure-of-eight shaped beads were also found in Argos and Thebes. See Nikolaidou 2020, 
10, Fig. 8:a–b.  
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Chart 2.3: The figure-of-eight shield symbol over time (N=228). 

The evolution of the shield’s iconography can be observed from the Neopalatial times 

with the biggest changes happening during the Final Palatial era known for a strong 

Mycenaean presence on the island of Crete (Tab. 2.1), when several new themes were 

introduced and some of the old ones either disappeared or became less frequent 

(Chart. 2.4). 

1. The Neopalatial examples often show the shield in a martial imagery as used by 

fighting, marching, hunting or just standing warriors. It is recurrently depicted as 

hanging on a wall, especially in pottery, but also in glyptic. All of these 

iconographic schemes highlight its character as a symbol of a high status. 

Moreover, in a few cases it is also coupled with the sacral knot. 

2. Fighting and marching warriors with the figure-of-eight shields are omitted in the 

following Final Palatial era, even though a hunting scene is attested. An absolute 

novelty is the addition of the symbol to animal designs in glyptic including hybrid-

men (Minotauri), animal combat, and a bull-leaping scene. In the previous epoch 

the shield usually played a prominent role of the principal seal image, while in 

this era it is newly used merely as a complementary symbol, which might be 

occasionally accompanied by the sacral knot or the impaled triangle. 

3. Only few occasional warriors carrying the figure-of-eight shields are known from 

the Mycenaean Palaces. The symbol continues to be depicted in animal images, 

out of which the animal combat scenes might be stressed out. It is no longer 

accompanied by the sacral knot or by the impaled triangle.   
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Tab. 2.1: Iconographic evolution of the figure-of-eight shield symbol. (Based on examples presented in this study.) 
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Chart 2.4: Iconographic evolution of the figure-of-eight shield symbol. 

 

No evident diachronic changes are happening to the shield in glyptic since the 

schematized dumbbell-like version is known at least from the Protopalatial epoch 

(Fig. 2.2). Nevertheless, there are a few trends to be observed in its pottery depictions 

(Tab. 2.2), which are attested from LM I A to LM III A1.310 

1. Only few shield motifs are known from LM I A pottery, where the shield has 

a fully painted body with details in added white.311 No loop is protruding from the 

top of the shield yet. 

2. LM I B examples of the shield are easily recognizable for the loop on the top, 

which certainly signifies a shield hung up on a wall. These examples usually have 

an outline and a dotted inside pattern insinuating an ox hide. Moreover, it belongs 

to the favourite themes of the Alternating Style pottery. 

3. Final palatial shield designs are depicted, apart from some exceptions, without the 

loop, but they are very often placed on a spiral-like background, which most likely 

represents a fresco decorated walls with shields hanging on them. Newly, it starts 

to occur in relief as well, probably imitating stone or metal vases with shield-

shaped bosses. 

 
310 Dating of the pottery examples is based on Niemeier 1985, 121–124, Abb. 59. Figure-of-eight shields 
only rarely appear in pottery decoration of the Mycenaean Palatial era (No. 2.200–2.201). 
311 Rehak 1992, 118. 
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Tab. 2.2: Development of the figure-of-eight shield symbol in pottery.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

As was mentioned above, the figure-of-eight shield was quite often accompanied by other 

symbols (Tab. 2.3). Beginning in the Neopalatial period it was coupled with the sacral 

knot, which was likewise a symbol of a highly elite status (see Chapter 9), or the star/sun 

symbol. The impaled triangle was occasionally added to the shield in the Final Palatial 

era and later disappeared. The boar’s tusk helmet naturally appeared together with the 

shield in warrior depictions as worn by the soldiers, but as of the Mycenaean Palatial 

period, it is suggested that it was paired with the ivory helmeted heads since it was often 

discovered in the same context as the ivory shield inlays (see Chapter 3).312 Moreover, in 

the Final Palatial glyptic it also occasionally appears with an animal leg symbol or with 

a pillar (see Chapters 7 and 8).313 

 
312 Papadopoulos 2008, 17, 19. 
 
313 Further commentary on the symbol combinations: 

1. The connection of the shield to the double axe might be seen on the bronze axe blade with 
engraved shield and two sacral knots (No. 2.65). Other examples do not feature the double axe 
in a direct connection to the shield. The axe is either hovering above a tree-shaking scene with 
the shield on a side (No. 2.30) or is used in a presentation scene with a little warrior with the 
shield hoovering above (No. 2.124). The axe is also coupled with the horns of consecration on a 
larnax that happen to depict the shield as well, but in a different field (No. 2.203).  

2. There is just one depiction with a direct connection of the shield to the cult horns, where both 
of the symbols are attested on the same LM II vessel, each from one side (No. 2.131). Other than 
that, the connection is not clear – the horns are either framing a building approached by a man, 
whose shield is left behind (No. 2.125), or they are depicted on a larnax, but with no obvious 
connection (Nos. 2.203–2.204).  

3. The incurved altar is attested with the shield only in the painted pinax from Mycenae, where it is 
placed on a side of the shield-covered woman (No. 2.224), but no link between the two symbols 
should be established basing on a single image. 
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Tab. 2.3: Symbols combined with the figure-of-eight shield. 

From the Final Palatial period onwards the shield was very often used in animal 

depictions, even though the only Neopalatial images of the shield depicted together with 

some animals are presented by the hunting scenes (Nos. 2.17, 2.66).314 The quantity of 

the animals and fantastic creatures occurring with the figure-of-eight shield is 

demonstrated in Chart 2.5 with the highest number of bulls, followed by lions and goats. 

 

 

Chart 2.5: Animals and fantastic creatures occurring with the figure-of-eight shield symbol. 

  

 
314 CMS I, no. 228; PBF VI.11, 10, no. 37, Pl. B:37. 
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2.2 Figure-of-eight shield: External connections 

2.2.1 Egyptian goddess Neith and her shield 

Arthur Evans called an attention to the Archaic shield of the Egyptian goddess Neith, 

which from the frontal view seems to be shaped similarly to the Minoan figure-of-eight 

shield.315 Neith was undoubtedly one of the oldest deities of ancient Egypt, she was 

domestic to the Delta region of the Nile river with major cult centre in Sais (modern Sa el-

Hagar).316 Her standard appearing as early as in the Pre-dynastic and Archaic periods  

(c. 3200–2700 BCE) is composed from a slender figure-of-eight shield placed on a staff 

and coupled with crossed arrows in the middle (Fig. 2.3).317 

For illustration, this standard is engraved to an ebony tablet of the First Dynasty king 

Meni (also known as Aha) found in Abydos, where it is depicted in an enclosure of a reed-

building shrine evidently dedicated to Neith (Fig. 2.3:a).318 The tablet might represent 

the king’s visit to the Neith’s shrine possibly in Sais319 and his subsequent journey across 

the country.320 The shield standard is also known from some funerary stelae, like the one 

belonging to the queen Merneith (Fig. 2.3:b),321 or from some early pottery engravings.322 

The goddess Neith had many aspects, like a creational deity or an archetypal mother 

figure,323 but her shield standard undeniably refers to her warlike nature as early as in the 

Archaic era.324 In later periods the figure-of-eight shield standard was replaced by the 

symbol composed of two bows bounded in a package .325 The goddess’s bellicose 

aspect was preserved until the Ptolemaic dynasty, when she assimilated with Greek 

Athena and become once more a very popular divinity.326 

Thus, the possible transference of the shield motif from Egypt to Crete could have 

happened during the Early Bronze Age, but no such conclusion can be made yet because 

 
315 PM II, 51; PM III, 314. 
316 Hart 2005, 100. 
317 Wilkinson 2003, 157; Hart 2005, 100. 
318 Petrie 1901, 21, Pl. X.2; Benešovská 2008, 80. 
319 Wilkinson 2003, 158. 
320 Petrie 1901, 21. 
321 Benešovská 2008, 80–81. The name of the queen means “Born of Neith”.  
322 Wilkinson 2003, 158. 
323 Wilkinson 2003, 157. 
324 Wilkinson 2003, 157; Hart 2005, 100. 
325 Hart 2005, 100. 
326 Smoláriková 2016, 30. 
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there is a very little evidence of the shield’s existence in the Early Minoan Crete and not 

much is known regarding the ancient shield of Neith. 

 

 

Fig. 2.3: The standard of the goddess Neith composed of a figure-of-eight shield and two 

crossed arrows with flattened points. a. Tablet of king Meni / Aha with engraving of a shrine 

with the standard of Neith, Abydos, Tomb B 19, 1st dynasty (c. 3000 BCE). (After Petrie 1901, 

Pl. X:2.); b. Stele of queen Merneith, Abydos, 1st dynasty (3000–2890 BCE). (After Benešovská 

2008, 80.) 
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2.2.2 Shields used in the neighbouring cultures 

Further investigation should be held in regard of the shields used by cultures neighbouring 

to the Aegean, so as to either rule out or to ascertain possible prototypes of the Minoan 

figure-of-eight shield and its symbolic value. 

The first depictions of Egyptian shields as being used date to the First Intermediate Period 

(2160–2055 BCE)327 and their shape is very different from the above-mentioned shield 

of Neith. The so-called Egyptian apex shields were used until the end of the Middle 

Kingdom (c. 1650 BCE) and were of rectangular shape tapering towards the top to 

a curved or pointed edge (Fig. 2.4:a). They were designed to protect the torso of the 

bearer, although some less frequent larger shields covering the entire body are also known 

from the First Intermediate period.328 Several innovations to the weaponry including the 

shields happened in the New Kingdom, when the shield had usually a rounded top and 

was slightly tapering towards the rectangular bottom (Fig. 2.4:b).329 Nine such shields 

were found in the tomb of Tutankhamun and some of them had a pair of holes on the top 

which might have served for the hanging loop330 as is depicted in the Tomb 

of Rekhmire331 or Kenamun (Fig. 2.4:b).332 

Common Mesopotamian shields of the Bronze Age were usually rectangular333 as is 

attested by the Stele of the Vultures (Fig. 2.4:c).334 The stele is dated to the Early 

Dynastic III period (c. 2550–2250 BCE) and its upper register depicts a group of soldiers 

advancing in a close formation sometimes called the “Sumerian phalanx”.335 Nonetheless, 

the Near Eastern Bronze Age warfare also knew a different kind of shield, as testifies the 

image engraved to a limestone plaque from the Mari palace (Fig. 2.4:d) contemporary to 

the Early Dynastic III Period.336 This long top-curved shield was most likely made 

of bounded reeds and served in siege-craft to protect archers near to city walls.337 It is 

 
327 Shaw 1991, 33–34; Wernick 2016, 50. 
328 Wernick 2016, 50–52, Figs. 1–4. 
329 Shaw 1991, 39, 42; Wernick 2016, 52. 
330 Wernick 2016, 54–56, Fig. 17:B. 
331 Davies 1943, 38. 
332 Davies 1930, Pl. XXII:A; Wernick 2016, 56, Fig. 19. 
333 Yadin 1972, 92. 
334 Winter 1985, 13, 16, Figs. 8, 10. 
335 Hnila Gilibert 2006, 97. 
336 Margueron 2003, 158–159, No. 99. 
337 Yadin 1972, 89, 92, Fig. 1. 
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also very common in the Iron Age Assyrian depictions, which speaks for its long-term 

use in the Near East.338 

Hittite battle scenes are unfortunately very rare339 and the major pictorial sources for the 

Hittite army are provided by the Egyptian reliefs of Rameses II commemorating the Battle 

of Qadesh (1274 BCE) (Fig. 2.4:e).340 The Anatolian warriors are depicted in the reliefs 

as using two types of shields – either rectangular or incurved. The second type was 

considered by A. Evans as the closest parallel to the Minoan figure-of-eight shield.341 

However, the Hittite shield was much smaller and protected only the upper part of the 

body, whereas the Cretan shield covered the entire figure from calves up to the chin. N. 

Marinatos also mentions a Hittite festival known from textual evidence during which 

shields were supposed to be hung up in shrines.342 

In conclusion, it is evident, that shields in Egypt and Anatolia were also habitually hung 

up on a wall, but the elevation of such an object into a symbol was a Cretan endemic trait. 

Even though some of the Egyptian shields might have been hung up and were even 

portrayed in this way, they did not possess any special symbolic meaning.343 Similarly, 

the Near Eastern and Anatolian shields were depicted as used in battle and not otherwise. 

Hence, the shield’s symbolic purpose is unique to the Aegean. 

  

 
338 Yadin 1972, 92, Fig. 4. 
339 Lorenz – Schrakamp 2011, 141. 
340 Lorenz – Schrakamp 2011, 139, Fig. 5:3–4. 
341 PM II, 53, Fig. 25:i. 
342 Marinatos 1986, 58. 
343 For illustration, the nine shields depicted in the Tomb of Rekhmire are explained by the adjacent 
hieroglyphic inscription as a depiction of Rekhmire’s inspection of temple workshops, whose products 
also included the shields. See Davies 1943, 36–38. 
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Fig. 2.4: a. Egyptian apex shields depicted in the Tomb of Intef (TT 386), Thebes, First 

Intermediate period (c. 2050 BCE). (After Wernick 2016, Fig. 2.); b. Egyptian shield with 

rounded top, Tomb of Kenamun, Thebes (TT 162), 18th dynasty (c. 1550–1300 BCE). (After 

Wernick 2016, Fig. 19.); c. Akkadian shields on the Stele of the Vultures, Girsu, Lagash, Early 

Dynastic III (c. 2500 BCE). (After Winter 1985, Fig. 10.); d. Near Eastern siege shield on 

a limestone tablet, Mari palace - Room 48, Syria, Early Dynastic III (c. 2550–2250 BCE). 

(After Margueron 2003, No. 99.); e. Hittite rectangular and incurved shields (right side) on 

a relief depicting the Battle of Qadesh, Abu Simbel, Egypt, c. 1274 BCE. (After Lorenz – 

Schrakamp 2011, Fig. 5:4.) 
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2.3 Figure-of-eight shield: Notes on interpretation 

The figure-of-eight shield is one of the most discussed symbols of Aegean art. One of the 

first scholars, who tried to decode its symbolism, was, of course, Arthur Evans. He saw 

the shield not only as a symbol of a military power,344 but also as a material impersonation 

of a divinity.345 He further noticed its religious aspect in vase-painting as well as in 

glyptic346 and stressed its protective nature while used as amulets in the forms of beads.347 

To him, the shield was also an attribute of the Aegean warrior goddess,348 whom he 

compared to Egyptian Neith or later Greek Athena.349 

A different point of view is held by N. Marinatos, who sees the shield as a cult implement 

not divine in itself.350 According to her, the shield was supposed to be hung up in a shrine 

and made each spring anew. This practice would be necessarily associated with bull’s 

sacrifice, whose hide would be used to manufacture the new shield.351 

This sacrificial connection of the shield was followed by P. Rehak,352 who added that the 

shield would best serve as a cover against large animals and that the sacrificial bull might 

have been first hunted with the help of the shield and then ritually slayed. His bull-hunting 

theory was mostly based on a few Aegean depictions of humans fighting bulls or catching 

them into nets, like on the famous Vapheio cups, (even though the shields are not present 

in any of these images).353 

While following the iconographic themes including the shield, it is obvious, that in the 

Neopalatial times it occurred primarily in military scenarios (Fig. 2.5:a–b), while it could 

logically serve as a cover against wild animals too (Fig. 2.5:c). It was often depicted as 

carried in military parades and even more frequently as if displayed on a wall, which was 

insinuated by a loop protruding from its top (Fig. 2.5:d). Such hanging shields were 

repeatedly used in the Palatial Style pottery decoration predominantly on jugs and on 

other liquid-holding vessels, which – based on the find contexts of some of these 

 
344 PM IV, 342. 
345 Evans 1901, 122; PM II, 53. 
346 PM III, 309–317. 
347 PM III, 315. 
348 This theory is mostly based on the painted pinax from Mycenae portraying a woman behind a shield 
(No. 2.224). See PM II, 51; PM III, 314. 
349 PM II, 51. 
350 Marinatos 1986, 54. 
351 Marinatos 1986, 54–57. 
352 Rehak 1992, 124; Rehak 1998, 233. 
353 Rehak 1998, 232–233. 
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receptacles – most likely served in some ritual activities.354 It was also one of the most 

frequent motifs of the Alternating Style pottery, that is generally considered as serving 

purely for cult purposes.355 

Given that the second contemporarily used shield, the tower shield, was not depicted in 

any such scenarios, the figure-of-eight shield apparently possessed a prominent status 

with some religious implications. In several cases it was also depicted together with the 

sacral knot, which was most likely a symbol of an elite character as well (see Chapter 

9).356 Moreover, it is also attested in the form of beads, which gives it an amulet-like 

function with protective powers.357 

From the Final Palatial period onwards, it was mostly used as an additional symbol 

of animal depictions in glyptic (Fig. 2.5:e–g), occasionally still occurring together with 

the sacral knot. On the other hand, the combat and parading scenes seem to have 

disappeared. 

By comparing the figure-of-eight shield to other major symbols of Aegean art, like the 

double axe (Chapter 1) or the horns of consecration (Chapter 4), it is evident that the 

shield was not meant for everybody. The figure-of-eight shield appeared on luxurious 

pottery, on golden rings, in frescoes decorating palatial walls or as ivory inlays, all of 

which are expensive materials affordable only for the highest ranks of society. Even 

though after the Neopalatial period it was also used in some lower quality seals. Whereas 

the double axe and the horns of consecration frequently occurred in Talismanic seals358 

appropriated by wealthy yet common people like merchants already in the Neopalatial 

era.359 Metal double axes could have been made out of bronze as well as gold. The cult 

horns appeared in palaces, but also in smaller shrines, they were painted on larnakes or 

made from clay and used as a frequent votive in the Post-Palatial era.360 This shows that 

the double axe and the cult horns might have been used by all social classes contrary to 

the figure-of-eight shield. 

 
354 E.g. Papagiannopoulou 1995, 213, Fig. 2; Rutter 2017, 65, Fig. 2.58:X7:2/3. 
355 Poursat 2008, 256, 268. 
356 Matoušková 2018, 28. 
357 PM III, 315. 
358 Onassoglou 1985, 13, 40, 109–110. 
359 Murock Hussein 2018, 397–398. 
360 D’Agata 1992, 253–254. 
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All in all, it seems that the shield was a symbol meant for the high society and thus 

denoting the elite status.361 As it comes naturally from any shield’s function, it is designed 

to protect its owner and hence the amuletic – apotropaic purpose seems logical.362 It 

functioned as a protection against enemies in battle, but also against wild animals while 

hunting, and by extension it might have served to avert evil in life as well. 

As it regards the Warrior goddess theory, whose attribute could have been the shield,363 

there is not much evidence proving it, apart from the one painted pinax from Mycenae 

(No. 2.224).364 Nonetheless, since the shield possessed a prominent status and was 

extremely popular among the Mycenaean elite, it is possible that if such a goddess existed 

in the pantheon, she could be naturally depicted with this kind of shield. 

 

 

Fig. 2.5: Iconographic themes depicting the figure-of-eight shield.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

  

 
361 P. Rehak also considered the figure-of-eight shield as a symbol of power or wealth. See 
Rahak 1998, 233.  
362 Persson 1942, 92; Papadopoulos 2008, 19; Nikolaidou 2020, 2. 
363 PM II, 51; PM III, 314. 
364 Rehak 1998, 227, 236. 
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3. Helmet 

Aside from the figure-of-eight shield, there was yet another piece of Aegean defensive 

armour – a segmented helmet, that possessed symbolic meaning as well. At the first sight 

it might not seem to be a symbol at all, but at a closer look it becomes apparent that the 

helmet did not occur only in military scenarios but also as an isolated object of an entire 

seal image,365 as a decoration of ritual vessels,366 and as a singular piece of ivory inlays.367 

All of which speaks for its symbolic affiliations. An important feature of such a symbolic 

helmet was its division into segments (usually horizontal), which most likely represented 

rows of boar’s tusks (Fig. 3.1) basing on some of the more detailed examples (Nos. 3.8, 

3.17–3.18). This type of armour could not have been easy to obtain since the manufacture 

of one boar’s tusk helmet required over 60 tusks of boars,368 though even more of those 

tusks were often applied.369 Hence, such a materially demanding piece of equipment must 

have send a strong statement regarding the social status and the skill in hunt and battle of 

the person wearing it.370 For this reason, the representations of such helmets as worn by 

 
365 J. Crowley ranks the helmet among 12 special objects of Aegean glyptic that included e.g. double axe, 
figure-of-eight shield, or a cloak/scarf knot. See Crowley 2013, 182, E 105. 
366 E.g. PM IV, 872, Fig. 863; Rutter 2006, Fig. 1–4. 
367 E.g. Poursat 1977, 27–33; Papadopoulos 2008. 
368 Morris 2008, 440. One boar has four tusks, which means that at least 15 wild boars had to be slain 
prior to the helmet’s fabrication. 
369 Xenaki-Sakellariou speaks about 150 tusks to be used for one helmet. See Xenaki-Sakellariou 1953, 
57. 
370 Rehak 1998, 229; Papadopoulos 2008, 19. 

Fig. 3.1: Boar’s tusk helmets. a. Knossos, LM II. (After Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki 2005, 207.);  

b. Mycenae, Chamber Tomb n. 518, LH II–LH III A. (After Morris 2008, no. 289.) 
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soldiers are also included among symbolic depictions used in this study, similarly to the 

figure-of-eight shield. 

Interestingly, quite fitting description of a boar’s tusk helmet is preserved in Homer’s 

Iliad, where such a helmet is given to Odysseus by Meriones with an explanation of how 

it was passed on for several generations as an object of a great value: 

Meriones gave Odysseus bow, quiver, 

 and a sword. On his head Odysseus set 

a hide cap, on the inside skilfully reinforced 

with leather thongs. Outside, wild boars’ white teeth 

were placed here and there, strategically and well. 

In between these layers was a piece of felt. 

This cap had once been stolen by Autolycus, 

from Amyntor, Ormenus’ son. He’d broken in 

his well-built home in Eleon. Sometime later, 

Autolycus gave it to Amphidamas of Cythera, 

to take back home to Scandeia. Amphidamas 

then gave the cap to Molus, as a present 

for his hospitality. Molus later gave it 

to his son Meriones. And now it sat there, 

covering Odysseus’s head.  

(Homer, Il. X, 260–271.) 

The origin of the boar’s tusk helmet is still unclear. Arthur Evans argued that it might 

have come from Crete first,371 but some other scholars consider it to be a part of originally 

Mycenaean armour.372 It starts appearing in art at the beginning of the Late Bronze Age 

and as the distribution analysis shows (Chart 3.1) it was more common in Crete until the 

Final Palatial era of LM II, whereas the Mainland provenance of the examples became 

prevalent in the Post-Palatial period. This clearly replicates the situation of the figure-of-

eight shield, which was however very popular in all of the Late Bronze Age eras (228 

examples collected in total), contrary to the much less frequent helmets (57 specimens in 

total).  

Remains of several real boar’s tusk helmets were found in MH III–LH I contexts on the 

Mainland, mostly in burials,373 while only few of them were excavated in Crete of LM I 

date.374 This is usually taken as the main argument for its Helladic origin.375 It is, 

 
371 PM IV, 871. Several other scholars do not consider the Mycenaean origin as sure. See e.g. Xenaki-
Sakellariou 1953, 56–58; Vanschoonwinkel 1986, 35–36. 
372 E.g. Morris 2008, 440. 
373 E.g. Eutresis, Malthi, Mycenae SG I, Thebes and Aigina-Kolonna. See Vanschoonwinkel 1986, 35; 
Morris 2008, 440. 
374 E.g. Phaistos and Poros. See Vanschoonwinkel 1986, 35; Molloy 2012, 120. 
375 Morris 2008, 440. 
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however, necessary to bear in mind that Mycenaean burial practices differed from Minoan 

funeral traditions. It is possible that in the Neopalatial Crete it was simply not common 

to bury helmets or any other battle equipment with the deceased as was the case in the 

Helladic MH III–LH I graves with weapons.376 Regardless of the helmet’s origin, it seems 

that the boar’s tusk helmet was common to both cultures,377 but its use as an isolated 

symbolic object in art was most likely initiated in Crete. 

 

Chart 3.1: Distribution of the helmet symbol over time. 

The segmented helmet known from art, (which was probably made of boars’ tusks), was 

not the only kind of helmet used in the Aegean. For instance, a plain bronze helmet was 

recovered from a warrior grave in Knossos dating to LM II,378 while some unsegmented 

though decorated helmets do appear in art as well (No. 2.13).379 However, a symbolic 

function seems to have been assigned only to the helmet that is divided into segments.   

 
376 This idea is stressed by B. Molloy, who also argues that the difference between Minoan and Mycenaean 
burial practices in MM II–LM I does not make the Minoans a peaceful culture contrasting with the warlike 
Mycenaeans, but it rather shows just a different tendencies in funeral traditions. See Molloy 2012, 120. 
377 Vanschoonwinkel 1986, 36; Papadopoulos 2012, 649–650. 
378 Zervos 1956, 440, Fig. 719. 
379 E.g. CMS II.6, no. 017; Stocker – Davis 2017, Fig. 10. 
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3.1. Helmet: Chronological development 

Neopalatial Period (MM III B–LM I) 

The helmet appears in Aegean art from the Neopalatial period onwards. It is often 

depicted as worn by soldiers, who could carry either of the contemporarily used shields 

as is evident from the relief engraving on the Mycenaean silver crater (No. 3.26).380 Some 

soldiers in this image carry figure-of-eight shields, while others are using tower shields, 

though all of them wear boar’s tusk helmets each with a different plume. Judging from 

the segmentation of the helmets worn by warriors in glyptic, it is probable that the 

horizontal lines should likewise represent the rows of boars’ tusks (Nos. 3.1–3.6).381 In 

seal images it is more often coupled with the figure-of-eight shield,382 most likely due to 

the prestige symbolism of both of these objects.383  

Furthermore, numerous seals or sealings bear a depiction of a single helmet as the main 

image. Some of the more detailed examples clearly indicate, that it was made of boar’s 

tusks arranged into horizontal rows (Nos. 3.8, 3.17–3.18),384 which might mean that the 

less precise depictions (Nos. 3.9–3.16)385 might also represent this kind of helmet. 

Besides, a fragmentary fresco with the helmet from Xeste 4 at Akrotiri most likely 

depicted an entire row of such objects decorating the upper part of the wall (No. 3.28),386 

which might have imitated real hung-up helmets similarly to the figure-of-eight shields.387 

A single helmet is also engraved on both sides of a double axe blade from a private 

collection donated to the Herakleion Museum, which according to the helmet’s parallels 

might be likewise dated to the LM I period (No. 3.29).388 It most likely served as a votive, 

which recalls a similar axe with a figure-of-eight shield engraving (No. 2.65).389 

 
380 Blakolmer 2007, 218–223, Pl. LVI:1, LVII:1. 
381 E.g. CMS I, no. 012; CMS IX, no. 152. 
382 E.g. CMS II.3, no. 032; CMS II.8, no. 276. In the Neopalatial period the helmet appears 6 times 
together with the figure-of-eight shield (Nos. 3.1, 3.3, 3.5–3.6, 3.24, 3.26) and only 3 times with the 
tower shield (Nos. 3.2, 3.26–3.27). 
383 Rehak 1998, 229; Papadopoulos 2008, 19. 
384 E.g. CMS II.7, no. 168; CMS I, no. 260. 
385 E.g. CMS II.6, no. 136; CMS III, no. 499. 
386 Morris 2008, 441, no. 290. 
387 Blakolmer 2012, 84. 
388 Buchholz 1959, 38, Taf. IV:l.1–3; Xenaki-Sakellariou 1953, 46–53, Figs. 1–3. Similar helmet is engraved 
to a fragment of a steatite rhyton (No. 3.25) or to a silver crater from the Mycenaean Shaft Grave IV 
(No. 3.26) both dating to LM I.  
389 Verlinden 1985, Fig. 1. 
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Neopalatial pottery designs usually did not portray helmets, though according to W.-D. 

Niemeier there might be one prototype depicted on an alternating style cup-rhyton of 

LM I B (No. 3.24),390 that portrays hung-up shields alternating with helmet-like objects 

with inner horizontal segmentation. Clear pottery designs of helmets are known from the 

subsequent era of LM II.391  

Nevertheless, several Neopalatial seal images depict a hybrid-woman with wings instead 

of arms, occasionally with an emphasized bosom, who might be dressed in a flounced 

skirt (or pants) and is wearing such a segmented helmet (Nos. 3.21–3.22).392 This could 

be a depiction of a divinity with all her aspects including fertility (breasts), warfare 

(helmet), and protection (wings).393 These sealings come from the House A at Kato 

Zakros, though there is also a rather dubious seal image from Ayia Triada (No. 3.20),394 

which would seem to depict a woman with wing-like arms, but a closer look might show 

a bucranium atop a boar’s tusk helmet.395 A parallel of the helmet with bucranium can be 

also found in the Zakros Master seal designs (No. 3.19),396 among which a woman with 

bovine head wearing a helmet is attested as well (No. 3.23).397 As E. McGowan argues, 

this multivalence of the Ayia Triada image might be intentional398 and it could also 

represent a female divinity with protective and warlike aspects. 

 

Final Palatial Period (LM II–LM III A1) 

Final palatial examples are not that numerous. Some warriors or hunters wearing 

segmented helmets are depicted in glyptic (Nos. 3.30–3.33),399 but the single helmets as 

the main image of the seal face seems to belong only to the Neopalatial era.400 Instead, 

 
390 Niemeier 1985, 125, Abb. 60:1. 
391 Niemeier 1985, 124–125. 
392 E.g. CMS II.7, nos. 129:a–b, 134. Classified by J. Crowley as I 68: Hybrid woman in Crowley 2013, 96. 
393 V. Dubcová sees parallels in some of the Near Eastern nude goddesses, who were also often armed 
signifying a protection in battle. See Dubcová 2018, 195–196. 
394 CMS II.6, no. 026. 
395 McGowan 2018, 378–379. The author also says that the image could represent a papyrus blossom 
when rotated upside down.  
396 CMS II.7, no. 177. 
397 CMS II.7, no. 124. 
398 McGowan 2018, 377–384. 
399 E.g. CMS I, no. 294; CMS IX, no. 158. 
400 Some of the single helmet designs might have been still produced during the transitional period of 
LM I and LM II, such as those from Kalkani or Vapheio (Nos. 3.17–3.18), but they are unknown to the 
later phase of LM II. 
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helmets were newly painted on pottery,401 like on the bucket vase from the Tomb of the 

Double axes (No. 3.36), which also bears a depiction of a figure-of-eight shield 

(No. 2.126).402 According to the placing of the objects on a spiral-net background it is 

likely, that it was supposed to recall fresco-decorated walls with hung-up shields and 

helmets.403  

There is also one extraordinary pottery decoration on a jug of LM II date from a shrine in 

Kommos (No. 3.37).404 According to J. Rutter, this design is deliberately multivalent 

(Fig. 3.2).405 At first sight it might look like a floral motif composed from a papyrus 

blossom and an ivy leaf complemented by a bifoil rockwork (Fig. 3.2:a). When looking 

closer one could see a cuttlefish, but when all of the single elements get split up and 

treated separately it would appear that a segmented helmet with flounced skirt (or pants) 

is depicted next to a small eight shaped shield (Fig. 3.2:b).406 Thus, it seems that the 

flounced skirt plus helmet symbolism known from the Neopalatial sealings continued into 

the Final Palatial epoch as well. 

 

Fig. 3.2: a. Motif on a beaked jug from Kommos, LM II; b. Separate elements of the motif. 

(After Rutter 2006, Figs. 2, 4.) 

  

 
401 Niemeier 1985, 124–125, Abb. 60:2–5. 
402 PM III, 310, Fig. 198; Niemeier 1985, 124–125, Abb. 60:5. 
403 Blakolmer 2012, 84. 
404 Rutter 2017, 65, Fig. 2.58:X7:2/3. 
405 Rutter 2006, 131. 
406 Rutter 2006, 135–140. 
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Mycenaean Palatial Period (LH III A–LH III B) 

The majority of the finds dating to LB III A–LB III B portraying the boar’s tusk helmets 

are known from the Mainland (Chart 3.1). Boar’s tusk helmets worn by soldiers are 

depicted in a few frescoes (Nos. 3.55–3.57),407 one of which is particularly interesting. 

A fragmentary wall painting from Mycenae depicts a woman (No. 3.55), judging from 

her white painted skin, who wears a boar’s tusk helmet and carries a griffin in her arms,408 

which made some scholars believe that a female warrior deity was portrayed.409  

Nonetheless, the majority of the Mycenaean palatial examples is represented by ivory 

inlays either in the form of single engraved helmets (Nos. 3.39–3.40)410 or as heads 

wearing helmets (Nos. 3.41–3.52).411 Such heads started to be produced at the beginning 

of this epoch and the main focus seems to be concentrated on their helmets.412 One of the 

examples, which according to the context dates to LM III A, was found in the Tholos A 

in Archanes in Crete, where it was combined with a set of ivory figure-of-eight shields 

(No.3.41).413 Several heads wearing the helmet also came from a building in Mycenae 

known as the House of Shields (Nos. 3.42–3.44), where many shield-shaped inlays were 

excavated as well.414 These finds could point to the fact, that the helmeted head might 

have formed a symbolic pair with the figure-of-eight shield during this period.415 

One ivory carving of a boar’s tusk helmet was found in Sardinia (No. 3.52) and another 

one in Cyprus (No. 3.51), both of which are considered as Mycenaean products.416 

However, there is yet another ivory plaque portraying a Mycenaean warrior (No. 3.53), 

which, basing on some features, could have been made in Cyprus.417 

 

 
407 Orchomenos: Aravanttinos 2010, 67; Pylos: Chapin 2016, Pl. CXXXIX:b; Mycenae: Poursat 2014, Pl. 
LXVI. 
408 Poursat 2014, 174, Pl. LXVI. 
409 E.g. Rehak 1998, 228; Morris 2008, 440. 
410 Poursat 1977, 28, 32–33, Pl. VII: 64, 86.  
411 Papadopoulos 2008. 
412 Papadopoulos 2008, 16. 
413 Sakellarakis 1997, 721–728, Figs. 843–845. 
414 Poursat 1977, 23–33, Pl. VII:63, 84–85. 
415 Papadopoulos 2008, 17. 
416 Papadopoulos 2008, 14–15, 20, Fig. 10–11. 
417 Poursat 1977b, 157, 160, Pl. XIV:1; Pl. XVI:3. 
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3.1.1 Conclusions 

To sum up, the segmented helmet appears among Aegean symbols from the Neopalatial 

period onwards (57 examples were collected). Its artistic renditions are more often 

attested in Crete up until the Final Palatial period (Chart 3.1), although actual finds of 

boar’s tusk helmets are more common in the Mainland burial contexts. Its origin is thus 

unclear, and it was most likely common to the entire Aegean.418 

Chart 3.2 shows that the majority of examples were found in glyptic, followed by ivory 

inlays, even though it was only used in seal imagery until the LM II period, while the 

ivory examples largely started to appear with the beginning of the Mycenaean palatial 

epoch (LH III A–LH III B) (Chart 3.3). 

 

Chart 3.2: The helmet symbol according to the material (N=57). 

 
418 Vanschoonwinkel 1986, 36; Papadopoulos 2012, 649–650. 
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Chart 3.3: The helmet symbol over time (N=57). 

The segmented helmet occurs in all three phases of the Late Bronze Age, while its 

iconography seems to be mostly consistent, with the exception of the hybrid woman 

occurring only in the Neopalatial period and the single helmeted head known in the 

Mycenaean Palatial epoch. Further changes were happening mostly to the used material. 

The helmet as an isolated symbol first occurred in seal images of LM I, later on pottery 

of LM II, and finally as ivory inlays of LH III A–LH III B date (Tab. 3.1, Chart 3.4).
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Tab. 3.1: Iconographic evolution of the helmet symbol. (Based on examples presented in this study.) 
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Chart 3.4: Iconographic evolution of the helmet symbol. 

1. In the Neopalatial period the helmet used to be portrayed as worn by soldiers or 

even more often depicted as an isolated symbol in glyptic. Several sealings also 

depict a hybrid woman in a flounced skirt (or pants) wearing such a helmet.  

2. Just a few examples might be dated to the Final Palatial era, but a major novelty 

is the helmet’s appearance in pottery decorations. The helmeted hybrid woman is 

no longer attested. 

3. It was still depicted as being used by soldiers during the Mycenaean Palatial 

period. However, most of the production was focused on the helmeted heads made 

of ivory, while some isolated ivory helmets also appeared.  

As far as the symbol combinations are concerned, the helmet interestingly appeared 

mostly by itself (Tab. 3.2). Only occasionally it could be coupled with the figure-of-eight 

shield, with which it shared a similar prestige and military symbolism. A Boar’s tusk helmet 

is also engraved on a double axe blade (No. 3.29), which is the only occasion when the two 

symbols appear together. 

 

 

Tab. 3.2: Symbols combined with the helmet. 
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Depictions of the helmet with animals are extremely rare. Basically, it appears with them mostly 

as worn by humans in hunting scenes, which could include a lion, a boar, and even a goat 

(Chart 3.5). 

 

Chart 3.5: Animals and fantastic creatures occurring with the helmet symbol.  

Lion; 2

Dog; 2

Griffin; 1

Goat; 1

Boar; 1
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3.2 Helmet: External connections 

The boar’s tusk helmet seems to be a unique battle equipment in the artistic repertoire of 

the Bronze Age Mediterranean. Egyptian soldiers most likely did not use helmets at all 

since they are commonly depicted bare headed and no other evidence of the use of helmets 

is available.419 On the contrary, the Near Eastern chief warriors might have used an 

elaborate gold helmets simulating a coiffure,420 even though simple copper helmets 

covering ears were more common (Fig. 2.4:c–d).421 Furthermore, Hittite warfare scenes 

are extremely rare and no helmet depictions are known, not even from the Egyptian reliefs 

commemorating the Battle of Qadesh (Fig. 2.4:e).422 However, a textual evidence from 

Nuzi speaks of several different types of Hittite helmets, which were supposed to be 

constructed form a leather and textile cap with bronze armour-scales.423  

Nonetheless, a helmet similar to the Aegean boar’s tusk type is worn by a soldier engraved 

on a Hittite pottery fragment from Boğazköy (Fig. 3.3:a). It is incised on the interior of 

a red ware bowl dated to the Hittite Middle Kingdom (15th–14th c. BCE) and according 

to some additional features, like the pommel sword or the spiral decoration, it could 

portray a Mycenaean warrior.424 Similar segmented helmets are also worn by soldiers on 

a papyrus from El-Amarna in Egypt (Fig. 3.3:b)425 and it is likewise used by a warrior on 

an ivory handle of Cypriote production (Fig. 3.3:c). This leads some scholars to conclude 

that the boar’s tusk helmet might have served for a recognition of Aegean soldiers in art 

of neighbouring cultures.426 

  

 
419 Shaw 1991, 42. 
420 Hnila-Gilibert 2006, 98, Fig. 13. 
421 Yadin 1972, 89. Hnila-Gilibert 2006, 98. Such helmets were also found on skulls of six soldiers buried 
in the Royal Tombs at Ur. See Hnila-Gilibert 2006, 98, Fig. 14. 
422 Lorenz – Schrakamp 2011, 141. 
423 Lorenz – Schrakamp 2011, 141, Fig. 2.3. 
424 Morris 2008, 442, No. 291; Niemeier 2012, 163, Abb. 4. 
425 Schofield – Parkinson 1994, 164–169. 
426 Schofield – Parkinson 1994, 169; Morris 2008, 442; Papadopoulos 2012, 649–650. 
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Fig. 3.3: a. Warrior engraved on a Hittite pottery fragment, 15th–14th c. BCE. (After Morris 

2008, no. 291.) b. Papyrus drawing from El-Amarna, Egypt, c. 1352–1335 BCE. (After 

Schofield – Parkinson 1994, Pl. 21:b.) c. Ivory mirror handle depicting a man wearing the 

boar’s tusk helmet, Enkomi, Cyprus, 12th c. BCE. (After Poursat 1977b, Pl. XVI:3.)  
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3.3 Helmet: Notes on interpretation 

Arthur Evans considered the boar’s tusk helmet as belonging to a very old Minoan 

tradition entangled with boar hunting practices. This theory was largely based on a dagger 

with a boar hunt engraving, which he dated to MM II. As he believed, this practice became 

more common on the Mainland only later.427 From his point of view the tusks of the slain 

beast represented trophies from the chase and would be used to decorate as well as to 

reinforce the hunter’s helmet.428  

A more recent perspective is provided by A. Papadopoulos, who sees the boar’s tusk 

helmet as a specifically Aegean feature that could have been used by both local and 

foreign artists to denote the Aegean origin of depicted warriors.429 According to him, the 

helmet was a symbol of military prowess as well as the skill in hunt, while it could 

likewise have a protective function similarly to the eight shaped shield.430  

As far as the Minoan and Mycenaean iconographic repertoire is concerned (Fig. 3.4), it 

is clear that the helmet was used throughout the Late Bronze Age in hunting as well as in 

fighting scenes. The fact that it was most likely made of boars’ tusks might signify the 

bravery and skilfulness of its wearer. However, it also occurred as a single object depicted 

on seals and on a double axe blade of LM I431 or on cult-associated pottery of LM II,432 

which speaks for its religious associations. Apparently, it could have been also hung-up 

on a wall as suggests the fresco fragment from Akrotiri (No. 3.28) or the decoration of 

the vessel from the Tomb of Double Axes (No. 3.36).433 On top of that, it seems that it 

had a connection to the hybrid-woman depictions from Neopalatial sealings,434 where a 

female (most likely a goddess) with emphasized breasts and wings instead of arms was 

portrayed wearing the segmented helmet.  

 

 

 

 
427 PM IV, 870–871. 
428 PM IV, 869. 
429 Papadopoulos 2012, 649–650. 
430 Papadopoulos 2008, 19. 
431 Crowley 2013, 182, E 105. 
432 Niemeier 1985, 124–125, Abb. 60:2–5. 
433 Blakolmer 2012, 84, Fig. 4. 
434 Dubcová 2018, 196. 

Fig. 3.4: Iconographic themes with the helmet. (Based on examples presented in this study.) 
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4. Horns of consecration 

The symbol of the so-called horns of consecration gained its modern name by Arthur 

Evans who saw it as stylized bovine horns based on the superficial resemblance of its 

shape to real ox horns.435 Moreover, since they were occasionally depicted as placed on 

altars, it seemed reasonable to assign them some cult-related function. That is how the 

epithet “of consecration” came into being.436  

Even though A. Evans’s interpretation seems justified, there are some other explanations 

regarding its shape and meaning (Fig. 4.1). One of today’s most accepted notions is that 

the symbol represents a mountain valley between two peaks, which is mostly based on its 

similarity to the Egyptian symbol of the horizon akhet (composed of the sign for 

a mountain valley and the sun).437 Both possibilities will be envisaged as viable in the 

course of this chapter and finally re-evaluated at the end. 

 

Fig. 4.1: a. Bovine head from an Aegean seal stone; b. Horns of consecration from Minoan 

pottery; c. Horizon symbol akhet from an Egyptian mural painting. (Drawing by author based 

on a. CMS XI, no. 259; b. Niemeier 1985, Abb. 58:3; c. Piankoff – Rambova 1957, Fig. 27.) 

The horns of consecration belong to the oldest Aegean symbols occurring as of the Pre-

Palatial period.438 Given their plentiful appearance on the island of Crete and their quite 

lacking presence on the Greek Mainland, the symbol can be specifically assigned to the 

Minoan culture. It was used in Crete as a cult implement and a symbol until the very end 

of the Bronze Age in LM III C.439 In art it is most often depicted as a part of architectural 

structures, which undoubtedly speaks for their real-life application.  

 
435 Evans 1901, 137. 
436 Evans 1901, 135–137. 
437 MacGillivray 2004, 331; Banou 2008, 28–29, 41; Marinatos 2010, 106–107; Bilić 2013, 110, 116. 
438 Banou 2008, 32; Nikolaidou 2016, 102. 
439 D'Agata 1997, 87–88, 99. 
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4.1. Horns of consecration: Chronological development 

Pre-Palatial period (EM I–MM I A) 

The earliest possible examples resembling the horns of consecration can be traced back 

to EM I bowls with plastic protrusions reminiscent of the horns shape (Nos. 4.1–4.2).440 

At least one of the vessels might have served for libation judging from the perforation 

placed in front of the horns (No. 4.2). Similarly, a somewhat later exemplar of a MM I A 

teapot shows a row of horns of consecration appliques (No. 4.3).441 Existence of the 

symbol already in the Early Bronze Age Crete is further supported by a clay object from 

Mochlos that closely resembles the later three-dimensional horns of consecration.442 

According to the site’s excavator R. Seager, it came from a destruction layer of Early 

Mochlos tombs together with many stone vases of Early Minoan date.443  

 

Protopalatial Period (MM I B–MM III A) 

During the era of the First Minoan Palaces the object is attested as being used in building 

models (Nos. 4.4–4.9).444 A row of horns of consecration is usually flanking the top of 

the model’s façade, which is known even from a contemporary real-life practice as 

confirms the Sanctuary of Horns in Malia.445 This building dated to MM II contained a 

fragmentary balustrade surmounted with stuccoed horns of consecration and basing on 

the finds it apparently served as a cult place.446 

According to some scholars the building models in general were meant to represent 

shrines,447 which can be true at least for the models featuring the horns of consecration 

(as will be discussed later). Moreover, since some of the models were found in contexts 

 
440 Zervos 1956, Figs. 90, 119; Milićević Bradač 2005, 191, Fig. 14. 
441 Banou 2008, 32; Nikolaidou 2016, 102, Pl. XLI:c.  
442 Discussed e.g. in Seager 1912, 82, Fig. 48:M31; PM I, 56–57, Fig. 16:c; Banou 2008, 32. Some scholars 
consider this early example from Mochlos as a pot holder to be used in hearth basing on similarly shaped 
objects from Anatolia, which could have provided the original inspiration for Minoan horns of 
consecration. See Diamant – Rutter 1969, 171, Fig. 36. 
443 Seager 1912, 80–82, Fig. 48. Evans dated the object to EM I. See PM I, 56–57, Fig. 16:c. 
444 Schoep 1994, 192; Banou 2008, 32. 
445 Bradfer – Schmid 2004, 967–969, Fig. 37. Stone horns in full round of MM I date were also found at the 
peak sanctuary at Pyrgos Tylissou. See Nikolaidou 2016, 102. Clay horns of MM II date are known from 
Malia and Phaistos. See Banou 2008, 32.  
446 Bradfer – Schmid 2004, 967–969, Fig. 37. 
447 E.g. Rethemiotakis 2009, 197. 
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of real sanctuaries, like in Gournos Krousonas448 or Piskokefalo,449 it is likely, that they 

might have served, among others, as votive offerings.450   

The horns of consecration are also known as a Cretan hieroglyphic sign CHIC 034 and 

maybe CHIC 036 (Fig. 4.2).451 

 

Fig. 4.2: Hieroglyphic signs for the horns of consecration. a. CHIC 034; b. CHIC 036. 

(Drawing by author based on a. CMS II.6, no. 183; b. CMS VS1B, no. 329.) 

 

Neopalatial Period (MM III B–LM I) 

The greatest popularity of the symbol in art is attested in the Neopalatial period 

represented by more than 40% of the collected examples (Chart 4.2). It is most often 

depicted on top of an architectural structure probably denoting a shrine (Nos. 4.10–4.16, 

4.58–4.60, 4.63–4.66). Occasionally, it also appears as placed on top of an altar (Nos. 

4.19, 4.21, 4.61).452 In a few cases it occurs in combination with a columnar structure, 

where the pillar is either flanking the horns or is situated in the middle of this symbol 

(Nos. 4.65, 4.67, 4.69).453 A combination of a real column with fresco horns on both sides 

is known from the context of lustral basin in the Kato Zakros palace (No. 4.67).454 

A similar situation was also discovered in the lustral basin of Phaistos, only this time with 

real horns of consecration made of stone.455 

 
448 Rethemiotakis 2009, 195–199, Figs. 16.13–16.16. 
449 Zervos 1956, 400, Fig. 597; Schoep 1994, 194, 199, Figs. 10–13. 
450 Schoep speaks of a diversity in functions of such models. See Schoep 1994, 195. 
451 Anastasiadou 2011, 243. Possibly the signs CHIC 034, 036. E.g. CMS II.6, no. 183; CMS V, no. 025:b; CMS 
VS1B, nos. 329, 337:c; CMS VI, nos. 087:c, add.2:a; CMS XI, no. 031:b. 
452 E.g. PM II, Fig. 386; CMS I, no. 410. 
453 D’Agata 1992, 250. E.g. PM I, 444, Fig. 321. 
454 Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 53; Driessen 2012, 12, Fig. 8. 
455 D'Agata 1992, 250. 
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The statement that depictions of horns in architecture capture a real-life practice is 

supported by many Neopalatial finds of cult horns in full round. Those of monumental 

dimensions are known from the palace of Knossos, where at least two specimens were 

found. They were made of limestone and each of them measured about 2 m in height.456 

Similarly large stone horns were found at the peak sanctuary of Juktas, which are however 

very fragmentary and were either reused as later building material or cast away in 

a destruction debris. Apparently, at least seven large horns might have stood on the terrace 

of the sanctuary in the Neopalatial period.457 Other horns of consecration of smaller 

dimensions were found throughout the entire island of Crete, but mostly from cult-related 

areas in palaces, like Phaistos, Kato Zakros and Knossos, or in villas, like Archanes, Nirou 

Chani, and Gournia.458 They were habitually made of stone or clay core and stuccoed 

over with white plaster (Fig. 4.3).459 

 

Fig. 4.3: Clay horns of consecration from Malia, length: 20 cm, LM I. 

(After Zervos 1956, Fig. 596.) 

The image of a building surmounted with horns of consecration seems to belong to more 

complex iconographic theme, which I call here generally the shrine scene (Tab. 4.1).460 

The scheme involves a human, usually a woman, often in a gesture with one upraised arm 

 
456 PM II, 160, Fig. 81; D’Agata 1992, 248–249. One of the monumental horns examples was reused as 
a building material in a later wall. 
457 D’Agata 1992, 249. 
458 D’Agata 1992, 249–251, Pl. LXI:a. 
459 D’Agata 1992, 249. 
460 The topic is classified by J. Crowley as I 61: Special building including the elements of E 58: Server or 
E 59: Bearer in her IconAegean Dictionary in Crowley 2013, 93, 158–159. 
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while approaching a cult building indicated as such by the horns of consecration 

(Nos. 4.12–4.16).461 Additionally, the horns might further occur on a tripartite structure 

with a seated lady (Nos. 4.17–4.18).462 

Moreover, the cult horns also belonged to very popular motifs of the Neopalatial 

Talismanic seals. I managed to find 38 clear examples of the Talismanic group, which is 

more than in the case of the double axe (30 specimens enlisted). However, contrary to the 

axe, the horns symbol is hardly ever depicted isolated in this kind of seals. It is usually 

coupled with one of three types of libation vessels463 – most common is a jug (Nos. 4.21–

4.40),464 followed by an amphora (Nos. 4.41–4.45)465 and the so-called humpen (Nos. 

4.46–4.47).466 In a few cases it is also attested with a sun symbol (Nos. 4.55–4.57),467 

which seems reminiscent of the Egyptian symbol of the horizon akhet. Furthermore, it is 

quite often depicted with vegetation motifs as if coming from its centre (Nos. 4.50–

4.54).468 This floral theme appears also in other artistic media, but the most famous 

example is known from the fresco in Xeste 3 at Akrotiri (No. 4.63).469 This mural painting 

features a shrine topped by large horns of consecration with an olive tree as if coming 

from the interior of the building through the middle part of the horns of consecration.470 

However, the only animal that is attested with the symbol more than once is a bird, but it 

is still rather rare (Nos. 4.58, 4.69–4.70).471 

An interesting object was found at the peak sanctuary in Petsofas that resembles the cult 

horns in full round with a few alternations (No. 4.71). First of all, it combines a pair of 

smaller horns placed in the bigger ones. Second of all, it has a shrine-like openings topped 

 
461 E.g. CMS II.6, no. 003; CMS VS1A, nos. 176, 178; Rethemiotakis 2004, Fig. 1. 
462 E.g. CMS II.8, no. 268; Nilsson 1968, fig. 9. The lady is often interpreted as a goddess. 
463 Onassoglou 1985, 13. 
464 E.g. CMS II.3, no. 311; CMS VI, no. 196. 
465 E.g. CMS III, no. 250; CMS IV, no. 201. 
466 E.g. CMS III, no. 262. Humpen is an interesting object occurring specifically in the Talismanic group. 
Originally, it was interpreted by A. Evans as a rustic shrine, but later it was re-evaluated as a vessel. A real 
example of such a vessel is known from Thera, where it formed a rhyton that was probably supposed to 
resemble a hut and is interpreted either as a shrine, a granary, or a beehive. See e.g. PM I, 674–675; 
Onassoglou 1985, 23–24; Borgna 1992, 70, Fig. 15:b; Koehl 2006, 84, Fig. 4:72. Classified by J. Crowley as 
E 170: Rustic shrine in Crowley 2013, 214. 
467 E.g. CMS I, no. 299; CMS II.3, no. 037. 
468 E.g. CMS III, no. 345. Often depicted with a shooting sprout, e.g. CMS XI, no. 080. See Onassoglou 1985, 
40. 
469 Vlachopoulos 2008, 451, Fig. 41:10. 
470 The blood on the horns is discussed e.g. by Marinatos 2016, 7–8. 
471 It is also once attested with an animal head placed in the middle of the horns, but unfortunately it is 
not possible to determine with certainty which animal it represents (No. 4.20). See CMS IX, no. 097. 
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with miniature horns of consecration. This object is usually interpreted as a model of 

mountain peaks with a sanctuary and is often compared to the Egyptian symbol of the 

horizon.472 

 

Final Palatial Period (LM II–LM III A1) 

All of the Neopalatial themes continue in the Final Palatial period as well, although a few 

innovations are attested. For instance, as of the end of this era the horns are sometimes 

depicted as being placed on top of the column (Nos. 4.88–4.89)473 instead of at its base. 

The shrine scene also continues in the repertoire, but newly the adorants occasionally 

carry flowers (Nos. 4.72–4.79).474 Moreover, the symbol of the horns of consecration also 

begins to appear as a pottery motif for the very first time475 and it is depicted in schemes 

known from the Neopalatial period – like the columnar structure (No. 4.98), vegetation 

motif (Nos. 4.99–4.100), and libation.476 Once it is also attested on a floral background 

with a figure-of-eight shield on the opposite side of the vase (No. 2.131).477 

Nonetheless, with the final fall of the Knossos palace some new iconographic topics begin 

to appear, such as the combination of the symbol with animals, mostly with kettle 

(Nos. 4.92–4.96)478 but also with some fantastic creatures (Nos. 4.86, 4.90–4.91),479 

usually with the so-called Minoan genii (No. 4.86, 4.91), who were in Aegean 

iconography associated with libation.480 Depictions of the sacred horns with animals were 

completely unknown to previous epochs, apart from very few exemplars with birds.481 

However, the biggest novelty is without any doubt the addition of the double axe to the 

 
472 Banou 2008, 33, Fig. 3; Marinatos 2010, 110, Fig. 8.8:a. 
473 E.g. CMS I, no. 019; CMS I, no. 265. 
474 E.g. CMS I, no. 086; CMS VS1B, no. 113.  
475 Niemeier 1985, 120, Abb. 58:1–2; D’Agata 1992, 253. 
476 Pottery fragments of one vessel in No. 4.99 show the horns of consecration with plants and a conical 
rhyton. Hence, it is likely that thereby a libation was suggested. See Niemeier 1985, 120–121, Abb. 58:1; 
Taf. 21, XVII:B77. Moreover, the motif is also used on actual rhyta (Nos. 4.100–4.101). 
477 Unfortunately, I did not manage to find a full view of the horns of the consecration on this vessel, but 
according to the description it indeed portrays the cult horns on one side of the vase and the figure-of-
eight shield on the other one. See Rehak 1992, 120–121, Fig. 13. 
478 E.g. CMS I, nos. 187, 253. 
479 E.g. CMS I, no. 123; CMS V, no. 201. 
480 Weingarten 1991, 12; Blakolmer 2015, 205.  
481 There is also one Neopalatial Talismanic seal picturing an animal head between the horns 
of consecration. It is however not possible to distinguish to which animal the head is supposed to belong. 
See CMS IX, no. 097. 
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horns of consecration, even though it is still rather rare (Nos. 4.96–4.97)482 (discussed in 

Chapter 1.1).  

Furthermore, a bull sacrifice is often suggested as having a link with the horns 

of consecration,483 but the subject seems to be completely omitted in the Neopalatial art. 

However, two Final Palatial examples depict the horns in the presence of a bull’s 

sacrifice. The first image is attested on a sealing, where the horns are hoovering in the 

upper register together with an object resembling a conical rhyton (No. 4.95).484 the 

second example comes from the well-known Ayia Triada Sarcophagus, where the horns 

are crowning a building in front of which a libation and a bull’s sacrifice are taking place 

(No. 4.104).485 Thus, the link to libation is stated in both cases and so, no direct 

association of the horns to the bull-killing can be drawn from these two examples. Unless 

the utilized liquid was in fact the blood of the sacrificed animal. 

 

Post-Palatial Period (LM III A–LM III B) 

After the definite destruction of the last Minoan palace, the connection of the horns 

of consecration to architecture is known mainly from a few fragmentary frescoes on the 

Greek Mainland (Nos. 4.136–4.137).486 Even though the vegetation motif in connection 

to the horns continues (Nos. 4.129–4.131),487 the libation aspect seems to be lost in this 

epoch. Nevertheless, its association to animals (Nos. 4.125–4.129)488 and especially to 

the double axe (Nos. 4.115–4.129, 4.140) is further enhanced. 

 
482 E.g. CMS VS1A, no. 141; Niemeier 1985, Abb. 58:4. 
483 E.g. Evans 1901, 137; D’Agata 1992, 253; Merousis 2018, 354. 
484 CMS II.6, no. 173. Rhyton also identified in Crowley 2013, 224, E 190. On the other hand, the symbols 
in the upper register are very similar to the Cretan hieroglyphic signs CHIC 034 (cult horns) and CHIC 057 
that occur also on MM II sealing in CMS II.6, no. 183. 
485 Discussed in D’Agata 1992, 253; Banou 2008, 40. 
486 Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 62, 71, Pl. 128. Livia Morgan further suggests that the Mycenaean 
example (No. 4.137) might even depict the Shrine scene as described above. This famous mural painting 
from the Room of Frescoes in Mycenae depicts in its lower register a female figure carrying plants in her 
upraised hands, who is looking at the row of horns painted on a protruding bench. This row of horns most 
likely represents the upper part of a shrine, that however did not survive up until today. (See Morgan 
1985, 16.) On the other hand, the fragmentary depiction of the female seems to be coupled with an 
animal, which is not common to this kind of scene.  
487 E.g. Watrous 1991, Pl. 83:e; Merousis 2000, Pin. 19:168; Koehl 2006, Pl. 53:1158. 
488 Discussed by Merousis 2018, 353–354, Fig. 13:b. 
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The symbol newly occurs mostly on larnakes and pottery489 (Chart 1.2) and an 

innovation in its shape is attested in art as well as in the production of the actual horns 

of consecration in full round. Three-dimensional sacred horns were typical finds of 

Minoan bench sanctuaries490 and as several examples suggest, they might have served as 

stands for double axes. For this reason, some horns were equipped with a protruding 

socket in the middle, where the axe could have been inserted (Fig. 4.4).491 This novelty 

in shape might be also observed in a number of examples in art (Nos. 4.115, 4.119, 4.121–

4.122).492 In previous eras the three-dimensional horns were typically plainly white and 

were also depicted in this way in frescoes.493 Beginning in this period, however, the horns 

were habitually painted with a linear and geometric decoration.494  

 

Fig. 4.4: Clay horns of consecration from Knossos, LM III A–LM III B.  

(After Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki 2005, 116.) 

 

Sub-Minoan Period (LM III C) 

The motif of horns of consecration combined with the double axe survived in Crete until 

the very end of the Bronze Age (Nos. 4.141–4.142).495 The three-dimensional horns still 

formed a common cultic equipment as is supported by evidence from the LM III C 

 
489 It also appears on the Mainland pottery from LH III A. See Niemeier 1985, 121. 
490 According to some finds three-dimensional cult horns might have been used in this period also in 
mainland Greece. See Aravantinos 2010, 64. 
491 D’Agata 1992, 253–354. 
492 E.g. Niemeier 1985, Abb. 58:5; Merousis 2000, Pin. 11:56. 
493 Nilsson 1950, 177. However, some of the horns might have been also painted red. See Driessen 2012, 
12, Fig. 8. 
494 D’Agata 1992, 253. 
495 E.g. Davaras 1981, Pin. 23:α–β; Betancourt 1985, Fig. 125. 
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sanctuary at Ayia Triada,496 but it also became a popular votive offering as is attested by 

finds from open-air and cave sanctuaries.497 The increased demand for such offerings 

most likely caused a change in manufacture and the objects were newly mass produced 

on potter’s wheels by a cylinder technique (Fig. 4.5).498 An absolute novelty in art is 

an the addition of the horns of consecration to headbands of some of the female figurines 

with upraised arms (Nos. 4.144–4.145).499 

Fig. 4.5: a.–c. Clay horns of consecration from Piazzale dei Sacelli in Ayia Triada, LM III C.  

b. Scheme of the inner structure of the horns using the cylinder technique.  

(After D‘Agata 1997, Figs. 13–14.) 

 

4.1.1 Conclusions 

The earliest possible traces of the proto-horns of consecration in Crete can be dated to the 

Early Minoan Period, when some pottery vessels with plastic protrusions reminiscent of 

horns are attested (Nos. 4.1–4.2)500 and when the first portable horns were found in the 

Pre-Palatial cemetery of Mochlos.501 However, it is the era of the First Palaces, when the 

sacred horns were introduced to art and architecture for sure, as is testified by the building 

models surmounted with horns502 as well as by the real three-dimensional horns from 

archaeological contexts in Malia,503 Phaistos504 or Pyrgos Tylissou.505 

 
496 D'Agata 1997, 90–92, Figs. 10–14. 
497 D’Agata 1992, 254. 
498 I.e. made by cylindrical units – hollow and wheel-made, cowered by a layer of clay to render the details. 
See D’Agata 1997, 90. 
499 Banou 2008, 36–38. 
500 Zervos 1956, Fig. 90, 119. Discussed in Milićević Bradač 2005, 191, Fig. 14. 
501 Seager 1912, 82, Fig. 48, M 31; PM I, Fig. 16:c; Diamant – Rutter 1969, 171, Fig. 36; Banou 2008, 32. 
502 Schoep 1994, 192; Banou 2008, 32. 
503 Bradfer – Schmid 2004, 967–969, Fig. 37. 
504 Banou 2008, 32.  
505 Nikolaidou 2016, 102. 
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For the purposes of this thesis 146 examples featuring horns of consecration as used in 

Aegean art were collected. Chart 4.1 shows that more than a half of them comes from 

glyptic and over a quarter was found on pottery and larnakes. Furthermore, as Chart 4.2 

demonstrates, glyptic predominates only in the Neopalatial and Final Palatial periods, 

while later it was largely replaced by depictions on ceramics and terracotta larnakes. 

 

Chat 4.1: The horns of consecration symbol according to the material (N=146). 

 

 

Chart 4.2: The horns of consecration symbol over time (N=146). 
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Tab. 4.1: Iconographic evolution of the horns of consecration symbol. (Based on examples presented in this study.) 
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Chart 4.3: Iconographic evolution of the horns of consecration symbol. 

The iconographic evolution of the symbol is illustrated in Tab. 4.1 and supplemented by 

Chart 4.3 showing the quantity of certain iconographic topics. The innovations in art can 

be, once again, seen as corresponding to political and cult changes on the island of Crete. 

1. In the Protopalatial period the horns of consecration are known from building 

models as crowning their façades. 

2. The horns were very often depicted as a part of architecture during the Neopalatial 

era as well. Occasionally they appeared as placed on altars and newly they could 

be also combined with columnar structures. The theme of the shrine scene 

appeared for the first time too and showed an adorant approaching a building 

surmounted with horns of consecration. However, the architectural theme seems 

to be unknown to images from Talismanic seals, where the topic of libation 

prevailed, insinuated by a combination of the cult horns with vessels for ritual 

pouring of liquids.506 Occasional depictions of horns with the sun are also known 

from the Talismanic Group. Nonetheless, a recurrent scheme common to all the 

used materials was the vegetation sprouting from the middle of the horns.  

3. All the iconographic topics introduced in the Neopalatial epoch continued in the 

subsequent period as well, even though a few innovations of the old schemes 

 
506 38 examples of sacred horns engraved to Talismanic seals were collected, while 27 of them are 
depicted with a libation vessel (Nos. 4.21–4.47) and many of them are also combined with the vegetation 
motif.  
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could be observed. For instance, the horns were occasionally placed on top of the 

column instead of to its base, and the libation theme included a jug-holding Genii. 

Furthermore, the connection to animals, mostly horned ones, appeared anew. At 

the very end of the Final Palatial era the combination of the horns of consecration 

with the double axe occurred for the first time.  

4. Over the course of the Post-Palatial period the horns were most often attested on 

larnakes and even though they occurred also isolated, they were very often 

combined with the double axe. Moreover, their connection to animals was further 

enhanced – mostly to bulls, goats, and deer but also to griffins and birds. On the 

contrary, the architectural schemes occurred only sporadically, while the theme of 

the libation seems to have completely disappeared.  

5. The combination of the axe with the horns is known also from the Sub-Minoan 

period of LM III C, when the horns were newly added to a female headband of 

some of the figurines with upraised arms.  

No clear evolution of the horns of consecration symbol itself can be detected in glyptic, 

however a few changes in its depiction might be observed in pottery (and larnakes) 

decoration (Tab. 4.2). The symbol began to appear on ceramics only from the Final 

Palatial period onwards, when it still followed the iconographic themes known from the 

previous artistic media – i.e. columnar structure and vegetation.507 Beginning in the 

second phase of the Final Palatial era the connection to the axe is attested and the first 

outline of the horns shape appeared. The fully outlined horns are symptomatic of the Post-

Palatial period as well as the additional bump or a protrusion sometimes appearing in the 

middle of the horns. Both these innovations most likely correspond to the changes of the 

Post-Palatial three-dimensional cult horns, which were newly decorated with a painted 

outline and some of them were also equipped with a socket in their midst for insertion of 

the double axe.508  

 
507 The libation topic played a role as well since it was depicted on conical rhyta (Nos. 4.100–4.101). 
508 D’Agata 1992, 253. 
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Tab. 4.2: Development of the horns of consecration symbol in pottery.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

Combinations with other symbols (Tab. 4.3) might be observed mainly from the 

Neopalatial period onwards when it is occasionally coupled with a pillar509 or with the 

sun. Combination with the double axe begins with the fall of the last Minoan palace in 

LM III A1 and occurs very frequently on Post-Palatial larnakes and pottery as well. On 

the contrary, the connection to the incurved altar symbol cannot be clearly stated since 

the horns are attested as being placed on various altars regardless of their type.510   

 

 

Tab. 4.3: Symbols combined with the horns of consecration. 

 

Interestingly enough, until the end of the Neopalatial epoch it was not usual to depict the horns 

of consecration with any animals. The only exception was represented by birds occurring in very 

 
Further commentary on the symbol combinations: 
 

509 The first possible symbolic connection of the horns to the pillar is known from the Protopalatial 
building model from Knossos, which included also pillars and an incurved altar, but the original 
arrangement of all components is unknown and it is very likely that they belonged to several different 
models.  
510 Nine possible altar depictions with horns are known in total, while only four of them are incurved. 
* There is just one depiction with a direct connection of the shield to the cult horns, where both of the 
symbols are attested on the same LM II vessel, each from one side (No. 2.131). Apart from this case, 
the connection is not clear – the horns are either framing a building approached by a man, whose 
shield is left behind (No. 4.73), or they are both depicted on a larnakes, but with no obvious association 
between them (Nos. 4.120, 4.135).  
* The single depiction with the impaled triangle is known from a Post-Palatial seal (No. 4.106), where 
the triangle most likely relates to the animal attack, which is a theme recurrently appearing with this 
symbol (see Chapter 6). 
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few depictions with the horns. On the contrary, beginning in Final Palatial period it was frequently 

coupled with animals and other creatures, mostly with bulls, though closely followed by birds 

(Chart 4.4). 

 

Chart 4.4: Animals and fantastic creatures occurring with the horns of consecration symbol.  
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4.2 Horns of consecration: External connections 

4.2.1 Bovine horns in Anatolia and Egypt 

Some scholars believe that the Minoan horns of consecration had their origin somewhere 

in the Near East.511 The earliest ox horns appearing in an obvious cult context are known 

from Çatal Hüyük in Anatolia dating to the 7th–6th millennium BCE. Rows of real bovine 

horns set into benches (Fig. 4.6) were found in a building that was interpreted as a shrine 

based on other finds from this area as well.512 Stylized bull’s heads with incorporated real 

horns were also set into edges of various buildings at this site.513 

The symbolism of bull’s horns is likewise traceable to Badarian and Naquada cultures 

of Neolithic Egypt (c. 4400–3000 BCE), where several bovine burials occur with horns 

protruding to the surface.514 Furthermore, finds similar to the Çatal Hüyük, yet somewhat 

later, are known from a mastaba of the 1st Egyptian dynasty (c. 3000–2890 BCE) assigned 

to the king Wadji (also known as Djet), where genuine ox horns were set into clay heads 

moulded around real bovine skulls and placed in a row on the terrace (Fig. 4.7:a).515 

Moreover, ancient Egypt is well-known for its numerous bovine deities. One of the 

creational myths even speaks about a sacred cow Mehet-Weret (meaning the Great 

Flood), who rose from the primeval ocean and gave birth to the sun god Ra. Later she 

placed her son in the form of the sun disc between her horns.516 However, one of the 

oldest and most typical bovine divinities is the goddess Hathor,517 who also syncretized 

with several other cow deities as, for example, with the goddess Bat or the above 

mentioned Mehet-Weret. Hathor (meaning the House of Hor) was usually depicted in her 

anthropomorphic form with a vulture cap surmounted by ox horns carving outwards. As 

a daughter (or a wife) of the sun god Ra and mother to Horus, she typically carried the 

solar disc between her horns (Fig. 4.7:b).518 She also frequently appears in the shape of 

a cow (Fig. 4.7:b), most likely due to the association with Mehet-Weret, with whom she 

 
511 Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 79; Milićević Bradač 2005, 189–191. 
512 The excavator of the site, J. Mellaart assigned to the horns a protective and apotropaic function. See 
Mellaart 1965, 94. 
513 Mellaart 1965, 94, Fig. 84–85. 
514 Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 33. 
515 Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 33, Fig. 3.1; Milićević Bradač 2005, 189, Fig. 5. 
516 Wilkinson 2003, 174. 
517 The first known temple dedicated to Hathor dates already to the 3rd dynasty. See Wilkinson 2003, 144. 
518 Wilkinson 2003, 143; Hart 2005, 62. 
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was assimilated in the Middle Kingdom.519 Beginning in the 18th dynasty the goddess Isis 

also gained horns with solar disc as a result of her syncretism with Hathor.520  

All these female deities were primarily associated with fertility, procreation, and 

motherhood. Given their regeneration powers, they also played an important role in the 

rebirth after death and were often depicted and mentioned in funerary contexts. Male 

bovine deities like Apis or Meruer were usually associated with sexual potency and royal 

power.521  

Regarding the close contacts between Egypt and Crete from the Early Bronze Age, it 

would not be that surprising, if Cretans took inspiration in the Egyptian bovine 

symbolism. Nonetheless, the function of the Minoan horns of consecration seems to be 

unparalleled from elsewhere.522 

 

Fig. 4.6: a. Real bovine horns placed into benches of a shrine in Çatal Hüyük, Turkey,  

7th–6th mil. BCE; b. Reconstruction. (After Mellaart 1965, Figs. 84–85.) 

 
519 Wilkinson 2003, 141. 
520 Wilkinson 2003, 148. 
521 Wilkinson 2003, 170. 
522 S. Diamant and J. Rutter mention in this regard several “horned” objects from Anatolia, that served as 
potholders in hearths. See Diamant – Rutter 1969, 147–170. However, this theory seems to be improbable 
for several reasons. First of all, in Crete the sacred horns typically surmounted building facades and only 
occasionally were depicted or found on altars. Furthermore, the theory is largely based on the Talismanic 
seal images with jugs and amphoras, which are however no cooking pots, but rather libation vessels.  
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Fig. 4.7: a. Real bovine horns set into clay skulls on a terrace of the king Wadji’s (Djet’s) 

mastaba in Sakkara, 1st dynasty (c. 3000–2890 BCE). (After Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 

Fig. 3.1.); b. Menat counterweight depicting Hathor twice in her anthropomorphic form and 

once in her zoomorphic form, 18th dynasty, reign of Amenhotep III (1390–1352 BCE). (After 

MET, no. 51.157.2.)   
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4.2.2 Egyptian symbol of the horizon akhet 

It is often suggested that the Cretan horns of consecration might have originated from the 

Egyptian symbol of the horizon akhet   , which is composed of the sign for a mountain 

djew  and the solar disc  as rising or setting in the mountain valley.523 The theory is 

based on similar shapes of the Minoan horns and the Egyptian sign representing two 

mountain peaks with a valley in between. 

The double mountain symbol indisputably is one of the earliest signs of ancient Egypt, 

since it is attested already on Neolithic pottery design of Amratian culture (4000–

3500 BCE) (Fig. 4.8:a). The image shows two geometrically schematized mountains 

flanked by rayed sun discs on both sides, which most likely refers to the sky journey 

of the sun from the east to the west.524 It also appears in the earliest Egyptian form of 

writing known from the proto-royal Tomb of U-j in Umm el-Qu’ab close to Abydos 

dating to the end of the 4th millennium BCE. The sign is engraved to one of the bone tags, 

that were originally attached to goods deposited in the tomb. It reads as djew gereh 

meaning the mountain of darkness or the western mountain (Fig. 4.8:b).525 

The connection of the double mountain to the sun was later simplified into the horizon 

hieroglyph, which represented both the raising and setting sun.526 Due to its association 

with the cyclic solar journey, death of the sun god in the evening and his rebirth in the 

morning, it was incorporated into the royal after-life beliefs.527 The theme was especially 

popular during the New Kingdom (c. 1550–1070 BCE), when it appeared carved over 

entrances to royal tombs, painted on sarcophagi or used as illustrations of the Coffin 

papyri.528 Very frequent design portrayed the dual goddess Ruty of the eastern and 

western horizon depicted as twin lions positioned back to back while supporting the 

horizon symbol (Fig. 4.8:c–d).529 Numerous depictions were also capturing the actual act 

of sunrise and sunset.530 For illustration, an image painted on the anthropomorphic inner 

sarcophagus of Khonsu in the area of its feet shows on one side the mountain symbol as 

 
523 MacGillivray 2004, 331; Banou 2008, 28–29, 41; Marinatos 2010, 106–107; Bilić 2013, 109–110, 116. 
524 Piankoff – Rambova 1957, 11, Fig. 30; Bilić 2013, 110, Fig. 2. 
525 Stauder 2010, 139–140, Fig. 6.4. 
526 Piankoff – Rambova 1957, 31; Wilkinson 1994, 166. 
527 Piankoff – Rambova 1957, 29–31; Remler 2010, 6. Akhet is attested in the form of amulets only from 
the 26th dynasty (7th–6th c. BCE) to link the afterlife rebirth with newly risen sun. Before, this symbolism 
was restricted to the elites. See Andrews 1994, 89.   
528 Piankoff – Rambova 1957, 31. 
529 Wilkinson 2003, 180. 
530 Piankoff – Rambova 1957, 25, Figs. 7–8. 



109 
 

a base from which the scarab kheper (as manifestation of the morning sun) rolls out the 

solar disc. While on the other side, hands of the goddess Nut (as personification of the 

sky) are placing the sun to the horns of Hathor in her zoomorphic form appearing in the 

mountain symbol (Fig. 4.9:a–b).531 Occasionally the symbol might as well appear 

supported by the djed   pillar of duration (Fig. 4.9:c).532  

Furthermore, the horizon associations might be also encountered in Egyptian architecture 

since the temples were usually built in the east-west axis. The pylons at the temple 

entrances are reminiscent of the two mountains with the valley in between where the sun 

rises.533  

Truth to be said, it is very tempting to assign the origin of the Minoan horns 

of consecration to the symbol of the horizon or more likely to the earlier twin mountain 

sign, because it is known from Egypt before its occurrence in Crete and both of the 

symbols are very similar in shape. The transmission of the symbol might have happened 

prior to its standardization with the sun disc, probably sometime at the beginning of the 

3rd millennium BCE. Even though the horns of consecration were only occasionally 

depicted with the sun, they were very often placed on top of the building facades as if 

putting them closer to the sky. Moreover, the images of the vegetation sprouting from the 

middle of the horns recall the regenerative powers of the Egyptian horizon. Even their 

association with columns evokes the depictions of akhet as supported by the djed pillar. 

Moreover, the cult horns begin to appear in funerary contexts in LM III A (14th century 

BCE) contemporary to the many horizon images from the New Kingdom tombs. 

However, the Minoan sacred horns also occur in some topics unparalleled in Egypt, such 

as libation or connection to altars. Thus, if some inspiration for the Cretan symbol 

happened, it might as well have been from Egypt at the very beginning of the Minoan 

epoch, but it continued to evolve under the local conditions resulting in a symbol imagery 

unique to Crete.  

  

 
531 Piankoff – Rambova 1957, 34–35, Fig. 18; MET, no. 86.1.2:b. 
532 Piankoff – Rambova 1957, 41, Fig. 27. 
533 Wilkinson 1994, 159. 
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Fig. 4.8: a. Pottery design showing two mountain peaks with eastern and western sun, 

Naquada I period, Amratian culture (4000–3500 BCE). (After Piankoff –Rambova 1957, 

Fig. 11.); b. Bone tag with proto-hieroglyphic script with the mountain sign, U-j Tomb, 

Umm el-Qu’ab, end of 4th mil. BCE. (After Stauder 2010, Fig. 6.4.); c. Wooden, stuccoed outer 

sarcophagus of Khonsu with Ruty lionesses supporting the akhet symbol, Egyptian Museum in 

Cairo, 19th dynasty (c. 1300–1200 BCE); d. Detail of previous. (After c. Wilkinson 2003, 233; 

d. Piankoff –Rambova 1957, Fig. 15.); e. Illustration of Ruty lionesses supporting the akhet 

symbol on Papyrus of Anhay, 19th dynasty (c. 1300–1200 BCE). (After Wilkinson 2003, 181.)  
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Fig. 4.9: a. Inner anthropomorphic sarcophagus of Khonsu, Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

New York, 19th dynasty (c. 1300–1200 BCE); b. Detail of the design on the feet of the coffin 

showing the horizon symbol of rising and setting sun. (After a. MET, no. 86.1.2:b; b. Piankoff –

Rambova 1957, Fig. 18.); c. Horizon symbol of the morning sun Khepri supported by Ruty 

lioness in the east and by the djed pillar in the west, Theban tomb, New Kingdom (c.1550–

1060 BCE). (After Piankoff – Rambova 1957, Fig. 27.)  
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4.2.3 The Near Eastern symbol of the mountain 

The symbol of the horns of consecration might have formed a part of a broader theme 

of twin mountains appearing not only in Egypt but also in the Near East.534 Several 

Akkadian seals (c. 2340–2150 BCE) depict the sun god Shamash as rising from the 

mountain valley (Figs. 4.10:a–b),535 which is sometimes associated with the Minoan seal 

image of LM II date, where a male figure is standing in between of the horns while flanked 

by a hybrid creature from one side and a Minoan Genius from the other (No. 4.91).536 

A Post-Akkadian cylinder seal (c. 2150–2100 BCE) also shows the double mountain 

symbol with an eagle in between, probably standing for the sun (Fig. 4.10:c).537 

Moreover, a Babylonian seal with weather deity as rising from the twin mountains was 

found on the Greek Mainland in the Thebes deposit of LH III B date (Fig. 4.10:d).538  

  

 
534 The Egyptian symbol of the horizon is also often put into context with this Near Eastern image of the 
twin mountains. See Piankoff – Rambova 1957, 32, Figs. 13–14. 
535 E.g. The Pierpont Morgan Library, no. 83800. For iconography of Shamash see Collon 1987, 105. 
536 CMS V, no. 201. Discussed e.g. in Banou 2008, 28; Marinatos 2010, 109–111. 
537 The Pierpont Morgan Library, no. 83888. Discussed in Piankoff – Rambova 1957, 32, Fig. 13. 
538 Koehl 2008, 281–282, no. 177:a. 
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Fig. 4.10: a. Black serpentine cylinder seal with the sun god Shamash rising from the twin 

mountain symbol, Akkadian period (c. 2340–2150 BCE). (After The British Museum, 

no. 89110.); b. Black serpentine cylinder seal with the same theme as previous, Akkadian 

period (c. 2340–2150 BCE). (After The Pierpont Morgan Library, no. 83800.); c. Greenish-

black serpentine cylinder seal with the symbol of the double mountain with an eagle in the 

middle, Post-Akkadian period (c. 2150–2100 BCE). (After The Pierpont Morgan Library, 

no. 83888.); d. Lapis lazuli cylinder seal with a god rising from the twin mountain, Babylonian 

production (1359–1333 BCE), found in Thebes, Greece, LH III B. (After Koehl 2008, 

no. 177:a.)  
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4.3 Horns of consecration: Notes on interpretation 

There are many interpretative theories regarding the meaning and function of the Minoan 

horns of consecration. Arthur Evans, for instance, considered them to be derivatives 

of actual bovine horns of sacrificed ox, which gained a sacred meaning.539 Basing on the 

many depictions of the horns as placed on buildings, he also claimed that the symbol 

could mark sanctuaries as well as residential buildings belonging to officials with 

sacerdotal functions.540 

To the contrary, M.P. Nilsson did not ascribe any symbolic meaning to the horns and saw 

them as mere cult implements. In his point of view the object served as a place for 

consecration of different items, like cult vessels or double axes, which are often depicted 

between the horns.541 Nonetheless, it seems obvious, that since the horns were often 

placed on top of various buildings without having any obvious utilitarian purpose, they 

must have possessed some symbolic meaning. 

The theory considering the horns of consecration as a parallel to the Egyptian symbol 

of the mountain was expressed already in 1922 by W. Gärte,542 although it did not receive 

much attention during the 20th century and it was even rejected by some scholars.543 

However, at the beginning of the 21st century the theory was revisited and started to be 

taken seriously.544 

As discussed above (Chapter 4.2.2–3), there are some solid grounds to base the 

mountain/horizon theory on. Nevertheless, the interpretation of the sacred horns as 

derived from the real bovine horns still seems reasonable since there are some known 

parallels from neighbouring cultures as well (Chapter 4.2.1). If we were to compare the 

Minoan iconographic repertoire with the Egyptian and Near Eastern one, we might find: 

1. occasional depictions of the sun between the horns, which is suggestive of the 

horizon function (Fig. 4.11:a). 

 
539 Evans 1901, 137. 
540 Evans 1901, 135; PM III, 84. 
541 Nilsson 1950, 189. 
542 Gärte 1922, 81–82. 
543 E.g. Nilsson 1950, 189. The acceptance of the theory is discussed in Banou 2008, 28–29. 
544 E.g. MacGillivray 2004, 331; Banou 2008, 28–29, 41; Marinatos 2010, 106–107; Bilić 2013, 110, 116. 



115 
 

2. vegetation sprouting from the middle of the horns and libation supporting the 

vegetative powers of the horned object, which might again correspond to the 

regeneration of the morning sun (Fig. 4.11:b–c). 

3. connection to pillars (Fig. 4.11:f), which recalls the depictions of the Egyptian 

horizon with the pillar of djed symbolizing duration and stability of the cyclic 

regeneration (Fig. 4.9:c).  

4. the double axe added to the horns from LM III A1 (Fig. 4.11:d), when it started 

to appear in funerary contexts, which, if the axe indeed represents the Minoan 

symbol of life (Chapter 1.2.2–1.3),545 could symbolize the rebirth into the afterlife 

similarly to the Egyptian images of the horizon with the ankh (Fig. 4.8:d).  

5. a unique depiction of a man standing in the middle of the horns (No. 4.91), which 

is reminiscent of the Akkadian seals portraying the sun god Shamash as raising 

from the mountain valley (Figs. 4.10:a–b).  

6. but also a connection to animals, especially to bovines, while in one case it is even 

depicted in between of the animal’s horns (Fig. 4.11:e), which clearly 

demonstrates the similarity in shape of the sacred object with the actual oxen 

horns. 

Thus, why could not the symbol be a representation of both?546 The twin mountain was 

known to Egypt as well as to the Near East, where the sun, or the sun deity, was often 

positioned between the peaks. The solar disc was however also placed between the horns 

of Egyptian bovine deities (Fig. 4.7:b), while the bovine head might have been positioned 

directly into the mountain symbol too (Fig. 4.9:b). Then again, the shape of the authentic 

ox horns is by itself reminiscent of the mountain valley. Hence, given the ambiguity 

of Minoan art, (i.e. several meanings implied by one depiction),547 it is possible, that the 

symbol of the horns of consecration was supposed to bear the meanings of both – the 

horizon mountain and the bovine horns. 

The most usual Aegean iconographic theme featuring the horns of consecration shows 

them as placed on top of a building (Fig. 4.11:g–h).548 It is likely, that these buildings 

indeed represented shrines according to the associated elements of such depictions, e.g. a 

 
545 N. Marinatos suggests that the axe actually represents the sun. See Marinatos 2010, 114–130. 
546 A similarity between the horns and the horizon symbol is also suggested in Marinatos 2017, 232. 
547 On the Minoan multivalent imagery see e.g. Rutter 2006; Koehl 2016; McGowan 2018. 
548 Horns as part of architecture occur 44 times in the collected examples, followed by the vegetation 
depictions in 43 specimens, sometimes both combined in one depiction. 
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human approaching the edifice with an upraised arm, a “goddess” seated on the horned 

structure, an offering scene and a tree growing from inside of such buildings. This 

architectural function of the horns together with their occasional positioning on various 

altars (Fig. 4.11:i) shows their application in Minoan cult, which however seems to be 

unique to Crete. The libation and vegetation topics are also unknown in depictions of the 

mountain symbol from outside of the Aegean world. Hence, even though the object might 

have had some external parallels, it should be regarded as a proper Minoan symbol since 

it went through a long-lasting evolution adapted to the Cretan needs. Its meaning, 

however, might be similar to the Egyptian or Near Eastern parallels. 

 

Fig. 4.11: Iconographic themes depicting the horns of consecration.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 
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5. Impaled triangle 

This chapter is focused on an enigmatic object that Arthur Evans called the impaled 

triangle. Since he was not sure what exactly it represented, (which remains unresolved up 

until today), he gave it a name according to its triangular shape.549 The symbol is known 

only from glyptic (Fig. 5.1:b–d), where it was used as a complementary sign of animal 

depictions. It begins to occur as of the Final Palatial era,550 mostly towards its end (LM II–

LM III A1), when the Linear B script probably became common to both Helladic and 

Minoan administration.551 Hence, given the circumstances and the linearity of the symbol, 

it is no surprise that it indeed resembles a sign of this script. As mentioned by 

O. Krzyszkowska, the triangle is very similar to the Linear B sign n. 120 for wheat 

(GRANUM) (Fig. 5.1:a),552 however, its significance in glyptic images remains 

obscure.553 

Thus, we could be dealing with an indigenous Mycenaean symbol, basing on the period 

when it started to appear as well as on its similarity to the Linear B sign. In any case, it 

was not very common. Only 31 examples dating from LM II to LM III A have been 

collected, most of which came from seal impressions found in Knossos, followed by seal 

stones found in Argolis.554  

 

Fig. 5.1: a. Linear B sign n. 120; b.–d. Variants of impaled triangle from glyptic. 

(Drawing by author based on a. PM IV, Fig. 705:B 88; b. CMS II.8, no. 366;  

c. CMS II.3, no. 067; d. CMS II.8, no. 503.) 

 
549 PM III, 316. Classified by J. Crowley as E 335: Impaled triangle in Crowley 2013, 297. 
550 Krzyszkowska 2005b, 353. However, there is also one Neopalatial sealing from Kato Zakros CMS II.7, 
no. 002, where a male might hold an object resembling the impaled triangle, unfortunately it is very 
badly visible and thus no conclusions can be made. 
551 Weingarten 2010, 325; Weingarten 2018, 331. 
552 B 88 according to Evans in PM IV, 720, 725, Fig. 705. Now standardized as n. 120. See Melena 2014, 
137. 
553 Krzyszkowska 2005b, 208, 353. 
554 Knossos = 8 specimens of sealings plus 1 seal; Argolis = 3 specimens of seals plus 1 sealing; Unknown 
provenance = 13 specimens. 
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5.1 Impaled triangle: Chronological development 

Final Palatial Period (LM II–LM III A1) 

Many examples of the Final Palatial period portray the triangle next to a bovine or a goat 

(Nos. 5.3–5.14). The animal might be depicted in a distress with head turned backwards 

(No. 5.4)555 but also in peace (No. 5.6).556 It likewise appears in images with a lioness or 

a cow suckling its child (Nos. 5.1.–5.3).557 

In the later phase of this era it begins to appear together with the so-called Minotauri, half 

men half animals (Nos. 5.15–5.19).558 It is further attested in a scene of unsuccessful bull-

leaping (No. 5.20).559 Moreover, on several occasions it appears in combination with the 

figure-of-eight shield (Nos. 5.13, 5.16–5.18, 5.20),560 which was during this epoch used 

in the same glyptic themes as the impaled triangle (see Chapter 2.1.1). The only exception 

is the animal combat theme, in which the triangle occurs later. 

Post-Palatial Period (LM III A) 

The majority of the topics known from the Final Palatial era continued also in the 

following period of LM III A (Nos. 5.21, 5.23–5.24).561 However, the connection with 

suckling animals seems to have disappeared, as well as the combination with the figure-

of-eight shield. On the contrary, the triangle started to complement depictions of animals 

(usually horned ones) attacked by predators (mostly dogs or lions) (Nos. 5.25–5.30).562 

A singular seal image also shows the triangle above a sacrificed bull displayed on an altar 

(No. 5.31).563  

Besides, another unique depiction portrays the symbol as a standard placed on a side of 

two fantastic creatures shearing a single head, which are standing on top of an incurved 

 
555 E.g. CMS XII, no. 237. Classified by J. Crowley as I 104: Animal distressed in Crowley 2013, 114. 
556 E.g. CMS II.8, no. 455. 
557 E.g. CMS I, no. 106; CMS II.8, no. 503. Classified by J. Crowley as I 93: Animal suckling in Crowley 
2013, 109. The connection of the impaled triangle to this theme was already noticed by A. Evans in PM 
IV, 554, 559. 
558 E.g. CMS VI, no. 298. Classified by J. Crowley as I 67–I 70: Hybrid man in Crowley 2013, 97. 
559 E.g. CMS VII, no. 100. Classified by J. Crowley as I 37–38: Leaper falling or fallen in Crowley 2013, 81. 
560 E.g. CMS XI, no. 251. 
561 E.g. CMS I, no. 137; CMS VII, no. 252. 
562 E.g. CMS II.4, no. 202; CMS II.8, no. 366. Classified by J. Crowley as T 17: Animal attack in Crowley 
2013, 55. 
563 CMS II.3, no. 338. This seal, among others, leads N. Marinatos to believe that the impaled triangle was 
supposed to signify a dagger used for the sacrifice. See Marinatos 1986, 62–63, Fig. 54. 
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altar (No. 5.22).564 Similar standard-like representation of the triangle might be found on 

a seal from Knossos with an animal combat, where the object is likewise set on a long 

stem pointing upwards (No. 5.30).565  

 

5.1.1 Conclusions 

No clear examples of the impaled triangle are known from the periods prior to the Final 

Palatial era (LM II)566 nor after the first phase of the Post-Palatial epoch (LM III A). The 

symbol is known only from seals and sealings, where it complements animal images. 

31 examples were collected in total, while the majority of them comes from the Final 

Palatial period (Chart 5.1). 

 

Chart 5.1: The impaled triangle symbol over time (N=31). 

Some iconographic changes might be observed in two stages (Tab. 5.1, Chart 5.2): 

1. The symbol begins to occur in glyptic of the Final Palatial era, when it 

accompanies animals in emblematic depictions or while nursing their young. It 

also appears with hybrid creatures called Minotauri, and once it is even attested 

in a bull-leaping scene with fallen leaper. 

2. New themes were added to the previously used ones in LM III A. Several seals 

feature the impaled triangle in the scenes of animal combat and once even with 

a bull sacrifice. Some of the old themes are less frequent, such as the Minotauri 

or emblematic animals, while the nursing scheme seems to be completely omitted. 

 
564 CMS I, no. 073. Classified by J. Crowley as I 77: Animals one head pair in Crowley 2013, 101. 
565 CMS II.8, no. 366. 
566 The only known exception might be represented by a Neopalatial sealing from Kato Zakros CMS II.7, 
no. 002, where a male holds an object resembling the impaled triangle, however it is very badly visible 
and thus no conclusions can be made. 
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Tab. 5.1:  Iconographic evolution of the impaled triangle symbol. (Based on examples presented in this study.) 
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Chart 5.2: Iconographic evolution of the impaled triangle symbol. 

The triangle is on several occasions combined with the figure-of-eight shield, but only 

during the Final Palatial period (Tab. 5.2). Both of these symbols appear in the same 

iconographic themes used in the LM II–LM III A glyptic. However, they are only attested 

together with hybrid-men (Minotauri), emblematic animals, and in the unsuccessful bull-

leaping scene. They might be also used separately in all of these scenarios. Furthermore, 

during the LM III A period, the triangle is once depicted next to the incurved altar and 

once with the horns of consecration. Given the small number of examples from LM III A, 

it is possible that these symbols also coincided with the triangle, even though they are 

attested together only once for each. 

 

 

Tab. 5.2: Symbols combined with the impaled triangle. 
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As it regards the animal images, the impaled triangle most often accompanied depictions 

of bovines, goats, and Minotauri, which all represented horned creatures (about 77% in 

total)567 (Chart 5.3). Only than it complemented lions either as nursing their babies or as 

predators, together with dogs, as attacking a pray. 

 

Chart 5.3: Animals and fantastic creatures occurring with the impaled triangle symbol. 

 

  

 
567 All but one Minotaurus depicted with the impaled triangles have horns. The exception is one sealing 
portraying a lion-man in CMS II.8, no. 205 (No. 5.16). 
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5.2 Impaled triangle: External connections 

It is generally believed that the fall of the palace of Knossos in LM III A1 probably made 

some palatial stone-engravers flee to Cyprus, where they influenced the local glyptic.568 

The so-called Cypro-Aegean style uses cylinder seals, which took inspiration from Syria 

and were common to the island from the beginning of the Late Bronze Age,569 but 

combines the Near Eastern style with Aegean motifs including the Minoan-Mycenaean 

symbols.570 One of such cylinders is particularly interesting since it portrays a Minotaurus 

and animal combat in one depiction supplemented with three superposed Aegean symbols 

– the horns of consecration with a palm tree growing from it, the figure-of-eight shield, 

and the impaled triangle (Fig. 5.2).571  

As was discussed above, the shield and the triangle were both commonly used in animal 

combat scenes as well as in the depictions of Minotauri in Aegean glyptic. The horns with 

growing tree are likewise attested together with the impaled triangle in one LB III A seal 

showing a predator attacking its prey (No. 5.28).572 However, the Cypriote seal (Fig. 5.2) 

represents the only case where all three symbols are depicted at once, which further 

enhances their connections among each other as well as with the iconographic themes of 

Minotaurus and animal combat. More importantly, the composition of the motifs also 

exhibits a symbolism that was probably understandable to the wider area of the East 

Mediterranean.573 

 
568 Aruz 2008, 391; Karageorhis 2010, 64; Weingarten 2010, 326. 
569 Characteristic Cypriote style developed during the 15th to 13th c. BCE. See Porada 1948, 178–179; 
Karageorhis 2010, 64. 
570 Aruz 2008, 391; Karageorhis 2010, 64. 
571 Aruz 2008, 401, No. 257. 
572 CMS VI, no. 375. 
573 For illustration, the topic of animal attack was used in Egypt from the Old Kingdom onwards. See Aruz 
2008, 387. 
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Fig. 5.2: Modern imprint of a hematite cylinder seal of Cypro-Aegean style depicting a bull-

man and animal attack complemented with three Aegean symbols, unknown provenance,  

14th c. BCE. (After Aruz 2008, no. 257.) 

 

5.2.1 The Mesopotamian spade symbol 

The sudden appearance of the impaled triangle in the LM II glyptic made me believe that 

it could have been inspired from outside the Aegean. The closest parallel that I managed 

to find is represented by the Mesopotamian star-spade of the Akkadian era, which might 

have been later assigned to Marduk during the Babylonian period.574  

The so-called star-spade is composed of a triangle on a staff usually surmounted with 

a star. It occurred in Akkadian glyptic (c. 2330–2150 BCE) and some scholars consider 

it to be a potential marker for this period.575 One theory speaks of the possibility that it 

could originate from cuneiform signs for DINGIR (star) meaning “god” and UTU 

(spade), which was a Sumerian name of the sun god later known as Shamash.576 It indeed 

occurs in several depictions with the god Shamash (Fig. 5.3:a),577 but it is attested with 

other gods as well (Fig. 5.3:b).578 However, the largest amount of the images features the 

 
574 Black – Green 1992, 168; Oshima 2006, 78. 
575 Matthews 1997, 28. 
576 Dijk 2016, 126. 
577 E.g. British Museum, no. 89110. 
578 E.g. Collon 1987, 35, Fig. 108. 
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star-spade in animal combat scenes,579 which usually depict horned animals attacked by 

lions (Fig. 5.3:c–d, f).580 On several occasions it also appears with a bull-man, a hybrid 

creature with bovine lower part of the body and human upper part (Fig. 5.3:e).581 Both of 

these motifs of animal combat and bull-man could also be combined in one image (Fig. 

5.3:f).582 The symbol is usually pointing downwards, rarely upwards (Fig. 5.3:f), and is 

habitually used only as a complementary or terminal sign of the depiction. It is not directly 

interacting with any of the figures.583 

The similarity between the impaled triangle and the star-spade is therefore more than 

superficial. Aside from their comparable shapes they also both appear in the iconographic 

theme of animal attack and only as additional symbols. The fact that they are both 

likewise used with depictions of hybrid men, might not be a mere coincidence, even 

though the Mesopotamian bull-man has a bovine lover body and a human upper part, 

whereas the Aegean bull-men is composed the other way around. On the other hand, there 

is a gap of about six hundred years between the occurrence of the Akkadian spade and 

the Aegean triangle. 

Nonetheless, a similar triangular object is also known from the beginning of the Old 

Babylonian period onwards. Generally, it is called the spade of Marduk and it is 

considered as the god’s standard, although it is not sure whether it was assigned to this 

particular deity already in the early stage of the Babylonian era.584 Moreover, Marduk 

also shared some qualities with Shamash, especially the jurisdictional responsibility.585 

The symbol appears on cylinder seals as early as in the first dynasty of Babylon (c. 1900–

1600 BCE).586 It is also attested in a legal document from the reign of Hammurabi (1792–

1750 BCE), where it is addressed as marru of Marduk, i.e. spade of Marduk.587 Hence, 

paronomasia (marru – Marduk) is suggested by T. Oshima as one of the possible 

connections of the spade to the god.588 

 
579 Matthews 1997, 28. 
580 E.g. Ziffer 2014, Fig. 12. 
581 E.g. British Museum, no. 120542. 
582 E.g. British Museum, no. 123568. 
583 Dijk 2016, 126. 
584 Oshima 2006, 78. 
585 Black – Green 1992, 129. 
586 Eisen 1940, 78; Oshima 2006, 78. 
587 Oshima 2006, 78. 
588 Oshima 2006, 77. 
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In the earliest stages it might again appear as an additional symbol in mostly figural 

depictions (Fig. 5.4:a–b), but it can be held by some humans as well.589 However, from 

the Middle Babylonian period onwards it appears on seals as well as on kudurru stones 

together with a hybrid creature called Mušhuššu,590 which was usually referred to as the 

snake dragon or the horned dragon and was connected to Marduk.591 The spade was 

habitually placed on the creature’s back or next to it on top of a shrine (Fig. 5.4:c). A 

similar beast, not typical of the Minoan-Mycenaean repertoire, composed of several 

animals is also known from one Aegean seal, where it is depicted as a double creature 

with one shared horned head and stands on an incurved altar next to a large impaled 

triangle positioned in a manner of a standard (No. 5.22). The spade was used until the 

Neo-Babylonian and Neo-Asyrian times (Fig. 5.4:f). 

As far as the origin of the Marduk’s spade goes, it is considered to be a symbol of the 

god’s link to agriculture.592 Nonetheless, marru – spade was a very practical tool used not 

only for digging, but also for shovelling dirt or moulding bricks. Hence, it was necessary 

in any building activity.593 Since Marduk was especially connected to water and 

vegetation,594 T. Oshima concluded that the spade was supposed to symbolize a utensil 

which served for digging water canals that maintained the vegetation and made the 

growing of crops even possible.595 

The connection of Marduk’s spade to agriculture recalls the sign of Linear B for wheat, 

which strongly resembles the impaled triangle.596 Given the other similarities as 

mentioned above, it is likely that a certain inspiration for the impaled triangle symbolism 

might have been taken from the Near Eastern imagery. 

  

 
589 Black – Green 1992, 168. 
590 Oshima 2006, 79. 
591 Black – Green 1992, 129; Ornan 2005, 120. 
592 Eisen 1940, 79; Black – Green 1992, 168; Oshima 2006, 80. 
593 Oshima 2006, 79. 
594 Black – Green 1992, 129. 
595 Oshima 2006, 80. 
596 Krzyszkowska 2005b, 208, 353. 
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Fig. 5.3: Modern impressions of Akkadian cylinder seals depicting the star-spade symbol, 

(c. 2330–2150 BCE). a. Unknown provenance. (After British Museum, no. 89110.); b. Tell 

Asmar, Iraq. (After Collon 1987, Fig. 108.); c. Tell Brak, Syria. (After Matthews 1997, 

Pl. XXIII:270.); d. Unknown provenance. (After Ziffer 2014, Fig. 12.); e. Ur, Royal Cemetery, 

Iraq. (After British Museum, no. 120542.); f. Ur, settlement, Iraq. (After British Museum, no. 

123568.) 
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Fig. 5.4: Examples with the spade of Marduk. a. Modern impression of an Old Babylonian seal, 

Babylon, c. 1830–1750 BCE. (After Collon 1986, Pl. XXXII: 446.); b. Modern impression of 

an Old Babylonian seal recut on Cyprus, Enkomi, Cyprus. (After Collon 1987, Fig. 316.); 

c. Fragment of kuduru stone, unknown provenance, 12th c. BCE. (After MET, no. 1985.45.); 

d. Symbols with names of Mesopotamian deities as engraved on a Babylonian kudurru stone 

found in Susa, Iran, 13th c. BCE. (After Black – Green 1992, Fig. 7.); e. Modern impression 

of a Kassite dynasty seal, unknown provenance, 12th c. BCE. (After British Museum, 

no. 89232.); f. Modern impression of a Neo-Elamite seal with Mušhuššus flanking the spade, 

1000–600 BCE. (After Collon 1987, Fig. 557.)  
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5.3 Impaled triangle: Notes on interpretation 

Arthur Evans considered the impaled triangle as a symbol of religious importance, basing 

on its occurrence in the field of seal images portraying animals and Minotauri as well as 

on its connection to the figure-of-eight shield.597 He further noticed that the sign also 

occurred in texts of Linear B , where it was often associated with high numbers and he 

believed that it had some connection to agriculture and cereals.598 As was later proven, 

the sign indeed stands for wheat.599 

Moreover, B. Rutkowski argued, that the triangle could represent a standard since it was 

sometimes depicted in a standard-like manner. He also believed that it might have been 

inspired from the Near East and it could have represented a stylized tree or a column.600 

On the contrary, N. Marinatos explained the object as a dagger that served in sacrifices.601 

This is largely based on the single depiction of a sacrificed bull with impaled triangle 

hoovering above (No. 5.31) and on images of animals in distress or with the triangle 

pointing directly to them.602 

Iconography of the triangle is definitely entangled to depictions of animals and fantastic 

creatures, however only in few cases it is pointing directly towards them.603 Usually it is 

placed just somewhere in the field and in a couple of depictions it is even set upwards as 

if representing some kind of a standard (Fig. 5.5:d).604 It might occur in peaceful 

scenarios (Fig.5.5:a) as well as with animals in distress (Fig. 5.5:b). It is frequently 

attested together with Minotauri, half men half animals (Fig. 5.5.:c), or with animals in 

combat (Fig. 5.5:f). It is applied in two basic variations – either with a horizontal line 

placed on top of the triangle or without it. Judging from the similar use of these variants 

they both represent one and the same symbol. According to the above mentioned, it is 

unlikely that it would stand for any kind of a weapon. Its connection to the figure-of-eight 

shield might be purely religious. 

 
597 PM III, 316–317. 
598 PM IV, 720–721, Fig. 705:B 88. 
599 Melena 2014, 137, *120. 
600 Rutkowski 1981, 70. 
601 She also sees similarity with a Linear B sign n. 233   for a dagger. (For the sign see Melena 2014, 
150.) 
602 Marinatos 1986, 63–64. 
603 It points directly to the animal in 4 examples out of 31 (Nos. 5.21, 5.18, 5.24, 5.26) 
604 Standard-like look of the triangle in Nos. 5.8, 5.22, 5.28, 5.30. 
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Furthermore, some of the triangle’s characteristics are shared with the so-called star-

spade of Akkadian seals, which likewise appeared in depictions of animal attack and with 

hybrid bull-men.605 From this Akkadian symbol might have been derived the Babylonian 

spade of Marduk, which served as the god’s standard and appeared with a fantastic 

creature called Mušhuššu.606 A hybrid beast, atypical of the Aegean repertoire, is also 

attested with the impaled triangle standard (No. 5.22).607 Moreover, the spade of Marduk 

has connections to agriculture,608 which might coincide with the Linear B sign for wheat, 

that so closely resembles the impaled triangle.609 Thus, it is possible, that the impaled 

triangle could have been inspired from the Near East, though its exact meaning in the 

Aegean seals remains uncertain. 

 

 

Fig. 5.5: Iconographic themes using the impaled triangle.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

  

 
605 Matthews 1997, 28; Dijk 2016, 126. 
606 Black – Green 1992, 168. 
607 CMS I, no. 073. 
608 Black – Green 1992, 168; Oshima 2006, 80. 
609 Krzyszkowska 2005b, 208, 353. 
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6. Incurved altar 

The so-called incurved altar represents an interesting object that also possessed 

a symbolic meaning.610 As its denomination suggests, it could indeed serve as an altar, 

but also as a pedestal supporting a platform or a pillar. The first mentioned was a bit 

slenderer than the other, whereas the second one had deeper curves. Both of them might 

be also seen together in one seal image (No. 6.22).611 They have both been actually found 

in archaeological contexts as well. Arthur Evans excavated such an altar made of alabaster 

(gypsum) in the High Priest’s House near the palace of Knossos (Fig. 6.1),612 while 

another one was unearthed in Malia.613 Subsequently, four incurved bases made of stone 

were discovered in Archanes.614  

 

Fig. 6.1: Alabaster incurved altar from High Priest’s House in Knossos, LM I, 

square base (a = 42 cm). (After PM IV, Fig. 160:a.) 

The symbol’s most important feature is the duality embedded in its biconcave shape - this 

is a characteristic shared with the double axe, which however appears together with the 

altar only sporadically (Nos. 6.8, 6.19).615 In some cases, though, it is hard to recognize, 

which of these objects was actually depicted.616 It is also possible, that such an ambiguity 

 
610 Classified by J. Crowley as E 159: Curved altar in Crowley 2013, 209. 
611 CMS II.3, no. 007. 
612 PM IV, 202–209, Fig. 160:a. 
613 Rutkowski 1986, Figs. 131, 186. 
614 Palyvou 2006, 420, Εικ. 4. 
615 E.g. PM III, 207, Fig. 141. 
616 E.g. CMS II.7, no. 196; CMS II.8, no. 049; CMS VS1B, no. 140. 
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was intentional. On top of that, some scholars tend to see the shape in some decorative 

friezes with half-rosettes.617 This dubious aspect of the symbol will be further discussed 

in subchapter 6.2. 

With only 30 collected specimens of more or less clear representations, the incurved altar 

does not rank to the most frequently depicted symbols. The earliest known examples are 

attested already in the Protopalatial period and continue until the end of the Mycenaean 

Palatial epoch. It is their long-term use as well as their connection to pillars and horns of 

consecration that makes them an important symbolic item. 

 

6.1 Incurved altar: Chronological development 

Protopalatial Period (MM I B–MM III A) 

The existence of the incurved altar already in the First Palatial era is supported by 

a miniature terracotta model of this object (No. 6.2) belonging to the assembly of building 

model pieces found in the Loom-Weight Basement of the Knossos palace (No. 4.4–

4.5).618  

A possible depiction of the object is also known from a contemporary sealing likewise 

discovered at Knossos (No. 6.1).619 However, identification of the incurved altar in this 

image is rather uncertain since it might also represent a biconcave double axe blade when 

rotated by 90°. On the other hand, the decorative C-spiral on top of the object might have 

served as indicator of its orientation, which would determine it as an altar. Hence, we 

could be dealing with one of the first perhaps deliberately multivalent images of incurved 

altar / double axe blade.620  

 

  

 
617 PM II, 595, 607, Fig. 381; Marinatos 2010, 131–139. Günkel-Maschek 2016, 255–258. 
618 PM II, 607, Fig. 380; Schoep 1994, 192–194. 
619 CMS II.8, no. 049. 
620 Possibly an even older example of such a multivalent image might be seen on a seal from Platanos of 
EM III–MM I A date (No. 1.13) due to the incurved lines under and on top of the axe blade, which when 
rotated by 90° resembles the standard incurved altar shape. For the seal see CMS II.1, no. 331. 
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Neopalatial Period (MM III B–LM I) 

A similarly dubious image is known from two Neopalatial sealings from the Zakros 

Master production (Nos. 6.3–6.4).621 Even in this case the orientation of the object is 

clearly stated by the composition of a lion head with two bird protomes. Lion is also the 

animal most frequently associated with the altar, whereas the double axe was mostly 

combined with bovine heads in this period (see Chapter 1.1). In spite of that, the symbol 

in these sealings is often interpreted as the head of the double axe.622 Could it have been 

intentionally depicted in this way, so that it would be recognized as both? 

A play on the similar shapes was also applied in a fresco fragment from Knossos, where 

probably an entire row of incurved altar bases was depicted as alternating with double 

axes (No. 6.8).623 This is actually one of the very few examples, where both of the 

symbols are attested together. 

A row of incurved altar bases was also portrayed in two Neopalatial wall-paintings 

probably portraying scenes of religious character. One of them was found in Xeste 3 in 

Akrotiri (No. 6.9), where pedestals of this shape were supporting a platform for a scene 

of a saffron offering performed in front of a seated lady with griffin behind her back.624 

Incurved pedestals were likewise used as supports for a podium on an ivory pyxis from 

Palaikastro (No. 6.10), where a presentation scene with a seated lady was depicted.625 It 

was suggested, that the altar-like bases bestowed a sacred character to the scene.626 

A possible depiction of the altar in front of a shrine might be seen on an ovoid rhyton 

from Kato Zakros (No. 4.58:a).627 However, only the upper lintel of the altar was 

preserved and thus, it is not certain, whether it really depicted the incurved type.628  

Several Neopalatial seal impressions also depict the typical mirror reversed position of 

two animals with an incurved altar placed in the middle (Nos. 6.5–6.7), an iconographic 

 
621 CMS II.7, nos. 196–197. 
622 E.g. Anastasiadou 2016, 80. 
623 PM III, 207, Fig. 141; Cameron 1976, 706, Fig. 95. 
624 Palyvou 2006, 419, Εικ. 2; Betancourt 2007, 122-126, Fig. 6.15. 
625 Soles 2016, 249–251, Pl. LXXXI–LXXXII. 
626 Soles 2016, 250. 
627 Koehl 2006, 103, Pl. 16:204; Poursat 2008, 238, Fig. 327. 
628 The reconstructed parts are clearly visible in Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki 2005, 163. 
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theme that flourished mostly in the following periods.629 The sealings were found in 

Knossos, Kato Zakros, and Ayia Triada featuring either birds, lions, or monkeys.630 

 

Final Palatial Period (LM II–LM III A1) 

Final Palatial examples of incurved altars were found only in glyptic, where majority of 

the depictions portray animals in mirror reverse, usually lions or griffins, as stepping on 

the altar with their forelegs (Nos. 6.11–6.15).631 Occasionally, it might also support a 

pillar or a stylized tree (Nos. 6.16–6.18).632 A scene including this kind of altar is also 

attested. In two cases it involves a woman approaching an altar with horns of consecration 

positioned on top of it (Nos. 6.21–6.22).633 The third example is not much detailed, but it 

definitely depicts a jug placed on an incurved altar and an unidentified figure, perhaps 

a Minoan genius, standing nearby (No. 6.20).634  

An absolutely unique example with the topic of animal attack captures a miniature 

incurved altar underneath the animals (No. 6.19).635 Interestingly, directly next to the altar 

was portrayed another similarly shaped object that appears to be a double axe, judging 

from its haft. This might represent yet another example emphasising the resemblance 

of these two symbols.  

 

Post-Palatial Period (LM III A–LM III B) 

The incurved altar disappeared from glyptic imagery after the final fall of the Knossos 

palace in LM III A1. Nonetheless, the animals-at-altar scheme remained in other media 

of art. It was engraved on an ivory mirror handle found in Rhodes (No. 6.27),636 or 

 
629 Classified by J. Crowley as I 76: Animals at the curved altar in Crowley 2013, 100. 
630 CMS II.6, no. 074; CMS II.7, no. 073; CMS II.8, no. 164. 
631 E.g. CMS I, no. 046; CMS XI, no. 176. The Mirror Reverse Group goes back to ancient Egyptian tradition 
and consists of symmetrical figures placed on either side of an imaginary line. See Crowley 1989, 24–26. 
632 E.g. CMS I, no. 098; CMS XIII, no. 039. Such compositions apply to the Antithetical Group, which belongs 
to an old Mesopotamian tradition and consists of a central piece about which some figures are placed. 
See Crowley 1989, 19–22. 
633 CMS II.3, no. 007; CMS VS1A, no. 075. 
634 CMS VI, no. 308. 
635 CMS VS1B, no. 140. Classified by J. Crowley as T 17: Animal attack in the scheme of I 106: Animal 
carrying the catch in Crowley 2013, 55, 115. 
636 Blackwell 2014, 474, Fig. 22; Poursat 2014, 196, Fig. 256. 
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depicted on a relief plaque from Gortyna (No. 6.29)637 but the most famous example is 

known from the Lion Gate in Mycenae (No. 6.28).638 This monumental limestone relief 

measuring about 3 m in height639 was using two incurved pedestals instead of one. 

According to a recent study of the applied techniques it was proven that it definitely 

represents a work of LH III B date with a possible use of some Hittite stone-cutting 

techniques.640 However, the iconography of the Lion Gate should be regarded as a result 

of a long-lasting Aegean tradition of the animals-at-altar scheme appearing at least from 

the Minoan Neopalatial period onwards. 

Another example of an animal standing on the incurved altar may have been depicted in 

a fresco from Pylos (No. 6.26),641 of which, however, only a small piece has survived up 

until today and the original composition is thus uncertain. It also represents the only 

hoofed animal directly connected to the altar known from the Aegean.642 

The biconcave altar is also depicted on a limestone pinax from Mycenae with a shield-

covered lady (No. 6.25),643 who is usually interpreted as a warrior goddess.644 Two other 

contemporary depictions portray the altar with some offerings placed on top of it 

(Nos. 6.23–6.24).645 

Interestingly, the symbol could also be used in the form of a bead as testifies a necklace 

consisting of miniature incurved altars found in Chania (No. 6.30).646 Hence, it is possible 

that the object could have been accredited with some apotropaic (amulet-like) powers as 

well.  

 

  

 
637 Levi 1959, 249, Fig. 19; Rutkowski 1981, Abb. 12:9; Galanakis et. al. 2017, 83. 
638 Evans 1901, 156–158, Fig. 35; Blakolmer 2010a; Blackwell 2014. 
639 Blackwell 2014, 452. 
640 Blackwell 2014, 452, 482–483. 
641 Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 70, Pl. 123. 
642 Further discussed in Chapter 6.2. 
643 Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 64, Pl. XXI. 
644 PM II, 51; PM III, 314; Immerwahr 1990, 191; Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 64, Pl. XXI. Also discussed 
in Rehak 1998, 227. 
645 E.g. Nilsson 1950, 168–169; Fig. 69. 
646 Poursat 2014, 192, Fig. 252. 
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6.1.1 Conclusions 

The earliest examples of the incurved altar were found in the Minoan Protopalatial era, 

while the last of them are dated to the final phase of the Mycenaean Palatial period. Even 

though the symbol was not very frequent (30 specimens collected), it was in use over 

a long time-span and it even appeared in the monumental Lion Gate imagery, both of 

which speaks for its significant role in Aegean symbolism. 

Over 60% of the examples were found among seal images, while the rest of the used 

material was rather inconsistent and varied from frescoes, through ivory to necklace beads 

(Chart 6.1). The glyptic specimens dominated in the Neopalatial and Final Palatial eras, 

but completely disappeared in the Post-Palatial period (Chart 6.2). 

 

Chart 6.1: The incurved altar symbol according to the material (N=30). 

 

 

Chapter 6.2: The incurved altar symbol over time (N=30). 
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Chart 6.3 demonstrates the quantity of an altar associated iconographic themes as 

depicted in Table 6.1: 

1. The first example of the incurved altar was identified in a Protopalatial seal 

impression with ornamental rendition of the object. 

2. Ornament-like execution of the symbol can also be seen in several Neopalatial 

examples.647 The earliest depictions of the animal-at-altar scheme is likewise 

dated to this period. Moreover, a row of incurved altar bases supporting a platform 

for a presentation scene is attested at least twice. 

3. The most favoured topic of the Final Palatial depictions portrays the object with 

animals in mirror reverse, occasionally even with a pillar or a stylized tree. The 

altar is newly also depicted as approached by a figure, probably of a worshipper, 

while horns of consecration may also be placed on top of it.  

4. The iconographic scheme of animals at altar lasted until the Post-Palatial period, 

when it was applied on the famous Lion Gate monument. 

 

Tab. 6.1: Iconographic evolution of the incurved altar symbol.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

 
647 Such an ornamental rendition of the symbol was used in the Zakros Master combinations (Nos. 6.3–
6.4) or in the fresco fragment from Knossos (No. 6.8). 
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Chart 6.3: Iconographic evolution of the incurved altar symbol. 

 

It is also important to note, that in a number of cases throughout all of the eras the altar is 

depicted with inner decoration of horizontal lines,648 which is best attested in the Fresco 

from Xeste 3 from Akrotiri (No. 6.9). Thus, the incurved altar pedestal could traditionally 

have been painted in this way in real-life practice.   

The similarity between the incurved altar and the double axe was emphasised above, but 

the two actual symbols were depicted together only twice. Furthermore, it seems that 

horns of consecration and pillars were added to the altar iconography only from the Final 

Palatial period onwards (Tab. 6.2). Remarkably, the cult horns could also be placed on 

different kinds of altars already in the previous period (see Chapter 4.1).  

 

 

Tab. 6.2: Symbols combined with the incurved altar. 

 

 
648 E.g. CMS II.7, nos. 196–197; CMS II.8, no. 327; PM III, Fig. 141; Blackwell 2014, Fig. 22. 
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It is definitely no surprise, that the most frequent animal appearing with the altar was 

a lion (Chart 6.4). The second place was shared by birds and griffins, which are basically 

just a combination of a lion and a bird. Although some other animals, such as monkeys 

or dogs, were likewise attested.  

 

 

Chart 6.4: Animals and fantastic creatures occurring with the incurved altar symbol. 
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6.2 Incurved altar: Connection to the half-rosette 

The duality of the incurved altar’s shape was 

already stressed enough as was also its connection 

to the double axe blade. However, there is yet 

another object of Aegean art that, according to 

some scholars, coincides with the altar’s 

biconcave shape. It was noted already by A. Evans 

that the so-called half-rosette ornament could 

have been connected to the incurved altar.649 It 

was based on the observation, that two such split 

rosettes positioned next to each other form 

a biconcave shape in the free space between them. 

In other words, one half of the rosette might be 

taken for an ornamental space filler in the altar’s 

curve (Fig. 6.2:B).  

Subsequently, some scholars have noticed, that the 

half rosette does not necessarily have to be just 

a mere ornament.650 Anatolian (Luwian) script 

used a hieroglyphic sign in the form of a split rosette to denote a god651 and also another 

sign with inverted halves of the rosette to designate a house, perhaps even a house of god 

(Fig. 6.2:C).652 Since there were many similarities between the Minoan and Luwian 

hieroglyphic scripts,653 it is possible that Anatolians took inspiration from the Aegean, 

which could also have included the half-rosette shape and symbolism.  

The half-rosette appears in Minoan art at least from the Neopalatial period,654 such as on 

the ivory lid with a lady seated on a structure identified as a shrine (No. 6.10).655 The 

inverted kind of rosette can be also found on several depictions of buildings dated to LM I 

 
649 PM II, 595, 607–608. 
650 E.g. Marinatos 2010, 135–137; Günkel-Maschek 2016, 257. 
651 Yakubovich 2010, 204. 
652 Marinatos 2010, 135–136; Günkel-Maschek 2016, 257. 
653 Woudhuizen 2016, 19–21. 
654 Even though some possible earlier examples could also be found. See e.g. CMS II.1, no. 147a; CMS 
II.5, no. 018. 
655 Soles 2016, 249–251, Pl. LXXXI. For identification of the structure as a shrine see Günkel-Maschek 
2016, 256–257. 

Fig. 6.2: Combination of incurved 

altar with half-rosette. (Drawing by 

author based on PM IV, Fig. 292.) 
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(Fig. 6.3:a–b).656 A presentation scene with a seated lady underlined by a row of half 

rosettes is likewise known from the Final Palatial era (Fig. 6.3:c).657 However, an 

example that most strikingly connects the inverted rosette with the biconcave altar was 

painted on a wall of the Throne Room in Knossos (Fig. 6.3:d).658  

Furthermore, a suggestion was made, that in some cases the curves of the altar (or halves 

of the rosette) could also be filled with a fenestrated axe shape (Fig. 6.2:D),659 such as in 

a vase decoration dated to LM III A1 (Fig. 6.3:e).660 The fenestrated axe is a very rare 

item in Aegean art. It is known from three Neopalatial seal images,661 one of which was 

found in the Vapheio tholos tomb (Fig. 6.3:f)662 together with an actual semi-circular 

exe.663 All the glyptic examples portray this item as carried by a priestly figure. Hence, it 

is very probable, that the fenestrated axe represented an insignia of religious and maybe 

even secular power.664 Consequently, a connection of this object to the incurved altar and 

the half-rosette might be considered as possible. 

  

 
656 E.g. Schliemann 1878, Fig. 423; CMS II.7, no. 074; CMS VS1A, no. 142. 
657 CMS I, no. 179. 
658 PM II, 607, Fig. 381:d. 
659 PM IV, 349, Fig. 292; Maran 2015, 252. 
660 PM IV, 348–349, Fig. 291. For the date see Niemeier 1985, 112, Abb. 52:4. 
661 CMS I, no. 225; CMS II.3, no. 198; CMS II.8, no. 258. 
662 CMS I, no. 225. 
663 Maran 2015, 244–245, Fig. 2. 
664 Banou – Hitchcock 2011, 6; Maran 2015, 251; Yasur-Landau 2015, 242–246. 
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a. b. 

 

 

 

 

 

c. d. 

 

 

 

 

 

e. f. 

Fig. 6.3: a. Sealing depicting an inverted half-rosette on a building, Kato Zakros, LM I. (After 

CMS II.7, no. 074.); b. Sealing depicting inverted half-rosettes on building structures, Chania, 

LM I. (After CMS VS1A, no. 142.); c. Gold ring with a band of half-rosettes, Tiryns, LM II. 

(After CMS I, no. 179.); d. Fresco reconstruction with inverted half-rosette, Throne Room, 

Knossos, LM II–LM III A1. (After Cameron 1987, Fig. 7.); e. Pottery amphora with half-rosette 

bands, Isopata, Royal Tomb, LM III A1. (After PM IV, Fig. 291.); f. Agate seal with a priestly 

figure holding a fenestrated axe, Vapheio, LM I B. (After CMS I, no. 225.) 
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6.3 Incurved altar: External connections 

The way in which the Aegean symbols were perceived by cultures outside the Aegean 

might help us to enlighten some of their features (as is argued in Chapters 5.2 and 8.2). 

Such a perception of the incurved altar can be seen on a hematite cylinder seal fashioned 

in a Cypro-Aegean style dated to the 14th c. BCE (contemporary to LH III A) 

(Fig. 6.4:a).665 The image includes a lion standing on a schematized altar of biconcave 

shape, which represents an aspect well known from the Aegean. Interestingly, the central 

composition of a predator attacking a deer is likewise attested in the Final Palatial glyptic 

in connection to the altar (No. 6.19).666 On the contrary, the master-of-animals topic is 

unknown to the symbol’s Aegean imagery, similarly to the eagle in the upper register of 

the seal, which rather represents a Mittanian influence. However, the style of the figures 

is definitely executed in an Aegean manner.667 This points to the fact that the seal was 

made by an artist well acquainted with the Minoan-Mycenaean glyptic art and its 

symbolism. Hence, it is possible, that the combination of the symbol with the animal 

attack theme might not have been just accidental. 

Even more intriguing piece of art including the Minoan-Mycenaean incurved altar was 

discovered in Minet el-Beidha in Ugarit dating to the 13th c. BCE (contemporary to 

LH III B). It presents an ivory lid of a round pyxis with engraving of a lady seated on an 

incurved altar and flanked by two goats, one from each side (Fig. 6.4:b).668 It was 

obviously made in an Aegean-like style and composition, but some of the features clearly 

prove that it was not a work of a Mycenaean artist. Its foreign aspects include the coiffure 

of the lady and her exaggerated hips.669 However, it clearly took an inspiration in Cretan 

and Helladic imagery. Even though such a Mistress of Animals is never seated on the 

incurved altar in Aegean art, it might stress a connection between such a female figure 

and this symbol, as can be observed in the Neopalatial examples with a seated woman 

atop a platform supported by the incurved altars (Nos. 6.9–6.10).670 Moreover, the goat 

on the right side of the altar recalls the fresco fragment from Pylos, where only a hoofed 

leg of an animal next to an incurved altar was preserved up until today (No. 6.26).671 This 

 
665 Aruz 2008, 400, No. 256. 
666 CMS VS1B, no. 140. 
667 Aruz 2008, 401. 
668 Caubet 2008, 408–409, no. 261. 
669 Caubet 2008, 409. 
670 Soles 2016, 249–251, Pl. LXXXI. 
671 Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 70, Pl. 123 
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is actually the only known Aegean example of a hoofed animal at the biconcave altar. On 

top of that, it is roughly contemporary to the Minet el-Beidha pyxis.672  

 

Fig. 6.4: a. Hematite Cypro-Aegean seal depicting lions standing on a schematized incurved 

altar, unknown provenance, 14th c. BCE. (After Aruz 2008, no. 256.); b. Ivory lid of a pyxis 

depicting a woman seated on an incurved altar and flanked by goats, Minet el-Beidha, Ugarit, 

Tomb III, 13th c. BCE. (After Caubet 2008, No. 261.)  

 
672 The fresco from Pylos is dated to LH III B in Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 70. 
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6.4 Incurved altar: Notes on interpretation 

Arthur Evans noticed that the incurved altar existed in two variants. The first one 

functioned as an actual altar, where horns of consecration could have been placed, while 

the second one served as a base supporting a pillar.673 He further stressed its connection 

with the half-rosette band. According to him, this decorative arrangement was in its origin 

connected with the incurved altar-base and hence, it probably bore some religious 

association as well.674 

Nanno Marinatos went further with the theory of the half-rosette connection and 

compared it to a Luwian hieroglyph standing for a god.675 Contrary to A. Evans, she 

suggested that it did not represent a real altar since there were hardly ever any offerings 

placed on it.676 Subsequently, she compared the altar to an Egyptian headrest of a similar 

biconcave shape, which was associated with solar imagery. In consequence, the half-

rosette on each side of the incurved altar would signify the sun of the east and the west 

with a cosmic pillar as the altar standing in between.677 

The function of the altar as a sort of a pedestal was emphasized by K. Palyvou, who even 

made a wooden reconstruction of the platform seen on the fresco from Akrotiri, 

suggesting that such a stage with incurved bases could have been put together for 

performing outdoor rituals and dismantled afterwards.678 The theory was supported by J. 

Soles, who added that such a portable stage buttressed with incurved altars designated a 

sacred area, where religious spectacles were supposed to take place.679 

The iconographic evidence clearly states that the incurved altar was indeed applied as 

a support for a platform atop of which a pillar or a stylized tree could be placed. It was 

also often used by convenience for mirror reverse composition of animals usually 

stepping with their forelegs on the incurved base (Fig. 6.5:a). Besides, it could likewise 

support a stage for some ritual activity (Fig. 6.5:b). However, it was evidently also used 

as an actual altar that could support horns of consecration and be approached by 

worshippers (Fig. 6.5:c). A jug or other unidentifiable objects are likewise attested as 

 
673 PM II, 607. 
674 PM II, 595, 607–608. 
675 Marinatos 2010, 135. 
676 Marinatos 2010, 137. 
677 Marinatos 2010, 137–138. 
678 Palyvou 2006, Εικ. 7. 
679 Soles 2016, 250. 
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placed on its surface (Nos. 6.20, 6.23). Hence, the altar’s practical purposes for cult are 

more or less clear, although its symbolic meaning still remains obscure. 

Nonetheless, it can be also observed that its dual potential was fully developed in the 

connection to the half-rosette band, which however could have represented just a space 

filler in the altar’s curves. Incorporation of such a symbolic object into an ornament was 

well known to Minoan art, such as in the case of the double axe blade in Kamares ware 

(Nos. 1.36–1.41). Nonetheless, the half-rosette’s resemblance to the Luwian hieroglyphic 

sign for a god is quite remarkable and it is therefore possible, that there really was some 

religious aspect intended in this ornamental rendition of the incurved altar with half-

rosettes. 

 

 

Fig. 6.5: Iconographic themes using the incurved altar.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 
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7. Leg symbol 

An individual object in the shape of a leg is known from the Final Palatial glyptic (with 

a few possible examples from the Post-Palatial period) depicting animals or fantastic 

creatures. It represents a completely marginal symbol with only 16 collected examples, 

but it definitely belongs to the iconographic corpus of symbolic objects due to its 

connection to pillars and figure-of-eight shields. A. Evans identified it as belonging to an 

ox and compared it to a similar Egyptian symbol of a bovine foreleg.680 

The object obviously portrays a limb of an animal. However, the majority of the 

depictions is too crude to be sure to which animal it was supposed to belong. At least in 

four cases it certainly depicts a hoof at the bottom of the limb and hence, a bovine leg is 

possibly depicted (Nos. 7.2, 7.8, 7.10, 7.13),681 while two other images show rather a 

lion’s paw (Nos. 7.1, 7.8).682 Both of the legs are also attested together in a single 

depiction (No. 7.8).683 Moreover, the figure-of-eight shield could appear with the lion’s 

paw (No. 7.1)684 as well as with the (probable) bovine leg (Nos. 7.3–7.16).685 That is why 

both of the limbs are treated here as one symbol functioning in two subdivisions 

(Fig. 7.1). 

 

Fig. 7.1: Leg symbol: a. bull’s limb; b. lion paw. 

(Drawing by author based on CMS II.8, no. 200.) 

 
680 PM IV, 436. 
681 CMS I, no. 066; CMS II.4, no. 074; CMS II.8, no. 200; CMS VS3, no. 353. 
682 CMS I, no. 041; CMS II.8, no. 200. 
683 CMS II.8, no. 200. 
684 CMS I, no. 041. 
685 CMS XI, no. 243; CMS II.4, no. 218. 
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Interestingly, two contemporary seal stones portray also a detached human leg.686 It is, 

however, not combined with any other symbol. It represents a component known only 

from the amalgam of demonic creatures of the Zakros Master from the Neopalatial 

period.687 Besides, the Cretan hieroglyphic script appearing on Protopalatial seals 

frequently used a sing of a human leg.688 Nonetheless, this particular human body-part 

seems to have functioned differently from the animal legs, which present an element 

unknown to the previous epochs.  

  

7.1 Leg symbol: Chronological development 

Final Palatial Period (LM II–LM III A1) 

The two earliest examples of the animal leg symbol were found in Mycenae and 

stylistically belong to the first phase of the Final Palatial period (LM I–LM II). One of 

them portrays a deer with a figure-of-eight shield and a lion leg symbol (No. 7.1). 

The other one depicts a bull topped with two ram heads and a bovine leg underneath 

(No. 7.2).  

The rest of the examples is stylistically dated to the later phase of the Final Palatial era 

(LM II–LM III A1). Aside from few exceptions, they portray standing lions all looking 

at the leg symbol in front of them (Nos. 7.3–7.6; 7.9–7.14). On several occasion they are 

combined with a pillar placed behind them in the middle of the seal face (Nos. 7.9–

7.14),689 or with a figure-of-eight shield (No. 7.3).690  

One fragmentary sealing depicts also a griffin, which presents the only animal that is not 

looking directly towards the leg symbol (No. 7.7).691 Another one portrays two different 

hybrid creatures, a lion-man and a Minoan genius, in front of which two types of animal 

legs are placed – one with a lion’s paw and the other with a bull’s hoof (No. 7.8).692  

 
686 CMS I, no. 051; CMS VS1A, no. 201. Classified by J. Crowley as E 135: Human leg in Crowley 2013, 
197. 
687 E.g. CMS II.7, no. 199. 
688 E.g. CMS II.2, nos. 259:a; 296:a; CMS II.8, no. 067. 
689 E.g. CMS II.4, no. 074; CMS VS3, no. 353. 
690 CMS II.4, no. 218; CMS XI, no. 243. 
691 CMS II.8, no. 190. 
692 CMS II.8, no. 200. 
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The latter two examples plus one with a lion-pillar-leg scheme were found among seal 

impressions in Knossos (Nos. 7.7–7.9),693 which proves that even this minor symbol 

served in the palatial sphragistics at the end of the palace’s existence. 

 

Post-Palatial Period (LM III A) 

Some of the examples might be stylistically dated to the era shortly after the fall of the 

Knossos palace (Nos. 6.15–6.16).694 One of them portrays a double lion with two leg 

symbols and an eight-shield (No. 6.16). The other one features the leg in a typical 

composition with a lion (No. 6.15). 

 

7.1.1 Conclusions 

The symbol of an animal leg first occurred at the beginning of the Final Palatial Period 

and disappears shortly after its end. It is known only from glyptic so far. Examples of the 

seal impressions from Knossos prove that images with the symbol could have served also 

in the palatial administration.  

It represents a completely marginal symbol with 16 collected examples. Two of them can 

be stylistically dated to the earlier phase of the Final Palatial era, while the majority 

belongs to the later phase. Only few might have been made a bit later (Chart 7.1).  

 

Chart 7.1: The leg symbol over time (N=16). 

 
693 CMS II.8, nos. 190, 200, 290. 
694 CMS II.4, nos. 075, 218. 
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The imagery, however, seems to be consistent. It always appeared in connection with 

animals, but mostly with lions (Chart 7.3) in a specific iconographic scheme with 

standing animal looking directly towards the leg, occasionally also combined with a pillar 

in the middle of the seal (Tab. 7.1, Chart 7.2).  

 

Tab. 7.1: Iconographic themes using the leg symbol.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

 

 

Chart 7.2: Iconographic themes using the leg symbol. 
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The animal leg symbol could have been paired either with an eight shaped shield or with 

a pillar. It is, however, not attested with both of them at the once (Tab. 7.2). 

Tab. 7.2: Symbols combined with the leg. 

Other animal species beside lions are rather infrequent and they are attested as singular 

examples (Chart 7.3). 

 

Chart 7.3: Animals and fantastic creatures occurring with the leg symbol. 

 

 

  

Lion; 12
Deer; 1

Ram; 1

Bull; 1

Griffin; 1

Genius; 1

Lion-man; 1

67%
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7.2 Leg symbol: External connections 

7.2.1 Egyptian bovine leg of Seth 

Arthur Evans saw the closest parallel to the Minoan leg symbol in the Egyptian bovine 

forelimb.695 This item appeared in Egyptian art in two major scenarios. The first one 

portrayed the leg as an offering. The main focus of Egyptian bull sacrifices was on the 

amputation of the forelimb, which was also often depicted (Fig. 7.2:a).696 The leg offering 

was especially associated with the Opening-of-the-Mouth ceremony performed at 

funerals and was supposed to enable the deceased to eat and drink again (Fig. 7.2:b).697 

The second theme used the leg as a diagram of a star constellation called Meskhetyu 

. According to textual evidence, it represented a foreleg of the god Seth, that 

was cut off by Horus and thrown into the Northern sky.698 It was also understood as 

a weapon, that had to be guarded by the great hippopotamus deity referred to as Reret,699 

in order to prevent Seth from using it against Osiris.700 

This constellation is usually identified with Ursa Maior (the Big Dipper),701 but as some 

scholars suggest it rather represents the Bootes.702 It appears in art at the beginning of the 

2nd millennium BCE. The earliest depictions were found on coffin lids and portrayed the 

four most important constellations – Nut and Meskhetyu of northern sky with Sah and 

Sopdet of southern sky (Fig. 7.2:c).703 During the New Kingdom (c. 1550–1070 BCE), 

contemporary to the Minoan Final Palatial and Post-Palatial eras, it frequently appeared 

in tombs as well as in temples. It was usually portrayed as an ovoid shape with bovine 

head, which was fastened to the mooring post guarded by the hippopotamus deity 

(Fig. 7.2:d).704 

 
695 PM IV, 436–441. 
696 Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 73. 
697 Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 75–76. 
698 Te Velde 1967, 86; Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 78; Priskin 2019, 160. Described in Papyrus Jumilhac, 
XVII, 11–12. 
699 For Hippopotamus or Reret (Taweret) constellation see e.g. Lull – Belmonte 2006, 165; Berio 2014, 
39–40; Priskin 2019, 168–170. 
700 Te Velde 1967, 87. 
701 PM IV, 436; Te Velde 1967, 86; Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 78. 
702 Berio 2014, 43–44, Fig. 12. 
703 Priskin 2019, 137, Fig. 1. 
704 Priskin 2019, 160–161, Fig. 2. 
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However, as was argued at the beginning of the chapter, the Aegean leg did not portray 

only a bovine forelimb, but at least in two cases a lion’s paw was applied as well. 

Nonetheless, since the Minoan-Mycenaean leg symbol appeared rather suddenly and 

quite sporadically, it is possible that it indeed took inspiration from abroad, possibly even 

from the bovine limb of Seth, though its iconography was modified again to fit the Aegean 

needs. 

 

 

Fig. 7.2: a. Leg amputated from a sacrificed bull, Tomb of Idut, 6th dynasty (c. 2350–2180 BCE). 

(After Gordon – Schwabe 2004, Fig. 5.1.); b. Bovine leg offered to a deceased during the 

Opening-of-the-Mouth ritual, Tomb of Rekhmire, 18th dynasty (c. 1550–1300 BCE). (After 

Gordon – Schwabe 2004, Fig. 5.2.); c. Constellations on Idy’s coffin lid, Asyut, Middle Kingdom 

(c. 2050–1650 BCE). (After Priskin 2019, Fig. 1.); d. Meskhetyu constellation in the Million 

Years Temple of Ramesse II, 19th dynasty (c. 1213). (After Lull – Belmonte 2006, Fig. 6.4.)  
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7.3 Leg symbol: Notes on interpretation 

As was mentioned above, A. Evans discussed the leg sign in connection to the Egyptian 

symbol of bovine forelimb. His argumentation was based on a sealing from Knossos 

depicting the leg with a Minoan Genius (No. 7.8).705 This hybrid creature was probably 

derived from the Egyptian Taweret guarding the leg of Seth.706 Stellar associations of the 

Minoan Genius are further supported by N. Marinatos.707 However, the leg symbol itself 

seems to have escaped the attention of modern scholars. 

Iconography tells us that the symbol was bound to lions. Aside from the two earliest 

examples with deer and bull (Fig. 7.3:a), all the others depict either a lion usually looking 

at the leg as if guarding it (Fig. 7.3:b) or a creature with leonine features (i.e. griffin, lion-

man, Minoan Genius) (Fig. 7.3:c). It is further obvious, that two kinds of legs might have 

been applied – probably bovine and leonine, and that both of them could appear together.  

The closest analogy might be indeed found in the Egyptian forelimb. However, whether 

it was supposed to depict a constellation, or an offering of flesh remains unresolved. The 

pillar, which it is frequently coupled with, might have stood for a shrine, where such 

offerings would be presented, but also for a cosmic pillar in the sky with connection to 

the leg constellation.708 Unfortunately, it is so far impossible to provide a satisfactory 

explanation.  

 

 

Fig. 7.3: Iconographic themes depicting the leg symbol.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

  

 
705 PM IV, 441, Fig. 365. 
706 PM IV, 440. Taweret as a prototype of Minoan Genius is discussed e.g. in Weingarten 1991; 
Blakolmer 2015. 
707 Marinatos 2017, 234–235. 
708 See Chapter 7.3. 
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8. Pillar 

The pillar was stated by Arthur Evans as one of the most significant cult objects 

of Minoan and Mycenaean religion.709 However, as Martin P. Nilsson argued, 

a distinction should be made between a pillar and a column.710 A pillar is an angular object 

made of stone blocks that was actually recovered from several archaeological contexts in 

Crete, but it is so far unknown from art (Fig. 8.1:a). On the contrary, a column is a circular 

pole made of wood, that did not survive up until today (but on some occasions can be 

archaeologically proven), and it was frequently depicted in Aegean imagery (Fig. 8.1:b). 

A. Evans applied the term “pillar” also to columns, probably due to the Egyptological 

terminology, which traditionally speaks of the pillar of djed, even though it is likewise 

a column.711 Hence, it is actually the column that is studied in this chapter though it is 

labelled with the traditional term “pillar”. 

 

Fig. 8.1: a. A stone pillar from Knossos; b. Columns/pillars in a fresco from Knossos. 

(After a. Evans 1901, Fig. 4; b. PM II, Fig. 371.) 

Nonetheless, the square stone pillars probably possessed some cult significance as well 

and might have been also connected to columns. They represented the main feature of the 

so-called pillar crypts (or shrines) appearing in numerous sites in Crete from the 

 
709 Evans 1901. 
710 Nilsson 1950, 236. 
711 Evans 1901, 143–146. 
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Protopalatial period onwards.712 Judging from the associated finds, these building 

structures were evidently used for ritual practices.713 The number of pillars varied from 

one to three, but they were always in the main focal point of the room and sometimes 

even bore incisions (so-called mason’s marks) (Fig. 8.1:a).714 Some of them were also 

equipped with channels or vats at their base, which most likely served for libations.715 

Many of the crypts further contained large number of stone and pottery sherds of cups, 

jugs, and rhyta, which probably fell from above.716 Thus, it is possible, that a libation was 

the main ritual practice conducted in such edifices,717 even though some animal bones 

were found as well.718 Many of the shrines were equipped with a staircase leading to the 

upper room that probably consisted of columnar structures known from art (Fig. 8.1:b).719 

Judging from the frequent locations of the crypts on burial sites, they must have had some 

funerary connection.720 Although, some of them were also built in palaces.721  

As was mentioned above, it was a column that appeared in Aegean art as a symbol. There 

are many clear examples of it being used symbolically, such as in the antithetic 

compositions of animals, but they were also frequently applied in architectural structures. 

This poses quite a problem since it is not always evident, if it was meant as a symbol or 

as a mere construction element. However, there are several columns in a direct connection 

with horns of consecration, which seem to form a symbolic pair with them. Such 

structures are known from art as well as from real archaeological contexts.722 For that 

reason, columns that appear to have some symbolic meaning, even though they form part 

 
712 The earliest pillar crypts include e.g. a rectangular room in the tholos in Apesokari or a building 
adjacent to the Tholos B in Archanes. See Marinatos 1993, 88–89. 
713 PM I, 425–427; Nilsson 1950, 240–244; Marinatos 1993, 88; Lupack 2010, 257. 
714 Marinatos 1993, 88. Lupack 2010, 257. For illustration, two pillars with incised double axes were 
discovered in the palace of Knossos. See Evans 1901, 111, Fig. 4. 
715 Lupack 2010, 257. Channels at the pillar’s base were found e.g. in the Temple Tomb near Knossos. See 
PM IV, 964–965; Marinatos 1993, 89.  
716 Fragments of libation vessels were found e.g. in Apesokari, Archanes, and in the Temple Tomb. See 
Nilsson 1950, 241; Marinatos 1993, 88–89. 
717 PM III, 28; Marinatos 1993, 96. 
718 Animal bones were found e.g. in Archanes. See Marinatos 1993, 89. 
719 Stairway leading to the upper story was discovered e.g. in Archanes or in the Temple Tomb. See 
Marinatos 1993, 89–91. 
720 Marinatos 1993, 91; Lupack 2010, 258. 
721 Such crypts are known mainly from Knossos and Malia. See Nilsson 1950, 241; Marinatos 1993, 94; 
Lupack 2010, 257–258. 
722 Of a special interest is a fresco from the lustral basin of Kato Zakros combining two painted horns of 

consecration with a real column between them (No. 8.10), which might be compared to a similar situation 

from the lustral basin in Phaistos with horns of consecration made of stone flanking a real pillar. See 

D'Agata 1992, 250; Driessen 2012, 12, Fig. 8. 
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of architecture, are included among the studied material. From now on, these columns 

will be called pillars according to the Evans’s terminology. 

8.1 Pillar: Chronological development 

Pre-Palatial Period (EM II–MM I A) 

The earliest example of a pillar used in Aegean art is preserved on a seal impression from 

the island of Keos belonging to the Early Bronze Age II (No. 8.1).723 The pillar in this 

image forms a central axis dividing the circular seal face in two halves. Each side is filled 

with objects out of which some can be clearly recognized, such as a bird, a sceptre, or 

a sauceboat - typical for this period.724 Interestingly, the pillar remarkably resembles the 

Egyptian pillar of djed with four-fold partition of its capital (see Subchapter 8.2.1). 

It is also worth mentioning that a contemporary Egyptian (or Egyptianizing) scarab seal 

found in Cretan Archanes depicts a simple pole (perhaps a pillar) as an axis flanked by 

animals, one from each side (Fig. 8.2).725 Such an antithetic composition of animals at 

pillar is well attested in the Late Bronze age.  

 

Fig. 8.2: a. Drawing of the seal face; b. Scarab seal. 

(After CMS II.1, no. 395.) 

 

Protopalatial Period (MM I B–MM III A) 

A pillar used as a central axis is also known from a few Protopalatial seals with stars or 

dots on each side (Nos. 8.2–8.3)726 and once even with spiders (No. 8.4).727 However, 

 
723 CMS V, 375, no. 478. 
724 Wiencke 1986, 83. 
725 CMS II.1, 468, no. 395. 
726 CMS III, no. 198:c; CMS VI, no. 086:c. 
727 CMS II.2, no. 124:a. 
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pillars also formed part of a building model assembly from the Loom-Weight Basement 

of Knossos (No. 8.5). The same collection included several horns of consecration 

surmounting facades and an incurved altar piece.728 Three columns were used in this 

model assembly, each with a bird on top.729 The position of the birds clearly states them 

as objects of cult. 

 

Neopalatial Period (MM III B–LM I) 

Neopalatial examples depict the pillars primarily in architectural constructions. They are 

often portrayed in direct connection to the horns of consecration as either placed to the 

pillar’s base or positioned next to it (Nos. 8.7, 8.9–8.11).730 Of special interest is a fresco 

from the lustral basin in Kato Zakros, where two horns of consecration painted on the 

wall were combined with a real pillar between them (No. 8.10).731 One seal image also 

depicts an isolated pillar standing inside of a shrine (No. 8.8).732 Furthermore, a relief 

fresco from Knossos shows an antithetic composition of griffins tethered to the pillar 

(No. 8.12).733  

 

Final Palatial Period (LM II–LM III A1) 

The symbol was especially popular in glyptic of the Final Palatial Period.734 One of the 

most frequent topics was the antithetic composition of animals using the pillar as an axis 

symmetrically dividing the seal face (Nos. 8.19–8.31).735 The Antithetical Group had 

a long tradition in the east Mediterranean cultures appearing as early as in the Sumerian 

times. A particularly favoured central object flanked by symmetrical animals was the so-

called tree of life depicting either a real or a stylized tree, both of which appear in Aegean 

 
728 PM I, 226, Fig. 166; Schoep 1994, 192, 200. For the horns see Nos. 4.4–4.5. For the incurved altar see 
No. 6.2. 
729 PM I, 226, Fig. 166:F; Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki 2005, 100. 
730 E.g. the Miniature Temple Fresco from Knossos. See PM III, 46–64, Pl. XVI. 
731 Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 53; Driessen 2012, 12, Fig. 8. A similar situation was also found in in the 
lustral basin of Phaistos with horns of consecration made of stone next to a real pillar. See D'Agata 1992, 
250. 
732 CMS VI, no. 281. 
733 PM III, 510, Fig. 355; Cameron 1976, Vol. 3, 117, Pl. 136:A; Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 47, Pl. 38. 
734 The majority of the examples is of unknown or of uncertain provenance, while the quantity of the 
specimens excavated from Cretan archaeological contexts is comparable to those from mainland Greece. 
(25 specimens of unknown context, 12 from the Mainland, 12 from Crete.) 
735 E.g. CMS I, no. 019; CMS VI, no. 364. 
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antithetic compositions as well.736 Many of the Minoan-Mycenaean stylized trees closely 

resemble the pillar, while some of them were even placed on an incurved altar.737 

In a few cases animals are also depicted standing on a shortened version of the pillar 

functioning as a pedestal (Nos. 8.33–8.34),738 similarly to the incurved altar. This applies 

more for the Mirror Reverse Group, which, contrary to the antithetic composition, used 

only an imaginary line on either side of which animals were placed. Thus, the focus is not 

on the central piece but on the figures. This arrangement belonged to the old Egyptian 

tradition.739 

Furthermore, some of the pillars were combined with the horns of consecration, though 

instead of placing them to the base, as was usual in the previous period, they could be 

also positioned on top of its capital (Nos. 8.18–8.19).740 This feature was most likely 

derived from the actual shrines with cult horns surmounting the upper lintel of the 

building, which was supported by a pillar. Such architectural compositions were likewise 

captured in some seal images (Nos. 8.15–8.16).741 However, the traditional position of 

the horns at the column’s base was still applied not only in glyptic (Nos. 8.15, 8.17),742 

but also in pottery (No. 8.60)743 and wall painting (No. 8.61).744 

The pillar likewise occurred in several presentation scenes with a seated lady, usually 

placed behind the lady’s back (Nos. 8.13–8.16).745 However, a ring from Tiryns depicts 

a seated woman receiving a procession of four jug-bearing Minoan Genii with the first 

one holding the vessel on top of a pillar (No. 8.14).746 The same topic of a Genius holding 

a jug atop a pillar was depicted on a seal stone from Messenia (No. 8.22).747 Hence, both 

of the examples were probably referring to a libation practice.748 Moreover, as was 

 
736 A stylized pillar-tree appears in these Final Palatial antithetic designs: CMS I, nos. 058, 087, 266; CMS 
VS1B, no. 354; CMS XIII, no. 039. 
737 For the Antithetical Group tradition see Crowley 1989, 19–22. For the stylized trees on incurved altars 
see Nos. 6.17–6.18. 
738 E.g. CMS II.8, no. 329; CMS XI, no. 047. 
739 For the Mirror Reverse Group tradition see Crowley 1989, 24–26. 
740 E.g. CMS I, nos. 019, 265. 
741 E.g. CMS I, no. 191; CMS V, no. 199. 
742 E.g. CMS XI, no. 030; Aravantinos 2010, 94. 
743 Niemeier 1985, 120–121, Abb. 58:2. 
744 Cameron 1976, Vol.3, 53, Pl. 48:A. 
745 E.g. CMS II.3, no. 103; CMS XI, no. 030. 
746 CMS I, no. 179. 
747 CMS V, no. 440. 
748 Minoan Genii were generally associated with libation in Aegean art. See Weingarten 1991, 12; 
Blakolmer 2015, 205. 
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mentioned above, many pillar shrines contained libation vessels and some square pillars 

were even equipped with channels at their bottoms.749 Based on these indications it is 

possible that the Genii with jugs were actually hinting at a real-life practice of ritual 

pouring of liquids in a proximity of such pillars or columns. 

A completely new scheme using the pillar occurred in glyptic. Aside from the antithetic 

composition known at least from the Neopalatial times, a very frequent topic was also an 

isolated emblematic animal with a pillar behind it (Nos. 8.36–8.50),750 occasionally also 

combined with the symbol of the animal leg (Nos. 8.45–8.50) (see Chapter 7).751 Most of 

these emblematic animals are dated to the very end of the era in LM III A1.  

 

Post-Palatial Period (LM III A–LM III B) 

The pillar occasionally appeared in glyptic of LB III A, but most of the examples were 

fashioned in ivory. The presentation scene as well as the libation topic are both so far 

unknown to the Post-Palatial period. On the contrary, antithetic and emblematic animals 

continue to appear with the column (Nos. 8.62–8.67, 8.84).752 The most famous antithetic 

composition is attested in the relieving triangle of the Lion Gate in Mycenae probably 

truly depicting lions (No. 8.84).753 Nonetheless, several examples also portray a sphinx, 

which typically occurred with its forelegs placed on top of the column’s capital 

(Nos. 8.72–8.74).754 

Pillars of this epoch were often found in the form of an ivory inlay (Nos. 8.77–8.83). One 

such a column of Aegean production was also discovered as far as in Ugarit (No. 8.83).755 

It appears, that at least some of them might have been made in triads (Nos. 8.77–8.79),756 

which certainly recalls the Protopalatial shrine model with three columns (No. 8.5).757 

 
749 Marinatos 1993, 88; Lupack 2010, 257. Moreover, a libation table recovered by A. Evans from the 
Dictaean Cave in Crete was originally reconstructed with a small pillar placed in the middle. See Evans 
1901, 113, Fig. 7; PM I, 627–628, Fig. 465. 
750 E.g. CMS II.3, no. 040; CMS XII, no. 273. 
751 E.g. CMS II.8, no. 290; CMS VS3, no. 353. 
752 E.g. CMS I, no. 171; CMS II.3, no. 306. 
753 Blackwell 2014, 472–473. 
754 E.g. Poursat 1977, 43–44, Pl. XII:138. 
755 Gachet-Bizollon 2003, 93, 97, 99, Fig. 1:2. 
756 Poursat 1977b, 152–153, Pl. XIV:2; Poursat 1977a, 29–31, Pl. VIII:71–81. 
757 PM I, 221, Fig. 166:F. Another possible depiction of three pillars next to each other is preserved on 
a ring mould found in Eleusis dated on stylistic grounds to LM I–LM II. The identification of the columns in 
the image is, however, uncertain. See CMS V, 322, No. 422. 
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In some sporadic cases it might also be found on the Post-Palatial pottery in an ornament-

like rendition (Nos. 8.68–8.70).758 There is however one ceramic alabastron, whose 

decoration is mostly linear, although one panel depicts horns of consecration above 

a pillar placed in the middle of an inverted half-rosette (No. 8.68).759 It has been argued 

by A. Kanta, that this column took inspiration in the Egyptian pillar of djed.760 

 

8.1.1 Conclusions 

The origins of the pillar symbolism might be traced all the way back to the Aegean Early 

Bronze Age. The tradition lasted until the fall of the Mycenaean palaces at the end of the 

LH III B period. Hence, the pillar belonged to a long-lasting Aegean artistic tradition. 

84 examples were collected in total. Most of them were found in glyptic (Chart 8.1), in 

which the symbol was especially popular during the Final Palatial era (Chart 8.2).  

 

Chart 8.1: The pillar symbol according to the material (N=84). 

 
758 Koehl 2006, Pl. 38:587; Pl. 54:1161. 
759 Baxevani – Markoulaki 1996, Figs. 8-9. For more on the half-rosette see Chapter 6.2. 
760 Kanta 2012. 
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Chart 8.2: The pillar symbol over time (N=84). 

Some iconographic changes in its use were happening throughout the Bronze Age with 

the most remarkable innovations in the Final Palatial period (Tab. 8.1, Chart 8.3): 

1. The earliest possible example from the Pre-Palatial period depict the pillar as 

a central axis dividing the image in two halves. 

2. The few Protopalatial glyptic examples continued to use the pillar as a central 

device symmetrically dividing the seal face. It is also attested as an architectural 

component in a terracotta building model. 

3. The architectural association of the pillar was emphasized during the Neopalatial 

era, when it was on several occasions combined with the horns of consecration 

placed at its base. The pillars were either flanking the horns from both sides, or 

they were positioned in their middle, as if growing from them. Furthermore, 

antithetic composition with animals appears anew. 

4. One of the most popular Final Palatial topics used the pillar as a central element 

in antithetic animal compositions featuring mostly lions and griffins. The pillars 

also continued to be depicted in connection with architecture, usually as a central 

motif of a shrine. They were likewise still combined with horns of consecration, 

though newly the horns could have been placed on top of the pillar as well. The 

most favoured theme included emblematic animal with a pillar behind its back, 

occasionally also combined with the leg symbol. Another innovation was 

presented by a shortened version of the pillar serving as a pedestal for animals in 

mirror reverse.  
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Tab. 8.1:  Iconographic evolution of the pillar symbol. (Based on examples presented in this study.)
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A topic unique to the Final Palatial epoch appears to be a presentation scene 

including the pillar and a seated lady. A libation indicated by a jug-bearing 

Minoan Genius is likewise known only from this era. 

5. Apart from the libation and the presentation scene, all the other themes occurred 

also in the Post-Palatial period. Glyptic examples occasionally appeared until the 

end of the LB III A, but the iconography later continued in ivory and other 

materials. 

 

Chart 8.3: Iconographic evolution of the pillar symbol. 

The most frequent symbol appearing with the pillar is represented by the horns 

of consecration, which are associated with it at least from the Neopalatial period onwards. 

The figure-of-eight shield and the leg symbol were added to it only in the Final Palatial 

era. Surprisingly, the incurved altar only rarely supports the pillar (Tab. 8.2).761 

 

Tab. 8.2: Symbols combined with the pillar. 

 
761 I.e. on a Final Palatial seal CMS I, no. 098 (No. 8.27) and in the Lion Gate in Mycenae (No. 8.84). 
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The most frequent animal combined with the pillar was a lion (28%) appearing in 

antithetic as well as emblematic depictions. Many of the pillar images were also combined 

with leonine fantastic creatures, such as griffins (15%), Minoan Genii (10%), and 

sphinxes (6%). Although bulls were rather frequent as well (15%). 

 

 

Chart 8.4: Animals and fantastic creatures occurring with the pillar symbol. 
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8.2 Pillar: External connections 

Even though the pillar with jug-bearing Minoan Genius was very rare in the Aegean 

repertoire, it was depicted in a Cypro-Aegean cylinder seal dated to the 14th c. BCE 

(contemporary to LM III A) (Fig. 8.3),762 whereas the examples from the Greek mainland 

were somewhat earlier (LB II–LB III A1) (Nos. 8.13, 8.32).763 The fighting animals in 

the centre of the lower register and the eagle in the upper one are more suggestive 

of Mittanian topics and style, while the long-robed demon with bovine head is typical for 

Cypriote depictions influenced by the Near East.764 Nonetheless, basing on the chosen 

Aegean imagery, it is possible that the libating genius could have been a much more 

common (and well known) theme, than it would appear from the recovered Aegean 

material. 

 

 

Fig. 8.3: Cypro-Aegean cylinder seal, unknown provenance, 14th c. BCE.  

(After Aruz 2008, no. 255.) 

  

 
762 Aruz 2008, 400, no. 255. 
763 CMS I, no. 179; CMS V, no. 440. 
764 Aruz 2008, 400, no. 255. 
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8.2.1 Egyptian pillar of djed 

There are some indications suggestive of the djed  pillar analogy to the Aegean pillar 

symbol, such as the earliest Helladic example with four partitions of the capital 

(No. 8.1),765 or one of its latest depictions on the alabastron from Pankalochori in Crete 

(No. 8.68).766 Moreover, it figured among the parallels proposed by A. Evans.767 

The djed symbol represents a column, traditionally called a pillar, which signifies stability 

and duration.768 In textual evidence it is often referred to as the backbone of Osiris.769 

According to some comparisons with a bovine spine, it truly resembles the os sacrum 

with three lumbar vertebrae on top of it (Fig. 8.4:a).770 Besides, a spine in general serves 

as a supporting structure for a body, (as well as pillars for buildings), and thus is logically 

associated with stability.771  

The djed  pillar ranked to the most prominent Egyptian symbols appearing already at 

the end of the Early Dynastic period (c. 2700 BCE).772 In spite of its origin probably 

rooted in the anatomy of spine, it was always portrayed as a column. Some of its Old 

Kingdom examples are known from the funerary complex of the stepped pyramid of king 

Djoser in Sakkara (c. 2650 BCE). The symbol there occurs numerous times in the 

decoration of the walls, perhaps even representing sky-supports.773 Somewhat later 

examples come from the 5th dynasty (c. 2500–2350 BCE), when they were applied in 

tombs of the kings as carved to stone blocks. Four such pillars in the height of 93 cm were 

recovered from the tomb of king Djedkare (c. 2375 BCE). On two sides they bore reliefs 

in the shape of the symbol suggesting that they were probably positioned in corners of 

the chamber (Fig. 8.4:b).774 Similar though slightly smaller examples of about 60 cm in 

height were found in the tomb of Wenis / Unas. These had djed pillars carved only from 

 
765 CMS V, no. 478. 
766 Resemblance to the djed pillar was suggested in Kanta 2012. 
767 Evans 1901, 143. 
768 Gardiner 1957, 502, R11; Wilkinson 1994, 17, 30; Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 123. 
769 Andrews 1994, 83; Wilkinson 1994, 17, 30; Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 114. 
770 Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 119–120, Fig. 6.8. An alternative interpretation of its origin identifies it with 
a bundle of stems tied together and erected in harvest rites. See Pinch 1994, 110; McKeown 2002, 56. 
771 Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 124–125. 
772 For illustration, djed was engraved together with tyet on the door-jamb in the tomb of king 
Khasekhemui at the end of the 2nd dynasty. See Rundle Clark 1978, 237. 
773 Rundle Clark 1976, 236, Fig. 36; McKeown 2002, 57, Fig. 2. 
774 Megahed 2016, 25–26, Figs. 1–3. 
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one side, while a tyet  knot was on the other one.775 The two symbols frequently 

appeared together from the end of the Early Dynastic period onwards. Although it was 

also often combined with the ankh  and the was  symbols appearing in a typical royal 

titulature signifying life, stability, and dominion.776 

According to one of the myths, the djed pillar was erected by Horus, son of Osiris, after 

winning over Seth, in order to help his father to resurrect. Afterwards Osiris became the 

king of the netherworld and the judge of the dead.777 Due to his chthonic aspect and his 

rebirth from the dead he was also venerated as the god of fertility bestowing fecundity on 

the fields.778 His pillar symbol played a major role in the royal Sed festival during which 

it was erected in the form of a wooden column symbolising the resurrection of Osiris and 

the stability of the realm.779 This ritual is attested in the Coffin Texts of the Middle 

Kingdom though it probably belonged to a much older tradition.780 The rising of the pillar 

belonged to the symbol’s frequent depictions during the New Kingdom (Fig. 8.4:c).781 It 

was also often portrayed with anthropomorphic parts, including eyes and arms, 

representing the god Osiris himself.782 

From the late Old Kingdom period the djed symbol belonged to the most popular amulets 

used in life as well as in death. It often formed part of jewellery with protective character 

(Fig. 8.4:d) and even more frequently it was placed on the deceased’s body.783 The 

necessities of the amulet were defined in the New Kingdom Book of the Dead, 

Chapter 155 (Fig. 9.6:a). The object is there clearly described as the backbone of Osiris 

and was supposed to be placed on the throat or the lower torso of the body. The prescribed 

material was gold, but red carnelian and blue lapis lazuli were frequently applied as 

well.784 The Book of the Dead in Chapter 156 also associates the pillar with the tyet knot 

belonging to Isis, the sister-wife of Osiris (see Chapter 9.2.1).785 

 
775 Megahed 2016, 26. 
776 Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 121. 
777 Pinch 1994, 27. For more on the Osirian mythology see Hart 2005, 117–118;  
778 Hart 2005, 119. 
779 McKeown 2002, 57; Hart 2005, 121. 
780 Coffin Text Spells 337 and 338; McKeown 2002, 57; Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 115. 
781 McKeown 2002, 57, Fig. 5; Hart 2005, 121. 
782 Wilkinson 1994, 17; McKeown 2002, 56. 
783 Andrews 1994, 83. 
784 Andrews 1994, 83. 
785 Andrews 1994, 44–45. 
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The New Kingdom also came with an innovative tomb decoration typical for the 19th 

dynasty mainly in Sakkara – the so-called Memphite djed pillars. The tombs contained 

true square pillars of supportive functions engraved with the djed column at least from 

one side (Fig. 8.4:e).786 It was often placed on the hands or shoulders of the depicted 

deceased owner of the tomb. Two Ba birds representing Ra and Osiris could be placed on 

top of it.787 Besides, during the New Kingdom the symbol was apparently associated with 

the sun symbolism and its rebirth in the morning. Some pillars were portrayed with human 

arms holding the sun disc as if helping it to rise (or to set) or as supporting the horizon 

symbol (Fig. 4.9:c) (See Chapter 4.2.2).788 

In conclusion, the djed symbol appeared at the end of the Early Dynastic period, which 

precedes the oldest Helladic example on a sealing from Keos (No. 8.1).789 It was often 

used in funerary contexts even as engraved on real pillars, which recalls the pillar shrines 

from Crete that appeared at burial sites as well.790 It signified stability and its supportive 

function was often insinuated, even though it directly did not support anything. During 

the New Kingdom it was associated with the sun symbolism and it was occasionally 

depicted as holding up the horizon symbol, which evokes the horns of consecration 

depicted on top of the pillars from the Final Palatial era (Nos. 8.18–8.19; 8.62, 8.71).791 

However, in spite of these similarities, there are of course far too many differences, like 

the use of the djed as an amulet, its anthropomorphic depictions, or its erection during 

festivals, none of which is documented in the Aegean. 

It is therefore possible, that the initial idea of the pillar symbol came from the Egyptian 

djed, but its use and symbolism was once again transformed to fit the Aegean needs and 

might have even possessed a somewhat different meaning.  

 
786 Van Dijk 1986, 8–12. 
787 Van Dijk 1986, 13–14; For more on the Ra and Osiris association see Hart 2005, 118–119. 
788 Piankoff – Rambova 1957, 41–42, Figs. 26–27; Van Dijk 1986, 14–15; Gordon – Schwabe 2004, 116, 
Fig. 6.6:b. 
789 CMS V, no. 478. Dated to EH II. 
790 Lupack 2010, 257. 
791 E.g. CMS I, no. 019. 
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Fig. 8.4: a. Bull’s os sacrum with three lumbar vertebrae resembling the djed pillar. (After 

Gordon – Schwabe 2004, Fig. 6.8.); b. Djed pillars carved in two sides of a stone block, Tomb 

of Djedkare, 5th dynasty (c. 2375 BCE). (After Megahed 2016, Fig. 1.); c. Drawing of a relief 

with Amenhotep III erecting the djed pillar, Tomb of Kheruef (TT 192), 18th dynasty (c.1550–

1300 BCE). (After McKeown 2002, Fig. 5.); d. Jewellery element in the form of a djed pillar, 

uncertain provenance, Middle Kingdom (c. 2050–1650 BCE). (After MET, no. 26.7.1302.); 

e. Memphite djed pillar of Khonsu-Pawadi, Sakkara, 19th dynasty (c. 1300–1190 BCE). (After 

Van Dijk 1986, Pl. 1:1.)   
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8.3. Pillar: Notes on interpretation 

According to A. Evans the pillar represented an aniconic form of a divinity that served as 

a baetyl, an object into which the deity could enter.792 This was mostly based on the 

frequent depictions of antithetic animals flanking a male or a female, who could be also 

replaced with a pillar or a tree.793 On top of that, he saw the closest parallels in various 

Egyptian pillars, including djed or the Hathoric column, though he also discussed other 

foreign analogies.794 

Quite a contradictory interpretation was proposed by M.P. Nilsson. He argued that the 

sacred pillars of neighbouring cultures had never served any construction purposes, 

contrary to the pillars of the Aegean.795 Hence, they cannot be considered as an 

embodiment of a deity.796 However, he also noticed, that they were truly used in 

sanctuaries together with the horns of consecration, which made them both the most 

prominent features of Minoan and Mycenaean shrines.797 

The opinion, that the pillar did not represent a deity was shared by B. Rutkowski. He also 

saw a more viable connection in the Near Eastern tree of life, which also often appeared 

in a stylized form resembling something between a pillar and a tree.798 

Judging from the analysis of the collected material, it is likely, that the pillar was used in 

architecture at least from the First Minoan Palaces on (Fig. 8.5:a), but it was during the 

Second Palatial era that it was obviously associated with the horns of consecration 

(Fig. 8.5:b). The combination of these two symbols is likewise known from the so-called 

lustral basins from Kato Zakros and Phaistos, which certainly served for ritual purposes. 

Basing on these observations, both of the symbols probably represented the main features 

of Minoan shrines. 

The composition of the pillar with antithetic animals clearly bestows the object some 

symbolic meaning (Fig. 8.5:c). It could have been standing for a shrine in a manner of 

a pars pro toto. Furthermore, an interesting aspect of the pillar is represented by the jug-

holding Genii (Fig. 8.5:d). Even though this topic was not much common in the Aegean 

 
792 Evans 1901, 111–112; PM III, 514. 
793 Evans 1901, 163. 
794 Evans 1901, 138–148. 
795 Nilsson 1950, 245. 
796 Nilsson 1950, 248. 
797 Nilsson 1950, 236. 
798 Rutkowski 1981, 73–74. 



172 
 

repertoire, it was depicted on a Cypro-Aegean seal, which might mean, that the theme 

was well known. It is also possible, that it hinted at a real ritual practice of pouring liquids 

on (or close to) the pillars. Traces of such activities were found in the so-called pillar-

shrines in Crete, which most likely contained these pillars (meaning columns) in the upper 

storeys of the buildings. 

Since a pillar is generally an object with a supportive function, it is possible that it also 

represented stability, similarly to the Egyptian pillar of djed. However, there is yet no 

convincing proof of identifying the Minoan pillar with a divinity. 

 

 

Fig. 8.5: Iconographic themes using the pillar.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

  



173 
 

9. Sacral knot 

The sacral knot was first encountered by Arthur Evans during his excavations of the Pillar 

crypt in the Knossos palace, where a miniature ivory version of the knot was discovered 

(No. 9.15).799 He noticed that it was very similar to the faience objects already unearthed 

by Heinrich Schliemann in the Shaft Grave IV of the Grave Circle A in Mycenae 

(No. 9.13).800 It was to his believe, that the symbol had a religious importance based on 

the high value of used materials as well as on the contexts, where both of the examples 

were found. He labelled it accordingly “the sacral knot”.801 Regarding its iconographic 

use it is clear that A. Evans was correct to assign some kind of cult significance to this 

object and thus, the name seems fitting.802 

The most detailed examples of the symbol clearly indicate that the object was supposed 

to be made of cloth, maybe representing a tied scarf.803 The way it was tied was, however, 

not that significant as one would expect since different kinds of binding can be found. It 

can be depicted as tied by itself (Fig. 9.1:a) as well as by an additional string (Fig. 9.1:b), 

or a mere ornament may be portrayed instead of a proper knot (Fig. 9.1:c).804 

 
Fig. 9.1: Comparison of different binding types of the sacral knot. a. Faience from Mycenae; 

b. Fresco from Nirou Chani; c. Ivory from Knossos.  

(After a. Foster 1979, Fig. 45; b. PM II, Fig. 168; c. Zervos 1956, Fig. 527.) 

 
799 PM I, 430, fig. 308. The ivory knot was found outside the northern wall of the crypt and probably had 
fallen there from the upper storey.  
800 Schliemann 1878, 242, no. 352. 
801 PM I, 430. 
802 Alexiou 1967, 3. 
803 Barber 1992, 328; Jones 2015, 281–282; Matoušková 2018, 9. 
804 Matoušková 2018, 9–10, Fig. 1. 
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Hence, it must have been the shape of the symbol that served for its recognition.805 Given 

that some similar objects also occur in Aegean art, it is important to characterize what the 

sacral knot should exactly look like (Fig. 9.2). This could help to rule out some of the 

misleading identifications of this symbol that occurred during the last hundred years 

of research. 

1. The most significant part of the symbol is represented by a loop in its upper part, 

which is slightly inclining towards one side. 

2. The tight area under the loop constitutes the narrowest part of the object and could 

have been bound in different ways, as was argued above. 

3. Usually two loose ends of the cloth are hanging from the knot widening towards 

their bottoms. One of the strips is habitually placed in front of the other. Although, 

in some of the less detailed examples, especially in glyptic, only one single band 

of cloth is depicted as entirely covering the back one.806 Moreover, a textile 

pattern of the cloth is often indicated even in seal images.807 

4. The loose ends are habitually terminated with fringes. In glyptic the fringed 

bottom may be implied by two horizontal lines (or by one thicker line) at the end 

of the textile.808 

 

Fig. 9.2: Four characteristic parts of the sacral knot.  

(After Matoušková 2018 based on a. Foster 1979, Fig. 45; b. CMS II.8, no. 127.) 

 

 
805 Matoušková 2018, 9–11, Fig. 2. 
806 E.g. CMS VS1B, no. 142; CMS XIII, no. 032–33. 
807 E.g. CMS II.8, no. 127; CMS VS3, no. 094; CMS XIII, no. 032. 
808 E.g. CMS I, no. 054; CMS XII, no. 268. 
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These characteristics of the symbol allow us to exclude some dubious objects from the 

number of depictions identified as the sacral knot, probably also made of cloth. That is 

for example the case of the processional scenes, where double axes as well as some 

textiles are being carried (Nos. 1.80–1.82), which are however clearly lacking the part 

with a loop.809 

Sacral knot depictions fitting the characteristics as described above (Fig. 9.2) were 

identified in 38 examples. The earliest of them occurs in the Protopalatial Crete (MM I 

B–MM II),810 which testifies to the Minoan origin of the symbol, that was later known 

also on the Mainland. The latest specimens are contemporary with the fall of the last 

Minoan palace in LM III A1.811 

 

9.1 Sacral knot: Chronological development 

Protopalatial Period (MM I B–MM III A) 

The earliest example of the sacral knot is represented by a stone fragment, whose upper 

part is unfortunately lost and only the binding with two loose ends got preserved 

measuring about 5 cm in height (No. 9.8).812 This exemplar can be dated only according 

to its find context and since it was found in the Tholos A in Ayia Triada, which was 

functional from EM III to MM II, the latest possible date of the object is MM II.813 

Interestingly, there is a visible hole in its tied area, which most likely served for fixing 

the knot to another object of perishable material. 

Given the existence of the stone example, the symbol could have also appeared in other 

Protopalatial artistic media. An object fitting the characteristics of the knot indeed occurs 

in glyptic (Nos. 9.1–9.7).814 The most detailed specimen is engraved into a seal from 

Mochlos and consists of a loop, suggested with a spiral, and a lower broadening part 

 
809 Textile objects misinterpreted as sacral knots e.g. in CMS II.3, 11, nos. 008; CMS II.7, 11, no. 007. On 
the contrary, these objects are identified as flounced skirts e.g. in Crowley 2012, 233–234; Jones 2015, 
107–108, 221. 
810 Alexiou 1967, 6. 
811 E.g. CMS II.8, no. 466; CMS VS3, no. 094. See Matoušková 2018, 24–26. 
812 Zervos 1956, Fig. 251. 
813 Alexiou 1967, 6. For the context date of the Tholos A in Ayia Triada see Herrero 2014, 54, 57. 
814 E.g. CMS IX, no. 018:b; CMS XII, no. 090. 
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terminated with fringes (No. 9.1).815 Even a textile-like pattern is indicated by diagonally 

hatched registers, which is a feature known from later glyptic examples as well.816 

On the other hand, such spiral-like objects from MM II seals are usually interpreted as 

stylized papyrus blossoms.817 However, given the multivalence of Minoan art, which was 

well established already in the contemporary Kamares ware,818 it is possible that these 

spiral images could have represented both – the sacral knot from one side and the papyrus 

flower from the other one (Fig. 9.3). 

 

Fig. 9.3: Mochlos seal image in two different orientations. 

(Modified after CMS II.2, no. 250:a.) 

The closest parallel to this ambiguous ornamental rendering of the knot can be seen on an 

undated sealing found in Knossos (No. 9.9),819 which portrays two sacral knots flanking 

a twig or a palm tree. However, a full loop is depicted instead of a spiral, plus 

an additional string binding the knot is suggested. Nonetheless, the lower hatched part 

strikingly resembles the Protopalatial example from Mochlos. Hence, it is likely, that this 

sealing from Knossos could represent a missing link between the Protopalatial and 

Neopalatial knots in glyptic.820 

 
815 CMS II.2, no. 250:a. 
816 For hatched pattern in later glyptic examples see e.g. CMS VII, no. 125; CMS XIII, no. 032. 
817 Anastasiadou 2011, 254–255, 516. 
818 Koehl 2016, 469. 
819 CMS II.8, 268, no. 126. 
820 Matoušková 2018, 17, Fig. 5. The MM III–LM I date of this example is further supported by the fact that 
the knots are depicted over the entire seal face, which is attested only in the Neopalatial period, while 
later knots are applied just as additional symbols. Moreover, it occurs on a hanging nodule 
(Schnurplombe), which is a type of sealing that starts to be used in administrative practices at the 
beginning of the Neopalatial era. For the sealing type see CMS II.8, 268, no. 126; and further on the subject 
of the Neopalatial sealing techniques see Weingarten 1990, 107–108. 
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Neopalatial Period (MM III B–LM I) 

A combination of the sacral knot with the figure-of-eight shield begins in the Neopalatial 

period. It is best visible on a ring impression from Knossos (No. 9.11),821 where the 

objects are underlined by a spiral band and the shields have loops on top, both of which 

suggests that it depicts real (or painted) objects displayed on a wall.822 Similar shield-knot 

scheme can be observed on a ring from Archanes (No. 9.12)823 or on a double axe blade 

from Voros (No. 9.19).824 An actual fresco depicting such a knot was found in the villa 

of Nirou Chani (No. 9.17),825 a building that most likely served for cult purposes since 

four enormously large double axes and horns of consecration were unearthed there as 

well.826 Unfortunately, the wall painting is very fragmentary, and it is unknown whether 

it depicted anything else besides the knot. 

The most detailed examples of the symbol were discovered in the Shaft Grave IV 

of Circle A in Mycenae (No. 9.13).827 They were made of faience, which was at that time 

produced in Crete. Hence, they are generally considered as products of Minoan 

workshops.828 Considering the presence of the holes in the knots, it is likely that they 

served as decoration of an object made of perishable material that did not survive up until 

today,829 similarly to the later stone knot from Ayia Triada (No. 9.8). As was mentioned 

in the Chapter 2.1, this grave also yielded many objects decorated with figure-of-eight 

shields (Nos. 2.56–2.58, 2.66–2.67), which may not be just a coincidence given the knot-

shield connection known from glyptic. 

An inlay in the shape of the sacral knot was also discovered at Knossos and was made of 

ivory (No. 9.15).830 On top of that, a fragmental ivory plaque from Mycenae, which is 

 
821 CMS II.8, no. 127. 
822 PM III, 313; Blakolmer 2012, 84. 
823 Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki 2005, 129. The ring was found in LM III A1 burial, but according to the style 
as well as to the iconographic theme of hanging shields and knots it was most likely made in LM I. In later 
glyptic these objects are used only as additional symbols, not as a main feature of the seal face. For further 
discussion see Rehak 1998, 236, Pl. XLVII:e. 
824 The depictions of the knots on the axe fits all four characteristics of this symbol. Their connection to 
the shield is known from elsewhere as well. Thus, there is no reason to consider the objects flanking the 
shield as anything else but the sacral knots. For different interpretation see Verlinden 1985, 135, Fig. 1. 
825 PM II, 281–284, Fig. 168; Cameron 1976, 437; Evely 1999, 204. 
826 PM II, 281–284. 
827 Schliemann 1878, 242; Foster 1979, 140–141, Figs. 45–46. According to H. Schliemann, a piece of 
a similar faience knot was also found in the Shaft Grave V (No. 9.14). See Schliemann 1978, 330, Fig. 526. 
828 Foster 1979, 141. For the Minoan faience production see Foster 2008, 177; Tite et al. 2009. 
829 PM I, 430. 
830 PM I, 430, Fig. 308; Zervos 1956, Fig. 527; Foster 1979, 140. 
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likewise considered of Minoan origin, depicts an ornamental rendition of the knot in 

a hunting (or bull?-fighting) scene (No. 9.16).831 

Moreover, the symbol also occurs in the upper register of an omphalos hugging scene in 

a sealing image from Ayia Triada (No. 9.10),832 which definitely places the knot within 

a religious context.833 

M. Cameron further suggested in a reconstruction of the Jewel Fresco (LM I) that 

a woman was depicted with blue loops of the sacral knot as if coming from behind her 

shoulders (Fig. 9.4:a).834 He got this idea from a later Knossos wall-painting of the so-

called Parisienne (LM III A1), who is depicted from profile and wears the sacral knot on 

her shoulders (No. 9.37).835 However, the Jewel Fresco is very fragmentary, which makes 

the Cameron’s reconstruction doubtful, while a completely different one was proposed 

by J. Younger.836  

 

Fig. 9.4: a. Reconstruction of the Jewel Fresco from Knossos, MM III–LM IA;  

b. Fresco of a woman from Xeste 3, Akrotiri, MM III–LM IA.  

(After a. Cameron 1987, Fig. 5; b. Doumas 1992, Fig. 100.) 

Similar depictions of women with loops on their shoulders can be found in scenes on gold 

rings (or in ring impressions) (Fig. 9.5).837 One ring in particular, very similar to the 

omphalos scene from Ayia Triada (No. 9.10), portrays a woman with loops on her 

shoulders, who is standing behind a kneeling female (Fig. 9.5:a).838 However, these 

depictions must also be considered to be inconclusive since the loops might represent just 

 
831 Poursat 1977a, 67–68, Pl. XIX:240. 
832 CMS II.6, no. 004. 
833 Alexiou 1967, 3. 
834 Cameron 1976, III, 49, Pl. 44:A; Cameron 1987, 324, Figs. 1, 5. 
835 PM IV, 385, Fig. 319; Cameron 1976, 344, Fig. 21. 
836 Younger 2008. 
837 E.g. CMS II.8, no. 256; CMS VI, no. 278; CMS XI, no. 028. 
838 CMS VI, no. 278. 
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a specific coiffure similar to the one worn by a woman in a Theran wall-painting in Xeste 

3 at Akrotiri (Fig. 9.4:b).839 Therefore, the wearing of sacral knots by women in the 

Neopalatial period is possible, but so far can be neither proven nor ruled out. 

 

Fig. 9:5: Seal ring images of LM I depicting women with loops on their shoulders.  

(After a. CMS VI, no. 278; b. CMS XI, no. 028; c. CMS II.8, no. 256.) 

Quite a similar situation occurs with the looped double axe, which, according to some 

theories, is composed of a double axe and a sacral knot.840 However, this version of  the 

double axe is known only from the Neopalatial era and seems to have more in common 

with the Egyptian ankh than with anything else (see Chapter 1.1–1.2). Nonetheless, the 

fusion of these two symbols cannot be excluded for sure.  

 

Final Palatial Period (LM II–LM III A1) 

In the Final Palatial glyptic the knot might still occur together with the figure-of-eight 

shield, but this time they are both used only as additional symbols in depictions of bulls 

(Nos. 9.32–9.35). In the majority of cases, the knot appears separately and usually with 

emblematic animals (Nos. 9.20–9.22; 9.26–9.35),841 although an animal attack 

(No. 9.25)842 and a bull-leaping theme (No. 9.36)843 are likewise attested. Contrary to the 

shield imagery, the knot is unknown from the seals with Minotauri or with animals 

nursing their young. Towards the end of this epoch the symbol gains various hybrid forms 

 
839 Doumas 1992, 129, Fig. 100. 
840 The theory was proposed by A. Evans in PM IV, 281. It is further supported e.g. by Alexiou 1967, 3; 
Niemeier 1985, 118; Mountjoy 1999, 317–318, Fig. 106; Crowley 2012, 232; Jones 2015, 281; 
Woudhuizen 2016, 26, 32. 
841 E.g. CMS I, no. 054; CMS VS1B, no. 142. 
842 CMS VII, no. 125. Classified by J. Crowley as theme T 17: Animal attack appearing in several icons 
(schemes), this particular one is I 106: Animal carrying the catch in Crowley 2013, 55, 115. 
843 CMS VI, no. 336. Classified by J. Crowley as theme T 5: Bull sports appearing in several icons 
(schemes), this particular one is I 35: Leaper somersaulting in Crowley 2013, 49, 80. 
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and in some cases, it is only hardly recognizable (Nos. 9.34–9.35). Nonetheless, it is 

evidently still the same symbol since it occurs in similar scenarios as the more detailed 

exemplars.844 

A fresco depicting a woman known as La Parisienne (No. 9.37), who wears a sacral knot 

behind her shoulders was found in the destruction layer of the Knossos palace. The lady 

belonged to the Camp Stool Fresco, where she oversaw a banqueting ceremony composed 

exclusively of men, perhaps with a seated goddess in their midst.845 According to the 

Cameron’s stylistic analysis it was painted in the last phase of the palace dated to 

LM III A1.846 Given that the Parisienne was depicted bigger and probably also by a better 

painter than the smaller male figures,847 it can be assumed that she represented someone 

of a very important social status.848 Furthermore, probably a bit later wall-painting 

fragment with a knot on woman’s back was also found in Mycenae (No. 9.38) dating to 

LH III A.849 

As was mentioned above, it is still a matter of discussion, whether the knot was worn by 

women also in the previous era. Nevertheless, the two fresco examples (Nos. 9.37–9.38), 

namely the one from Knossos, sparked some theories about a high-ranking priestess 

wearing the knot as a badge of her cult-related status.850 

 

  

 
844 Matoušková 2018, 23–24. 
845 PM IV, 381–391, 396; Cameron 1976, 344, Fig. 21; Immerwahr 1990, 95; Chapin 2010, 230. 
846 Cameron 1976, 343–344, 431, Fig. 21. 
847 Cameron 1964, 50–51, Fig. 5; Cameron 1976, 344. 
848 Cameron 1976, 145. A fresco piece showing a different lady with a knot on her back and facing in 
opposite direction was identified by M. Cameron, who subsequently reconstructed the Camp Stool Fresco 
with two such female figures, each on one side of the room. For the second Parisienne see Cameron 1964, 
51, Fig. 4, Pin. B:2. For the reconstruction of the Camp Stool Fresco see Cameron 1976, 145–146, Fig. 21. 
849 Rodenwaldt 1921, 50, Abb. 26; Wace – Lamb – Holland 1923, 166; Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 65; 
Lenuzza 2012, 257. 
850 PM II, 284; Marinatos 1993, 56; Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 65; Lenuzza 2012, 258. 
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9.1.1 Conclusions 

The symbol of the sacral knot begins to appear in the Protopalatial art on Minoan Crete 

and disappears after the final destruction of the last Minoan palace in LM III A1. It was 

not much frequent since only 38 examples were collected with the majority of them (over 

70 %) found in glyptic (Chart 9.1). The biggest diversity of used material occurs in the 

Neopalatial period, when the knots served also as inlays made of ivory or faience. 

However, the largest amount of the sacral knot depictions belongs to the Final Palatial 

epoch, when it was applied as an additional symbol in seal images (Chart 9.2). 

 

Chart 9.1: The sacral knot symbol according to the material (N=38). 

 

 

Fig. 9.2: The sacral knot symbol over time (N=38).
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Tab. 9.1: Iconographic evolution of the sacral knot symbol. (Based on examples presented in this study.) 
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Some iconographic rules regarding the sacral knot can be observed from the Neopalatial 

period onwards with a noticeable change happening in the Final Palatial era (Tab. 9.1., 

Chart 9.3): 

1. Neopalatial sacral knots were on several occasions depicted as if hanging on 

a wall next to figure-of-eight shields. A fresco proving such a practice of sacral 

knot hanging was found in Nirou Chani. The symbol is also attested in an 

omphalos hugging ritual.  

2. A sudden change appeared at the beginning of the Final Palatial era, when the 

symbol was no longer used as the main image of the seal face, but only as an 

additional element in animal depictions. The animal imagery combined with the 

symbol seems to be more varied in the earlier phase of the Final palatial era, when 

it is attested in topics of bull-leaping or animal combat. 

In the later phase of the Final Palatial epoch the knot was mostly depicted with 

purely emblematic animals. It is also attested as worn on women’s backs. 

 

Chart 9.3: Iconographic evolution of the sacral knot symbol. 

  



184 
 

A few innovations are also happening to the depictions of the symbol itself in glyptic with 

the most noticeable change in the later phase of the Final Palatial period (Tab. 9.2):  

1. The symbol occurs in schematized shapes with a spiral instead of a loop during 

the Protopalatial era.   

2. The most detailed examples come from the Neopalatial period, where the 

hollowed loop of the knot is clearly visible. 

3. A filled loop is typical of the Final Palatial epoch, especially for the earlier phase 

of LM II. 

4. Some hybrid types of the knot appear with the destruction phase of the Knossos 

palace in LM II–LM III A1, which are only remotely resembling the original 

shape of the knot. However, since they are used in the same scenarios as the clear 

knot depictions, it is safe to see them as representations of the same symbol.  

 

Tab. 9.2: Development of the sacral knot symbol in glyptic.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

 

The only symbol, that is undoubtedly connected to the sacral knot, is the figure-of-eight 

shield, which it appeared with from the Neopalatial period until the fall of the last Minoan 

palace in LM III A1. An association with the pillar symbol is also possible since it is once 

attested as hanging from its capital (No. 9.22). However, the only connection of the knot 

to the double axe might be seen on the bronze axe blade with engraved shield flanked by 

two sacral knots (No. 9.19) (Tab. 9.3). 
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Tab. 9.3: Symbols combined with the sacral knot. 

 

The similarity between the iconography of the sacral knot and the figure-of-eight shield 

is further supported by the animals that accompany both of the symbols. They appear 

mostly with bovines, followed by lions and then by goats (Chart 9.4). Only the 

Minotaurus-like creature is missing from the sacral knot repertoire. 

 

 

Chart 9.4: Animals occurring with the sacral knot symbol. 
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9.2 Sacral knot: External connections 

9.2.1 Egyptian knot of Isis – Tyet 

Resemblance of the knot of Isis tyet  to the Minoan sacral knot was first called to 

attention by A. Evans851 and further supported by N. Marinatos.852 The Egyptian symbol 

was likewise made of textile with a loop on top, although it is still unknown what exactly 

it was used for. Nonetheless, according to some early theories it could have signify just 

a different variant of the symbol of life ankh , which also represented some kind of 

a knot (see Chapter 1.2.1).853 Another theory considers it to be a ceremonial girdle, where 

the loop would be tied around a person’s waist.854 On the contrary, some scholars see it 

as a possible sanitary cloth for catching woman’s menstrual blood since it is occasionally 

referred to as the blood of Isis in the Book of the Dead.855 

Tyet  appears accompanied by the ankh  and the djed  pillar from the end of the 2nd 

dynasty (c. 2700 BCE) onwards.856 As a hieroglyphic sign it is often coloured yellow, 

which was usual for objects made of textile, while red colour is likewise attested.857 It 

was first directly assigned to the goddess Isis as late as in the 18th dynasty (c. 1550–1300 

BCE),858 when the symbol was described in Chapter 156 in the Book of the Dead as 

an amulet that was supposed to protect the deceased on his journey through the 

underworld (Fig. 9.6:a).859 The actual tyet-shaped amulet also occurs as of the 18th 

dynasty and is usually made of red jasper, carnelian or glass, and occasionally even from 

a blue-green faience (Fig. 9.6:b).860 It is often complemented with the djed pillar amulet 

representing the backbone of the god Osiris, who was the male counterpart of Isis.861 Both 

of the amulets were supposed to be placed on the deceased neck.862 

 
851 PM I, 434. 
852 Marinatos 2009, 23; Marinatos 2017, 231. 
853 Schäfer 1927. 
854 Wendrich 2006, 254. 
855 Andrews 1994, 45; Pinch 1994, 116. 
856 Gardiner 1957, 508; Hart 2005, 80. Tyet and djed were engraved together already on a door-jamb in 
the tomb of king Khasekhemui from the end of the 2nd dynasty. See Rundle Clark 1978, 237. 
857 Wilkinson 1994, 121. 
858 Hart 2005, 80. 
859 Andrews 1994, 44; Pinch 1994, 116; Wilkinson 1994, 72; Wendrich 2006, 250. 
860 Andrews 1994, 45; Pinch 1994, 116. 
861 Andrews 1994, 83. 
862 Wilkinson 1994, 72. 
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Hence, the transference of the symbol from Egypt to Crete could have happened, given 

that the tyet symbol occurred in Egyptian texts and art from the 2nd/3rd dynasty onwards. 

However, the lack of information regarding the object’s original (other than amuletic) 

purpose still presents an enigma. Therefore, no direct conclusions should be drawn yet. 

 

Fig. 9.6: a. Vignette of prescribed amulets in the Book of the Dead of the scribe Any, 

19th dynasty (c. 1250 BCE). (After Andrews 1994, Fig. 68.); b. Tyet amulet made of red jasper, 

18th dynasty (c. 1550–1275 BCE). (After MET, no. 00.4.39.) 
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9.2.2 Mesopotamian symbol of Inanna 

It was suggested by S. Alexiou that the Minoan sacral knot bears a resemblance to 

the symbol of the Sumerian goddess of love and war Inanna.863 It is usually referred to as 

the ring-post with streamer and it consists of a circle (or a loop) with two loose strips.864 

However, it is not absolutely clear whether it was supposed to be made of bounded reads 

or of textile.865 It occurs among the earliest signs of Sumerian writing at the end of the 4th 

millennium BCE and designates the name of the goddess Inanna (Fig. 9.7).866 In later 

periods it evolved into a standardized cuneiform sign for the goddess’s name  (later 

known as Ishtar) and was used in this way until the end of the cuneiform writing 

practice.867 

 

Fig. 9.7: Pictographic sign for Inanna. 

(After Woods 2010, Fig. 2.19.) 

The symbol occurs in art of the Late Uruk period (3300–3100 BCE) and disappears with 

the Early Dynastic I era (c. 2900 BCE).868 It is known in the form of clay objects 

(Fig. 9.8:a), which were found in the main Inanna’s temple in Uruk called Eanna, where 

it probably belonged to a decorative wall frieze.869 Furthermore, it is frequently attested 

on cylinder seals of the Uruk (3300–3100 BCE) and Jemdet Nasr periods (3100–2900 

BCE),870 where it is usually positioned as a standard. It appears primarily in animal 

depictions, mostly with bovines or sheep (Fig. 9.8:b). Sometimes a man in a special attire, 

often interpreted as the priest king, is feeding them (Fig. 9.8:c),871 but also hunting them 

 
863 Alexiou 1967. 
864 Black–Green 1992, 154. 
865 Black–Green 1992, 154; Woods 2010, 50. 
866 Woods 2010, 50, Fig. 2.19. 
867 Steinkeller 1998, 87–88; Woods 2010, 50, Fig. 2.19. 
868 Alexiou 1967, 1; Black–Green 1992, 154; Steinkeller 1998, 88. P. Collins argues that the meaning of 
the symbol was lost in Early Dynastic II (2750–2600 BCE). See Collins 1994, 108. 
869 Steinkeller 1998, 87, Figs. 4–6; Woods 2010, 70, No. 39. 
870 Alexiou 1967, 1; Collins 1994, 108. 
871 Collins 1994, 108, Fig. 2. 
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(Fig. 9.8:d).872 It may also appear on top of a reed-made building (Fig. 9.8.e), probably 

representing a primitive shrine or a cattle-pen.873 Moreover, it is attested on an alabaster 

vase from Uruk, where a woman is portrayed as standing in front of two such standards 

and receiving goods (Fig. 9.8:f).874 The female figure is generally interpreted as the 

goddess herself or as her high priestess receiving offerings, although her identity is still a 

matter of an ongoing debate as well as the meaning of the symbol itself.875 

P. Steinkeller further suggests, that the standard might have represented a rolled band 

of cloth with two loose ends, that could have served as an adornment for the goddess 

Inanna and her statue. He bases his theory on an Early Dynastic textual evidence, which 

speaks about an adornment made of lapis lazuli that binds the neck of Inanna.876  

Truth to be said, the similarities between the Minoan sacral knot and Inanna’s standard 

are noteworthy, such as the symbol’s shape and its frequent occurrence with animals. 

Even a bull hunting theme including the knot is known from the Aegean (No. 9.16). 

However, the transference of the motif from Mesopotamia to Crete is hard to imagine due 

to the time gap between the appearance of both of the symbols. Inanna’s standard 

disappeared from Sumerian art around 2900 BCE,877 while the earliest example of the 

sacral knot is dated approximately to 2100–1800 BCE (EM III–MM II early).878 It rather 

seems that both of the cultures had a need for a similar symbolic object, whose exact 

meaning however still remains unclear. 

 
872 Hansen 2003, 23, Fig. 6. 
873 Steinkeller 1998, 87, Fig. 3. 
874 Collins 1994, 113, Fig. 3. 
875 Suter 2014, 550–555, Fig. 1. 
876 Steinkeller 1998, 90–96, Fig. 7. 
877 Black–Green 1992, 154; Steinkeller 1998, 88. 
878 Alexiou 1967, 6. 
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Fig. 9.8: a. Drawing of a terracotta symbol of Inanna, Uruk, Eanna temple, c. 3200 BCE. (After 

Alexiou 1967, Pl. I:2.); b.–d. Late Uruk cylinder seals with the ring post of Inanna, c. 3300–

3000 BCE. (After b. Collon 1987, Fig. 7; c. Collon 1987, Fig. 6; d. Hansen 2003, Fig. 6.); 

e. Fragment of a stone vase with Inanna’s symbols, Uruk, c. 3300–3200 BCE. (After Steikeller 

1998, Fig. 3.); f. Fragment of the so-called Warka vase, Uruk, c. 3300–3200 BCE. (After 

Collins 1994, Fig. 3.)   
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9.3 Sacral knot: Notes on interpretation 

Arthur Evans saw the sacral knot as a ceremonial badge worn by the great goddess and 

her high priestesses. This was based on the so-called Parisienne depicted in the Camp 

Stool Fresco, who was wearing such a knot on her back. 879 The looped version of the 

double axe was considered by him as a fusion of the knot with the axe, which might have 

served as a consecrating mark of the goddess and designated vessels of religious 

purpose.880 He further suggested that the parallels for the knot could be found among 

Egyptian symbols, such as the ankh or the knot of Isis tyet.881 

On the contrary, M. P. Nilsson did not see anything cult-related in the sacral knot and 

considered it as a mere ornament without any religious significance, while knots worn by 

women might have represented just a current fashion style.882 

N. Marinatos was sceptical to the symbol at first and considered it rather as a sacred 

garment than a knot, however with an obvious link to the cult.883 This garment, or a long 

band of cloth, was according to her made each year anew during a renewal festival and 

displayed in a shrine next to the figure-of-eight shield.884 Nonetheless, later she noted that 

the symbol might have been derived from the Egyptian tyet knot.885   

The collected material shows that the sacral knot could have belonged to the oldest 

symbols used in Crete, even though it was not much common. During the Neopalatial 

period it was made of precious materials, such as ivory or faience, and it was engraved 

on gold rings. Its rarity as well as the high value of the used materials speaks for its elite 

character. Furthermore, the knot’s relation to the cult is evident since it occurs in an 

omphalos hugging ritual (Fig. 9.9:a). 

It was apparently bound to the figure-of-eight shield, which was a symbol also intended 

for the elite (see Chapter 2.3). Both of them were supposed to be displayed (or at least 

painted) on a wall as some images suggest (Fig. 9.9:b)886 and as proves a wall-painting 

 
879 PM I, 433–434; PM II, 284. 
880 PM IV, 281. 
881 PM I, 434. 
882 Nilsson 1950, 163–164. 
883 Marinatos 1986, 58. 
884 Such a long piece of folded textile is carried by a male in fresco from Xeste 3 in Akrotiri or held by a 
woman in wall-painting from Phylakopi at Melos. Marinatos 1986, 58, 61; Lenuzza 2012, 259–260. 
885 Marinatos 2009, 23; Marinatos 2017, 231. 
886 E.g. CMS II.8, no. 127. 
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of such a knot found in Nirou Chani (No. 9.17).887 Both of the symbols also appear in 

similar iconographic themes of the Final Palatial glyptic depicting animals (Fig. 9.9:c), 

while sometimes they are even applied together. 

The sacral knot’s elite character is further supported by the Parisienne fresco from 

Knossos dated to LM III A1 (Fig. 9.9:d), which does not portray an ordinary woman, but 

rather a high-ranking dignitary overseeing a banqueting ceremony composed strictly 

of men.888 There is a possibility, that such a knot-wearing practice was known also in the 

Neopalatial times but it is still uncertain since the evidence is either too fragmentary or 

too small to be sure what it was really meant to depict. Nevertheless, it is possible that 

the knot was indeed used as a ceremonial badge of a dignitary. 

Furthermore, there are some similarities with the Egyptian tyet knot or with the 

Mesopotamian ring post of Inanna, although there are some discrepancies as well. It rather 

seems that all three cultures needed at same point in their history such a knot symbol 

connected to women, but it remains unclear whether they were mutually influenced one 

by the other. 

 

 

Fig. 9.9: Iconographic themes depicting the sacral knot.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

  

 
887 PM II, 281–284, Fig. 168; Cameron 1976, 437; Evely 1999, 204. 
888 PM I, 434; PM II, 284; Cameron 1976, 145; Lenuzza 2012, 257. 
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10. Snake frame 

A symbolic meaning is also ascribed to a mysterious object known as the snake frame 

(Fig. 10.1). It was named by A. Evans, who saw it as a stuffed skin of a snake due to its 

prolonged sinusoid shape,889 although he admitted that it resembled bull’s horns with 

modified tips as well.890 Nowadays, it is indeed considered as an object made of 

connected bovine horns,891 whose meaning and purpose, however, remain puzzling. 

The object belongs to the less frequent though prominent symbols (28 collected 

examples). The majority of the examples comes from glyptic. It appears in the Neopalatial 

period, when it is known mainly from the Zakros Master’s seal images,892 and it remained 

in use only until the Final Palatial era. A hieroglyphic sign of analogous shape was, 

nonetheless, recognized by B. Rutkowski,893 which makes it possible, that the object 

existed already in the Protopalatial epoch. 

 

 

Fig. 10.1: a. Single snake frame, LM I; b. Three superimposed snake frames, LM II. 

(Drawing by author based on a. CMS II.7, no. 199; b. CMS I, no. 189.)  

 
889 PM IV, 168. 
890 PM IV, 174–175. 
891 Hägg – Lindau 1984, 67–77; Marinatos 1993, 113; Lebesi et al. 2004, 18. The object is classified by 
J. Crowley as E 145: Horn bow in Crowley 2013, 202. 
892 Anastasiadou 2016, 80. 
893 Hieroglyphic sign n. CHIC 092. See Rutkowski 1981, 101–102. E.g. CMS VII, no. 040:d. 
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10.1 Snake frame: Chronological development 

Neopalatial Period (MM III B–LM I) 

The majority of the Neopalatial snake frame examples are found in the Zakros sealings, 

where the symbol occurs solely with animal head designs.894 It is often depicted either 

above (or underneath) the head (Nos. 10.2–10.6)895 or as if growing from the animal’s 

snout (Nos. 10.6–10.11).896 The attested species include a bull, ram,897 lion, and boar and 

some of the images are also complemented with birds.898 In one case two superimposed 

snake frames are even depicted as the main feature of the seal face (No. 10.12).899 

The Zakros sealings are considered to be the work of a single artist or workshop with a 

rather specific imagery unique to the rest of Crete.900 On top of that, they are all preserved 

only as seal impressions that were recovered from a circular area in the Room VII of 

House A north of the Zakros palace.901 However, the subjects that the artist chose to 

develop were used in Minoan art centuries before him, such as the animal heads – 

especially those of bovines or long-horned sheep.902 Moreover, as J. Weingarten says 

“any art object is also and always the product of a society and culture.”903 Hence, the 

Zakros Master’s work was unique, but still could function withing a given iconographic 

system by using elements, such as the snake frame or the segmented helmet, that were 

applied also in other artistic styles of that time. 

Other Neopalatial examples of snake frames are not very numerous, but they attest to the 

existence of the symbol outside the Zakros Master’s realm. A miniature bovine head with 

triple frames on top of its head was found in a fresco dump in Knossos (No. 10.15)904 and 

it is believed that it formed a part of a dress decoration.905 A sealing fragment depicting 

 
894 Anastasiadou 2016, 80. 
895 E.g. CMS II.7, no. 183, 199. 
896 E.g. CMS II.7, nos. 189, 202. 
897 Ram heads of the Zakros Master are sometimes interpreted as bovine heads. For ram head 
interpretation see e.g. Marinatos 2017, 233, Fig. 12.10. For bovine head interpretation see e.g. CMS II.7, 
203, No. 183. 
898 E.g. CMS II.7, nos. 182–185. 
899 CMS II.7, no. 186. 
900 Weingarten 2009, 139. Identified by J. Crowley as a unique iconographic theme T 12: Zakros fantasy 
in Crowley 2010, 52. The images are often appearing in pairs or in triads. See Anastasiadou 2016, 79. 
901 Anastasiadou 2016, 77. 
902 Weingarten 1985, 170, 180. 
903 Weingarten 2009, 139. 
904 PM II, 742, Fig. 475; Rutkowski 1981, 102, Abb. 30:4. 
905 Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 41, Pl. 10. 
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a terminal part of a snake frame was also found in Knossos (No. 10.13),906 but it is 

unfortunately too fragmentary to allow for understanding of what was depicted on the rest 

of the seal face. 

A snake frame also appears on a golden ring found in the Syme sanctuary, where a male 

in a hide dress holds this object in front of a running man (No. 10.14).907 The scene is 

interpreted as an athlete running for its reward908 and it was suggested that the ring itself 

represented a donation of such a sportsman to the Syme sanctuary.909 A snake frame is 

reportedly likewise held by a male in the fresco procession from Xeste 4 in Akrotiri.910 

 

Final Palatial Period (LM II–LM III A1) 

In the Final palatial era, the symbol is attested on the Mainland too, for example on the 

gold ring from tholos tomb in Dendra (No. 10.16),911 where a couple of triple snake 

frames are depicted next to each other with animals standing on them. Apart from that, 

the object is specifically associated with the so-called Mistress of animals (No. 10.17–

10.28).912 In these images a central female figure is flanked by animals, mostly lions and 

griffins, and wears snake frames on her head, which are either doubled or tripled. In 

several cases it is combined with a double axe placed in the middle of the frame 

(No. 10.23–10.28).913 However, the lady could also appear without the frames and might 

be interpreted either as a goddess914 or as a priestess impersonating a divinity.915 

 

  

 
906 CMS II.8, no. 130. 
907 Lebesi et al. 2004, 2–3, Taf. 1–2. Classified by J. Crowley as I 40: Sport running in Crowley 2013, 82. 
908 Lebesi et al. 2004, 12–14; Marinatos 2010, 177. 
909 Lebesi et al. 2004, 20. 
910 Described in Lebesi et al. 2004, 18; Marinatos 2010, 177. 
911 CMS I, no. 189. 
912 E.g. CMS I, no. 144; CMS II.3, no. 276. Classified by J. Crowley as I 11: Mistress of animals in Crowley 
2013, 68. 
913 E.g. CMS I, no. 379; CMS II.3, no. 063. 
914 PM IV, 168–169. 
915 Rutkowski 1981, 104; Marinatos 1993, 143. 
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10.1.1 Conclusions 

The snake frame symbol is known almost exclusively from glyptic with one or two 

possible fresco examples. It is first attested in the Neopalatial period, while it disappears 

with the end of the Final Palatial epoch (Chart 10.1). 

 

Chart 10.1: The snake frame symbol over time (N=28). 

Iconographic differences in the use of the snake frame symbol between the Neopalatial 

and Final Palatial eras is noteworthy (Tab. 10.1, Chart 10.2): 

1. During the Neopalatial period it was evidently associated with animal heads as 

can be seen on the Zakros sealings916 but also on a fresco fragment from 

Knossos.917 The frames are depicted either above the head, or underneath – often 

growing from the animal’s snout. However, it can also be held by a male as 

testifies the ring from Syme (and maybe even the fresco from Xeste 4 at 

Akrotiri).918 

2. In the Final Palatial period it is still probably connected to animals, as proves the 

ring from Dendra,919 but it is mostly associated with the Mistress of animals, who 

wears it on her head. The frames are either doubled or tripled and might be also 

supplemented with a double axe placed in the middle.920 

 
916 Anastasiadou 2016, 80. 
917 Kontorli-Papadopoulou 1996, 41, Pl. 10. 
918 Lebesi et al. 2004, 2–3, 18, Taf. 1–2. 
919 CMS I, no. 189. 
920 Crowley 2013, 68. 
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Tab. 10.1: Iconographic evolution of the snake frame symbol.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 

 

 

Chart 10.2: Iconographic evolution of the snake frame symbol. 

 

Consequently, a clear connection with another symbol can be deduced only for the double 

axe, which is frequently attested with the snake frames in the Final Palatial era 

(Tab. 10.2). Its association to the incurved altar is not sure since they appear together 

only in one seal image, where the frames are worn by a lady represented on top of the 

altar (No. 10.22).921 Moreover, depictions of the frames with a star or sun symbol are not 

 
921 CMS XIII, no. 039. On the other hand, incurved altar also appears among the three symbolic objects 
chosen by the Zakros Master to be used in his depictions, i.e. helmet, incurved altar, and snake frame 
(see Chapter 6). Thus, the fact, that these two symbols appear together in the Final Palatial seal image 
might not be completely accidental. 
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very frequent, but they are attested in both periods, which might mean that there was a 

link established between these two symbols as well. 

 

Tab. 10.2: Symbols combined with the snake frame. 

 

Furthermore, the most frequent animals appearing in images with the snake frames are 

lions, birds, and griffins (together about 60 %) (Chart 10.3), which is a situation very 

similar to that of the incurved altar (see Chapter 6.1.1).  

 

Chart 10.3: Animals and fantastic creatures occurring with the snake frame symbol. 
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17%
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17%
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10.2 Snake frame: External connections 

10.2.1 The Near Eastern horned cap 

Closest parallel to the snake frame can be found in the Near Eastern horned cap as was 

suggested by several scholars.922 The headgear consist of a conical cup with a pair of 

horns at its base, while more horns could be placed atop the first pair. It is generally 

considered as one of the markers of divine figures in art.923 

The cap is worn by gods in Sumerian seal images from early 3rd millennium BCE onwards 

(Fig. 10.2:a).924 It could consist of one single pair of horns up to seven superimposed 

pairs.925 It could have been also applied as a separate symbol signifying godship.926 From 

the times of the Babylonian Kassite dynasty, it often appeared on kudurru stones, where 

it was depicted atop a base resembling a temple façade or an altar (Fig. 10.2:c).927 A deity 

that was most often associated with such a symbol was An, lord of all gods. When two 

such symbols were applied next to each other, they stood for An and Enlil (a third one 

was for Ea).928 

The horned tiara was worn by deities throughout the Near East until the Iron Age, while 

its shape and style changed according to the current fashion.929 It is also known from 

a sealing of LM I date found in Ayia Triada that was impressed by a cylinder seal and 

portrays a male figure wearing such a horned crown (Fig. 10.2:b).930 Hence, the Near 

Eastern horned cap must have been well known to the Neopalatial Cretans. Therefore, if 

the snake frames were really made of horns, it would be likely that the source of 

inspiration were the horned caps. 

 
922 Rutkowski 1981, 104; Marinatos 1993, 143. 
923 Van Buren 1943, 318, 320; Black – Green 1992, 102; Ornan 2005, 41.  
924 Van Buren 1943, 320; Black – Green 1992, 102. 
925 Black – Green 1992, 102. 
926 Van Buren 1943, 324–325. 
927 Black – Green 1992, 102. 
928 Van Buren 1943, 325. E.g. Seidl 1989, 29, Taf. 15:a. 
929 Black – Green 1992, 102. 
930 CMS II.6, 156, no. 144. 
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Fig. 10.2: a. Serpentine cylinder seal depicting a god wearing a horned cap, unknown 

provenance, Akkadian period (c. 2400–2000 BCE). (After The British Museum, no. 129485.); b. 

Seal impression depicting a Near Eastern god wearing a horned cap, Ayia Triada, Crete, context 

date of LM I. (After CMS II.6, no. 144.); c. Kudurru stone of Meli-Shipak II depicting 

standards of various gods including An and Enlil with horned caps on temple facades or the 

spade of Marduk on Mušhuššu, 12th c. BCE, Susa. (After Seidl 1989, Taf. 15:a.)  
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10.3 Snake frame: Notes on interpretation 

Arthur Evans saw the snake frames as objects made of stuffed skins of snakes that were 

dedicated to the great goddess, who could wear them as a crown.931 However, he also 

noticed, that the objects appearing with animal heads in the Zakros sealings were similar 

in shape to bows, perhaps even made of animal horns. Although he reckoned that it 

probably did not depict real horned bows but could have been only inspired by them.932 

Finally, he suggested that there might have been some connection between the snake 

frames (or horned bows) and horns of consecration since the double axe appeared with 

both of them.933 

Bogdan Rutkowski inclined towards the horns theory and believed that the snake frames 

were supposed to represent large animal horns but were made of leather or textile and 

stuffed with something soft to form the desired shape.934 He further adds that it could 

have belonged to a face mask worn by a priestess impersonating a goddess, such as those 

depicted on the Final Palatial seals. This mask could have also possessed an apotropaic 

function. As to the origin of the symbol, he would see it in the horned crown used by the 

Anatolian deities.935 

On the contrary, Nanno Marinatos favours the interpretation of the snake frames made 

of real connected horns.936 She further adds that these most likely belonged to sacrificed 

animals and were dedicated to the Minoan goddess. Hence, it could have represented one 

of the insignia of her divine power. Such a horned crown was then worn by a priestess 

impersonating the divinity during rituals. Moreover, Marinatos likewise sees the closest 

parallel in the horned crowns of the Near Eastern deities.937 

As regards the material that the snake frames were supposed to be made of, the 

iconographic analysis, unfortunately, will not move us much forward. It is, however, 

possible to deduce, that it could have served as a cult object carried by male dignitaries, 

such as the one from the Syme ring (Fig.10.3:a). It was also obviously connected to 

animals (Fig. 10.3:b–c) and consequently to the Mistress of animals, who wore it on her 

 
931 PM IV, 168. 
932 PM IV, 174. 
933 PM IV, 175. 
934 Rutkowski 1981, 104–105. 
935 Rutkowski 1981, 104. 
936 Marinatos 1993, 143; Marinatos 2017, 233. 
937 Marinatos 1993, 143. 
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head (Fig. 10.3:d). Similar headgear was indeed worn by deities in the Near Eastern art, 

where it was made of multiple superimposed horns. Moreover, this horned cap used to be 

also applied as a symbol. Thus, an inspiration for such a head cover could have really 

come from the Near East. 

 

 

Fig. 10.3: Iconographic themes using the snake frame.  

(Based on examples presented in this study.) 
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Conclusions: The symbol interactions 

Minoan and Mycenaean art used a sophisticated iconographic system, as can be judged 

from the recurrent types of images. Ten inanimate objects studied in this thesis were 

applied in the system as symbols, (i.e. items that represented besides themselves also 

something else to which they were somehow related). These symbolic objects included 

the double axe, the figure-of-eight shield, the helmet, the horns of consecration, the 

incurved altar, the impaled triangle, the leg, the pillar, the sacral knot, and the snake 

frame. Their modern denominations are based on the terminology of Arthur Evans, who 

was the first scholar that studied these symbolic objects thoroughly.  

An eleventh symbol, the star/sun, frequently accompanied most of them and is therefore 

also incorporated in their relation analysis. However, the star/sun did not receive 

a separate chapter in this study since in a number of cases it is not clear whether it indeed 

represented a symbol or just an ornament. However, its symbolic value is relatively sure 

in combination with other symbols. 

Nevertheless, the Aegean iconography was not strictly codified throughout the entire 

Bronze Age. The system rather evolved and innovated over the course of its existence. 

The symbolic objects did not emerge all at the same time either. Some appeared in art 

very early on, while others occurred rather late or were even specific of certain eras only, 

as is further specified in Table I and demonstrated in Plate I:   

1. The earliest and also the most frequently depicted symbols include the double axe, 

the horns of consecration, and the figure-of-eight shield. The roots of these three 

items can be traced back to the end of the Early Minoan period, while they were 

probably all well established in the First Palatial epoch. Hence, they evidently 

belonged to the Minoan iconographic system, even though in later periods they 

also appeared in art of the Greek mainland.  

2. Some of the less frequent symbols occurred already in the Cretan Protopalatial 

period. Only later they were also found in the mainland Greece. These include the 

pillar, the incurved altar, and the sacral knot. Hence, they might be likewise 

considered as of Minoan origin. Nonetheless, they are not attested in a clear 

connection to the three major Minoan symbols until the Late Bronze Age. 
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Tab. I: Quantity of the symbol depictions over time. 
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Plate I: Occurrence of the symbols over time. 
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3. The snake frame and the segmented helmet first appeared in art of the Neopalatial 

period, but during this era they were both applied mostly in artistic items 

discovered in Crete. 

4. The symbol of the animal leg and the impaled triangle were added to the 

iconography in the Final Palatial period and disappeared shortly afterwards. 

However, it is a matter of discussion whether these two symbols represented 

Minoan Palatial innovations or an intervention from the mainland Greece.  

From the overall point of view, it seems that all of the symbols functioned in three basic 

iconographic groups bounded to the three most frequent and oldest Minoan symbols. The 

first of these symbol groupings circled around the figure-of-eight shield, the second one 

was centred around the horns of consecration, and the last one was associated with the 

double axe (Tab. II; Pl. II): 

1. The figure-of-eight shield was mainly connected to six other symbols, but it bore 

an especially significant bond to four of them – the helmet, the impaled triangle, 

the sacral knot, and the leg. However, none of these interacted with each other. 

The connection between the shield and the helmet was obviously related to their 

military purposes. On the contrary, the other three symbols are mostly depicted in 

animal images either with or without the shield, which unfortunately is not telling 

much. Moreover, the shield could be also combined with the pillar in the animal 

imagery. 

Interestingly, all these animal-related symbols find their possible parallels in art 

of the neighbouring cultures: the shield of Neith for the figure-of-eight shield; the 

star-spade or the spade of Marduk for the impaled triangle; the tyet knot of Isis or 

the ring post of Inanna for the sacral knot; the bovine forelimb of Seth for the leg; 

and the djed pillar of Osiris for the pillar. All these foreign symbols were 

connected with specific deities.  

2. The horns of consecration symbolism most likely related to its application in cult. 

Since it frequently appeared in architecture, probably denoting shrines, it was 

often depicted with other symbolic architectural components, i.e. the pillar and 

the incurved altar. These three objects were also associated with the iconographic 

theme of libation.
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Tab. II: Quantity of the symbol combinations in Aegean art. 
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Plate II: The symbol interactions in Aegean art.
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Nonetheless, the horns also appeared with the sun (or star) symbol. This 

combination was not much frequent but recurrent throughout the entire Late 

Bronze Age. This as well as some other features might point to the objects possible 

parallel in the Egyptian horizon symbol. 

The association of the horns with the double axe first emerged at the very end 

of the Final Palatial period and was typical for the rest of the Late Bronze Age III. 

On top of that, it seems that the contemporary three-dimensional horns of 

consecration actually served as stands for double axes.  

3. The double axe ranked to the most often depicted symbol of the Aegean Bronze 

Age. However, the absolute majority of its depictions portrays the symbol as an 

isolated item, not only without any other symbol but also without any animals or 

humans. Hence its symbolism must have been self-evident to Minoans and 

Mycenaeans at that time. 

Luckily for us, in a few examples it was also depicted as being used in cult or in 

combinations with other symbols. The earliest association occurred with the 

sun/star, followed by the incurved altar, with which it shared the biconcave shape. 

It was associated with the snake frame symbol only in the Final Palatial era and 

its combination with the horns of consecration first appeared at the very end of 

the Minoan Palatial epoch. 

Furthermore, it seems that the axe was deliberately assimilated to the Egyptian 

ankh during the Neopalatial period. Basing on this, it is possible that the 

symbolisms of these two objects were similar. 

Nevertheless, some rare combinations with symbols outside these established circuits are 

attested as well. All of the objects could be also depicted separately, but when they were 

combined with each other they usually did not appear with more than one other symbol 

at once. Some rare exceptions from this rule are of course attested and they most often 

involved the star/sun as the third symbol. 

The majority of the Aegean symbolic objects find their possible parallels in Egypt or the 

Near East. However, even though they indeed bore some similarities with these external 

analogies, there are also many differences and quite often even significant time gaps 

between their appearances. It is thus much more likely that all of these East Mediterranean 

cultures needed at certain points in their existence similar symbolic items. Each of these 
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cultures moreover applied the symbols in slightly different ways and could have even 

accredited them with rather altered meanings. 

In conclusion, the oldest and the most frequent symbols of the Aegean were the figure-

of-eight shield, the double axe, and the horns of consecration. All of the other symbols 

were combined with them during the Late Bronze Age and there is not a single symbol 

among them that would not bore an association with at least one of the main three. We 

are therefore dealing with an initially Minoan iconographic system, that evolved mostly 

throughout the Late Bronze Age and was also gradually accepted (and maybe even 

innovated) by the Mycenaeans.  
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Available online: 
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(accessed 15/06/2020). 
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