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Abstract
The present thesis examines Homer's description of the Shield of Achilleus and Minoan miniature frescoes,
particularly the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco and Grandstand Fresco. It uses them as examples to explore the
transmission of ideas between cultures - the intensely visual Minoan civilisation of the Bronze Age centred
on Crete and the earliest cultural strata of ancient Greece - that preferred different means of representation,
painting, and poetry. Because Minoan fresco painting was essentially non-narrative and not accompanied by
readable written records, so that" deciphering" its iconography is not an option, the thesis argues that we can
learn about general cultural perceptions from interpreting and analysing how techniques of representation in
painting and poetry treat the representation of time and space. From the relationship that these techniques
establish with the beholders of the representation, we can infer their self-understanding. If the world appears
to us as an intricate complex of cultural representations, the way we interact with them reflects our sense of
our human place in the world.
The non-narrative techniques of Minoan frescoes - particularly the use of vertical perspective, the
absence of a fixed point of view, suppressed focalisation, and map-like composition - are shown as well
traceable in the description of the Shield, though here partially subordinated to new cosmological and
anthropological ideas. Like the frescoes, the description of the Shield articulates spatial relationships, while
temporal ones are characterised primarily by simultaneity; the vertical perspective keeps the viewer within
the depiction, as if in a landscape on the Shield's surface. While the bard's presence occasionally provokes
reflection on the depicted, the presence of focalisers refining the beholder's relationship to the depicted
remains dispersed, as does the Homeric person. Since the viewer is on the surface and the land is perceived as
untraversable (the shores of Okeanos are spatially and cognitively unapproachable to humans), the Shield
cannot be understood as a model of the world since the external space in which the viewer's gaze might situate
itself has not yet been constructed. Only Anaximander will extend this notion of an untraversable landscape
to space outside the Earth itself and the celestial bodies, and from the space thus obtained, it will be possible
to see the Earth as a whole for the first time. I believe that this construction of the distant point of view was
deliberately avoided by the Aegean civilisation of the Bronze Age, and its application in later Greek culture
led to a different perception of space, time, personal identity, and especially the human place in the world.
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Abstrakt
Ptedkladana prace se zabyva Homerovym popisem Achilleova stftu (flias 18.478-608) a mfn6jskou freskovou
malbou, zejmena miniatumfmi freskami z Kn6ssu, takzvanymi vyobrazenfmi posvatneho haje a tance (Sacred

Grove and Dance Fresco) a shromazdenf divaku (Grandstand Fresco), Prosttednictvfm analyzy jejich
zobrazovacfch postupu zkouma moznosti sledovanf kultumfho ptenosu mezi dvema civilizacemi, ktere
preferovaly odlisna reprezentacnf media: malbu

V

pffpade vizualne orientovane mfnojske civilizace doby

bronzove a poezii v nejstarsfch kultumfch vrstvach starovekeho Recka. Protoze v ptfpade mfn6jske kultury
nemame k dispozici rozlustene pfsemne prameny a jejf freskova malba byla, jak prace ukazuje, ptevazne
nenarativnf, k jejfm tematum si obtfzne zjednavame ptfstup. Ukazuje se nicmene, ze nemalo se muzeme
dozvedet z interpretace toho, jak techniky zobrazenf v malftstvf i poezii zachazejf s reprezentacf casovych a
prostorovych vztahu, a ze vztahu, jaky navazujf se svym divakem a posluchacem; jevf-li se nam svet jako
slozity komplex kultumfch reprezentacf, zpusob, jakym se k nim vztahujeme, odrazf nasi pi'edstavu o
lidskem mfste ve svete.
Nenarativnf zobrazovacf postupy mfn6jskych fresek - zejmena vertikalnf perspektivu, absenci
pevneho hlediska divaka, potlacenou fokalizaci a mapovitou kompozici - muzeme sledovat i V Homerove
lfcenf Achilleova stftu, i kdyz zde castecne podtfzene novym kosmologickym a antropologickym pi'edstavam.
Stejne jako mfn6jske fresky i popis Stftu artikuluje prostorove vztahy, zatfmco casove se vyznacujf pi'edevsfm
simultannostf; vertikalnf perspektiva udrzuje divaka uvnitt zobrazenf, jakoby v krajine na povrchu Stftu.
Bardova ptftomnost, ktera k sobe pouta pozomost, kdyz basnfk popisuje emoce, jez Hefaistovo dflo vzbuzuje,
podnecuje k reflexi toho, na co a jak se dfvame, respektive co a jak si pi'edstavujeme. Ztfdkava a nestabilnf
ptftomnost vnittnfho fokalizatoru, ktery ptesneji urcuje divakuv vztah k zobrazovanemu, odpovfda malo
jednotne homerske osobe, jejfz hranice jsou snadno prostupne. Divak se ve sve ptedstavivosti nachazf na
povrchu krajiny vyobrazene na Stftu, a protoze bi'ehy 6keanu, ktere jiu Homera obklopujf, jsou pro cloveka
prostorove i kognitivne nedosazitelne, nedokaze se z nf vzdalit. Stft tedy nemuzeme chapat jako ,,model"
sveta, nebot: vnejsf prostor, do nehoz by divak mohl svuj pohled situovat, homerska poezie - stejne jako
mfn6jska malba - nezna. Teprve Anaximandros ptenese tuto ptedstavu prostoru jako krajiny, ktera je sice
konecna, avsak pro divaka bezmezna, mimo samotnou Zemi a drahy nebeskych teles, a z takto ,,objeveneho"
prostoru bude mozne Zemi poprve spattit celou. Domnfvam se, ze teto konstrukci vzdaleneho hlediska
divaka se egejska civilizace doby bronzove zameme vyhybala a jejf aplikace v pozdejsf i'ecke kultute vedla k
odlisnemu vnfmanf prostoru, casu, osobnf identity a zejmena mfsta cloveka ve svete.
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PREFACE
The original research question of this work was inspired by the surprisingly frequent connection that ancient
Greek culture made between Crete and what modern scholarship sees as "rites of passage": Theseus and
Hippolytos, pederastic abductions, saffron of the Arkteia, to cite just a few examples. Is there any pattern
involved? At the time I started thinking about this, I knew next to nothing about Bronze Age Crete. When I
started to study it, and especially when I become acquainted with the frescoes, it was so fascinating that I
never returned to the original topic. The more familiar I became with the paintings, the more I realised that
the research tools and categories of religious studies and anthropology in which I was trained are almost no
help in interpreting them. Not only do we slip into interpreting almost any figural representation in narrative
terms before any detailed analyses of techniques of representation are even initiated, but we also - and with
more severe consequences - use the analytic categories that are themselves usually constructed in linearnarrative terms. We often assume that ritual is represented as reaching (successfully or not) its goals. We
suppose people from different cultures viewed and imagined the world from the linear perspective of a fixed
point of view of a unified and integrated personality, even if we know that they did not represent it this way,
as is the case in Bronze Age Crete. We believe that cosmogonies model relationships to the distant past
independent of our experience, and we expect them to emerge in every culture. All these assumptions, layer
upon layer, make it difficult to understand cultures different from our own.
So, if it is becoming apparent that we will have to deconstruct our worldviews more consciously in
order to leave more room for otherness, it would not hurt to start with the transformations our own culture
has undergone. The ancient Greeks' fascination with the topos of Crete may point to such a transformation.
In addition to spending some time on Minoan material in this work, I will focus on what happened when this
material was received, reflected, and transformed in Iron Age and Archaic Greece. The Greeks in the Archaic
period already related to Crete as a very specific place with specific customs and a strong identity of its own,
and this image is still alive in Greece today. I was once told that when a group of people from different parts
of Greece gathers in a tavern in Athens, while everyone is introduced by name, the man from Crete is
introduced as a Cretan. Having a Cretan identity trumps individuality. This otherness is partly nourished by
a different modern historical development; however, I believe that it is also the same otherness experienced
on the threshold of historical time and stored in cultural memory.
Over the last four years, while working on this dissertation. I have had the privilege of repeatedly
spending several weeks in Crete. I think I am just one of the very many grateful to the Instap Study Centre
for Eastern Crete for the facilities and hospitality they provide to all those working on the Cretan past. The
same gratitude is due to the Cretan people - their legendary hospitality, sometimes described in tourist guides
as obsessive, is sorely lacking in other parts of Europe (or, from their perspective, "in Europe") - and
specifically, due to my friends there. My travels to Crete would not have been possible without the financial
support of Charles University in Prague and, towards the end of this endeavour, the University of Pardubice.
I would like to thank my supervisor, Radek Chlup, not only for his academic guidance but especially
for his two decades of dedicated work on the development of religious studies at the Department of
Philosophy and Religious Studies in Prague, which has been of great benefit to many. I would also like to

thank to Anne Chapin (and the anonymous reviewers of the Journal of Mediterranean Archaeology), who
kindly provided me with comments on the text on which the chapter on Minoan frescoes is based. I am
grateful to Karel Thein for sharing his work with me and referring me to the literature. Thanks also to my
colleague Martin Pehal, for discussions on methodology, and to Vojtech Hladky, for recommending Crete
when I first went to Greece in 2006. Discussions with colleagues from my PhD seminar in Prague and the
support of new colleagues from the Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies in Pardubice and my
new students helped me to understand better why I was doing all this. Thanks to Alfred LeMaitre, who helped
improve the cumbersome English of this text, David Babka for typesetting and to Klara ChouHkova and Eva
Mokrejsova, without whose work far fewer academic texts would be produced. Special thanks to Alena
Roreitnerova, who read the whole thing and helped me identify the overly fanciful passages while nursing her
newly born second daughter; I wonder what effects such a thing can have.
Last but not least, I would like to thank everyone who encouraged me to take on this project and keep
it going no matter what. The result is dedicated to my daughter Anna, who coincidentally also loves Crete.

I. INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING
THE SEAM OF CULTURES IN TERMS OF
NARRATIVITY AND ITS ABSENCE

The description of the Shield of Achilleus is one of the most commented-on passages in classical literature.
This work does not aim to introduce any complex account of this elusive craft's work; instead, it examines
the possibility that this passage has preserved traits of cultural influence from Minoan Crete. Even though
the conservation of a particular subject theme originating from miniature frescoes from Knossos will be
discussed, primary attention will be paid to the transference of the non-narrative techniques of Minoan visual
representations and the understanding of the world they were employed to express. As Greek culture already
had its genuine cultural representations and ideas in the Geometric and Archaic periods, and as it regarded
itself to be exceptionally creative in enhancing foreign ideas, 1 this work will discuss the examination,
questioning, transformation, and theorization of the Minoan heritage.
The aim is not to secure the Cretan-Greek connection of historical subsequence in order to encourage
interest in the narrative of the Cretan origins of European modernity: Rather the focus of our attention will
be cultural transference across differences in the preferred media of representation. To some extent, the
suggested connection is legitimated by the somehow surprising topographical reference to Knossos in the
description of the Shield. To a broader extent, in tracing the abstract cultural conceptions of spatial and
temporal relationships or of man's place in the world, we will have to walk a tightrope.

1.1 FRAMING THE THEME
The Bronze Age Mediterranean created a cosmopolitan and densely interconnected civilisation with trade,
knowledge, art, and cultural ideas, traveling from Mesopotamia (Ugarit) to the Western Mediterranean
(Italy, Sicily, Sardinia) and from Egypt to Northern Greece. The Minoan presence dominated these trade
routes until the 13th century BC when Mycenaean merchants became the principal representatives and
traders of other nationalities such as Syro-Palestinian and Cypriot became more extensive.3 Even after the

' !Plat.] Epin. 987d-e.
'For the critique of this narrative, see e.g. Schoep 2018 and Chapter IV, n. 1.
Even after the Mycenaeans took control of the older routes, the Minoans were still managing the trade with the Western Mediterranean; see
Cline 1994: 91-94, also for specific maritime trade routes.

3

1

Late Bronze Age collapse (probably a bit after

1200

BC), 4 when the leading centres experienced several

destructions, often involving fire, and were abandoned, scripts and seals disappeared, and people were on the
move everywhere for the next three centuries, the intensive cultural transference was restored.
As is well known, in the 8th century BC, the Near Eastern influence on Greece becomes so intense
that the process has been labelled "the Orientalising revolution" by Walter Burkert.5 During this phase, with
the migration of craftspeople, seers, healers, singers, and carpenters,6 in addition to metalwork, Phoenician
script, and numerous decorative motifs, as palmettes, lotuses, or winged figures, new type of products came
from the Orient. Some of these became characteristic of Greek culture: standing or seated life-size statues,
the theogonic myth of the succession of rulers in heaven, or the cosmogonic myth of the beginning of the
world. Martin West extends this understanding to innumerable other inputs in Greek poetry, including such
details as particular words introducing anaphoric figures of speech or rhetorical questions. 7 While the
existence of pictorial narrative in the previous Geometric Period (approximately 900-700) of Greek art is still
debated, 8 with the beginning of the Orientalising period, the method of visual narration is massively adopted,
mainly from Assyrian monuments. There, images depicted in one or more vertical registers were supposed
to be "read" from left to right, the individuation of the figures was intense, and inscriptions and labels were
often added to "instruct" the beholder. 9
On the vertical axis, various adoptions that the rising Greek culture made from the preceding, already
Inda-European Mycenaean civilisation have also been studied extensively. The names of the gods, their cult
10

places, and cultic or metalwork practices helped form what we understand as Greek culture to no lesser extent.
The thematic repertoire of the frescoes of Pylos, Tiryns, Argos, Mycenae, and Orchomenos, greater emphasis
on depicting hunting and warfare (or capture by horse chariots) and employing and expanding their narrative
potential (a majority of them from the 13th century BC) is sometimes suggested as revealing broad thematic
parallels with Homeric Epics."
Some of these Mycenaean traits of Greek civilisation are traceable back to various levels of IndoEuropean substrate, along with other elements, detected only through etymological analyses and comparative

Eric Cline dedicated the whole book to the defence of the precise date: 1177 B.C.: The Year Civilisation Collapsed. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 201.4. (In what follows, abbreviated bibliographical references refer to the full bibliographical citations at the end of the work,
in all cases where I discuss the cited texts in more detail. Where a text is mentioned only once briefly for illustrative purposes, the full
bibliographic reference is cited in a footnote).
4

' Burkert 1992 (1984'): 8.
'Hom. Od.17.382- 386; Burkert 1992: 9ff.
7 West 1997.

He also stresses the intensity of the intercourse between Greece and East already during the Mycenaean period (1997= 586).

For discussion (and positive conclusions), see, e.g., Stansbury-O'Donnell 1995: 317ff. This issue will be discussed in more detail in II.1 and
alluded to continuously.
8

' See for example, the low reliefs decorating palaces: the Northwest Palace Throne Room of Ashurnasirpal II at Nimrud, the Bronze Gates of
Shalmaneser III, or the Lachish Reliefs of Sennacherib. The individuation of the figures is provided by attributes {often weapons), costumes,
scale, and body language. Motifs frequently involve battles and hunting, with kings in authorial positions. The often suggested transference of
narrative techniques from Egyptian art is precarious, as there seem to be similar differences between media, as we will trace in Minoan culture
in Chapter II. According to Braun, narratives occur both as an illustration and as a self-sufficient visual narrative in the case of ostrcuas, but
the images depicted on the walls of temples and tombs are rather suggested to enable the owner to magically reactivate the content,
representing specific actions in a standardised way or timeless representation of ritual (Braun 2015: 344-359).

" As a magnificent pioneering effort, but one that is still sometimes used as a reference book by those outside the Bronze Age Aegean field, we
can cite Martin Nilsson, Minoan-Mycenaean Religion, and Its Survival in Greek Religion, revised 2nd edition Lund: Gleerup, 1950 (1927').
For the thematic repertoire of Mycenaean frescoes, see Immerwahr 1990: 109-110; for narrative compositions ibid. 1990: 122-134. For newer
description and analysis of Mycenaean wall paintings, covering more contemporary discoveries see Brecoulaki et al. 2015. For connections
with Homeric Epics see e.g. Sheratt and Bennet 2017; for the connection with Homeric similes see Laffineur 2007.
u

2

research. The Indo-European origin is discussed in the practice of libations in the cult of the death and
12

chthonic deities (choai), the concept ofritual purity (hagnos, hagneia), and various divine figures (the supreme
Sky Father, Helios, the Dawn - Bos, or the Masters of Horses - Dioskuroi), but also in particular mythological
motifs such as Achilleus' treatment of Hektor's body, to cite just a few examples.13 Formulas such as "givers
of the good" (attached to gods in Homer and Hesiod) or "undying fame" (attached to heroes in Homer) seem
to prove the existence of common Indo-European poetry. 14 Moreover, there is a whole tradition of
Dumezilian comparative scholarship, that goes even further in suggesting a trifunctional schema embedded
deep in the cultural categories and ideology of early Indo-European speakers.15
In sharp contrast, the influence of Minoan culture - the rich, technologically advanced, and
artistically innovative Bronze Age civilisation and also the direct predecessor of Greek culture in geographical
terms'6

-

still lies mostly in shadow. With increasing archaeological data and knowledge, the multiple

endeavours to detect Minoan historical reality in the background of Greek myths about Minos, the
thalassocratic king and judge of the underworld, Ariadne, the Minotaur and the labyrinth, the birth of Zeus
in a Cretan cave, or the brotherhood of kuretes were slowly abandoned during the second half of the

20th

century. The attempts to pair Minoan visual material with subject themes known from the Homeric Epics
(primarily in the case of the Theran frescoes) remain relatively unfruitful as they have encountered serious
theoretical issues. 17 Efforts to unravel Minoan influence on Greek visual material have been only sporadic. 18
The grand theory of Maria Gimbutas opposed two civilisations against each other: the newly coming IndoEuropean, warrior-led patriarchate, worshipping the sky god, was put against the peaceful matriarchal
civilisation of "Old Europe", worshipping snake goddesses and enjoying spiral decorations. Although her
binary conception of historical development was probably ground-breaking in the Kurgan hypothesis and
extremely influential outside academic circles, for those outside the field of Aegean scholarship, it only served
to obscure further the complex and multidirectional cultural influences in the Mediterranean.19

"Along with other possible similarities due to contact, as West suggests in the case of Iranian-speaking invaders (West 2007: 21).
'' Burkert 1985: 17-18; West 2007: 186ff; see also Beekes 2010: entries ayv6~, xtw, L\.u'JCJKOUQOL.

'' Despite frequent criticism, in classics, this hypothesis has been found inspiring by, for example, J.-P. Vernant (for example 2006: 47ff).
There has even been an attempt to interpret the Shield of Achilleus as conserving traits of Mycenaean poetry and thus testifying to the social
ideology and tripartite structure inherited from Mycenaean culture's Indo-European predecessor (Yoshida 1964).
'' Besides Crete and Thera (modern Santorini), Minoanised culture or Minoan cultural influence is traceable in other island such as Kea,
Kythera, Kos, Rhodes, or Melos, and in Anatolian localities, including Miletos and Knidos, even though not to the same extent when
compared diachronically, see Adams 2017: 226ff.
' 7 On

a grand scale, this approach started with Arthur Evans, who followed Schliemann in using Homer as a historical source and assumed, in
the first years of exploration and excavation that he was looking for the older phase of Mycenaean civilisation (for Evans's inspiration from
Schliemarm and the contemporary intellectual context, not only in archaeology, see Schoep 2018, Galanakis 2016, Eller 2012, MacGillivray
2000, and the less critical stance of Marinatos 2014). Evans himself replaced this perspective probably in the 1920s with the allegedly universal
Frazerian pattern of the dying god of vegetation and the Great Goddess, which he applied consistently in his synoptic work The Palace of Minos
(Evans 1921- 1935). Authors suggesting the connection between Minoan fresco painting and Greek poetry and myths will be cited in Chapter
III, together with the questions raised.

''For example, Snodgrass suggested that the Minoan golden ring from Knossos (CMS VI.280.1) may influence the subject matter of the Attic
krater from the second half of the 8th century BC, now displayed in the British Museum (n. 1899,0219.1; Snodgrass 1998: 33-35).
'' Within her archaeo-mythological method she interpreted archaeological finds from the prehistoric past, especially figures , in the context of
later mythology and modern folklore. Together with the researcher's intuition, they replaced the missing archaeological context. According to
Gimbutas, Crete was the last outpost of the disappearing, unified, non-Indo-European, pacifist, matriarchal culture of Palaeolithic and
Neolithic "Old Europe." Due to the island's isolated location and the poor seafaring and navigational skills of the horse-loving IndoEuropeans, indigenous civilisation survived longer on Crete. The extraordinary technical achievements in the arts, the wealth, the
aestheticizing, idealistic depiction of women and nature, and the absence of any depiction of violence seem to indicate what the future
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There seem to be two main reasons for the persistent historical and theoretical haziness on Minoan
influence on Greek culture. First, there is an obvious time span, accompanied by still relatively poor
consensual knowledge of the Mediterranean cultural situation in the decades around the Collapse and the
unstable centuries after that. The later phase of the Neopalatial period (the Late Minoan phase, LM IA and
IB) is dated to approximately 1725-1500 BC, according to the high chronology, or 1625-1450 BC, according to
the low chronology, and experienced the eruption of Santorini volcano (LM IA),2°with layers of airborne
volcanic ash and seaborne pumice found at several sites on the north-eastern coast of Crete. Even though the
time before the eruption was that of the Minoan "thalassocracy ," in which travelling artists spread across the
Mediterranean and cultural influence was most intense,21 in the restoration following the eruption, several
parts of the settlement were not rebuilt, while elsewhere impressive new buildings emerged, and the culture
became wealthy and inter-culturally active again. At the end of LM IB, widespread destructions gradually
took place across Crete, probably caused by a combination of natural catastrophes, internal instability, and
Mycenaean arrival. After that, the situation is more unclear. We do not know when the Mycenaeans were
able to control the island fully, but there are signs of intensified contact with the mainland and their presence
in Knossos, which was partially destroyed and rebuilt at the end of the 13th century. In the Final Palatial
Period, Crete is noticeably different, major coastal sites are scarcely habited, new "refugee" settlements such
as Karfi emerge, and burial practice is intense, in sharp contrast to the Neopalatial Minoan. The subsequent
Collapse, encompassing the fall of the Hittites, and Assyrians, the instability of Egypt, the migration of the
Sea Peoples, and probably also the people of central Europe, made the situation chaotic, and not only for us.
During the 1970s, classicists investigating the emergence of Homeric Epics, Geometric art, and the
origins of the polis (all still debated phenomena) turned their attention to the coming Early Iron Age (ea 1200800 BC), generally overlooking what was happening on Crete in that time. Developments in the Early Iron
Age do not seem significant because they do not head towards the typical manifestations of the Classical
Greek culture - life-size sculptures, peripteral temples, black-figured and red-figured vases, participation in
military alliances, or colonising efforts. Instead, an "enigmatic gap" in the material record will be visible in
the elsewhere crucial 6th century.22 As even the Cretan authors will be missing from the collective cultural
tradition, the island was considered as merely on the periphery.
The relatively sparse recent studies that do focus on the actual situation on Crete suggest the synthesis
of ancient "Minoan" tradition with growing influence from the mainland and Near East. The Mycenaean
presence on the island was subsequently followed - probably in the 11th century - by Doric Greek-

development of Old Europe might have been had the Indo-Europeans not come here (Gimbutas 1999: 131-150). For an assessment and
moderate criticism, see, for example, Hayden 1998.
"Crete, the Cyclades, and mainland Greece have, due to their cultural distinctiveness, their own relative chronologies, which cannot be
assigned in absolute dates to the Early, Middle, and Late periods of the Bronze Age corresponding roughly to the Old, Middle, and New
Kingdoms of Egypt. In the Minoan case, low and high relative chronologies exist, differing in the supposed date of the eruption of the
Santorini volcano. Comparison with the chronology of Egypt and the Near East suggests the date was around 1520-1560 BC. Radiocarbon
testing and dendrochronological analyses suggest the date was around 1625 or 1645 -/ + 7. The bibliography on this topic is enormous. For an
introduction to this theme, see, for example Sturt Manning's chapter "Chronology and Terminology" in The Oxford Handbook of the Bronze Aqe
Aegean, pp. 11-28; for Crete specifically, Adams 2017= 4-8. In this work, where necessary I will use the dates offered by Anne Chapin (2014: 5),
as I will refer to the frescos only.
"There is no consensus on the question of whether this thalassocracy represented political control. However, cultural and economic
influence, as well as participation in mutual trade, is generally accepted; see also n. 3. For traveling artists see e.g., Morgan 2020: 359-388.
"For the overview and literature see Prent 2014: 650-651.
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speakers; 23 the indigenous population continued to retreat to the mountains and less accessible locations.
Even though Minoan fresco paintings and workshops were destroyed during the fall of the "palaces" and
villas,24 in ruined Knossos (without any new Early Iron Age construction and strongly nucleated but somehow
flourishing, as imports from as far afield as the Middle East to Sardinia reveal25) some of its previous glory,
such as the Bull Fresco, was very probably still visible.26 Attic drinking sets were found here in rock-cut
chamber tombs destined for cremation burials of the 10th century BC, suggesting gift exchanges with leading
families in Attica. 27 From the middle of the 9th century, large chamber tombs were used by several
generations, and their similarity to those from the period of Mycenaean occupation proves strong sentiments
to the Bronze Age past, which probably applies also to Minoan cultural heritage. 28
The strong Near Eastern influences arrived here earlier than in mainland Greece, 29 as Cretan longdistance contacts remained active.30 This led Snodgrass to label Crete the "senior Orientalising culture of the
Aegean. "3' These influences are most visible in the metal craftwork, especially the bronze shields from the
Idaean cave, as we will see in section II.i, but the fact that Crete was among the first Greek-speaking regions
to adopt the Phoenician script is also cited.32 This amalgam is not very helpful in clarifying our knowledge of
the complex cultural processes in the Mediterranean during this period, as the outcomes varied regionally
and diachronically .33 However, at the end of this process, Crete transformed itself from a sophisticated Bronze
Age civilisation into a Greek-speaking Doric region of peripheral political importance for mainland Greece,
yet suitable enough for setting aside peculiar ideas about pederastic behaviour, destructive female sexuality,
or the liminal transformation of the future unifier of the Athenian polis, Theseus. 34
There is another reason for the difficulties we face in tracing Minoan influence on Greek culture. The
writing system, the over-preferred medium for tracing cultural transference, remains undeciphered in the
'' Prent 2014: 654; Prent 2005: 110-11.
"' For the difficulties in determining the actual function of the building generally called palaces see Schoep 2010, who argued that these
"palaces" were religious centres and the main political centres were located outside court buildings, probably some of the villas. However,
thorough the present text, I use the term "palace" to refer to these centres as is still usual in the literature.
'' Kotsonas 2019: [1-13].
'' There are disagreements considering the date of the fresco. Immerwahr concludes that even though it might be as late as LM II and the
Mycenaean occupation, it is, together with assimilated fragments of other frescoes, "thoroughly Minoan in conception and basic style with
earlier antecedents" (Immerwahr 1990: 85-88, 174, Kn. no. 21). Evans states that the fragment of this Northern Entrance Passage fresco had
fallen at the level rm above LBA strata and its destruction could not have taken place earlier than in the Geometric Age (Evans 1921-1935, III:
171), which Immerwahr sees as a possibility. Cf. also Prent2014: 655.
"Prent 2014: 656, 659.
'' Prent 2014: 656. Continuity is visible in the use of Bronze Age cave sanctuaries, such as Psychro cave, Idaean cave and extra-urban cult
places such as Kato Simi on the southern slopes of the Lassithi plateau (Prent 2014: 651), and also in the ceramic patterns (Snodgrass 1971: 42).
For continuity in Kato Simi, see also Lebessi 2009 and Marinatos 2003. The toponyms Knossos, Amnissos and Tylissos are often cited as
surviving from Bronze Age, probably from some kind of Pre-Greek Aegean and Anatolian substrate language (Beekes 2010: xiii-xiii, see also
bellow Chapter IV.5).
'' Prent 2005= 2-4, 11; Prent 2014: 650--664.
30

Prent 2014: 659.

3'

Snodgrass 1971: 340--342.

3'

On adopting Phoenidan script, see, e.g., Burkert 1992: 27- 29.

33

Prent 2014: 653.

On the common structure of the four narratives of the Cretan constitution and its affinity with the Spartan constitution (Ephoros,
Aristotle's Politics, Plato's Laws and Herakleides Kritikos) and the hypothesis of the emergence of this narrative in the Athenian Academia
without enough knowledge of the Cretan historical situation, see Perlman 2005 and 1992. On the projection of Plato's ideal conception of
education based on a pederastic relationship , see Dodd 2000. For a reinforcement of this n arrative in modern scholarship, see Vidal-Naquet's
Black hunter scheme based on the assumption that in remote and more primitive localities such as Crete (sic) we should expect the existence
of rituals that corresponded literally to his scheme, see Vidal-Naquet 1986 and the more recent critical evaluation of this approach in Dodd and
Faraone 2003.
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Minoan case. The neighbouring cultures recorded no narratives considering Minoan myths, history, or
political situation; we are fortunate that at least the "Keftiu" (Cretans) bringing gifts are labelled on the
decorations of Egyptian New Kingdom monuments, e.g., the Tomb of Rekhmire. However, even if the three
Minoan scripts (Minoan Hieroglyphic, Linear A, and possibly separate Archanes Script; Linear B is preGreek already)35 were readable, they probably served mainly for administrative purposes (as far as we know,
they recorded commodities, toponyms, anthroponyms, logograms, and numerals). Nor does their largely
ephemeral material suggest any great ambition to fix cultural memory. The clay tablets were haphazardly
preserved when they were "baked" by fires caused by natural disasters or when palaces and settlements were
destroyed by enemy attacks. There are some important exceptions to this administrative function, as
indicated by, for example, the "libation formula," the gold Ring of Knossos, the ceramic cup from Knossos
with a Linear A inscription written with squid ink, and even the Disk from Phaistos. 36 Interestingly- and we
will return to this later in Chapter IV - these records are sometimes written or stamped in a spiral pattern.37
As far as Minoan visual representations are concerned, even if there was some narrative content
present (and the non-narrative nature of the frescoes will be argued in Chapter III in detail), it is almost
impossible to "decipher" its "iconography" without an alternative verbal source. Given the intense idealisation
of the figures depicted in the frescoes , accompanied by the absence of names or other individualising
identifying features, no mythological or historical figures can be discerned, as was probably the intention of
their authors. The sparse attempts to interpret Minoan visual representations using later Linear B
inscriptions, interesting as they are, run the risk that cultural development was actually more turbulent than
this method requires. 38
As a result of these historical circumstances and scholars' preferences, it has not been fully
appreciated so far that an intensively visual culture such as the Minoan may substantially influence the Greek
civilisation by channels other than verbal-narrative or subject themes. Searching for the traits of transmission
from Minoan to Greek civilisation was not an easy endeavour. It was soon clear that there are substantial
limits to reconstructing the influence within the framework of a single medium of representation. Even
though there probably was some opportunity for Aegean visual material, including the frescoes, to physically
affect later artists, as we saw in the case of Knossian Bull fresco and as will be argued for textile art in Chapter
IV.3, the safer way will be to take the cultural memory into account and trace the cultural influences across
different media of representation. There have been similar attempts, at least in the field of Minoan studies.
However, they are often obscured by the assumption that Minoan visual representations were, in fact, mere
illustrations of Minoan or Proto-Greek oral epics or even of Homeric Epics or early Greek myths. 39 This is

" All these scripts are syllabic, somewhere coexistent, but we do not know what language or even number oflanguages is behind them. For an
introduction, see, e.g., the chapter "Cretan Hieroglyphic and Linear A" by Helena Tomas in The Oxford Handbook of the Bronze Age Aegean, p.
340-355. There are some signs that Linear A might be deciphered soon, as the descriptive phase which preceded also the decipherment of
Linear Bis being accomplished (SigLA, the database of all Linear A inscription is coming into existence), and the expectations are high.
Ring of Knossos (Godart andOlivier, 1982 = GORILA 4, KN Zf 13). Ceramic cup from Knossos (Godartet Olivier, 1982 = GORILA4, KN Zc
6), Evans 1921-1935, I: 613, Figure 450. Similar is Godart and Olivier, 1982 = GORILA 4, KN Zc 7. For discussion of the Phaistos Disk as being
genuinely from Crete despite being stamped with unknown signs see Godart 1995.
36

37

It may be also determined by the shape of the object, ale linear records are known also, e.g. Godart and Olivier, 1982 = GORILA 4, KN Zf 31.

The distinct representative of the approach interpreting Minoan religion of Nee-Palatial period with the help of Linear B coming from the
LM IIIA/LM IIIB, when Crete was already under Mycenaean influence, is Fritz Blakolmer 2009, 2018.

38

For example, Watrous 2007; Morris 1989: 515; Morris 2000; Vlachopoulos 2007: 107- 108; Chapin 2014: 22; Hiller 1990, or recently Younger
2020. For further discussion, see Chapter III.
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methodologically tangled, not only because of the sometimes foggy chronological framework and
presupposition of the universal presence of oral epics but also because the narrativity of Minoan visual
representations has been more often assumed than seriously theorised. 40
Two reasons led to my choice of the Shield of Achilleus as a case study of the transmission under
discussion. First, considering its form, it is a noticeably multi-layered medium of representation. Countless
scholars have studied its visual, verbal, or even performative aspects and their intercultural parallels. As an

ekphrasis, this depiction of some (imaginative?) work of art is recognised as enhancing verbal and visual
representative techniques; it allows us to find traces of visual images and representative techniques in verbal
media. If there was a memory of Minoan cultural representations, the description of the Shield of Achilleus
may tell us about it.
The second reason comes with the topographical reference to Knossos close to the end of the
description. The Shield's topography is a symbolic one - bright sun, full moon, complete constellations and the relative spatial position of particular scenes is concealed. In stark contrast, there is a specific reference
to Knossos, which is further emphasised by its location in close proximity to Okeanos, where the world as we
know it passes into the world as we do not know it. We saw that it is not easy to find out what situation in
Crete, or Knossos in particular, the poet might have encountered, even if we knew when he was composing,
which, famously, we do not. To gain at least some time frame, I will follow Nagy's evolutionary model of the
"Five Ages" of recomposition-in-performance of Homeric poetry progressing from fluidity to rigidity. 41 As
the first stage, Nagy suggests a fluid period with no written texts extending from the second millennium to
the later part of the 8th century BC. It is here where I think the experience of seeing Minoan frescoes might
have happened. Not necessarily as late as the period of occupation, Mycenaeans and their poets very probably
got in touch with Minoan Crete, and the depictions of the images seen might have been incorporated into the
volatile epic material. In the second stage, Nagy's more formative, though still non-textual, "pan-Hellenic"
period, lasting from the later 8th to the mid-6th century, some more "memories of images" might still have
been circulating and integrated. The following three stages - when the transcript was taken down in the
Peisistratids Athens, followed by acquiring standardised texts, and finally by a scripturalist approach to the
Epics - are beyond our interest. Even though it still cannot be excluded that the poet knew and spoke about
already Mycenaean Knossos, my second argument, focusing on the themes and techniques of the frescoes
themselves, builds upon the significantly lower narrativity and different thematic repertoire of Minoan
frescoes compared to Mycenaean.42

40 Except for Cain 1997 and Cain 2001. This problem was addiessed by Laffineur in case of Mycenaean frescoes. When he compares their
thematic repertoire with Homeric similes, he warns us that "we should not overlook that different traditions probably existed and that not all
of them were of literary nature," even though he suggests "common background of probably oral nature that has materialized first and rather
early into a corpus of pictorial motifs and designs, and then, only much later, into written epic poems of early first millennium date"
(2007: 84-85). For further discussion, see also Chapter III.

"'Nagy 1997= 180-181 (Nagy's own summary of his position published originally 1995). See also Snodgrass, who welcomes Nagy's model as
providing archaeologists (and we gave to add to a students of cultures to no lesser extent) ,,a much freer hand in finding Homeric passages that
might correspond with our material evidence, or material evidence that could provide a basis for the Homeric descriptions" (2017: 4). A few of
the rivalling hypotheses oflater dates of the Epics' composition or the single composer will be also shortly mentioned in section II.2.
Immerwahr 1990: 122- 134; Cain 1997: 12, who discerns religious themes of Minoan art from "more secular, and hence in some opinions more
narrative" themes of Mycenaean wall paintings.
42
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Wall paintings from architectural complexes at Mycenae, Pylos, Tiryns, and Orchomenos depicting
warriors in various combat situations and hunting activities 43 were often associated with the intensely
narrative parts of the Homeric Epics, especially the Iliad. On the contrary, the pure scenes of nature,
characteristic of Minoan fresco paintings, which have at least formal counterparts in the depictions of
Homeric similes, are entirely absent from the Mycenaean repertoire. The same holds for the miniature friezes
depicting crowd scenes in a scenic setting, which may have direct counterparts in some parts of the Shield
description. 44 It is precisely one of these miniatures, the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco, originally part of the
wall decoration of Knossos, depicting crowds watching dancing women in the Central Court of the Knossos
palace, that Evans initially interpreted as Ariadne's dance mentioned on the Shield. 45 I will pursue the
hypothesis that there remains some space to investigate the influence of Minoan visual representation - or
even this particular fresco -on Archaic Greek poetry and thought. We only have to be far more cautious.

1.2 BUILDING THE ARGUMENT
A considerable disadvantage of choosing the Shield as a case study is the enormous number of scholars and
academic works occupied with this traditionally enigmatic passage. Since none of them seriously address the
possibility of the influence of the Minoan material, 46 in summarising state of the art in Chapter II, I decided
to focus on selected (hopefully representative) authors in the way their scholarly approaches examine various
representative qualities of the Shield. To some degree, it happens to follow the theoretical approaches to
Homeric and Classical studies development of the second half of the 20th century. To a substantial degree,
the division is necessarily artificial and blurred.
I will first turn my attention to scholars suggesting concrete visualisation of the Shield, mainly in the
cultural interplay with archaeological artefacts such as bronze shields from Crete and Phoenician bronze and
silver bowls, or the relationship with the decorations of Geometric vases organised in vertical registers. Even
though we will have to come back to the question of the narrativity of the "visual scenes" depicted on the
Shield in Chapter IV, the argumentation of some scholars indicates that the level of narrativity may be the
possible criterion in deciding which physical objects may share the same intellectual and aesthetic
background. Second, I will look at the authors focusing on the circular narrative structure of the description,
and thus the verbal dimension of the Shield's representative capacity. This position not only deals directly

Irnmerwahr 1990: 109; Cain 1997: 12. These motifs are depicted in narrative terms in Minoan culture as well, but there they represent only a
small fragment of the thematic repertoire and never emerge on frescoes, as we will see in Chapter III.

43

There are some mainland Mycenaean paintings with small figures approaching in scale the figures of Minoan miniature friezes, but they are
placed against a neutral blue or yellow background and framed with decorative borders; Immerwahr thus considers them to be mere "reduced
versions" or reflections of the Knossian miniature paintings {Immerwahr 1990: 166).
44

45

Evans 1921-1935, Ill: 67.

However, several more or less fragmented attempts have been made. Lorimer claimed that "there is nothing specifically Greek on the shield
of Achilles except the names of Athena and Ares, but there is much Minoan" (Lorimer 1929: 146). Since in his time the frescoes from Thera
had not yet been discovered and many of the Knossos frescoes had not yet been reconstructed, so he focused on material objects (inlaid
daggers, the gold ring from Tiryns, seals and vases) from mainland Greece, which he considered to have been substantially influenced by
Minoan culture. Morris (1989) assumes particular subject themes from the Flotilla Fresco to be echoed in the description of the Shield. Others
were only solitary mentions, as the Harvesters Vase in Snodgrass 1998: 43, see below in section II.1. On the other side of this not only cultural
but also scientific and methodological seam, there have been several attempts to interpret the frescoes with the help of the Shield; these will be
considered in Chapter III.
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with the question of narrativity but also forces itself to pronounce on various hypotheses about the origins of
poetry as a genre of representation. Third, I will briefly discuss the approach theorising the mutual
enhancement of the verbal and the visual, the ekphrastic nature of the passage. The last approach, which
stresses the performative aspects of the depiction, namely, the representation of the dance and its audience,
will be mentioned as part of a broader neoformalist attitude. Even though the core of my own attention lies
elsewhere, all these approaches will be of substantial help in analysing the adoption of Minoan
representational techniques in Chapter IV,
I will now summarise the content of chapters III and IV. I will only present the particular arguments
as they will build on each other in the thesis, without illustrating them with specific material, which will,
however, be presented in the chapters themselves, hopefully in sufficient detail. Therefore, even the
references to the researchers involved in each statement will be kept to a minimum.
In Chapter III, I will focus my attention on the analysis of Minoan pictorial conventions and, in
particular, the Knossos miniature friezes, the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco, and the Grandstand Fresco. In
order to show how their techniques of representation may have possibly influenced the Homeric depiction of
the Shield, we will need to devote a few pages to the peculiarities of Minoan fresco paintings and the
difficulties facing their modern interpretation. The miniature friezes are now generally understood as
depictions of specific locations, albeit not in a strict topographical sense; here, the West and Central Courts
of the Knossos palace are supposedly represented. 47 However, depicting a specific place is usually considered
only a setting, not a theme; since both of these frescoes display crowds of people, they are commonly
interpreted as representations of significant ritual events of palatial society (see III.i, 111.2). 48
In contrast to these prevailing interpretations, I will show that they pay insufficient attention to two
variables that enter our interpretational process. The first is the crucial role of the various techniques of
representation in the constitution of the relationship of artists and beholders to the world or reality, which I
understand as culturally constructed. As the relationship to the (painted) representation of the world
articulates the relationship of the beholder to the world itself (as represented in the imagination), Bronze Age
paintings might play a similarly important role in our reconstructions of cultural ideology as written
narratives are supposed to do. If these representations are non-narrative and the dynamics of focalisation
suppressed, it affects and is affected by the cultural perception of space, time, and the human place in the
world.
The second variable entering the interpretational process is the relationship between Bronze Age
cultural representations and modern Western scholarly frameworks (as representations of their kind). I will
maintain that the linear and sequentially structured model of ritual, which was generally used in
anthropology and related disciplines during most of the 20th century and until today, forms a taxonomic tool
that does not structurally correspond to the Minoan representations of performative scenes rendered by nonnarrative techniques.
There has been no serious discussion of the degree of narrativity of Minoan visual representation particularly frescoes - since Cain pointed out that the concept of "narrative" has been over-employed by

47 Cameron 1975:

Chapin 2014: 58.

48
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133; Marinatos 1987: 140-41; Davis 1987= 158, 160; Immerwahr 1990: 65; Morgan 1990: 253; Strasser 2010: 19; Strasser and

Davis 1987; Marinatos 1987; Immerwahi 1990: 66; Morgan 2005= 36; Strasser 2010: 8, 19; cf. Chapin 2014: 14.

commentators to describe any figurative scene without a proper definition. 49 To methodologically anchor the
interpretive efforts of modern scholars, she seeks to define specific formal constituents that should identify
narrative potential where no discernible story content can be identified. Because I believe that Cain channels
rather than actually challenges narrativising approaches of the second half of the 20th century, I will attempt
to define specific formal constituents that should identify non-narrative rendering.50
In this endeavour, I will begin with Svetlana Alpers' distinction between the narrative art of the Italian
Renaissance and the non-narrative art of Dutch painters of the 16th and 17th centuries (see III.3). There has
already been an attempt to elucidate what we know about Minoan culture in comparison with the culture of
the United Provinces of the Netherlands in the 17th century. Weingarten points to a striking parallel between
the scarcity of the ruler's iconography and war scenes, the rather heterarchical political structure, and the (for
these particular periods) unexpected freedom of women. 51 Unlike Weingarten, I do not wish to compare such
geographically and chronologically remote cultural systems. Instead, I suggest some striking similarities in
the representational techniques that may intensify our understanding of Minoan painting (see III.4). 52
I suggest that Alpers' interpretation of Dutch paintings as employing the distance-point method, the
perspectival convention that does not construct the viewer in the external space in front of the painting
(Alpers' "prior viewer") but instead suggests a mobile viewer so close to the picture surface that he or she feels
like within the image, can serve us as a guide to understanding the goals of Minoan vertical perspective (see
III.4.1). This mobile eye, "travelling" across the picture surface, allows for the wide vistas, and multiple or
oblique views (Alpers' "aggregate of views" allowing for "accumulation of meanings") that we see not only in
Dutch art but also in Minoan landscapes and harbour views. Although Aegean scholars sometimes detect
"experiments" or "attempts to achieve" a linear perspective in Minoan frescoes, I believe that a more profound
understanding can be achieved if we assume that the development of a vertical perspective (adopted originally
from Egypt) was an entirely deliberate process, a way of keeping the beholder of the world represented within
the representation, so to say, or the world itself.
When Minoan painters use vertical perspective and the particular point of view is absent, the
avoidance of direct interaction with the viewer follows, confirmed by the profile rendering of human and
animal figures (see III.4.2). I believe this to be parallel to what Alpers describes as the missing interplay
between sender and receiver when she tries to explain what she calls "represented seeing" in Dutch art. I
understand this missing interaction as a strategy for avoiding intimacy and objectification and so deliberately
preventing the development of the narrative technique of focalisation (see IIl.4.3). First coined by Genette
(1972) as a "reformulation" of the terms "perspective" and "point of view" for analysing literature, focalisation
has been theorised in the context of visual narrativity, particularly by Bal.53 She sees it as a principle of
producing focalised objects (e.g., represented events) by an internal focaliser within the image and by an
external focaliser, with whose view the spectator is asked to identify but from which the spectator's view

49

Cain 1997: 131, 156-57.

'' Cain 1997: 146.
'' Weingarten 1999: 347-48.
'' The techniques of representation, seen as forming and being formed by cultural understanding, or even cultural constructions of the world,
are too general as principles to be interpreted as "mirroring" specific cultural features such as political structure or gender ideology.
"For example, Bal 1995, 2005.
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remains distinct. 54 Even though, according to Bal, every image contains traces of representational labour, as
seen and interpreted by the viewer, and thus becomes narrativised, even if not to an equal degree,55 I will show
that we can usefully employ her analytical tools to demonstrate that, contrary to her conclusions, the
"dynamics of focalisation" in Minoan frescoes can be so vapid that it is better to describe it as altogether
absent.
Because the viewer has no fixed point of view, he is not allowed to be fully immersed in the picture,
and the feeling of distance complements his perception of the image (Alpers' "mixture of absorption and
distance"). The scale and distribution of the Minoan frescoes, often extending from one wall to another to
cover the room's three walls, may be understood as another aspect of the method preventing the viewer from
grasping the image (see III-4-4}.
In Minoan studies, the "low narrativity," if recognised in a particular depiction, is generally
considered to be the mark of the representation of ritual action. 56 Paradoxically, it is then interpreted within
the linearly organised scheme of sequential ritual dynamics in the next step; however, recognising its
"dynamics" requires knowing where and when the ritual process begins and ends, in terms of symbolical,
historical, or geographical time and place. Given that Minoan non-narrative representations of performative
behaviour do not construct any framework in terms of spatial or temporal relations, or in terms of relations
between the represented figures themselves and the beholder of the representation, this model should not be
used (III.5}.
The less sharp the frame, the less intense is the narrativity of the representation and our capability to
grasp it as narrative without mentally reconstructing the frame. Alpers describes Dutch landscape
compositions through the overlap between the mapping and picturing. Dutch panoramic landscapes seem as
if they could continue in all directions, further and further away. This is also true of Minoan landscapes, but
as Lyvia Morgan has shown in her hypothesis of "topographical relationships" between the images on Minoan
miniature friezes from four specific rooms (probably banquet halls) at Thera, Kea, Tel Kabri, and Tell elDab'a and the landscapes beyond their walls and the maritime routes to which they may have referred, 57 the
Minoan Bronze Age mariner may have constructed a spatial ordering of the world derived from his physical
presence in it.58 The pattern of spatial mapping-like relationships can be usefully extended to describe the
culturally determined epistemological organisation of human relationships to the world, including
performative behaviour depicted on the topographical frescoes. Instead of reconstructing the sequential
ritual activity, we can plausibly interpret them as representing a performed seeing, a bodily knowledge of the
land and the society (see III.6).
With this conclusion, Chapter IV will analyse the possible adoption and transformation of Minoan
non-narrative techniques of representation in the depiction of the Shield and in the broader context of
Archaic Greek poetry and thought, particularly in Anaximander's notion of apeiron. It focuses on what

54

Bal 1995: 158- 62.

" Bal 2005: 631.
'' For example, Cain 1997: 173; Marinatos 1993: 208.
57

Morgan 2007= 117-126.

The frieze of Kea however contains a lot of peculiar traits such as tunics, horses, chariot, cauldron, and allusions to hunting, that are
otherwise absent from Minoan frescoes. Thus, I do not maintain that its subject theme is also non-narrative. For the peculiar traits, see
Morgan 2020: 388. For her interpretation of the fresco program as depicting feasting, including its preparation, see Morgan 2020: 389- 409.
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happened in the process of absorbing and re-designing non-narrative material in terms of building new
perspectival views. Seven hypotheses or traits of this process will be pursued in seven sections.
In Chapter IV.1, I will show that the map-like quality of the representation of spatial relations in
Minoan frescoes corresponds to the topographical arrangement of the Shield. In both cases, spatial relations
are articulated at the expense of temporal ones, which are rendered simultaneously. The sun, the full moon,
and each visible constellation can form the counterpart of Minoan frescoes in which different kinds of flowers
bloom simultaneously. The movement of the figures evokes an almost ornamental repetitiveness instead of
evoking the expectation of consequences. Rendering the topography of the Shield as in a vertical perspective
and placing the viewer inside the representation, almost on the surface of the Shield, reveals not only the
mutual relations of the scenes but above all the Shield as a whole. Homer cannot place his viewer in a space
constructed as outside the "image"; understanding the Shield as a "model" of the world is an ahistorical
distortion. And, as with space, so with the general understanding of temporal relations expressed in the
Homeric Epics. They do not cluster around any fixed point of the present viewer from which he or she can
perceive the distant past as an objective event. As Bakker, Nagy, and others have pointed out from various
theoretical perspectives, physical presence during rhapsodic performance, the reactivating nature of oral
poetics, and the emphasis on simultaneity dominate Homeric conceptions of time. 59
Although I have argued that the dynamics of focalisation are almost absent in Minoan frescoes, in
Chapter IV .2 I will show that the process of response to representation is traced in more detail in ekphrasis.
The bard mediates between the subject matter of the scenes depicted on the Shield and us as viewers, and it
is within the bard's purview whether to turn our attention closer to the particular details of the depiction (or
to the physical vehicle of the metals). There is also another internal focaliser that makes the beholder of
representation more active, and remarkably this happens in the scene of the Knossos dance. Here, in a subject
theme probably adopted directly from the Knossos miniatures, the internal focaliser emerges as an
anonymous crowd bodily performing the viewing. Even as he builds a more active relationship with the world
in the focalising dynamics, Homer's man can still immerse himself in communal identity. I suggest that this
corresponds to the dispersed Homeric person: further fixation of point of view will require a more centralised
and unified personality to constitute the viewing subject.
In Chapter IV.3, we will turn our attention to the ornamental form of the dance patterns alluded on
the Shield. Their geometric shapes of circles, lines, and whirls, are exceptional in that as a medium of
representation, they are inseparable from its object (as the word choros, referring to the dancing place as well
as to the chain of dancers illustrates). These will be related to Minoan "emotional sense of geometry," and I
will suggest that the whirl is a morphological parallel to the Minoan motif of the so-called "running spirals,"
connected in Minoan representational contexts not only with shields but also functioning as a kind of band
accompanying some of the frescoes (seen as a counterpart of the whirling Okeanos in Chapter IV.6). Given
that geometric stencils, including the spiral, were used in the depiction of human and animal figures in
Akrotiri, but probably also in Knossos and later Mycenae, the self-referentiality between figural and
geometric patterns present on Geometric vases may have a direct, though not so overtly displayed, ancestry
in Minoan culture. As "modus operandi whose structuring function lends itself to crossing all genres," 60
"Nagy 1997; Bakker 1997b; Mackay 1993: uo.
60

Bonne 1996: 216 in Grethlein 2018: 74.
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geometric forms may become accessible vehicles of cultural transference when no stable preferred media of
representation (such as painting or poetry) is at hand. I will further suggest, together with the interesting
hypothesis of Maria Shaw and Anne Chapin, that some of the Minoan frescoes were, in fact, imitating more
expensive textile decorations, that the textiles (alluded here by the word poikillei, preserving the meanings
"stitch," "knit," or "weave.") served as an essential medium of transference of geometric decoration.
Chapter IV.4 will briefly show that although the dance on the Shield is already Greek in its gender
aspect, the geometric patterns may also be transferred as performative and not only as visual shapes. The
appearance of dance reminds us of the physical presence of Homer's audience and connects the visual image
with choral dance present in almost all ritual activity in Archaic Greece. As we shall see in Anaximander
(Chapter IV.7), space was probably not perceived as empty by that time. Given its literally biological quality
in Anaximander, dance allows for a very active, if not intellectual, interaction with the outside world.
In Chapter IV.5 we will return to the temporal relations we touch on briefly in Chapter IV.1. Since

there is only one cosmogonic reference in the Iliad, and it comes from the disputed passage of the "Deception
of Zeus," I will argue that although it does consider Okeanos, Okeanos is not actually part of any of Homer's
cosmogonic speculations. Rather, its image belongs to a cultural current that prefers more static accounts of
the world's operations - less narrative similes, catalogues, and ekphraseis, without the genealogically
structured theogonies and cosmogonies familiar from Hesiod and the Pherecydes. The surprising entry of
Okeanos into the Pherecydes' cosmogonic account as embroidery on a wedding robe suggests that such
competing interpretations may have existed. Moreover, according to Robert Beekes, Okeanos could be
etymologically attested as a Pre-Greek world, so that its origin in the Pre-Greek Aegean, including Crete,
cannot be ruled out. 61
Chapter IV.6 discusses the frequently occurring epithets of Okeanos, which refer to its whirls and
streams. Although traditionally Okeanos is imagined as a river encircling the Shield, as a possible precursor
to later ideas of cosmological or cosmogonic vortex and a consequence of the Shield's round shape, a lot of
later imagination intrudes on this image. The cognate forms of the verb dineuo used to describe the spiral
decoration on the weapons, which may have a counterpart in Agamemnon's treasury at Mycenae, allow us to
imagine Okeanos more as a stream of rippling waters. Such an image further deflects from seeing Okeanos
encircling the Earth from the point of view of external space (as argued against in Chapter IV.1). Such
composition may have antecedents in the Minoan friezes of running spirals that often accompany figurative
and landscape compositions. Since the two Knossos miniature frescoes were found near the spiral fragments,
the originally ornamental motif of spirals may have crystallised into a thematic element of Okeanos here.
Chapter IV.7 will attempt to show the Homeric image of unlimited or untraversable (apeiron) Earth,
which nevertheless has its borders (peirata), on which various mythological creatures live, as a fundamental
legacy of the Minoan perception of space and its landscape representations. I will propose Anaximander's

apeiron, interpreted by Andrew Gregory as spatially unlimited but finite, as an heir to this originally Minoan
conception. Anaximander, however, radically transformed the entire worldview when he transposed this
perception of space from the surface of the unlimited landscape to the space surrounding the Earth and the
heavenly bodies, celebrated by Dirk Couprie as the "discovery of space." With this space at hand, he was then

" Beekes 2010: xiii-xiii; entry 'nKEavo<;.
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able to shift the human view into it; it no longer looks at the Earth as on a landscape on which he stands but
sees it as a whole for the first time.
The elusiveness of limits is not the quality of the "rim" of the Shield only. Gregory Nagy has shown
that the thematisation of limits, peirata, within the "Court Scene," suggests an interesting interplay between
the Iliad as a narrative structure whose limits in terms of justice will be achieved the moment Achilleus finally
accepts the compensation for the dead body of Patroklos, and the limits as a pronunciation of justice which
the Shield depicts as going to be expected forever. This expectation, the reluctance to fix order and meaning
for the present and future in Cretan-related ekphrasis, allows us to speculate that the Epics tradition knew and
mastered the differences between narrative and non-narrative techniques of representation while also
deliberately preserving the goals of the Minoan one. Since the motif of the distribution of dike from the apeiron
is familiar to Anaximander and perhaps to Heraclitus, the reluctance to fix understanding in cognitive, moral,
or social terms will be suggested as still present in the thought of Archaic Ionia. The very ancient image of the
overlap between what cannot be reached and what cannot be known will be preserved once more in Heraclitus'
now metaphorical description of the unknowable soul: its limits cannot be reached even if traverse all paths.
For it seems that, according to Heraclitus, each path offers only one point of view, and no single one is the
right one.
This expectation, a reluctance to fix the order and meaning for now as for the future in the Creterelated ekphrasis, allows us to speculate that the Epics tradition knew and mastered the differences between
narrative and non-narrative techniques of representation quite well while deliberately preserving the goals of
the Minoan one. As the motif of distribution of dike from the apeiron is also familiar to Anaximander and
possibly to Heraclitus, the reluctance to fix the understanding in cognitive, moral, or social terms will be
suggested to reside in Archaic Ionic though. The very ancient overlap between the untraversable and
unrecognizable will be preserved once again in a metaphorical sense in Heraclitus' description of the
untraversable soul: its limits cannot be grasped by walking every path, as no single view is considered the right
one.
So far, the approach of this work may seem neo-formalist as it pays attention to how the formal
qualities of Minoan and Archaic Greek visual and verbal representations culturally intervene when shaping
their beholders' relationship to the world. Although it is not the intention of neo-formalism to build "grand
theories," after spending time with the Minoan material, I now have a broader agenda in mind. In Chapter V,
Conclusion, which is essentially a brief tribute to Daniel Everett and his commitment to the study of Piraha
culture, I will stress the possible evolutionary dimension of the previous account and briefly address the
problem of the space in which the researcher situates himself and a distant point of view he or she constructs
when studying a foreign culture. I describe this problem as a dilemma between situating the researcher in an
external space, constructing an objective relationship and allowing for free appropriation, and locating the
researcher in the territory of the culture under study, where he or she inevitably submits to the transformation
of the self.
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II. THE SHIELD OF ACHILLEUS
IN THE EYES AND HANDS
OF MODERN INTERPRETERS

Bruno Latour has examined the crucial role visualisation plays in the transference of knowledge in our
scientific culture. 1 Even though he exemplifies different methods of scientific visualisation primarily as
changes in writing and imagining procedures, we may see how they somehow accelerate when in touch with
an object devoted to visualisation, such as the Shield of Achilleus. After a short acquaintance with Homer's
text, I will discuss in this chapter how different theoretical approaches are kneading the text of the description
to reach some kind of visualisation, even if stressing various media of representation: we may "look at" the
Shield with the help of "contemporary" material works of art; we may visualise its narrative structure of
description; we may take it as an "object" of the human capacity of imagination; or we can focus on the
ornamental pattern inlaid by the embodied experience of the dancing chorus.
In Homer, the Shield of Achilleus (Il, 18.478-608) was made by Hephaistos at the request of Thetis.
Thetis rescued Hephaistos when his mother, Hera had thrown him down from Olympos, and the new armour
for her son Achilleus is supposed to be the ransom, the repayment for Hephaistos' life (( cµayQta Ttvnv;
18.388-407). When rescued by Thetis and the daughter of Okeanos Eurynome, Hephaistos has spent nine

years in the cave rounded by Okeanos stream, making "intricate craftworks," or daidala: brooches, spiral
earrings, rosettes, and necklaces (18.400-401). Later in his life, Hephaistos even improves himself: among the
other marvels or thaumata (18.377) made by his knowing "midriff' (prapides, 18.380), Homer cites tripods that
move by themselves (ol auToµaTm; 18.376) and handmaids of gold, which can move rapidly and which are
endowed with intelligence in their phrenes, with speech, and with strength (vooc;, avbiJ, a8Evoc; 18.417-420).
Hephaistos' power to set things motion is emphasised by the fact that he himself was not able to move
freely as both of his legs were lame (epithet aµq:nyu11nc;). It is a frequent mythological operation to
counterbalance an exceptional gift with a defect, usually in the form of mutilation; similarly, as blind Tiresias
sees further than a common mortal: This persistent motion pervades all the images depicted on the Shield;
these are other daidala made by the lame god's knowing prapides (18.482). Grammatically, it is expressed by
the radical shift in the proportion of the perfective and imperfective verbal forms from the preference of aorist
' Latour 1986.
' See Brisson 2002: 122 who analyses Tiresias as a lirninal figure whose divination power is based on his capacity to mediate between male and
female, humans and animals, humans and gods, young and old, life and death. In this perspective, we can see Hephaistos as mediating
between the world and its representations, and as he himself is lame and his capacity to create self-moving things is praised repeatedly, we can
infer that the movement is constitutive exactly for this representative quality.

to the increase of the imperfect and perfect past tense.3 The images on the Shield are depicted in the motion;
this motion is generally unfinished and, with only a few exceptions, does not anticipate its effects. 4
In Homer, the organ from where these images emerge, the prapides, is located close to the phrenes in
the lower chest. Connected to the imagination and thinking, both organs occupy the same place the Shield is
suitably intended to protect and where Achilleus takes pleasure in his new armour (19.19). Karel Thein
assumes that, as such, the design of the Shield is a surrogate for the inner self it hides to protect. The Shield
fits the warrior's body and, simultaneously, the world it depicts. 5 This interconnection between the physical
body of the warrior and the "macrocosm" as depicted on the Shield remains as a corrective to the temptation
to interpret the Shield as a self-sufficient "model" of the world,6 even though Homer clearly focuses on the
fabrication at the expense of calling attention to the physical design of the finished product.
The expression daidala and its variants appear quite commonly in the Homeric Epics, usually
connected with armour. 7 Eight out of twenty-eight occurrences in the Iliad are clustered around the
description of the Shield of Achilleus: the list of tripods moving by themselves (18.378), the throne in
Hephaistos' house offered to Thetis to sit on (18.390), intricate jewellery (18.400), maidens with voice,
strength, and intelligence (18-417-420), images on the Shield (18.482), and Hephaistos himself in the process
of "crafting in all ways" (navwae bmba.Mwv; 18-479). These culminate (after exhausting the adjectival,
nominal and verbal poetic variations of the root bmbaA-) in the first introduction of the name Daidalos
(18.592) in the extant material. As an artist whose name is derived from its activity,8 Daidalos is mentioned as

a creator of the dance or dancing place, choros, for Ariadne in Knossos, which in turn serves as a model for
Hephaistos, who "inlaid" (or painted or weaved, no[KtMe; 18.590) a multifarious dance partly compared to
the potter's art on the Shield of Achilleus. In contrast to the regular simile, here, no scene from everyday life
is described to elucidate a heroic situation; on the contrary, a scene from the heroic past is evoked to elucidate
Hephaistos' present work. The image of Knossos is fulfilled with what Lonsdale assumes the poet admires
most about what he knows of the Bronze Age: the technai of metallurgy, architecture, decorated pottery, and
the dance.9
Through the pleasure he takes ('rEQnw) in them, these daidala inflame Achilleus' anger (bile, x6Aoc;;
19.16-20); it distinguishes it from other shields designed usually to terrify, displaying monstrous horrors such

as Gorgon, Terror (Lleiµoc;) and Panic (cp6~oc;), as on the shield of Agamemnon (11.32-40). It has long been
assumed that labelled as sakos, it must be a round shield, as opposed to the aspis type, supposed to describe
(at least initially) figure-of-eight or rectangular shields made from oxhide. However, Natasha Bershadsky
shows that more than the shape of the shield, its designation to victory or defeat is suggested here. The shield
of Agamemnon, Hector, or any shield belonging to the Trojans is called aspis. Achilleus' shield, the sakos, is,

3 Koopman

2018: 73-78, see also section IV.1 below.

4 Morris 1992: 12;

Stansbury-O' Donnell 1995: 321. Edwards 1987: 208.

'See Thein (2022], forthcoming, for his interpretation of the Shield as "fitting" the warrior's body and the world it depicts so as to have two
inseparable registers of its scale see Chapter II.3.
6 For the Shield as model of the world see e.g. Purves 2007; for further argumentation against interpreting the Shield as model of the world, see
section IV. 1.

Morris 1992: 4, see also for early (epic) occurrences and disputed etymology. However, it is suggested as a Pre-Greek word by Beekes (2010:
entry baLliaMw).
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8

Morris 1992: 4- 13. As is probably the case of Homer also (suggested by Nagy 1996: 74, see also section 11.z).

9

Lonsdale 1995' 275.
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in contrast, unbreakable and designed to win.'0 Nevertheless, even Hephaistos knows that, as great as this
Shield is, it finally will not be able to save Achilleus' life (18.464-7). 11

11.1 VISUALISING THE SHIELD
Once we abandon the idea that the words sakos and aspis refer to the shield's shape or to the material from
which it is produced, in the description of the Shield of Achilleus, there is no other reliable clue as to what its
shape is. In his Epics, Homer vaguely describes all kinds of shield types: shields characterised as "evenly
balanced" (mivrocr' fiOT]), "well rounded" (fo1wiv\oc;), or "having a boss" (6µcpaA6wcra) should probably be
understood as round. Large shields constructed from layers of oxhide, "big and sturdy" (µeya n: crn~aQ6v)
or "of seven bulls' hides" (tm:a~6eLov) are probably body shields, which can be rectangular, or figure-of-eight
(Figure 1) .12 Even though Iron Age material parallels survived for all of these shield types, including Dipylon
and Boiotian,'3 the presence of Okeanos has been regularly interpreted as evidence of the round shape of the
Shield of Achilleus. 4 However, in Attic vases from the 5th century BC, where the Shield was depicted as part
of the scene where Thetis passes it to Achilleus, a simple Boiotian type appears, without any allusions to its
rich decoration (Figure z)'5 and we will see in Chapter IV what a lot oflater imagination is present in the image
of Okeanos encircling the Shield.

Figure 1. Bronze dagger inlaid with silver and gold. Lion hunt with rectangular and figure-of-eight shields. Mycenae, 16th century BC,
National Archaeological Museum in Athens, N394. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

"Bershadsky 2010, also for the summary of previous interpretations.
ll

So knows his mother, Thetis, when she initially asks Hephaistos to give her a shield (aspis) for "my short-lived son" (u[ei tµ,;, w1wµ6q<tJ), Il.

18.458; Bershadsky 2010: 18.
tl

For a detailed discussion of the particular examples, see Bershadsky 2010.

'3

For Boiotian, see Figure 2. For Dipylon shields see Figure 6.

"'For example, Edwards 1987= 201; Carruesco 2016: 70 or e.g., in the very latest Cambridge Guide to Homer (2020: 384).
'' Stansbury-O'Donnell suggests that the lost play of Aeschylus was a more popular source of this scene, pointing to the presence of Nereids
(1995: 316); I will, however, try to show that the effects of the missing point of view might make the Shield unsuitable for being reproduced
until the supposed circular form takes over the imagination.

Figure 2. Two-handled jar depicting the arming of Achilleus. The Camtar Painter, 560-550 BC, Athens. Boston Museum of Fine Arts,
Public domain (https;//co!lections.mfa.org).

From Hellenistic times on, the Shield began to be pictured as a subject of vase and mural painting
based on the Homeric description itself. One of the Tabulae Iliacae (miniature marble reliefs of the 1st century
BC/AD from Rome treating literary themes, frequently the Iliad), an object 18 cm in diameter, depicts scenes
(one of them being the besieged city) divided into two registers and providing a text of the whole passage in
letters under one millimetre in height on the outer rim of the
tablet (Figure 3).'6

Figure 3. The obverse of Tabula Iliaca 4N. Rome, late ist century BC or early ist
century AD. Musei Capitolini, inv. 83a. Photography by M. J. Squire (2013: 173,
Figure 9).

'' Stansbury-O'Donnell 19950 316; Squire 2013: 170- 180.
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Inspired by the rhythm of the verbs depicting Hephaistos' creative action and phrasing the poet's
description, more modern authors have assumed various versions of the visual reconstruction organised in
concentric circles or bands, with the cosmological part of the description as the central motif, even though
this places the Earth in the centre as a celestial body and in the rest of the description as a land mass.
Sometimes, the bands are identified with the five "layers" of the Shield (rr6l;, 18.481; Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Illustration of the Shield by Pope, translator of the Iliad, published 1720. Public domain. The second scheme presents the
distribution of the scenes supposed by Willcock (1976: 210), one of the most frequently occurring schematical drawings.

In these interpretations, after Hephaistos "first... created" (no(nbt Tt:QW'tlma 18.478) the physical shape of
the Shield itself, "both huge and sturdy" and set around it "a bright rim, three-layered and glinting, complete
with silver baldric" (18.479-480), the poet begins the description of the surface of the Shield from its centre.
Hephaistos "fashioned" (tv µtv ... ETEUE,t:; 18.483) earth, sea, and heavens, unwearying sun, moon on
its increase to full, and "every constellation with which the heavens are crowned" - the Pleiades, Hyades,
Orion, and the Bear.17 Astronomical knowledge is used to depict some idealised fullness or simultaneity, not
a temporary state. The depiction of the Bear, who revolves in one place and "alone never sinks into the baths
of Okeanos," probably works with a multi-layered metaphor, including an erotic context.'8 The reference to
Okeanos makes the idea of this cosmological image placed in the centre of the Shield challenging, and the
space for speculation about a convex form in which the celestial sphere would form another layer of
representation remains open.
Second, Hephaistos "created" (tv bi: ...

1w(Tjat:; 18.490)

two cities, both "beautiful". The first one is

celebrating marriages with banquets, wedding songs, pipes, lyres, torchlight, and young men whirling in the
dance. The dispute of two men over the price of a killing is being solved within the circle of the elders during
the so-called .,Court Scene", one of the most famous in the Iliad. '9 The second city is under siege by the divided
enemy and is described in the most intense narrative terms compared to the rest of the Shield's description.
Unless stated otherwise, all the passages from the Iliad are cited in the translation of Peter Green (2015). The only general exception are
various verbs describing Hephaistos' creative actions. Green decided to translate them all with the same word "fashioned", probably
prioritising the rhythm of the description; I think some gradation should be preserved in the translation, so more literal translations are
offered.

'7

'' Carruesco 2016: 78.
'9

This scene will be discussed in detail in section IV.8.
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Ares and Athene lead an ambush. Two shepherds accompanying the sheep and cattle are being slaughtered,
but here the narrative suddenly stops in the course of the description, without anticipating its result.
Third, Hephaistos "set" (tv b'E't(8n; 18.541) three works of the seasons: ploughing, reaping and
vintage, each introduced by the same "set" (18.541, 18.551, 18.561), which sometimes confuses the division of
particular scenes into concentric circles. Many plowmen are driving their teams up and down the broad field,
and when they reach the edge of the field, a man would come up and hand them a cup of wine. Farmhands
are reaping in the royal temenos, collecting the swathes and delivering them without pause. The king "all the
time ... stood by, in silence, at the line of the swatches, staff in hand, and happy at heart" (18.556-557). In the
vineyard, whose topography is described in detail, the "innocently light-hearted" (18.567) boys and girls are
picking the grapes when crossing the vineyard; in the middle of them, a boy is playing music, and they are
dancing around.
Fourth, Hephaistos "created" (tv be ... no[riae; 18.573, 587) a herd of oxen accompanied by herdsmen
and dogs. Fearsome lions appear, and one of the bulls is being dragged off, his hide ripped up and its innards
and black blood being gobbled, all depicted in the imperfect tense. A calm scene with a meadow and
sheepfolds follows (as the second 7tOLTJUE possibly suggests), without any suggestion of movement.
Fifth, as the last scene Hephaistos "inlaid" (stitched or weaved, in many colours or patterns, Ev
be ... rro(K1.AJ\e; 18.590) a dance, or dancing floor such as Daidalos "once" did for Ariadne in Knossos. Young
men and maidens dance in linen garments, the girls in garlands, and the youths decorated with daggers. Their
performance, led by two acrobats, is watched by the crowd, who take pleasure in what they see. Finally,
Hephaistos "set" (tv b' E't(Sn; 18.607) Okeanos alongside the uttermost rim (i'ivwya naQ rruµa'tf)v; 18.608).
The attempts to visually reconstruct the whole programme of the Shield were innumerable, and they
are inseparable from the assumption that the Shield has a circular shape; I am not acquainted with any
alternative reconstruction, and the distinct shape and fixed frame are prerequisites for any exact
reconstruction of the mutual positions of the scenes. As the verbs depicting Hephaistos' creative action are
sometimes repeated (tv b'i't(Sn is used three times, iv

be ...

no[T)aE

two times) and not every scholar

identifies the layers with bands, the exact number of the circles is not consensual. Thus, the same holds for
the distribution of particular scenes. Despite many challenges - and not a few will be discussed thoroughly
in this work - the division of the Shield into concentric circles still represents a mainstream approach. 20
To suppose that the Shield is an "illustration" in words and can thus be materialised in the
imagination into a concrete scheme of scenic settings suggests that it might be the verbal description of an
object or objects that the poet might have actually seen and that might inspire him. 2 1 After Schliemann
discovered the treasure of Mycenae (1876, published 1878), the bronze daggers inlaid with figural scenes of
gold and silver (see Figure 1 above) were first suspected of being possible templates because of the material
and the technique. 22 Only shortly afterwards, in 1885, Frederico Halbherr excavated bronze shields with

" For the circular shape and concentric bands, even though the definite allocation of particular scenes is excluded, see Edwards 1987: 200-202,
207, or Purves 2010: 52. The reconstruction in concentric circles is provided by, for example, the contemporary Cambridge Guide to Homer
published in 2020 (p. 384) and the endeavours to visually reconstruct the Shield in precise detail continue to be pursued with vigour also
outside the academy.
See, for example, Edwards 1987: 207: "In some scenes, however, it is possible [Homer] may had some work of visual art in mind, and minor
confusions in the details of this account may result from misinterpretation of a two-dimensional picture."

~

" For example, Lorimer 1929; see also n. 46.
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omphaloi in the form of a lion's head or a rosette with concentric bands of decorative motifs and figured scenes
mainly of the hunt in Crete's Idaean Cave, the birthplace of Zeus in Greek mythology. 23 Together with
Phoenician silver and bronze bowls, these shields were long preferred as the closest monumental parallels by
scholars advocating this archaeological approach such as Mark Edwards. 24 The bronze shields displayed
today at Heraklion Archaeological Museum were probably manufactured between the 9th and 7th centuries in
some local workshop as votive offerings and are also prime examples of the intense Near Eastern influence
on Crete mentioned in section Li (Figure 5).25 However, even the Homeric poet notices that a literal reading
may lead to confusion, as his problem with the arrangement of the Shield's metal layers reveals (Il.

20.269-

272).26

Figure 5. One of the bronze shields from the Idaean cave. Heraklion Archaeological Museum. Photo by the author. Drawing by M. Prent
(2014: 652, Figure 38.2).

A more moderate but still very "archaeological" approach more broadly suggests intellectual and
aesthetic parallels between Homeric description and works of art currently present in his environment. This
"currently" is tricky and is usually attached to a scholarly position assuming that Homer was a poet of
Geometric Age, that the Epics were composed in the 8th (or 7th century), and thus that the scenes depicted
on Geometric vases reveal parallels concerning composition in bands, distributions within these bands, and
the generic nature but undisputable presence of narrativity. The proponent of this approach, StansburyO'Donnell, notices the separateness of the individual scenes, even though they are "blurred" at their edges,
and their size and position are unclear. 27 He maintains that as with friezes on vases, the individual scenes

'3

The excavated material was published, with large-scale drawings, in 1888 in Museo italiano di antichita classica.

Edwards 19870 203ff. Phoenician silver and bronze bowls were also decorated in concentric circles, with figured scenes probably from
Egyptian religious myths. One particular case depicts the siege of the city and another has a snake as an outer rim; they are also mentioned
briefly in the Epics (ll. 23.741-744 and Od. 4.615-19-15.115-119).
'4

'' Some scholars also suggest craftsmen, or permanent or generations-long settlement by craftsmen from the Near East with significant social
status (Prent 2014: 652, 660; Snodgrass 1971: 340-341; Burkert 1992: 22).
'' Edwards with the possibility of emendation left open, 1987: 323.
'7

Stansbury-O'Donnell 199y 317.
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within the bands of the Shield are allegedly arranged in tripartite composition: the central group (court scene;
besieged city; vineyard) is flanked by two other, similar groups (crowds on both sides of the court; two armies;
farming and husbandry) . The function of processional scenes as a wedding dance, Daidalos' dance, or the
river Okeanos is to divide the entire Shield as continuous friezes on Geometric vases (see Figure 6).28
Even though both media place little emphasis on a differentiation between figures, and the scenes are
mainly depictions of the contemporary world (as opposed to the significant actions of the world of
mythology), Stansbury-O'Donnell suggested interpreting the depictions on both media as narrative, even
though possibly "generic".29 He proposes an analogy between the "clues" provided in the visual scenes of some
Geometric vases, which refer to past and future events known from mythology, and the past and future
grammatical tenses interposed in the description of the "Court Scene".30 Thus, in this interpretation, the
Shield might be used as an instruction on how to "read" geometric pictorial narratives, as a "model for
understanding a real image".31

'' Stansbury-O'Donnell 1995= 320.
Stansbury-O'Donnell 1995= 319-321. The presence of the narrative depiction in Geometric art is not consensual, however. During the
Orientalising period the narrative method of depiction increased and in subsequent periods of Greek art prevails, using the monoscenic
narrative that depicts a dramatic event within single picture (as e.g. Thetis handing the Shield over to Achilleus in Figure 2). See e.g., Cain's
overview for the development of cyclical narration (portraying consecutive events each within a separate visual unit) in late Archaic and early
Classical art (heroic deeds of Theseus and Herakles as popular topics, evolving further on the square metopes of the Doric friezes on public
buildings, such as Athenian Treasury at Delphi) and the scarcity of continuous narration as a contribution of the Hellenistic period (Cain
'9

1997: 101-107).
30

Stansbury-O' Donnell 1995: 322-323, 330.

3'

Stansbury-O'Donnell 1995= 320,323.
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Figure 6. Terracotta krater, ea. 750-735 BC, attributed to the Hirschfeld Workshop. With the depiction of the Dipylon shields in the lower
register. Metropolitan Museum, Public domain.

Some attempts to look deeper into history of potential counterparts have also appeared. Anthony
Snodgrass has shown that if Geometric vase paintings comprise identifiable characters, they are often put
into different settings than we known from Homer.32 He asks us to consider possible resemblances not only
with Eastern art but also Minoan and Mycenaean Concerning the Shield, alongside Phoenician bowls; he cites
the Harvesters Vase (Figure 7) as a possible parallel and also suggests a similarity in composition as a possible

3'

AB Snodgrass demonstrates in the case of the Siamese twins 19970 30-33.
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clue that subject matter is the same. 33 Even though the distribution of the pictorial programme within bands
may also easily offer some plausible analogy, I'm not aware of the decoration of Hall 64 in Nestor's Palace
being cited. The current reconstruction of the friezes depicted so as to cover all the walls of the room from
top to bottom, comprises a battle scene between warriors in boar's-tusk helmets and men dressed in animal
skins, an ornamental chain of animals, a flotilla of ships, an argonaut's frieze and, underneath, a band of
abstract pattern. As Bennett assumes, the Bard at the Banquet Fresco, depicting men with a lyre located nearby
in the Megaron room, may be associated with it and allude to the connection of the themes depicted with a
powerful figure of the bard. 34

Figure 7. Harvesters Vase. Agia Triada, cca 15th-century BC. Archaeological Museum of Heraklion, n. 184. Wikimedia Commons, public
domain.

In Chapter IV, with Nagy's evolutionary model of the development of the Epics (see above Li) at my
back, I will argue for considering Minoan frescoes , particularly the miniature frescoes as a source for the
poet's experience with images rendered using non-narrative representative techniques. We have to be more
Snodgrass 1997: 33, 42- 43. See also n . 18 and 41. For similarity in composition telling us that the subject theme must be the same, see
Snodgrass 19970 33- 35.

33

34

Davis and Bennet 1999: 105-120, plates XIII, XIV. See also video reconstruction at https://classics.uc.edu/prap/Hall64.html.
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careful than Stansbury-O'Donnell when analysing narrative potential as almost any image may be
narrativised through the focalising activity of its beholder. It is not our task to focalise it but rather to examine
whether the contemporary cultural reception did so. (We will address this issue for Minoan Crete in Chapter
III and for the Shield in Chapter IV.)35 Unlike Snodgrass, I also doubt the firm connection between
representative techniques and subject themes and propose to separate it more concentratedly, as the
techniques do not necessarily carry the baggage of subject themes (even though they do in the case of Sacred

Grove and Dance Fresco). I will also propose that due to the vertical perspective adopted from Minoan artists,
accompanied by the absence of the representation of the fixed point of view of the beholder, no concrete
enclosed visualisation is in the intention of the poet; we cannot reconstruct the "objective" space relationships,
or the mutual position of the particular scenes, nor see the Shield as a whole. Stansbury-O'Donnell's careful
observation that the edges of the imagined scenes are blurred should support this argument, even though his
own position is different. The narrative figural scene may have some affinity with Phoenician bowls and
Cretan bronze shields, especially the "City at War", which does not come from the Minoan (at least not the
fresco) repertoire, nor reveals Minoan representative conventions, and will thus not be part of the
interpretation in Chapter IV.

11.2 VERBALISING THE SHIELD
Suppose we do not let the traditional visualisation and parallels with works of art guide our imagination, and
focus instead on the poetic methods and verbal rather than pictorial composition. In that case, we cannot
overlook the compositional symmetry of the Shield at the expense of the absence of the relative position of
the scenes. In 18.478, Homer introduces the description of the Shield as follows: "First, he fashioned a shield,
both huge and sturdy, adorned intricately all over" (with "fashioned" or "created" as the first word of the
original Greek sentence;

1w(£L N: nQwnma aaKoc;

µtya 'te an~aQ6v 'te navwae bmbaMwv). After 130

verses, he completes the description with the phrase "this strongly fashioned shield" (with "fashioned" as the
last word of the description; aaxrnc; nvKa non1wio; 18.608). The second and next-to-last information refers
to the Shield's rim (av'tVE,; 18.479, 608); Okeanos at the end of the description is "mighty" (a8tvoc;; 18.607),
as well as the Orion in the beginning, who "alone never sinks into the baths of Okeanos" (XVIII. 486). Keith
Stanley shows how the rest of this ring composition is internally organised by verbal refrains into symmetric
emphases, parallels, and contrasts. The "City at Peace" (dance, crowd) forms a parallel to the "Knossian
Scene" (dance, crowd); the "City at War" (blood) to the herding scene (blood) and meadow with sheep; the
ploughing scene (wine offered) to the vintage; the harvesting scene in a royal precinct to the messengers
preparing an ox for the feast as women distribute barley. The king embodies the central point of the
composition; he is contrasted with the continuous motion of the images surrounding him when standing in
the silence, staff in his hand, and happiness in his heart (18. 556-7).36
AB Stansburry-O'Donnell himself writes: ,, [S]oo to could viewers of the Geometric period have potentially read a tale into many of the
figured scenes on Geometric vases" (1995: 330). To the critique of "reading" in humanities in general and in ritual studies (as prosthesis is one of
the most frequent themes of geometric vases) in particular, see Bell 1992 below and in section III.5. Even the linguistical analyses done after the
publication of Stansburry-O'Donnell's text are not as convinced about the linear distribution of tense as we will briefly see in the next chapter.

35

Stanley 1993: 9-13. The overall anaphoric ring is framed by the first and last word of the description, followed by the reference to the rim and
Okeanos. The central motif is emphasised by the chanting triple use of etithei at 541,550, and 561. There are separate ringing devices in

36

When Stanley introduced this arrangement in his book on the narrative structure of the Iliad, he used
it as a case study of the main compositional unit of this poem. From Homeric similes, the Catalogue of Ships
and particular narrative scenes (e.g. 3.814-82) through the three main sections of the Iliad (Books 1-7, 8-17,
18-24), to the Iliad as a whole, the ring and refrain composition, with its many variations, seems to be the

general organisational principle of the paratactic narrative. 37 Such an intricate and meticulous composition,
Stanley argues, cannot be a product of a fluid oral tradition; a monumental single composer, who already has
the alphabet at his disposal, had to stand at its beginning. Allegedly textualising the older oral material in the
6th century to get it ready for the recitation at the

Panathenaia, he is suggested to have reassembled it, revised

it, and sometimes added something.38 Stanley classifies the Shield as revised older material and quotes the

Catalogue of Ships as among the earliest elements of the tradition to be committed to writing before being
reworked to reflect the dramatic polarity between Agamemnon and Achilleus. 39 The possibility that the

Catalogue (and perhaps also the Shield) belongs to the older strata of the Epics is generally acknowledged and
will support the argument in Chapter IV, presenting the mapping-like relationships as the primary
organisational scheme of representations inherited from the Bronze Age.
Only a few years after Stanley, and probably without acquaintance with work, the ring composition
was used by Egbert Bakker to advocate another approach to the emergence of Homeric Epic, the theory of
oral composition and subsequent dictation. 40 In this theory, the ring composition is supposed to have been
developed from the basic unit of Homeric paratactic narrative, the so-called "intonation unit". Bakker builds
his theory upon quite controversial comparisons between contemporary colloquial English and Greek oral
epics. If the "intonation unit" corresponds to the time span of one focus of the consciousness, approximately
a two- to three-second period,41 he identifies it with roughly a half of the hexameter verse as broken by the
caesura. 42 He maintains that the oral epic, as a "special speech", was developed from the "ordinary speech"
based on a paratactic sequence of "intonation units." Then, there is some patterned sequence of the
intonation units through which the narrative progresses. The unit that provides "orientation", visualises, or,
in Bakker's terminology, "frames" the scene, always precedes the "added unit", which pays attention to a
particular detail. 43 Through the particles bt, btv, and µiv, which contributes to the progression, and yaq,
which marks the seeking of a goal, the framed units - the scenes pulled out from the temporal and spatial
particular sections: e.g., the ploughing scene is unified by the new land (neion, 541,547), arable (aroumn) in 541 and freshly ploughed
(areromenei) in 548, etc. This scheme is also adopted by Heiden 2008: 217. There is, however, another option on how to structure the scenes
between the ring: the cities in peace (dance; crowd) and war (crowd)/ the Knossian dance (dance, crowd); ploughing / m eadow with sheep;
harvesting and roasting of the ox/ herding scene with the bull being dragged off; and the unexpectedly detailed topography and metalwork of
the vineyard in the centre. The vineyard is surrounded by a ditch, and outside it is a fence. A path goes across it, and on the path is the group
of boys and girls dancing around and in the midst of them is the boy playing a lyre and singing. The advantage of this variant is that it puts the
singing boy as the focal point of the composition which allows for the speculation of him being the mise-en-ablme of the poet (I am afraid this is
not my own idea, but I was not able to re-find the source).
The ring composition of the Iliad is discussed for over a hundred years (for bibliography see Stanley 1993: 7 and n . 21); for the bibliography
for the similes and their ring composition, see Edwards 1987= 44-48. Stanley however provides us with detailed analyses of the framing by
which digressions are incorporated into the n arrative (anaphoric ring-composition, inclusive ring composition, motivic ringing) and its
internal organisation: annular (from the simplest ABA in similes through ABCD DCBA to A,B,C,D, - E - D,C,B,A,, as in case of the Shield)
or interlocking (AB AB to ABCD E ABCD) arrangement, Stanley 1993: 7-9.

37

38

Stanley 1993: 248- 288, with the classification of the older and the new material at p. 288.

39

Stanley 1993: 285.

40

Bakker 1997a: 26-27.

"'Bakker 1997a: 46 .
., Bakker 1997a: 148.
43

Bakker 1997a: 87- 88.
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relationships of the overall narrative - are incorporated back into its paratactic sequence. As is most evident
in the developed ring compositions, the narrative does not go back to the earlier point but always moves
forward through the transformation achieved in the added scene. 44
Even though Bakker does not discuss the Shield specifically, Nagy elaborates on the similar
compositional pair of tenor and vehicle when suggesting the interaction of the essentially "linear" Iliad, which
has a sense of closure, and the standpoint of the Shield, from which the Iliad is open-ended. 45 At the beginning
of the poem, the immense ransom (apereisi apoina, Il.1.13) offered by Chryses, Apollos's priest, for his
daughter, is refused by Agamemnon. The subsequent plague forces Agamemnon to return his daughter
without any ransom, anapoinon (Il.1.99); as compensation, he takes Brises' daughter from Achilleus. As a
result, Achilleus refuses to continue with the battle, and the story of the Iliad begins. At the end of it, Achilleus
finally accepts the compensation (apoina, 24.137, 502) offered by Priamos for the dead body of Hektor, who
had killed Achilleus' friend Patroklos. In sharp contrast, in the "Court Scene" of the Shield, the option of
accepting a ransom, here in the sense of a blood price (poine), is discussed without any conclusion.
The world on the Shield thus seems unchanging compared to the whole narrative of the Iliad, where
the figures undergo many changes. Nevertheless, Nagy shows, as the main story draws to a close, the figures
in the Iliad become frozen into their described actions. On the contrary, the depictions on the Shield, being
different from the poetics of the Iliad as a whole, becomes frozen in motion.46 To infer the narrativity of the
"Court Scene" simply from the tense distribution and the parallel with Geometric vases as StansburyO'Donnell does, 47 is thus missing the interaction with the rest of the poem, which seems to stress its lower
narrativity instead. Even the recent study of the tense distribution within the Shield proposed by Koopman
shows that their descriptive function is much more frequent than the narrative one. 48 Koopman considers
imperfect to be the primary tool of description, whereas aorist (being present only in

11%)

is the tool of

narration. 49 As a matter of fact, almost half of the remaining perfective aorists are unaugmented iterative
aorists used to describe repetitive movements without an inherent beginning or end. The "normal",
augmented, aorists are (with one exception) clustered - not surprisingly- in the image of the "City at War" .50
We will see in section IV.1 that not only in the Shield's depiction but also in the Epics in general, the
articulation of time is less intense and more attached to the present experience than we generally expect.
Especially considering the past, stressing the present act of remembering and re-experiencing during the
performance replaces the perception of a past event as something already objectively finished. In the Shield,
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Bakker 1997a: 120- 122.

Nagy 2003; we will return to this in section IV.8. The compositional pair tenor /vehicle is adopted from Muellner and Richards; see Nagy
2003: 82.
45

46

Nagy 2003: 82-83.

47 See

section !Li.

48

Koopman 2018: 69- 74.

49

Koopman 2018: 74 for percentage.

Augment is an extra syllable used with verbs beginning with a consonant or a long vowel used with verbs beginning with a short vowel.
Unlike in classical Greek, where augment is regularly used with an aorist and the imperfect tense, the formation of the past tense without
using augment is more frequent in Homer. It has been traditionally suggested that the unaugmented verbal form represents an older stage of
language development; for an assumption that augment expresses a different perception of the past, see Bakker in Chapter IV .1. For
unaugmented [b601<Ev, O~QEtpa01<ov{546); 0QE/;amcov (599, 602)] and augmented [7tQOYEvovm (525); 7tQOv6riaav (526); fotbQaµov (527);
µE~EKia0ov, ticovm (532); µfiEicia0ov (581)J vers within the Shield description, as well as for augmented aorists descriibing Hephaistos'
creative action [(i'~rn1;' (483); nolriaE (490,573,587); ,~lea (541,550, 561,607); i'AaaaE (564); no[ic!M.E (590); (in a comparison) ijmcriaEv
(592)], see Koopman 2018: 74- 75.
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as well as the rest of the similes, the immediate presence is even stressed by the poetic-descriptive tools and
by interrupting the spatio-temporal relationships of the rest of the narrative.
In Nagy's view, however, the ring composition is not a poetic tool peculiar of Greek Epics. Ring
compositions and the use of rings to incorporate digressions seem to be a shared quality of Indo-European
oral poetry, where poetic visualisation of the compositional structure may also come to play. According to
him, the name Homer is a component, h6m-iiros, etymologically composed of the prefix homo- "together" and
the root of the verb arariskein (aQ-aQ-LCJKELv), "fit, join together". H6meros "fits [the song] together" in the
same way as a master carpenter or joiner ('tEK'twv) "fits together" or "joins" (~QaQE 'tEK'twv) pieces of wood
that are made ready to be parts of a chariot wheel, as chariot wheel is connected to harmo in Linear B texts.51
In the Rig-Veda (1.130.6) , the very same verb (talc.$) from which Greek tekti5n is derived is used to compare
making a wheel (used metonymically to denote a "chariot") to composing a poetic speech. 52 This is
remarkably interesting if we consider the emergence of the first (surviving) skaldic poems in Old Norse in the
form of ekphrastic descriptions of the Shields. However, these emerge around the 9th century AD, and an
influence from the frequent descriptions of the Shield in antiquity is no less probable as the heritage of
common Indo-European poetry.53 Moreover, Mary Douglas recognises the ring composition as the method
of narration that is widespread throughout the world.54
We saw that we could visualise the organisation of the description. However, even though our
imagination resists it, 55 we must accept the pivotal point of the circular narrative as the centre of this
descriptive scheme, be it the king standing in silence or the boy singing in the vineyard, and not start from
the linear beginning of the description (the cosmological scene). The correspondence of the techniques of
visual representation with the operations of the narrative is, I think, a matter of a degree of cultural
homonymy. As this homonymy was extremely low in the transitory period of the Dark Age, when different
cultural substrates intermingled, I maintain that this narrative organisation does not mean that we can
visualise the Shield as a firmly meticulously arranged finished whole. And even though Stanley and Bakker's
theories of the composition of the Ilad were built as mutually exclusive, I think both can tell us something of
the essential traits of the Epics as they may point to different strata of the composition. Intonation units may
be a possible option for the slightly disorganised oral material, with at least the possibility of being organised
into more complicated circular narratives by the creative minds of the Indo-European Greeks. Finally, the
intricate circular composition as we know it today may be a product of textual fixation. This basically is a
current position of Snodgrass, who hypothesises that the whole description, composed around 600 BC, might
have been inserted in the place of a shorter, simpler account of the Shield, a large simile.56 Such an evolution
of the passage, even though very speculative, leaves sufficient space for the hypothesis of storing memories
of Minoan painting.
'' Kn tablets Sg 1811, So 0437; Nagy 1996: 74 .

'' Rig Veda 1.130.6: "This speech have the goods-seeking Ayus fashioned (tak~-) for you, like a clever/ artisan a chariot -they have fashioned
you for favor, / adorning (you/ the speech), you inspired poet, like a thoroughbred,/ prize-seeking horse at the contests for prizes,/ like a
steed for power, for winning riches-for winning all riches." Nagy 1996: 74-75.

" Raqnnasdrapa was composed by Bragi Boddason and describes the images depicted on the wooden Shield. I am grateful to my colleague Jan
Kozak for drawing my attention to this coincidence.

54

Douglas 2007.

" Douglas notices how extremely difficult it is for Westerners is to recognise ring compositions (2007: x).
'' Snodgrass 2017: 7.
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11.3 EKPHRASISING THE SHIELD
Admirably, the Shield as a digression not only slows the main narrative but as a "vehicle" or "added unit", it
also stimulates its cadence: if the wrath of Achilleus is the main subject matter and instigator of the events,
the mere sight of the Shield can cause anew wave ofit (described as cholos, the bile, in 19.16). The idea that the
Shield is somehow constitutive of the Iliad as a whole has been elaborated in many ways. Besides being the
prototypical circular composition as Stanley thought, or being a time-absorbing mise-an-abime of its main
plot, as Nagy did, it can also build on its ekphrastic character. The Shield is often understood as the "first"
example of this literary genre of describing an artwork when mutually enhancing the verbal and visual media
of representation.
Andrew Becker showed that in the Shield of Achilleus, attention is turned to the inseparability of the
four levels of representation: the referent of the image or the subject matter of the scenes depicted (res ipse),
its medium of worked metal (opus ipsum), the process of creation and the artisan creating this image before
the bard's eyes (artifex and ars) and the reaction to the work of art by an observer within the description

(animadversor). 57 Even though it is predominantly the last level that guides the audience's reaction, when the
response of the bard to what he sees is described, the mediation process is not so very lucid all the time. We
are not sure who is responsible for which detail in the description: is it Hephaistos, the bard, or is Thetis still
watching? The focalisation is obscure, and thus, even here, difficulties with assessing the narrativity of the
description emerge. Becker, offering quite a sensitive tool to evaluate the intensity of narration,58 suggests
that the more intense the dramatisation, the less the material and the bard are present. We will see in Chapter
III that Svetlana Alpers has suggested that the increased attention paid to the material and surfaces be
understood as a trait of non-narrative representations, and I will propose to trace the (non)presence of the
dynamic of focalisation as a useful tool to discern the (non)narrative traits of Minoan frescoes.
By making his own presence visible, the bard deliberately calls attention to his mediating role. 59
Becker assumes that because we are explicitly directed to the mediation process, the identity of the
representation with what is represented is not desirable. 60 The poet does not instruct us how to look at the
image but instead how to imagine the image. Karel Thein has shown that we can learn a lot about how human
imagination works from the ancient ekphrastic shields built in the tradition of this Homeric prototype.
However, the affinity between artefacts and mental images, which Thein explores in his theory, also reveals
some cultural diversity. The shields covering the chest, the location of the imaginative capacity in Ancient
Greece is a perfectly suitable artefact to provoke Greek ekphrastic activity, whereas, in our culture, flowers
are cited as better natural counterparts of our mental images. 61 This affinity may serve as a further clue that,

"Becker 1995: 42-43.
'' Becker, however, still considers "stories" to be frequent subject matter, the res ipse (Becker 1995: 42). However, the narratological approach to
ekphrasis is even more on-side with narrative. As we saw in section II.z, Koopman analyses the ekphrasis in terms of description and narration,
categorising each technique according to the perfective or imperfective verbal aspect. For him, attention is exclusively on the referent of the
images: ,, [T]he narrator-focaliser does not 'look' at the surface of the shield, but directly at what images on the shield represent, at the visual
story that is depicted. On this point, the Homeric narrator does not in any way differ from a modern-day viewer: if I look at a photograph or
painting, it is not the material of the photograph or the paint that interests me" (Koopman 2018: 80). I doubt the theorists of photography
would agree.
"Becker 1990: 43.
60

Becker 1995: 84- 85.

" Thein [2022), forthcomming.
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in studying the transformation of supposedly indigenous Minoan perspectival and spatial conventions (see
Chapter IV), it is not the shape of the Shield, especially not the presumed round shape, that determines how
we should look at indigenous Minoan images, or even how we should imagine Minoan images (but in this
differentiation, my approach turns out to be essentially "archaeological").
However, the peculiar trait of ekphrasis, its reflexive movement directing the attention of the
audience - and us as its audience - towards its own means of operation, will allow us to see in Chapter IV .2
that this makes ekphrasis particularly suitable for what I see as a great adventure of focalising Minoan frescoes.
These experiments and their reflections can transform the beholder of representation because they can
transform his relation to the world as a representation of his own kind.
More broadly, as the relationship between ekphrasis and the imagined work of visual art is analogous
to that between the reader or listener and the poem, the bard's response to visual images becomes a model for
our response to the epic. Becker suggests understanding the Shield not only as a model of the response to the
poem, the miniature copy - the mise-an-abime - of the Iliad but also of poetry in general: "[A] fulsome and
appreciative response to the provocation provided by the visual images; [... ] a performance or experience [my
emphasis] of what is seen." 62 In the previous chapter, I mentioned briefly (and will come back to it in more
detail in section IV.1) that Homeric poetic discourse is established in the performative manner of its
recitation; here again, the performative aspects seem to be constitutive of the appreciation of Homeric

ekphrasis. In Chapter III, we will see that Minoan frescoes not only provoked a similar type of response but,
more importantly, depicted this response itself, the performance of seeing.

11.4 PERFORMATISING THE SHIELD
If Becker thought that the Shield is the mise-en-abime of the poetry and Nagy that particularly the "Court
Scene" is the mise-en-abime of the Iliad, Jesus Carruesco suggests as the true focal point the simile introducing
Ariadne's Knossian choros: her dance is alluded to by other choruses of boys and girls depicted on the Shield,
and, as the Shield is understood as an ideal representation of the polis, these dances are supposed to constitute
"the paradigm for every choral performance in the real world". 63 In the Archaic and Classical periods, choral
performances were present and supplied the communal dimension of ritual in various cultural endeavours
as agonistic and juridical procedures, epic poetry, or pictorial art. By extension, Carruesco not only stresses
the performative aspect; he fully adds another self-contained medium of knowledge and representation to
the already introduced visual and verbal dimensions of the Shields's depiction and to its enhancement
suggested by the authors examining its ekphrastic genre. 64
There are three choral performances depicted on the Shield. Two of these are processional choruses:
the wedding procession and vintage song; the third is the mixed chorus of boys and girls performing before
the audience, "like" in Knossos. The "Knossian Scene" is introduced by the verb poikillo, which has a richer
meaning than the verbs used as previous introducers, as it also preserves the meanings "stitch", "knit", or
"Becker 1995: 7.
63

Carruesco 2016: 73.

64

Carruesco 2016: 69- 70.
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"weave", and this allusion to textiles will be proposed as an essential option in tracing the physical media of
transference of Minoan cultural heritage in section IV.3. Carruesco suggests that the use of this verb evokes
the beauty of shinning daggers and linen robes, and introduces the connotations of attraction and seduction:
the dance awakens desire (iµEQ6Evra xoq6v, 18.603) and the audience is pleased by seeing it (oµtAoc;
1:Eqn6µEvoL, 18.604). 65 However, the semantic field of nmKu\Aw also embraces the impression of shimmering
things and fickleness, employed by the poet to stress the impression of incessant movement. 66
Carruesco interprets the description of the Shield through the suggested analogy with Geometric
vases, and in this aspect his approach is visual and follows the authors presented in Chapter II.1. 67 However,
instead of focusing on the parallel with the ornamental function of the choruses on Geometric vases as
Stansbury-O'Donnell did, 68 Carruesco turns our attention to the syntax of the choros. He shows how the
geometric patterns the choros traced on the ground - the circle, compared to the potter's wheel (KuKAoc;), the
straight lines (a1:(xec;), and the rotating lines traced by the acrobats whirling in the middle (Nvf]) - are
morphologically paralleled by other shapes and movements depicted on the Shield. 69
The circles of the dance and the wreaths or garlands of young girls (mEcpavac; , 18.597) allude to the
way the heavens are crowned with the constellations (ouqavoc; fo1:ecpavw1:m, 18.485), the elders are seated in
the circle (evt KUKA<tJ, 18.504). and also, in Carruesco's interpretation, the circle is formed by Okeanos around
the Shield before its rim (nEQL b' av1:vya; 18.607).70 The line pattern has literal analogies in the description of
herders accompanying the cattle (voµf]Ec; iiµ'

eauxowvw

~6wat; 18.578), and Carruesco follows the

scholiast in connecting them with the image of Labyrinth, even though there are other mimetically parallel
patterns, such as the path through the vineyard (18.565) or the brides being led through the city (18.492).71 The
verb dineu/5, used to describe the dancing movements of acrobats in the Knossian scene (Ku~LU't:TJ't:TJQEc;
eNvwov Kmit µfoaouc;; 18.605-606) has appeared in the first choral scene describing the dancing boys in
the wedding procession (18-494) and then on the ploughing scene, where the ploughmen are turning their
teams ((euym btvEuov1:Ec;, 18.543). Even though this is literally "whirling", Carruesco interprets it in analogy
with the pattern of inscriptions occasionally occurring on Geometric vases as a meander known as

bustrophedon. He then associates it with a1:qtcpw connected not only to the plough (when the ploughmen arrive
at the end of one furrow and turn around to go down the next) but also to the movement of the Bear in the
astral scene. 72

65

Carruesco 2016: 75.

66

Detienne and Vemant 1991: 18-19.

He also assumes the visualisation organised in the fixed bands in analogy with the registers on Greek Geometric vases and infers that "we
may safely assume this is a round shield, with concentric circles made up of iconographic bands" (Carruesco 2016: 70).
67

68 However, he develops this notion too, adding the "liminal disposition" of the chorus, appearing when the particular choruses open (and thus
also separates) particular scenes (Carruesco 2016: 101).
69

Carruesco 2016: 77.

° Carruesco 2016: 79.

7

7'

Carruesco 2016: 77, 81.

Even though I does not consider it very useful to deflect from the image of whirling, the erotic metaphor evoked by the movement of the
Bear, who as a maiden is always turning round in the same place, out of fear of assault by Orion, may actually evoke the motif of abduction
from the chorus as Carruesco assumes, and the analogy between bathing in a spring or river before participating in the choros, and the Bear
never sinking into the Bath of Okeanos may also be in play (Carruesco 2016: 78-79), rather than the analogy with Ugaritic poetry suggested by
West (see section IV.5).
7'
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Even though Carruesco pushes the interpretation towards the Labyrinth, circular Okeanos and the

bustrophedon style of writing, which I do not follow, this appreciation of the ornamental dimension of the
decoration will be of great help in section IV.3, where I will propose geometric patterns as a potential vehicle
for cultural transference from Minoan Crete to Iron Age and Archaic Greece. I will argue there that it is better
to stay with the meaning "whirling" and not convert it to bustrophedon, as the motif of the whirl may preserve
the motif of so-called "running spirals", not only omnipresent in Minoan visual material but also often
connected with representations of shields.73
Carruesco then continues to interpret the performative dynamic present on the Shield. When
analysing the multiple interactions between chorus and viewing, he points to the chorus's mimetic role as a
bridge between "the inside world of the representation and the outside world of the public watching it". 74
Here, in the emphasis on what is happening in the very moment of the Epics' performance, this approach
converges with linguistic analyses stressing the performative construction of the past. This synchronic
dimension will be elaborated in analogy with Minoan frescoes in section IV.1 as a representation of the
"fullness of time".
Now, before we tum back to the Shield to extend the scholarly discussions about its intellectual and
visual parallels by suggesting Minoan frescoes' representational techniques as another potential source, we
must spend some time with these frescoes and with the challenges modem interpreters face in pursuing their
interpretations. I will suggest that these frescoes, particularly the so-called miniature frescoes, were
essentially non-narrative and that it is precisely this representational convention that makes scholarship that
is stuck in interpretative paradigms vulnerable.

73 The pressing presence of geometric patterns in the Shield's visualisation led to its comparison with another possible templates, the Cycladic
frying pans (Kratochvfl 2010: 78-79). Even though these are much earlier (approximately first half of the third millennium BC), if we focus on
the ornamental organization, the similarities are striking.

74

Carruesco 2016: 73.
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Ill. MINOAN MINIATURE FRESCOES:
A TOPOGRAPHY OF THE WORLD SEEN

The Aegean Bronze Age civilisations spread out over Crete, the Cycladic Islands, and mainland Greece in the
second millennium BC are characterised by a spectacular range of visual representations. Decorated pottery,
small carved seal stones, sealings, and signed rings, swords and vessels of stone and metal, ivory figures ,
perishable objects such as patterned textiles, and, in particular, the fresco paintings. Out of all these, the
Minoan frescoes are the most famous, celebrated for their "sense of animation and living movement", their
"spontaneity and delight in nature, which sets [the Minoan painting] apart from the contemporary art of
Egypt or Mesopotamia" .1
Different kinds of objects and materials produced on Minoan Crete evince different subject themes
and representational techniques, including different levels of narrativity. On stone vases such as the

Harvesters Vase (see above Figure 7), the subject themes are exclusively connected to men's spheres of life:
hunting, sports, and religious activities; no depiction of women has survived. These subject themes, like
battles, make it easier to accommodate more action and expansion to the past and future sequence of events,
and their potential to be narrativised by the beholder is higher. We, however, cannot "read" them or decipher
their iconography as this is not possible without the help of narratives, or at least labels or signs of individual
identity. On the contrary, on Minoan frescoes, as I will argue further, the level of narrativity is low, and
temporal relationships are not depicted, as the interaction of the figures - rendered in profile or three-quarter
view - with each other and with the beholder of the painting is often missing. On still other media, for
example seals, we encounter frontal depictions of humans and animals in particular contexts of killing,
hunting or breastfeeding. Such subject themes and their frontal rendering are never present in Minoan
frescoes ,2 which allows us to assume that some techniques ofrepresentation are more suitable for depicting
particular subject themes. 3
Each of these media can be investigated for their potential to influence the Homeric Epics. Given the
topographical mention of Knossos in the Shield and the potential parallel in the subject theme and
composition of the Sacred Grove and Dance miniature fresco from Knossos (Figure 8), I have decided to focus
mainly on the specific genre of miniature frescoes. The Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco has been connected to

' Immerwahr 1990: 41.
'Except for the Jewel Fresco and the Tell el'Dabha Fresco; Minoan seals will be discussed further in Ill-4-3.
The gold signet rings also have their own repertoire, often interpreted as epiphanic scenes; as such, these depictions are also suggested to be
narrative. See especially Cain 2001.
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the Shield since Evans' original uncovering,4 and even though contemporary Minoan scholarship does not
build upon this association, I will show in Chapter IV that there still is some space for further investigation.

Figure 8. Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco. Knossos, LM I, Heraklion Archaeological Museum. Wikimedia Commons, public

The Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco was found together with the Grandstand Fresco (Figure 9, both dated
probably to the Late Minoan I (LM I), ea. 1725-1500 BC, according to the high chronology, or 1625-1450 BC,
according to the low chronology.5 Both show unique depictions of quite complex crowd scenes, even though
other depictions of more individualised miniature figures on miniature friezes are known from Akrotiri (the

Flotilla Fresco, Figure 16 depicts two different assemblages of people gathering to watch the fleet), Kea (the
miniature frieze from Room

20

of the North-east Bastion at Ayia Irini on Kea, possibly a functional

Figure 9. Grandstand Fresco, Knossos, LM I, Heraklion Archaeological Museum. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

4

Evans 1921-1935, III: 67.

' Chapin 2014: 14- 15, Morgan 2020: 367.
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counterpart of the Flotilla Fresco, displays rather dispersed male figures in various actions, Figure 27), and
Tylissos, Crete (with one fragment of male spectators). 6
The distinctive feature of miniature scale (the dimensions of the reconstructed state of the Grandstand Fresco
are approximately 90 x 30 cm), which is shared with other frieze decorations, is quite different from largescale panels depicting single, slightly under life-size human figures, as at Knossos and Akrotiri, or plants, as
at Kea, which were sometimes placed below the friezes, at eye level. 7 However, it also contrasts with the
Mycenaean repertoire, from which the format of the miniature frieze is missing. Where the Mycenaean
paintings represent small figures approaching in scale the figures of Minoan miniature friezes, they are placed
against a neutral blue or yellow background and framed with decorative borders. Immerwahr thus considers
them to be mere "reduced versions" or reflections of the Knossian miniature paintings.8
The miniature friezes are generally recognised as possible depictions of specific locations, albeit not
in an exact topographical sense. 9 In the cases of Sacred Dance and Grove Fresco and Grandstand Fresco, the West
and Central Courts of the Knossos palace are supposedly represented, and the Flotilla Fresco was shown to
depict the Theran caldera before the eruption.'0 However, the depiction of specific locations is usually not
regarded as their main theme. Instead, the crowd frescoes are nowadays commonly interpreted as
representations of significant ritual events of palatial society. 11
In contrast, I will show that these interpretations do not pay sufficient attention to two variables that
enter the interpretative process. The first is the crucial role of the various techniques of representation in the
constitution of the relationship of artists and beholders to the world, or reality. I will maintain that, contrary
to the narrative or narrativising representation that provokes active interaction with the beholder, the nonnarrative representation of most of the Minoan frescoes does not stimulate the process of focalisation, which
affects what is depicted in terms of the suggested ritual.
The second variable is the relationship between Bronze Age cultural representations and modern
Western scholarly frameworks (as representations of their kind). Specifically, between the depictions of
performative scenes and the linearly and sequentially structured model of ritual, which was generally used in
anthropology and related disciplines during most of the 20th century and is still used today. In Minoan
studies, the "low narrativity" of a particular depiction is generally considered to be the mark of the
representation of ritual action. 12 Paradoxically, it is interpreted within the scheme of an extensive sequence of
ritual dynamics in the next step.

6 For Tylissos, see Immerwahr 1990: 66--67. Other fragments of crowd depiction come from Knossos (Evans 1930: 82-83): women at windows
from the North-West Fresco Heap, spectators and bull from the West Magazine XIII. Other miniature friezes, even though fragmentary, were
found in Tel Kabri and Melos (only one fragment). For a comparison of Minoan miniature paintings, see Morgan 2020: 359-388. I regret that
Morgan's majestic book about Kea's frescoes (533 pages and 74 plates in large format) reflecting almost 50 years of her research, is not
discussed here more fully; I was able to get to it in July 2021.

7

For the West House, Akrotiri, see Doumas 1992: 46-47. For Kea, Room 18 of the North-east Bastion, see Morgan 2020: 275-325, especially p.

300, figure 8.9 for visualisation.
8

Immerwahr 1990: 166.

9

Strasser 2010; Strasser and Chapin 2014: 59.

"Cameron 1975: 133; Marinatos 1987: 140-41; Davis 1987: 158, 160; Immerwahr 1990: 65; Morgan 1990: 253; Strasser 2010: 19; Strasser and
Chapin 2014: 58.
u

Davis 1987; Marinatos 1987; Immerwahr 1990: 66; Morgan 2005= 36, 2020: 368; Strasser 2010: 8, 19; cf. Chapin 2014: 14.

tl

E.g. Cain 1997: 173; Marinatos 1993: 208. Strasser 2010: 19- 20.

35

111.1 KNOSSIAN MINIATURE FRESCOES:
"PRE" -ICONOGRAPH ICAL DESCRIPTION
Both the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco and Grandstand Fresco had fallen from the walls. They are fragmentary,
intensively restored, and there is no final certainty about all their fragments' original positions. Still, we have
good evidence of the recurrent themes of these two miniatures: viewing and spectatorship.13 In the Sacred

Grove and Dance Fresco, the gaze of many in the crowd is turned in the same direction as that of the women
depicted in a hierarchical perspective, in exclusive flounced skirts and bodices. These women are dancing or
moving rhythmically, unlike those in the Grandstand Fresco, who are standing motionless on the grandstands
or staircases on both sides of the tripartite shrine. In both frescoes, there are groups of women, who may be
immersed in calm conversation, even though poorly preserved on the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco. Cameron
and Marinatos both suggested alternative restoration of this fresco , which included an "architectural feature"
possibly a shrine, on the very left of the fresco as a terminal point to which the dancing women and many in
the crowd should be heading. Marinatos's restoration also eliminates the sitting women and one of the olive
trees for which there is no evidence in the fresco itself. She replaces some male figures and incorporates the
other Knossian miniature fragments of males with sticks or javelins and a man with a staff as the protagonists
in another hypothetical section of the fresco. 14
Both frescoes are believed to depict particular areas of the Palace of Knossos. The Sacred Grove and

Dance Fresco allegedly depicts the space that opens before the visitor entering the palace area through the
southwest entrance and looks towards the Western Court.'5 In this case, the three dominant grey-blue olive
trees would be located precisely in the place where the circular pits (kuloras ) are.16 Alternatively, and less
frequently, the northern theatrical area may be depicted instead of the Western Court, located right behind
it. 17 The Grandstand Fresco probably depicts the Central Court, specifically the eastern fa;:ade of the west wing,
i.e., the view the visitor sees immediately after he comes through the southwest entrance into the centre of
the palace.'8
The crowd is depicted in characteristic Minoan style, which Evans labelled the "shorthand"
technique,19 on red-brown and ivory-white backgrounds. Only certain characteristic features of individuals
are depicted by rapid and schematic sweeps of the brush: the eye, ear, side lock, some curls, headband,
"necklace", and loincloth on the standing figures in the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco. The background points
to some kind of differentiation based on skin colour, although the gender binary distinction applied
traditionally according to the Egyptian colour canon has been recently challenged quite plausibly from the

'3

Davis 1987= 160; Marinatos 1989: 39; Adams 2013: 9- 10.

" Cameron 1967: 65-67 and Marinatos 1987: 140- 2, Figure 7. See also Morgan 2020: 368.
'' Cameron 1975= 133; Marinatos 1987: 141; Davis 1987: 158; Immeiwahr 1990: 65; Strasser 2010: 19.
'' Strasser and Chapin 2014: 58.
' 7 Morgan 1990: 253;

Strasser and Chapin 2014: 58.

'' Cameron 1975: 133; Marinatos 1987: 140; Davis 1987: 160; Morgan 1990: 253; Strasser 2010: 19.
'9

Evans 1930: 48.

position of Butlerian theory of performative gender. 20 In the case of these schematic figures, we cannot
determine the masculine and feminine gender with certainty, as it is not performed through cultural means,
such as dress, hair, garments, body posture, or depiction ofbreasts.21 As some of these gender-articulating
cultural patterns can be understood as belonging to the articulation of the individualised self,22 we can see
that the absence of gender representation is a tool to stress the communal identity of the figures depicted.
It is not only the individually performed gender that is suppressed to make the crowd look like a

uniform mass of people, but also all the individual features. Contrary to the larger figures whose higher status
is depicted not only by their scale but also through the level of detail used in their rendering,23 in the case of
the crowd, the stress is on depicting its large number. Evans assumed that the original number of figures
depicted on the reconstructed parts of these two frescoes was

600

for the Grandstand Fresco and

1400

for

the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco; Davis estimated 450 for the preserved part of the Grandstand Fresco, 1000
for its original scale.24 Other representations of a vast number of people in Bronze Age art - for example, the
Egyptian depiction of the transport of a colossal statue of Djehutihotep, found on the wall of his tomb in Deir
el-Bersha (Figure 10) - do not have such an effect. In a drawing based on the photo taken a year before the
original decoration was destroyed in 1890, the figures' social status is articulated through their hierarchical
scale (Djehutihotep in heroic size, the servants behind him larger than slaves), as it is on Knossian miniatures.
However, in the Egyptian depiction, we cannot discern any signs of shorthand technique, and the small
figures are further separated in registers. In effect, instead of a mass of people, as in the Knossian miniatures,
in the Egyptian depiction we see a large number of individuals.
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Figure 10. Decoration of Djehutihotep's tomb. Decoration of Djehutihotep's tomb: transportation of the colossus showing water being
poured in the path of the sled, Deir el-Bersha, around 1850 BC. Schematic drawing John Gardner Wilkinson (before 1853). Public
Domain.

"Alberti 2009; Newman 2017.
~ Alberti 2009.

" Except the line of red figures standing on what is supposed to be paved walkways in the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco, who may be
prepubescent males; Chapin 2014: 14; Newman 2017: 218.
'' Chapin 2011.
,. Evans 1930: 48; Davis 1987: 161.
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111.2 STANDARD INTERPRETATIONS: THE MINIATURE
FRESCOES AS DEPICTIONS OF RITUALS
The 20th century reception of the miniature crowd frescoes is dominated by their interpretation as festivals
or ritual events. When Evans, in collaboration with the Gillierons, made the first reconstruction of these
frescoes, he was searching for the main dramatic "event" of what he supposed to be "great religious
spectacles" .25 As his approach was strongly influenced by the use of Greek mythology as a historical source
(as he was, in fact, searching for the origins of the Greek, i.e., European civilisation),26 he identified this
"event", allegedly depicted on the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco with Ariadne's dance known from the Shield
of Achilleus. However, he thought that there had to be some other and more central "point ofinterest", to
which the spectators turn their sights and which has been lost. By analogy, Evans supposed that in the case of
the Grandstand Fresco, some similar religious "spectacle", or some kind of "sport of bull-ring" in honour of the
goddess who dwelt in the tripartite shrine, had to be depicted on its now-lost lower field .27
In the next far-reaching attempt to interpret these frescoes, the Knossian topography was suggested
and connected to the alleged Knossian ritual programme. Cameron asserted that the Knossian miniatures
had initially been part of the wall decoration of a small room or suite of rooms in a small house shrine located
in an upper storey of the Knossos palace at the north side of the Central Court (the so-called Early Keep
area). 28 They were supposed to represent the areas of the West and Central Courts, imitating the order in
which the visitor walks through the complex (Figure 11).29 Cameron made these miniatures the focal point of
the alleged complex fresco programme depicting the sizeable public fertility festival held in honour of the
"Great Goddess" in the Knossos palace. He suggested as many as seven sequential phases of this supposed
ritual complex, which presumably took place in and around the palace in spring and early summer. Its main
"plot" involved the epiphany of the Goddess, or the arrival of its impersonator (i.e., the priestess) in the
palace, preceded by gatherings and incantations and celebrated with ritual games and sacred dances.
Incorporating a large ashlar structure into the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco, he fills both the place where the
Goddess can dwell and the "centre" of the scene, to which the attention of the participants can be directed.
Cameron suggested that the last phase of this ritual (thanksgiving and departure) was not depicted because
the missing anticlimax allegedly emphasised the dramatic effect of the representations. Given the absence of
the written and the disruptiveness of the visual material, his endeavour demanded extensive comparisons
with material from other cultural areas, as well as the application of the "common pattern of events" often
present in "similarly large ancient or modern public festivals". 30

Evans 1921- 1935, Ill: 48.
Figure 11.

'5

'' See also the beginning of Chapter rv and n. 1 there.
'7

Evans 1921-1935, Ill: 61, 62.

'' Morgan suggests the larger room in the basement where the fragments fell as a better parallel to the banqueting halls where miniature friezes
were located on Akrotiri and Kea (Morgan 2020: 367).
'' Cameron 1975: 132-71; 1987: 324-25; Morgan 2020: 370. The parallels will be discussed more thoroughly in section IV.1. Morgan also points
out that both frescoes have different border bands, which is surprising if they are supposed to form an almost continuous frieze; Morgan
2020: 367.

° Cameron 1975: 133.

3

Figure 11. Mark Cameron, drawing of the room n. 9,
Knossos (Cameron 1975: Figure 17).

No matter how exaggerated Cameron's
interpretation may sound nowadays , its
I'

,I

I

basic assertion that the miniature frescoes
are depictions of festivals or religious
rituals is almost universally accepted. 31
Marinatos, following in his footsteps,
proposed a harvest festival with "the

p

element of renewal of the authority of the
rulers", which supposedly consisted of
Fi&, , .,,. S1md Crou (l,1ft)11,u/ Sl,ri,w rts111rtJ•y

Al11r.i-Ci111,n•"·

several phases, each with a male or a
female

protagonist.
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Other,

more

restrained recent authors, searching for
the main event, consider it to be the epiphany of the Goddess in the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco, 33 and
propose bull-leaping as the possible main event for the Grandstand Fresco, 34 whereas the suspicious absence of
the actual depiction of the main event itself is occasionally explained through the loss of material.35 While
moving slightly away from the prevailing interpretations, others have also suggested that the crowd and
viewing was the main subject of these paintings,36 and Anne Chapin more rigorously states that the whole
ceremonial context remains hypothetical. 37
To explore whether the Knossian miniatures depict ritual or another kind of festivity, I will proceed
in two steps, focusing on the two variables in the interpretative process. First, I will consider the crucial role
played by the various techniques of representation in the constitution of the culturally constructed
relationship of the artist and the beholder of the representation to the world. I will focus mainly on the
narrative and non-narrative formal constituents of the visual representation, as it is precisely the current
narrative understanding of ritual that may obscure the interpretations. Second, I will explore the interaction
between the modern Western scholarly model of linearly and sequentially structured ritual and Knossian
miniatures depicting performative action. Both these steps should help us to articulate the non-narrative
techniques of representations and to identify the performance as a possible non-narrative subject theme, both
of which will be shown in Chapter IV as affecting Homer's similes and ekphrasis.

3'

Davis 1987; Marinatos 1987; Immerwahr 1990: 66; Morgan 2005: 36; Strasser 2010: 8, 19; Panagiotopoulos 2012: 66.

3'

Marinatos 1987: 140, 142; 1989: 33- 34.
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Immerwahr 1990: 65; Davis 1987= 15.

34

Immerwahr 1990: 64-65; Chapin 2014: 14.

35

Immerwahr 1990: 64; Davis 1987: 158.

36

Davis 1987= 160; Morgan 1990: 253, Morgan 2020: 368; Panagiotopoulos 2012: 66.
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Chapin 2014: 14.
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111.3 THE SUPREMACY OF THE VISUAL
IN MINOAN CULTURE
No serious discussion has been initiated to consider the level of narrativity of Minoan visual representations
since Cain pointed out that the concept of "narrative" is over-employed by commentators to describe any
figural scene without a proper definition. 38 In attempting to anchor modern scholars' interpretative
endeavours methodologically, she tries to define particular formal constituents, that should identify
narrative potential where it is not possible to identify any recognisable story content. I think we can profit
more from the endeavour to define particular formal constituents that should identify a non-narrative
rendering.39
In this effort, I will begin with Svetlana Alpers' distinction between the narrative art of the Italian
Renaissance and the non-narrative art of Dutch painters of the 16th and 17th centuries. I suggest some striking
similarities in the representational techniques of Dutch and Minoan painting may intensify our understanding
of the latter. I believe that Alpers' understanding of Dutch paintings as using the distance-point method, i.e.,
the perspectival convention that does not construct the viewer in a fixed position in front of the picture but
instead places him very close to the picture surface, as almost within the picture, letting its mobile eye to
follow the wide vistas as if surveying the space of the composition, may serve us as a guideline to understand
the aims of Minoan vertical perspective. 40 When such an absence of a particular point of view is built, it results
in the avoidance of the direct interaction of the depicted figures with the viewer, emphasised by the quite
consistent rendering of figures from a profile view. I see this as a deliberate strategy to avoid intimacy and
objectification as principles stimulating the development of the narrative technique of focalisation. In most
Minoan frescoes, the "dynamics of focalisation" is so vapid that it is better to suppose it might be entirely
missing.
When Svetlana Alpers differentiated Dutch (or generally "Northern") art of the 16th and 17th
centuries - in which "meaning resides in the careful representation of the world", and is supposed to be "seen"
- from the narrative ("Southern") art of the Italian Renaissance, which points to hidden meanings meant to
be interpreted or "read", she did it so within the description of transformations in various other areas of
culture (science, crafts, natural knowledge). 41 This approach was based on Geertz's theory of culture, which
points out the locally specific character of art developed as part of a particular cultural system, rather than as
an application of new technological procedures and knowledge in the service of a universally valid canon of
aesthetic norms. 42 Inverting this conception, we may infer other aspects of Minoan culture and society from
what we know about Minoan art.
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Cain 1997: 131, 156-57.
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Cain 1997: 146.

While Alpers maintains, that the image makes the impression as "being seen from within of being surveyed" (1983: 138), she seems to
struggle to express the other pole of the "immersion-distance" ambivalence, which we will discuss bellow. She explains, that as the picture is
like the surface of the eye, then the viewer does not exist anymore. I think it is better to describe the viewer as levitating in front of the image
(the instability and loss of control over his position arousing the sense of distance), as I consider it difficult to exclude his physical presence
entirely from his perception. However, in this chapter and in the Chapter IV, I will generally accept his position as within the picture, as
sticking to his ambivalent position made the previous version of the explanation too messy.
40

"' Alpers 1983: 229.
"' Alpers 1983: 8, paraphrasing Geertz, Clifford. 1976. "Art as a Cultural System." Modern Language Notes 91, 1475- 1476.
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Alpers introduces the definition of the picture, proposed in Renaissance Italy by Leon Battista Alberti
as a framed surface or pane situated at a certain distance from a viewer. 43 The viewer looks at the painting as
iflooking through well-framed window onto some second world. 44 She describes this "substitute world" as a
stage on which human figures , the principal subjects in Italy, perform significant dramatised actions as they
were narrated by the Bible, historians, or poets. 45 This "stage" is the artist's construction, a carefully calculated
dimension of space and figures strongly dependent on the viewer's position. However, as Latour, referring to
William Ivins, points out, the way the artist (or any beholder seizing anything in the linear perspective in
Latour's extension) constructs it, using geometry, actually objectifies the relationship. In linear perspective,
the observed object may be transferred to another context or its scale might be changed without affecting its
identity. This creates a "two-way" relationship that allows the observer to move closer, and then away again,
as if without consequences. 46
Because Dutch culture of the 16th and 17th centuries, had no known definition of the picture, Alpers
derives the Northern understanding of seeing and picturing from the Keplerian theory of vision, significantly
influenced by experiments with the camera obscura. Kepler comprehended seeing as the passive formation of
an inverted pictura (picture) of the three-dimensional world on the eye's two-dimensional retina. As a
representation is "painted" on the retina independently of its recipient, the picture is less dependent on the
painter and on the viewer's seizing activity. The emphasis is thus on exact and nonselective representations
of different things in nature and the work of craftspeople, instead of dramatised actions approachable in the
interplay with various texts; Dutch art stresses bearing witness rather than dramatising events.
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Paradoxically, this more passive and witnessing activity of the beholder, which makes the picture less
dependent on its active grasp, also makes the relationship between the viewer and what is seen tighter, and
any change of the viewer's position changes the object viewed.
The different position of the viewer, of course, affects pictorial space, which is not arranged through
sophisticated usage of linear perspective derived from the fixed point of the viewer; instead, when using a
distance-point method, 48 the extent of vision is transformed into a flat surface as a kind of reflection of the
world. As a result, when we stand in front of the picture, there is no place from which we can grasp it as a
whole. The wide angles lead our eye to travel as on the pictorial surface, to cover or absorb all aggregate of
partial views. 49 As with maps, it is possible to look at the picture from whichever point the viewer decides
because no single point of view is prioritised; 50 this makes the depictions seem as if they could "expand their
bounds as if the frames were only an afterthought".5'
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Alberti 2011: 39.
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Alpers 1983: xix.
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Alpers 1983: 159.
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Latour 1976: 7.
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Alpers 1983: 68.

Distance-point perspective construction determines the scales and relationships of the objects within pictorial space with the help of two
distance points on each side of the painting from which the objects depicted are jointly viewed. As such, these points are "functions of the
world seen rather than prior places where a viewer was situated" {Alpers 1983: 53).
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Alpers 1983: 51.

'' Alpers 1983: 44.
'' Alpers 2018: 190.
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When Immerwahr states that Minoan frescoes were supposed above all to offer pleasure to the eye
and that they brilliantly express a sense of spontaneity and delight in nature, setting them apart from the
contemporary art of Egypt or Mesopotamia, she explained it by the assumption that their "view" is intuitive
rather than analytical. 52 However, several modern scholars presuppose their interaction with other narrative
material: Alpers' finding that the subject themes of Italian paintings are derived from religious and poetic
narrative material is, in Minoan studies, generally replaced by the assumption that mature oral literacy
inspired the subject matter of the visual representations.53 This hypothesis is substantially speculative and
uncertain, given that the oral epic remains invisible in the preserved material from the Minoan studies point
of view, and even the theories of the origins of the Homeric Epics do not supply us with any clues to allow
such a conclusion.54
Instead, the preference for "viewing", not "reading," seems to be established by the supremacy of
visual manifest in Minoan means of cultural communication. 55 As Else Schoep, Anna M. Jasink, Silvia
Ferrara, and others have shown, non-scribal communication (especially using seals) was an important
mechanism not only in Minoan administrative practice but also in organising symbolic activities and
articulation of personal or family identities.56 Probably even more telling is the fact that information about
Minoan activities, myths, or institutions is entirely missing from the records of other neighbouring cultures,
while we, at the same time, find surprisingly often frescoes produced either by Minoans themselves or with
the adoption of the Minoan technique surprisingly densely spread throughout the Mediterranean. They have
been uncovered not only in Minoanised localities in the inner Mediterranean (as Melos, Kea, Thera, Miletos)
but also in Egypt, the Levant, and as far as Quatna, in Syria, 85 kilometres from the sea as the crow flies, and
with steep mountains to get over. 57 In fact, the general absence of inscriptions on Minoan frescoes would
provide an even better example of this dominance than the frequent inscriptions on Dutch paintings, which
Alpers, in the last chapter of her book, struggles to interpret as mere visual representations of text.
Given this shared appreciation of the visual, Alpers's thick description of the techniques of Dutch
artists may allow us to understand better some representative endeavours of Minoan artists, which we can
detect here mostly from scarce and damaged fragments. Following the representative methods closely, we
have to keep in mind the otherwise robust differences between both cultural systems and the uncertain
contexts of beholding the representations on the Minoan site: we still do not know the relationship of
Knossian miniatures to other compositions in the palace, who their viewers were, who their authors were, or
what was their relationship to the palace.

Irnmerwahr 1990: 41, 62. Compare with Alpers:" [T]he representation of daily life represents pleasures taken in the world full of pleasures:
the pleasures of familial bonds, pleasures in possessions, pleasures in the towns, the churches the land. In these images the seventeenth
century appears to be one long Sunday..." (Alpers 1983: xxi-xxii).
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E.g., Chapin 2014: 22; Vlachopoulos 2007: 107-108; Immerwahr 1990: 70; Morris 1989: 515, 2000; Hiller 1990, Watrous 2007.

West's (1997: 612) suggestion that this alledged Minoan epic might serve as a vehicle of the Near Eastern cultural influence on Mycenaean
palaces has to remain mere speculation also.
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Schoep 2017; Ferrara and Jasink 2017.

Schoep 2017; Ferrara and Jasink 2017. For the connection of seals with individual or possibly shared identity see also Panagiotopoulos 2012:
69 and section Ill-4-3.
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111.4 MINOAN NON-NARRATIVE TECHNIQUES
OF REPRESENTATION
Arguing against the results of a mechanistic narrativising or focalising activity of the Western beholder of
Minoan frescoes as art, or a Western researcher interpreting Minoan frescoes as a source of data, I will
emphasise four traits of the representative conventions suggesting the possibility of non-narrative viewing.
The first two will be the avoidance of representing the particular point of view of the beholder and,
consequently, the avoidance of direct interaction of the figures depicted with the viewer. These lead to
destimulation of the dynamics of focalisation and converge into the overwhelming sense of absorption and
distance produced by these frescoes. (The fifth and lasttrait of non-narrative painting, the "cognitive overlap"
between mapping and picturing, will only be discussed in Chapter IIl.6, as we first need to get more
acquainted with the possibilities of non-narrative representations of performative actions in section 111.5).
When we will, later in Chapter IV, analyse the possible influences on the Homeric description of the Shield,
these traits will be shown as adopted, investigated, and, in some cases and to some degree, appropriated and
transformed.

III.4.1 Vertical Perspective and the Absence of a Fixed Point of View
Alpers demonstrates the capacity of the surfaces of Northern pictures to contain an aggregate of views by
referring to Pieter Saenredam and his famous depictions of church interiors. Instead of one particular view
from the static point of the viewer's eye, Saenredam's paintings and drawings use the distance-point
perspective to display a wide-angle view. As he specialised in depicting church buildings, the wide-angle views
help him accommodate more of the architectural elements and decor on the picture's surface When painting
the interior of the Buurkerk in Utrecht (Figure 12, ) , he depicts what seems to be two disparate views to the
left and right of the central pillar. The impossibility of encompassing these two views at once does not allow
the viewer to "grasp" the whole space of the picture; instead, it makes him experienced a "remarkable mixture
of distance and absorption" .58 Because Saenredam was used to making - often years later - pictures from
drawings, in this particular case he proceeds to divide the image into two separate paintings (Figures 13 and
14), the first corresponding to the right and the second to the left half of the original drawing. As he made the

left part to be viewed obliquely from off the right-hand edge, and vice versa, the result is something that
cannot be viewed when simply looking at the architecture from its interior. Alpers concludes that the aim of
this endeavour is to bring a testimony of the world as it is seen, to "represent the seeing" .59
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Alpers cites J. Q. van Regteren Altena for this characterisation (1983: 53).

" Alpers 1983: 52- 53.
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Figure 12, Pieter Jansz. Saenredam, Nave of the Buurkerk,from North to South,1636. Municipal Archives, Utrecht.

Figure 13. Pieter Jansz. Saenredam, Interior of the Buurkerk, Utrecht, 1645. Kimbell Art Museum.
Figure 14. Pieter Jansz. Saenredam, Interior of the Buurkerk, Utrecht, 1644. National Callery, London.

In Minoan fresco painting, the spatial relationships are generally rendered vertically, placing above what is
behind and below what is in front, as we can see, for example, in the Nilotic Fresco (Figure 15), while the
rendering of depth is generally absent. 60 Depending on the scholar, this convention is usually interpreted as

° For the absence of depth see Irnmerwahr 1990: 41, who rejects any "true comprehension of depth, either by linear or aerial perspective";
Televantou 1992: 147; Walberg 1996: 116.
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the "bird's-eye view" (imagining the viewer raised above a landscape like a bird in flight), which is supposed
to tilt the scene,61 or, less frequently, as "cavalier" perspective (assuming that the viewer is elevated above the
landscape as if standing on the highest point of a fortification) .62 The figures, human and animal alike (we
will return to these in the following two subsections III.4.2 and III.4.3), are inserted into the pictorial space in
profile and depicted in proportion to one another in relation to the painted surface, not to us. 63 Occasionally,
three-quarter view or intentional foreshortening may emerge, interpreted by scholars as an effect of
experiments undertaken by Minoan painters to achieve at least some "sense of depth" or "intuitive realisation
of perspective". 64

Figure 15. Nilotic Landscape Fresco, Room 5, West House, Akrotiri, LM I. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

In her study about Minoan perspectival conventions, Anne Chapin criticises this approach, determined by
the modern viewer's expectation of a single viewpoint, which causes him or her to suppose that either the
viewer or the scene must be elevated. 65 The vertical perspective in Minoan art, on the contrary, deliberately
omits reference to the viewer's imagined location, as we will see also from the analyses of representing figures
in sections III.4.2 and Ill.4.3. In Knossian miniatures, as has been suggested already by Cameron, the crowd
is depicted in vertical perspective both in front of what is supposed to be the shrine on the Central Court and
behind the shrine on the West Court, so as surrounding the palatial west wing (Figures 8 and 9). 66 However,
a better example of what the effects of vertical perspective are is offered by the Flotilla Fresco from Akrotiri
(Figure 15) and its recent study by Thomas F. Strasser.
" Immerwahr 1990: 73; Morgan 1988: 12
6'

Walberg 1986: 119- 124; for example, the Flotilla Fresco and Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco. Blakolmer 2012: 90- 91 for the Flotilla Fresco.
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Morgan 1988: 12.
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Walberg (1986: 132-133) and Immerwahr (1990: 47) cite foreshortening and three-quarter view in the case of the swallows depicted on the

Spring Fresco from Akrotiri. Immerwahr (1990: 73) also hypothesises about an "intuitive realisation of perspective" in the case of the Flotilla
Fresco. Iliakis assumes "striving after a third dimension" in the case of the Saffron Gatherers from Akrotiri (1978: 618- 21). See also Strasser 2010:
10-11.

Chapin 1995: 59. Instead, besides the general vertical perspective, she identifies other four techniques ("methods" in her terminology) of
creating a spatial environment in Minoan frescoes : overlapping, hillside perspective (in which pictorial space is created through overlapping
landmasses), referential perspective (in a "floating", "rocky", and "composite" variety), and vertical-plane perspective (understood as a
representation of solution cavities, where references to three-dimensional space are avoided to emphasise the two-dimensional picture plane).
What associates these five "methods" is precisely the deliberate omission of a reference to the viewer's imagined location (Chapin 1995: 57, 205;
Strasser and Chapin 2014: 59 and n. 25) . Whereas overlapping, vertical perspective, and possibly hillside perspective may have been adopted
from Egyptian and Near Eastern art, she supposes the other conventions were original inventions of ingenious Minoan artists (Chapin 19950
65

219- 20).
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As suggested already by Cameron 1975: 133; seen. 18 above.
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Strasser noticed that the fresco offers a topographically correct representation of the caldera of Thera
before the volcanic disaster. 67 To support his thesis, he follows two lines of argumentation. The first, founded
in palaeotopography, stresses the unique depiction of the horizontally bedded rocks around the Departure

Town (left side of the fresco) as a realistic representation of volcanic geological layers visible to the Bronze
Age inhabitants. The second is based on his analyses of perspectival conventions and his intention to
reconstruct a particular point of view from which such a "shot" would have been possible. He starts with the
usual convention of placing distant objects higher: the dolphins are supposed to be a metaphor for the open
sea, which is thus positioned on the upper (and middle) part of the fresco, whereas at the lower left and right
is the inner caldera: the ships are here, reaching the harbours, whereas the dolphins are not. Then he suggests
the implications of three-dimensionality, supposedly demonstrated by subtle attempts at depth in the slight
diminution in size to indicate distant objects, which allows him to reconstruct the fixed point from which
such a view could have been seen (Figure 17). 68

Figure 16. Flotilla Fresco. Room 5, West House Akrotiri, LM I. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

Figure 17. A reconstruction of the perspective proposed by Strasser for the Flotilla Fresco. Drawing by Doug Faulmann (Strasser 2010: 7).

Even though the detection of the topography is widely accepted, the perspectival part of Strasser's analysis
was revised in a later article, co-authored with Anne Chapin. Here, both authors speak of vertical perspective,
which does not include a particular point of view, to be the main approach to the organisation of spatial
relationships in the Flotilla Fresco. 69 However, the original confusion is still telling: the possibility of

reconstructing a palaeotopographically plausible point of view does not mean that representing such a point was
an aim of Minoan artists.
In trying to understand the operations of vertical perspective better, we may notice how the wide vista
of the Flotilla Fresco resembles Dutch panoramic landscapes, especially the "topographical harbour views" as
67

Strasser 2010; Strasser and Chapin 2014.
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Strasser 2010: 10-
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Strasser and Chapin 2014: 60 and n. 25; cf. Chapin 1995: 58,
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we can see on the example of Bruegel's View ofthe Bay of Naples (Figure 18). Alpers presents these as an example of
evoking the sense of the arbitrariness of their edges and the possibility of their extension in every direction caused
by the absence of the pictorial narrative frame. 70 This quality is pivotal for what she calls the "coincidence between
mapping and picturing" .71 We will discuss this in more detail in section Ill.6, as it will be of no less importance for
the organisation of spatio-temporal relationships in the depiction of the Shield than the avoidance of the fixed
point of view. For now, we can see that, as in how Saenredam viewed architecture, so here in the Flotilla Fresco and
the Knossian miniatures, our eye travels on the picture surface to the distant left and distant right to embrace the
whole extent of the view ,72 which is simply too "wide" to be caught from a single point. I think there is also good
support for this in the scale of miniature frescoes that covered all the walls or at least three walls as in the case of
the West House where the Flotilla Fresco was found, and so surrounded the viewer in a manner that would simply
not have allowed him to situate himself on a single viewpoint (see section III.4.4). And as there is no space
constructed to locate the viewer, he feels within the picture. 73

Figure 18. Pieter Brueqel. View of the Bay of Naples, ea. 1562-63. Rome, Galleria Doria. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

III.4.2 Avoiding Direct Interaction with the Viewer
When Alpers interprets Saenredam's depictions of church interiors, she points out that his "lookers", present
sometimes within the picture, do not look out of the picture at us, as this would be a contradiction precisely

70

Alpers 1983: 128.
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Alpers 1983: 119.

This has been suggested already by Iliakis, who, noting the cartographic composition of the Flotilla Fresco (see section III.6), assumes that
,,ones view is continually changing its angle" (1978: 621).

7'

73 There have been attempts to locate the viewer "in the middle of the picture" in Minoan studies also. However, the spectator was supposed to
imagine himself within the centre of the scene (understood as a concentric or enclosing composition) and then transform the scene to add the
space by himself. For summary of these interpretations, see Walberg 1986: 125- 126, for critical a stance, see Chapin 1995: 61-63.

47

since Northern pictures do not assume our existence as "viewers prior and external to it".74 Combined with
the omission of a fixed point of view, she uses the example of depictions of women to show how their distance
and elusiveness are characteristic for their rendering. Alpers uses Vermeer's two paintings of "woman reading
a letter" to illustrate this. In the earlier Dresden adaptation (1655-1660) , the prevailing impression is the
figure's inaccessibility. She is almost absorbed by the letter, and our entry to her is materially obstructed by
the curtain and the rug on the table. In the later Amsterdam adaptation (Figure 19), the figure insistently
dominates the picture, depicted in her elusiveness, self-possession, and calmness, with no tension between
her and the male painter. 75

Figure 19. Jan Vermeer, The Letter-Reader, ea. 1663. Rijksmuseum Amsterdam. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.
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Alpers 1983: 68- 9.

75

Alpers 2018: 195- 96.

Minoan painters never display human figures en face. Together with animals and plants, they are set
into the spatial background in profile or half-profile view on the frescoes. 76 In depicting the female body, they
focus - compared to the more literally adopted Egyptian canon for depicting men - on developing a culturally
autonomous style, in which the female body is much less static. The view is often in half-profile, and there is
consistent attention paid to its decoration and gender performance. The inaccessibility of the women in the
frescoes can be articulated through body posture, as in the case of the conversing women in the Sacred Grove

and Dance Fresco (Figure 8 above), or, more convincingly, in the case of the "Wounded Woman" in
the Adorants Fresco (Figures 20 and 21). She is depicted in almost three-quarter view, her forehead in her hand
and her right shoulder partly covering her chest and breasts. Not only is the interaction with the beholder of
the representation not facilitated, but - to strengthen her unapproachableness - the two surrounding figures
the "Necklace Swinger" and the "Veiled Girl") do not even turn their gaze towards her.
Figure 20. Wounded Woman, part of the Adorants
Fresco, Xeste 3, room 3, Akrotiri, LM I. Wikimedia

Commons, public domain.

76

See above n. 2.
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Figure 21. Adorants Fresco (The Necklace Swinger, The Wounded Woman, and The Veiled Girl), Xeste 3, room 3, Akrotiri, LM
I. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

In the case of Knossian miniature frescoes, the absence of direct eye contact between the viewer and the
depicted figure has been pointed out by Adams and interpreted as the principle of"distancing". Though not
questioning the narrativity of the frescoes, she suggests that the viewer is not engaged with the "narrative" of
the picture; instead, he is supposed to be employed in the process of" objectification" of the depicted figures.
According to Adams, this process can be further strengthened by the gaze of the inside lookers, particularly
the crowd in the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco and the Grandstand Fresco. 77 She sees the principle of
"distancing" as the opposite of the intimacy of representation, which is supposed to be mediated by direct eye
contact between the depicted figure, the "focaliser", and the beholder. I generally agree, but I also find it
difficult to accept that "'distancing' from the viewer is also an element of the process of objectification" .78
Direct eye contact with the beholder is something we encounter exclusively on Minoan seals and
sealings,79 and we will see in the next chapter that discerning more types of focalisers will help us to detect the
principles of objectification and intimacy as a possible contextual parallel, not necessarily opposite principles.
Internal communication within representation - or the lack of it - will be presented as an active feature of
representational techniques that regulates the recipient's position and instructs him how to view.

III.4. 3 Destimulating the Dynamics of Focalisation
Suppose the interaction of the beholder with the depicted figure is enacted through direct eye contact, as in
the case of some Minoan seals. This makes possible "open interaction",8° or "epiphanic fulfilment", if this
interaction is intensified or even exaggerated in a highly ritualised context. 81 If we further evolve
this mysterium tremendum et fascinans approach, and if the tremendum element of this intensified open
interaction prevails, we can speak about the apotropaic nature of the depiction - Gorgon being the most
familiar example. 82 The more the subject opens itself to the beholder, the more profoundly the beholder can
77 Adams 2013: 8- 10.
78

Adams 2013: 8.

79 Adams 2013: 12.

° Kemp 2003 : 72.
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'' Elsner 2007: 24; also cited by Adams 2013: 10.

'' E.g., Frontisi-Ducroux 1989: 159ff.

enter and share its private space. Up to this point, the extent of this open interaction seems to be directly
related to the degree of intimacy of the representation, as Adams seems to suggest.

Figure 22. Albrecht Durer, Artist Drawing a Nude with Perspective Device (illustration to The Painter's Manual), 1535. Public
Domain.

Even though it is not always as transparent as in the genre ofliterature, the theory of visual narrativity
also discerns other types of internal focalisers , as well as the external one. Internal focalisers direct the viewer's
view inside the painting83 and thus mediate the relationship between the viewer and the painted figure through
the internal communication of the figures portrayed. In this mediated relationship, the focalised figure can
be objectified quite intensively. Alpers sees this objectification as a function of the Italian, "Albertian" firmly
stated point of view. 84 As an example of the narrative grasp of this figure, she cites Di.irer's woodcut Artist

Drawing a Nude with Perspective Device, in which the nude woman is depicted offering her naked body to the
artist (Figure 22). To draw her body properly, he is constructing the appropriate view using technical devices.
The internal focaliser can, however, mediate a far more elusive and independent interaction with the viewer,
as does, for example, the griffin in the case of the Fresco of the Enthroned Goddess from Akrotiri (which I
consider to be narrative to some degree, a case apart from other Minoan frescoes; Figure 23).85
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Bal 2005: 631.
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Alpers 1983: 42; 2018: 187.

The visual interaction on this fresco has been, together with other decorations of Xeste 3 and the West House of Akrotiri, extensively studied
by Palyvou (2012). Because she presupposes a fixed point of view of the beholder and urges our "reading" of the "meaning" of these frescoes
(Palyvou 2012: 16), she suggests the eye contact of the beholder with the figure painted, even when it is depicted in profile view (Palyvou 2012:
12). This is difficult to accept, as is the identification of the "focal elements" with the geometric centres of the compositions, organised via
vertical and horizontal lines, without the views of the depicted figures being turned in its direction (Palyvou 2012: 17, 24). If we pay more
attention to the very consistent application of a preference for the profile view in Minoan frescoes , other possibilities open up on how to
analyse the effects of the actual avoidance of direct interaction with the viewer.
85
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Figure 23. Fresco of the Enthroned Goddess. Xeste 3, Akrotiri, room 3, LM I, Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

The absence of en face view in Minoan frescoes has led to speculation about the Minoan avoidance of
more monumental figural art, and presumably also of a cult statue.86 It is worthy of our attention that other
types of representations dependent on the en face form, such as kourotrophic images, are also absent from
Minoan material. 87 The intentionality of this evasion in Minoan frescoes seems to be further confirmed by
the very particular context in which frontal depictions can be found in an exclusive medium of seals and
sealings. 88 Lyvia Morgan described the frontal depiction of the human or animal face as referring to "liminal
states of consciousness", and, interestingly, this includes especially the contact of humans and animals with
death, when the frontally depicted figure (human or animal) is going to die, kill, or hunt. The liminal context
might also apply to "gorgons" shown in the childbirth pose (Figure 24). 89

86

Adams 2013: 10; Blakolmer 2009: 29; for the massive reconstruction of the so-called Snake Goddesses, including her face, see Eller 2012: 82-

85. This question of the possible absence of cult statues cannot be solved based on the present state of the evidence: we do not know to which

statue the bronze curls from Knossos (now in Heraklion Archaeological Museum) belonged (was it a sphinx or a human?); the discussion of
the small statue of Palaikastro kouros remains unresolved; and the Anemospilia sanctuary, from which the clay feet come, is challenging to
interpret.
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Budin 2011.

Except for the Jewel Fresco, which in fact depicts beads, Evans 1921-1935, I: 312, 525-526; and the Bull and Labyrinth Fresco from Tell El-Dab'a,
Bietak and Marinatos 1995: 51.
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With one exception, it is only the figure's head that is depicted frontally. Morgan 1995: 135- 137. There seems to be some continuity to the
Greek vase paintings, where not only dying warriors but also other situations described as liminal by Frontisi-Ducroux demand the rendering
of faces; Frontisi-Ducroux 1989: 160,164.
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Figure 24. Minoan Seals depicting figures with heads shown en-face: CMS II.6.15 (unknown provenance, LM I), CMS XI.33 (Symi, LM

II - LM IIIA), CMS I.106 (Argolis, LH II), CMS II.7.119 (unknown provenance LM I).

The frontal rendering is very probably related to the apotropaic function of labelling property or
marking personal or even collective identity when worn on the wrist or ankle, as we can see in the Neopalatial
frescoes. 90 On the one hand, this significance would very well meet the criteria for the intensified and intimate
open interaction with the external viewer; on the other hand, we can see the difficulties deriving from Adams'
conviction that intimacy and objectification are opposite tendencies. Violence is a good example of their
occasional contextual inseparability; in being murdered, the victim is totally objectified, while their
relationship with the murderer is intensely intimate. I would suggest that objectification and intimacy are
parallel processes, both of which are absent in Minoan frescoes.
This absence corresponds to the thematic restrictions of Minoan frescoes: we do not encounter any
scenes perceived by our culture as intimate, including erotic, breastfeeding, kourotrophic, or violent scenes.
Instead, intense idealisation, which also distances the viewer from the painting, is typical of Minoan frescoes:
not only are we incapable of recognising concrete historical figures but we do not find any traces of individual
human singularity, such as inscriptions, attributes, or any specific artefacts belonging to specific individuals.

9° Ferrara 2017;
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This intention is supported by the highly aesthetical stylisation of the depicted figures, mainly female. 91 The
Minoan visual canon prefers a less intimate, more neutral context in which highly stylised figures can be
situated.92
The neutral context and the profile view strengthen the general non-narrative nature of the Minoan
paintings because they do not stimulate the development of the processes of focalisation. The focaliser may
even be completely absent, as I think is the case with the Adorants Fresco (see Figure 21), where any narrative
coherence is lacking. Due to this absence, the external focaliser should also be considered as lacking. In Bal's
analysis, the external focaliser is what often embeds the internal focaliser with whose view the spectator is
asked to identify, but from which s/he is technically distinguished. This external focaliser is a pure
construction based on the viewer's knowledge of other narrative materials: Bal explains this using the example
of the "production" of young Daniel in depictions of the biblical story of Susanna and the Elders. 93
Because of Bal's premise that every visual work contains traces ofrepresentative labour, the dynamics
of focalisation, which is always an interpretation, 94 emerges whenever the viewer sees the visual work: the
Balian viewer is always "narrativising" the representations/he interprets. In the case of the Adorants Fresco, she
would probably maintain that the narrative aspect can be seen in the "strong resistance to the viewer and the
emphasis on the representation of that resistance" .95 However, I would argue - hopefully with Alpers - that
this interpretative relationship with the painting will emerge only in a culture that prefers to search for hidden
meanings to be interpreted and which was not the Minoan.
We have seen already, and will continue to explore in section V.2, that depictions on the Shield
actively experiment with focalisation. In quite a charming way, Homer involves the focaliser into the Shield
depiction, but as it is not always clear who this focaliser is - is it Hephaistos, the bard, Thetis? - we are not
enabled to identify with its view. In particular scenes, above all in the Knossian scene, there is a pronounced
internal focaliser, but its view is communal and more performed than actually focalising.

III.4.4 Absorption and Distance
If we return to the Knossian miniatures, their central theme is viewing,9 6 but there is no coherent visual
interaction of the different social groups discerned in the frescoes by gender, relative scale, and level of detail
used in their depiction.97 Furthermore, even the crowd's view dominating the fresco, which Adams suggests
as being the author of the gaze,98 is not monolithic. The only internal communication can be assigned to the
group of sitting women, but it is precisely these fragments whose position is not very confident. There seems
to be no particular figure or particular part of the crowd mediating the viewer's view. Were these frescoes
9'

Adams 2013: 7.

This is true also about things in nature, as the Minoans showed much interest in depicting their spontaneity and the delight in nature, but
not their botanically or zoologically accurate forms (Immerwahr 1990: 41). The same may hold for architecture: if the Central and West Court
are depicted in the Sacred Grove and Dame Fresco and Grandstand Fresco, these do not precisely correspond to the archaeological findings, see
also section Ill.6.
9'
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displayed together as a frieze, 99 the absence of the single view-point would be achieved not only by
perspectival conventions and the missing focalisation, but also by their distribution on the walls as to
surround the viewer.

If Alpers cited J. Q. van Regteren Altena and his characterisation of space in Pieter Saenredam as
provoking the sense of "absorption and distance" 100 in Minoan frescoes, this seems to be true for the figural
representations also. As there is no internal focaliser, no interaction with the viewer, no distance point of view
where he or she can be localised, and the very same activity the viewer is engaged in is displayed as the central
theme of the fresco, he or she actually participates in the performance represented. The overall impression is
of immersion in the depicted crowd. However, the second pole of this absorption-distance ambivalence is also
present, as the location of the viewer is not fixed, which makes him unable to control his own stability and
environment. As we have seen in Chapter III.3, the linear perspective allows the viewer to come and leave
without consequences. The Dutch understanding of painting as witnessed by the beholder makes the painting
more dependent on the viewer's presence. Minoan painting concentrates on this viewing presence to such an
extent as to make it the central theme of the picture.
Developing vertical perspective and intensifying this absorption-distance ambivalence may well be
the deliberate purpose of the Minoan artists. The scale and distribution of the frescoes, often extended from
one wall to another to cover the room's three walls, as in the Spring Fresco (Figure 25) of Building Delta from
Akrotiri, may be understood as another aspect of this method of preventing the viewer from grasping the
image from a distance and securing his position close to the representation, as on the represented land. We
will see in Chapter IV that an essential part of this surrounding is preserved in the depiction of the Shield.

99

Even though Morgan points out to the different upper border bands, she does not question the frieze composition, Morgan 2020: 367.
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Figure 25. The Spring Fresco of Building Delta, Akrotiri, LM I, Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

111.5 RITUAL IN NON-NARRATIVE RENDERING:
THE PERFORMANCE OF VIEWING
As we saw, it is quite common in Minoan studies to suggest that depictions with a low level of narrativity
represent ritual scenes.'0 1 In the case of the Knossian miniatures, the stress on the performative, corporeal,
and communal dimensions of proper seeing was considered to be further evidence of their ritual subject
theme. At this point, I would like to tum to the second variable in the interpretation process: the interaction
of the subject theme of Knossian miniatures - performative behaviour - and the modern Western category
of "ritual". As used in current anthropology and related disciplines, the analytical category of ritual is actually
quite an intricate tool, frequently appearing as a linear narrative form of representation employed to describe
social dynamics in transformative theories of society. We should be vigilant in applying this category to nonnarrative Minoan material to avoid constructing cultural and religious phenomena that may not have had
any Bronze Age equivalents.
"' See above section III.1.

The narrative structure of modern models of ritual is often derived from its supposed transformative
function. The pattern of preceding and succeeding sequences allows one to model ritual based on our
expectation of the "transformation" in time, or, to put it more broadly, an action making a difference seen
through thematic contrast. 102 This is, in exaggerated form, illustrated by the popularised model of rituals of
passage, with their phases of separation, transition, and reintegration. The popularity of this model in
Minoan studies 103 has also been recently revisited. 104 In the rite-of-passage, as initially introduced by van
Gennep in Les rites de passage (1909), the liminal transitory phase mediates between the preceding and
succeeding stages, just as the limen mediates between two places. Following van Gennep, Victor Turner, in
his processual theory of society,105 extracted the concept of liminality (or anti-structure, which has the power
to transform, create, and deconstruct meanings) from this model and made it the main principle of his
enormously influential ritual "dynamics". Thanks to it, societies are constantly changing within a pattern of
"social drama". Even though Cameron does not mention any methodological tools and merely refers to
"similarly large ancient or modern public festivals", it was probably this popular model of how ritual generally
works that inspired his schema of seven sequences.106 His supposition that something - an "anticlimax"107 is missing, and the later assumption that it should have been some pivotal event, such as the epiphany of the
Goddess or the impregnation of its impersonator that is lost, but actually functioned as a source of the
society's periodic regeneration,108 seems to confirm this hypothesis.
To recognise and analyse the power and influence of ritual "dynamics" requires knowing where and
when the ritual process begins and ends, both in terms of symbolical, historical, or geographical time and
place. Handelman has developed the notion of the ritual frame as constituted by unique sets of rules,
expectations, and attitudes.109 This ritual frame is what allows participants to understand things happening
within the ritual in some particular sense. But as for participants, so for theorists: the model of ritual operates
like the Albertian picture defined as the view from a framed window. That which is enacted inside the fixed
frame allows for an "action making a difference", or the transformation of the participating characters, or
rather of the society and history as a whole. Thus, we are in danger of applying to non-narrative material a
model whose core quality is to narrativise whatever it is applied to.
To see how deeply our current model of ritual is culturally determined, it can be helpful to remind
ourselves that even van Gennep's original pattern was not entirely linear. Although he describes the
predominant symbolic pattern of human life as rectilinear, in comparative analysis this pattern evinces many
"intricacies": the three phases of initiatory rituals are not always equally important or developed; they can be
embedded in one another or "reduplicated" (for example, when the liminal phase is itself framed by another
series of separation, transition, and incorporation stages; or they can be switched or enacted simultaneously,

"' Kemp 2003: 68.
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as in reintegrative last rites accompanying burials. 110 Thus, even if we disagree with the suggested nonnarrative (or less narrative) self-understanding of Minoan society, it is methodologically suspect to
reconstruct the vanished rituals of ancient societies according to the tripartite scheme of ritual
transformation. Moreover, we will also see in Chapter IV that there is some intense narrativising activity
embedded even in the very process of constructing "a model" and in applying it.
From a different perspective, Bell has criticised the general tendency to narrativise our theoretical
models. She points out the inclination of the social sciences to "textualise" (i.e., linearly read) their objects of
inquiry. According to her, we approach rituals as if we are "looking for meaning as something that can be
deciphered, decoded or interpreted". She sees this as a general trait of the interpretive-textual model of the
humanities, formed by the shift away from the dogma of scientific objectivity. In the case of the study of
111

vanished cultures, it is acutely visible when the researcher hopes and believes that it would eventually be
possible to "decipher" the iconography .112 Thus, if we turn our attention to how narrativisation might obscure
our access to Minoan representations of performative behaviour, we might illustrate it using another of
Alpers's examples of non-narrative painting, Pieter Bruegel the Elder's The Procession to Calvary (Figure 26) .
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Gennep 1960: u, 194.

Bell 1992: 45.

= Shaw and Chapin 2016: 9.

Figure 26. Pieter Bruegel the Elder, The Procession to Calvary, 1564. I<unsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. Wikimedia Commons, public
domain.

Alpers expounds that if we were not familiar with its title, we would need to examine the picture in detail to
extract allusions to the familiar story of Christ's suffering, which is almost hidden in the middle ground of
the painting. The absence of the prior viewer makes us lose the scale or proportion of the figures, and we thus
are unable to construct their relationships or internal communication. There is no clue as to how the elaborate
mourning of the tall figures in the foreground and the dispassionateness of the figures in the middle ground
go together; we cannot identify with them or respond to them. This intensifies the epistemological
uncertainty about "how we know or how we relate to the world". 113 Even though Alpers does not mention it,
the spatial arrangement of the painting recalls the general model of mental maps, or mind mapping, which
branches from the central theme in various directions. However, this central "theme" is not depicted as an
"event" understood narratively as a change of state. We can save this splendid picture to memory as its
composition may help us elucidate the composition of some of the scenes on the Shield of Achilleus, where
numbers of figures are present; however, focalisers are not, as in the ,,Court Scene". On even greater
importance will be Alpers' noting that spatial relationships are considered to be more important to
representation than temporal ones.
The visibility of the narrative structure depends on the visibility of its frame, which Alpers has shown
using Alberti's theory of the picture and Handelman (even though without her critical stance) on the
constitutive role of the ritual frame. The less sharp the frame, the less intense the narrativity of the
representation and our capability to grasp it as narrative without mentally reconstructing the frame.
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The Procession to Calvary, like the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco and the Grandstand Fresco, has no explicit
edges; it seems as if it could continue in all directions, in a similar way as mapping-like pictures.

111.6 MINOAN CULTURAL PERCEPTION OF SPACE
Alpers demonstrates the arbitrariness of the edges and the possibility of their extension using the example of
panoramic descriptions oflandscape, particularly the harbour views, as we have seen in Pieter Bruegel's View

of the Bay of Naples (Figure 18).114 This quality is pivotal for what she calls the "coincidence between mapping
and picturing". 115 In Dutch culture, this "coincidence" manifests itself in the decorative function of maps as
pictures, in their omnipresence in paintings, in the business relations between pictures and map selling, but
primarily in the similarities in their representations of spatial knowledge. 116 This is described by Alpers as
their cognitive overlap and by Latour, perhaps even more fittingly, as embraced by a single "optical
consistency" .117
A similar cognitive organisation of space in the Minoan frescoes has not gone unnoticed either. First,
we have seen that in the case of the miniatures from Knossos, Cameron suggested that the crowd is depicted
in vertical perspective both in front of the shrine on the Central Court and behind the shrine on the West
Court, and so surrounds the palatial west wing. The mapping aspect has been studied in more detail in
miniatures from the West House of Thera. Immerwahr noticed the "maplike perspective" in the case of
the Nilotic Fresco (see Figure 15 above) and Iliakis the "cartographic conception" of the Flotilla Fresco (Figure
16), although in his view the cartographic conception was typical of "folk art" in general.118 The latter was

considered by the authors of The History of Cartography to be the "earliest known graphic representation of
cartographic significance" in the Mediterranean area, 119 and, as we have seen, Strasser recently argued for the
map-like subject theme, even though not arrangement.
To interpret the Flotilla Fresco as a depiction of the seacoast makes good sense based on a comparison
with the traditional interpretation of the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco and the Grandstand Fresco as
representations of particular topographies. In Minoan studies, however, this line of argumentation, stressing
topographical setting, was never intended to question the narrative content of the frescoes. On the contrary,
the proposed narrative interpretation completely overshadows its map-like subject theme or arrangement.
Starting with Spyridon Marinatos's original suggestion of a voyage to Libya, this depiction of seven large
ships between two landmasses has been often interpreted as a voyage within the Aegean or to more distant
lands, or alternatively, in even more narrative terms, as an illustration of oral poetry - its "visual
counterpart",120 which could be autochthonous Minoan or Homeric. Moreover, this fresco was sometimes

ll4

Alpers 1983: 128.

llj

Alpers 1983: 119.

ll'

Alpers 1983: 128.

ll,

Alpers 1983: 126; Latour 1986: 10.

llS

Immerwahr 1990: 73; Iliakis 1978: 621.

ll,

Aujac 1987: 132.

tlo

Morris 1989: 515.

60

directly connected with the depiction of the Shield of Achilleus,121 or, in an even more speculative way, with
an illustration of Greek myths, such as the story of Theseus and Ariadne.122
However, even more moderate interpretations, firmly based on the comparison with Knossian
miniatures and acknowledging the topographical dimension, still understand it to be a setting for some
"event", or at least a specific occasion. For example, following others, Strasser argues that the Flotilla

Fresco represents some sort of ceremony, probably nautical123 - which only allows the problem to return via
the back door. As we saw in The Procession to Calvary, landscape depictions do not necessarily always form the
"event" background. Sometimes, the map-like arrangement of spatial relationships is better understood as a
broader quality of non-narrative representation than merely a quality of depicting landscapes. As we have
seen, Alpers stresses the attention paid here to bridging space relationships when overlooking or not
articulating temporal ones.
I suggest similar attention to bridging space, not time, which seems to be a characteristic trait of
Minoan miniature frescoes in general (and the missing focalisation suggests that it would be the case for some
large-scale figural representations as well). As in Dutch art, where the landscape is depicted as viewed by its
inhabitants, with fishermen or shepherds gazing far across the landscape,124 so also in Minoan miniatures, is
there no modern urge for geometrized and objectified spatial representations using the measuring scale.
Instead, the performance of seeing, the embodied "represented view," is depicted as a testimony to knowing
the world properly. If the Flotilla Fresco were a "map" of Thera before its destruction, this "represented view"
would see it as a cultural landscape, famous for the nautical skills of its inhabitants and the richness of the
local fauna. If Knossian miniatures depict the palatial courts (in no "objective" sense, so not matching
archaeological record exactly125 ), they naturally depict them as crowded with people who have something to
do with the palace.
What is performed here is not any society-transforming event; there is no internal communication
allowing the viewer to perceive a change from a particular perspective. In a review of Alpers's The Art of

Describing, published almost 30 years later to assess its impact, Mariet Westerman characterises the Dutch
mapping-like picturing as the "pictorial diagramming of worldly knowledge". 126 Even though I consider this
also to be an appropriate description of the Minoan organization of representing the world, when we take into
consideration that Minoan miniature friezes covered more walls in the room, so as painted around the viewer,
we probably come closer to the essential differences between the Dutch and Minoan articulation of space and
the irreducible originality of the Minoan.
Lyvia Morgan has argued for the "topographical relationships" between the images in the Minoan
miniature friezes from four particular rooms (probably banquet halls) in Thera, Kea, Tel Kabri, and Tell elDab'a, and the landscape behind their walls. The frescoes depicting ships and harbours or maritime motifs

= E.g., Vlachopoulos 2007; Chapin 2014: 22; Hiller 1990. Morris 1989 suggests many particular subject themes as corresponding to what is
depicted on the Shield, including suggesting the river as mirroring Okeanos (Morris 1989: 517).

= Sali 2000.
Morgan 1988: 164-165; Strasser 2010: 8, also for references. He partially supports this assumption by the fact that the ships are,
anachronistically for this period, propelled by paddlers, and their sails, with only one exception, are furled, even though he himself admits
that the reason for this may, in fact, lie in the difficulty of entering narrow harbours. Strasser 2010: 8.
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were also found in these localities (see Figure 27 for Kea), and the orientation of the walls they covered was in
the direction not only of the town's actual harbours but also of the ancient maritime routes between the
Aegean, Egypt, and the Levant. 127 The other known frescoes, such as the Nilotic Fresco from Akrotiri (which
in fact depicts the island's river; the name is Marinatos' s original128) and the Landscape Fresco from Kea (Figure
28), pointed in the inland direction. 129 There is an interesting possibility of adding Quatna to this web. The

miniature friezes found there are strikingly reminiscent of Akrotiri's West House, as the river and rocky
landscapes reveal,130 while Quatna's inland geographical position may explain the absence of a motifs of
harbour and flotilla of ships. If Morgan is correct, the Minoan Bronze Age seafarer imagined the spatial
organisation of the world as surrounding its physical presence. 131

Figure 27. Lyvia Morgan's visualisation of the Cauldrons and Ships scene with Rocky Landscape, Northeast Bastion, Ayia Irini, Kea
(scale 1:8, watercolor, Morgan 2020: 265, Figure 7.26).

Figure 28. Lyvia Morgan's visualisation of the Marsh landscape, Northeast Bastion, Ayia Irini, Kea (scale 1.8, Morgan 2020; 260, Figure
7.22).

u, Morgan 2007. There is another parallel with the Naval Scene from Hall 64 of the Southwestern Building of the Palace of Nestor Pylos,
currently under reconstruction, see Brecoulaki et al. 2015.
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u, Even though she does not specify how the "reference to" the landscape behind the wall is formally articulated, it seems to be more an
"evocation" than the view constructed as seen in the window frame, Morgan 20070 u9, 121.
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The frieze of Kea however reveals a lot of peculiar traits, such as tunics, horses, chariot, cauldron, and allusions to hunting, which are
otherwise absent from Minoan frescoes. Thus, I do not maintain, that its subject theme is also nonnarrative. For the peculiar traits see Morgan
2020: 388. For her interpretation of the fresco program as depicting feasting, including its preparation see Morgan 2020: 389-409.
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Thus, even though the cultural perception of space seems to be unique, the "mapping impulse" is not to be
understood as only a coincidental trait of Dutch and Minoan art. It is better to see it as a pattern of organising
knowledge coexisting with, and, from time to time, dominating or retreating from, the narrative explanatory
frameworks in various cultural systems. Alpers's assertion that "[t]here was perhaps at no other time or place
such a coincidence between mapping and picturing"132 can now be corrected: we should, or at least should be
prepared to, expect such a coincidence at every time and place where non-narrative representations prevail,
and this would definitely mean Minoan Crete.
Furthermore, most importantly, any prevalence of such depiction should warn us against expecting
the intense presence of narrative, cultural representation such as oral poetry, or against applying narrative
analytical models as a transformative model of ritual. Instead, we should take this "non-narrative approach"
into account wherever signs of non-narrative representative techniques emerge. So, was this the case of
Geometric Greece too?
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Alpers 1983: 119.

IV. BACK TO THE SHIELD:
MINOAN IMAGES IN ARCHAIC
GREEK POETRY AND THOUGHT

As has been said, Evans already regarded the miniature frescoes from Knossos as depicting the same motif he
knew from his study of Homer - the dance of Ariadne (Il. 18.590-606). This connection was only logical, as
Homer was used as a historical source in Evans' time, and as Evans himself was in the first phase of his
excavations at Knossos searching for the beginnings of Mycenaean culture. In the context of ongoing disputes
between Europe and the Ottoman Empire over influence in the Mediterranean, he was seeking to prove that
European civilisation used its own writing system at the same time or even earlier than the Eastern one. 1
The preference for script and connected cultural expression continued without significant
interruptions until as late as the second half of the 20th century. In the 1960th, the Homerist C. H. Whitman,
estimating a shared pattern of universal cultural development, wrote that: "[P] oetry might be expected to lead
the plastic arts in the history of any culture."2 In Minoan studies, it is, as has been shown above repeatedly,
quite generally assumed that the oral epic tradition was already flourishing in the Bronze Age, whether as
autonomous Minoan or pre-Greek tradition. The fresco paintings are subsequently supposed to have
originated as its illustrations or visual counterparts. I suggest here a switch in the perspective through which
we see this historical process. The Minoan culture seems to be intensely visual. There are insufficient reasons
to suppose that some mass of alternative and independent cultural content was transferred through other
media, i.e., epics, and that the surviving paintings interact with it. Instead, I propose that the once preferred
media of visual representation, which developed non-narrative techniques of representation, were still
significantly influential in Nagy's first, fluid stage of the development of Homeric Epics, and were still
circulating in the collective memory in the second, more formative stage.3 The physical images, as well as the
collective mental images, the inherited memories, may arouse the imagination of poets. Furthermore, as has

'Evans' first notes about Knossos were published under the title "The Mycenaean Tree and Pilar Cult"; where Cretan Mycenaeans are
identified with Homer's Eteocretans (MacGillivray 2000: 191). Evans first used the label "Minoan" in line with Karl Hoeck's designation of the
time epoch (Evans 1895: 357 [88]). Only later did he start to use this label to mark the whole civilisation and appropriate this designation as his
own invention (MacGillivray 2000: 134-135). For placing the origins of Mycenaean civilisation on Crete or the Cyclades, see also Galanakis
2014: 89. For detailed study of the intellectual climate of that time, especially Evans' racist intellectual background, see Schoep 2018 (and for
application, Evans 1921: 6-8). For what Evans himself called "a priori reasons" to assume the existence of the script in Mycenaean civilisation,
see also Eller 2012: 77. The existence of a genuine European script long before the Greek civilisation adopted the Phoenician alphabet, and at
approximately the same time (or even before) as scripts known from Near East emerged, was suggested as proving the superiority of European
civilisation.
'Whitman 1965: 91.
3

For adoption of Nagy's evolutionary model of the development of the Epics in this work, see above Chapter I.1.

been said above, some of these images (or their imitations) might still have been visible at Knossos (see above
Chapter l.1) in the Geometric period, so as to reactivate and stimulate memories of the Bronze Age, and the
material transference of visual patterns might also have taken place in the form of textile art (as we will see in
section IV.3).
The Knossian scene on the Shield, depicting a dance compared to the dance of Ariadne, describes
something that is Greek in form. Even though we have, besides the Sacred Dance and Grove Fresco, many other
Minoan artefacts depicting dance, they are never gender-mixed; the possessive gesture of holding the wrist
seems to be only Greek, 4 and wearing tunics also does not correspond to the Minoan style of depicting men. 5
However, I will argue that the composition and the techniques of representation, not only of this scene but
also of the Shield as such, draw on advanced Minoan painting and they might, particularly in the case of the
Knossian scene, also draw on its subject theme: the performance of seeing the known world. The ekphrastic
form had a pivotal role in this transition, as it conserved these conventions independently of the material
form and free to spread out and survive. Rather than a mere transference, these techniques were also
subjected to questioning, reflection, and transformation as Greek culture already had its own cultural identity
in the so-called Dark Age, and as the Homeric Epics were undergoing constant reinterpretation. 6
In this chapter, I will discuss particular traits of the Shield's description, which I suggest may preserve
Minoan heritage or leave open the option of preserving Minoan heritage. In section IV.1, I will show how the
topographical quality of representation of spatial relationships in Minoan frescoes corresponds with the
topographical organisation of the Shield. In both cases, spatial relationships are articulated at the expense of
temporal ones, depicted as evoking some fullness - the sun, full moon, and every constellation visible
forming a counterpart to Minoan landscape frescoes on which different kinds of species flourish at the same
time. The viewers on the Shield, especially the viewers of the dance, which in section IV.2 I assume to be
directly adopted from Minoan miniature frescoes, play an essential role in experiments with focalisation,
almost absent in Minoan frescoes but thematised explicitly in the Shield. Minoan "emotional sense for
geometry"7 not only had to influence the early Greek geometric vase painting, but I also suggest a connection
here with what Carruesco described as the geometric syntax of the dance depicted on the Shield (Chapters
IV.3 and IV.4). What surprised me or even caught me off-guard, was the clustering of Minoan motifs (the
spiral pattern and the custom of depicting landscape as following in every direction) around the image of
Okeanos. In section IV.5, I assume that there are no cosmogonic speculations in Homer, as Okeanos is
otherwise considered to be the only tacit allusion to these. Taking into consideration one of the current
etymologies suggesting that the name Okeanos is derived from Pre-Greek languages, it turns out that it might
even eventually be an originally Minoan notion. The short analyses of the epithets of Okeanos lead to a
conclusion that instead of a single stream of waters encircling the Earth, it was probably imagined more as a
stream of rippling waters, a possible descendant from Minoan bands of running spirals (section IV.6). If so,
we may, in section IV.7, trace Minoan influence on Greek conceptions of spatial relationships as far as
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Anaximander and his "discovery of space",8 or - taking into consideration the overlap between spatial and
cognitive metaphor in Homer - even to Heraclitus' image of the unreachable limits of the soul. In the ,,Court
Scene", where the penalty for the blood crime is discussed in an allusion to the ransom refused by
Agamemnon in the beginning and accepted by Achilleus at the end of the Iliad, the still unfulfilled
expectation of the concrete form of this penalty, of its "limits," is articulated. It informs us that in his artistic
methods and understanding of the world, Homer mastered the differences between narrative and nonnarrative rendering and their effect on constructing human place in the world (Chapter IV .8).

IV.1 BRIDGING THE SPACE; THE FULLNESS OF TIME
Strabo claimed that he, like his predecessors, including Hipparchus, regarded Homer as the "founder of
geographical science". The authors of The History of Cartography take the Flotilla Fresco to be the first "graphic
representation of cartographic significance", that has survived from the Greek world, and they considered the
Shield as the first "literary reference" to cartography, the "cartographic symbolism" .9 However, what does this
affinity mean? How do we discern the peculiar traits essential for considering the representation as
fundamentally cartographic in such a different medium?
As we have seen, a concrete topographical setting is represented in the Flotilla Fresco. To articulate
spatial relationships, the vertical perspective is used, avoiding a fixed point of view and leaving the beholder
in a mobile position very close to the surface of the painting. The panoramic landscape, offering itself for a
wide vista, accommodates an aggregate of views. The viewer may look at the painting from whatever point he
chooses, no one is privileged, and his eye is encouraged to move. Commenting on Dutch mapping-like
paintings, Alpers notes, that as a result, the image makes the impression as "being seen from within or being
surveyed" .' I would add that it is this unstable position that allows for a simultaneous sense of distance. In
0

such a detailed view, the landscape is rendered with the passion of the observer: it allowed Strasser to detect
the vanished caldera's shape from the colours of the stones. The living space surrounds the surveying viewer,
and his cartographic endeavour; the mapping put into effect in picturing is a product of passing through the
pictorial space.
No matter how overwhelming the spatial dimension, the representation of temporal relationships is
often restored and filled in by researchers. In the case of miniature frescoes, they depend on our
reconstruction of the represented performative behaviour. As predominant models of ritual are constructed
as narrative categories, the temporal relationships seem visible when applied. This is precisely the case with
Lyvia Morgan's analysis of the miniature friezes from Kea, Akrotiri, Tel Kabri, and Tell el-Dab'a in terms of
the symbolic topographical significance of the direction of the painted walls. Though her analysis is entirely
spatial, her conclusion urges us also to consider the temporal context, which she sees exclusively in terms of

8 Couprie 2 011:
9

99ff.

Aujac 1987: 131- 132. Sadly, it is slightly confusing to take the Flotilla Fresco to be "roughly contemporary" with the depiction of the Shield.

" Alpers 1983: 138.
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festive implications. a However, if we stay with the interpretation that the figures depicted are performing a
proper seeing of the land and testifying to their knowledge of it, it seems that almost no temporal structure is
detectable or is at least secondary to the depiction of spatial relations.
On the Shield, topographical relationships are not very concrete. As we have seen in Chapter II, the
difficulties with the visual reconstructions of the Shield are notorious, and scholars have struggled hard to
"solve" the problem of the Shield's spatial structure, be it the distribution of the circular "bands", their
content, or the possibilities of the convex form, in which the celestial sphere would constitute the second
layer .12 The course of description causes difficulties for authors suggesting the distribution of the scenes into
concentric circles,13 as the Earth will be placed in the centre as a bosom and at the same time fill the surface of
the Shield up to Okeanos rim. Particular scenes have obscure relationships, and, as Stansbury-O'Donnell
puts it, their edges are sometimes "blurred", even though the poet has a "vivid picture of each separate scene
in mind". '4 As no crossings between the scenes are described, Edwards notices that the whole description
seems to be more of a catalogue than a physical object.15 Other authors, like Thein, remark that there is no
single scale applied, as there is no fixed referent that would allow a scale to be established. As a consequence,
it is impossible to determine the actual size and the level of detail thus does not correspond to the diminution
or extension of the represented aspects of the world. 16

If we imagine the particular scenes of the Shield as spatially organised in a vertical perspective like
Minoan topographic frescoes were, it would be the deliberate absence of the fixed point of view and the
absence of the frame (created by the inner relationships inside the composition; Alpers' narrative frame) that
would give the impression of"blurred" edges. The different movements and relationships in the compositions
will be perceived as they continue further and further away,17 and also the scale of the figures will be related
to each other and the "surface" of the Shield, not to the view of the bard, Hephaistos, Thetis, or us. Given the
absence of frames represented inside the compositions of particular scenes, the overall reconstruction of their
mutual relationships is complicated. We do not know if verbs describing Hephaistos' action and introducing
some scenes may allude to separate bands (as on Geometric vases and also in Hall 64 from the Palace of Pylos),
and here Edwards association of a catalogue also comes to our minds. However, these bands do not work as a
representational frame constructed inside the narrative composition; the vertical perspective creates the
impression of overcoming them.

ll Morgan 2007: 117- 126. For the festival context, seep. 125- 126, where she also assumes possible calendrical associations but cites no evidence
for these.

Stansbury-O'Donnell 316: "[T]here is too much imprecision in the location of the various scenes and their visual continuity or division to
allow a reconstruction. [... ] Nor is the way scenes are separated from one another or the way in which the figures stand within the picture space
or on the picture surface always clear..."

u
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See section Il.i, n. 20.

"' Stansbury-O'Donnell 1995: 317.
'' Edwards 19870 200.
'6

Thein [2022), forthcoming; Purves 2010: 49.

Purves (2010) pays particular attention to the perception of space in both Epics (and whose approach is "from the Aristotelian future,"
contrary to mine, "from the Minoan past") and comes to different conclusions as she discerns the two traits presented here, the cartographic
conception and the sense that the representation can continue in every direction (with which we will take up in section IV.7, where the
"untraversable" land will be discussed), as belonging to two different perception of space: cartographic to the Iliad and the perspective of the
traveller to the Odyssey. Although I have to admit that I came across her book too late to properly incorporate it into the present work,
considering the Shield, we come to very different conclusions, almost in sharp contrast. For Purves, it is a significant trait of the depiction of
the Shield that it can be "taken in with one glance" (2010: 48), or even "held in one hand", (2010: 97) as the Shield is firmly framed by Okeanos
(2010: 11) and thus "is a model of the world in miniature" (2010: 50). Purves thus ascribes aerial perspective to Achilleus (2010: 54).

'7

As we will see in the next chapter, probably due to mediation, the bard, to some degree, performs
between the creative action of Hephaistos and the audience of his performance (and the occasional presence
of the internal focaliser represented by the watching crowd), the ambivalent sense of absorption and distance
that the Minoan frescoes evoke, is not aroused to such an extent, and the beholder sometimes adopts a more
focused stance. I believe, however, that it is still productive to imagine the bard who describes the scenes on
the Shield as physically progressing from seeing one to the other as if his eyesight were so close that he always
sees one scene and nothing else. If we follow him, we may find ourselves overwhelmed by each scene. A
position so close to the one being depicted simply does not allow us to orient ourselves in their mutual
relationships at any given moment. Since we are always in the midst of creative work with Hephaistos, we
cannot see what he will do next, but we have also lost from view what is already finished. It is probably this
feature of the description, the impossibility of grasping the representation of the Shield within a fixed point
of view and of visualising it in a single image, that may account for its elusiveness and attract so many
"decipherers".
Compared to Minoan landscape frescoes, the topography of the Shield is more universal and slightly
more abstract. It depicts not only the known world but also Okeanos and the celestial sphere. Nevertheless,
and contrary to what is quite often suggested, I do not think that the Shield can be considered as a model of
the universe, and the celestial sphere is probably depicted only from below. There is no trace of threedimensional models of the world in Homer's time18 - these probably first appear with Anaximander and his
Ionian successors - and I think the reason is again perspectival. The possibility of seeing the world, the kosmos,
as a whole, of seeing a three-dimensional image of it, a "model" of it, needs the external position of the viewer
for its construction. In addition to the human self-conscious, unified, bordered, and integrated self, an
external space where one can situate oneself is also needed, but it is lacking. In poetic language, "no Achilleus'
man dared to look directly at them [ba[baAa mivra of the Shield or armour], but flinched away" (Il. 19.1415).'9

It seems we need the help of an internal focaliser to gain confidence in our view. There is no one
through whose eyes we can see the Shield as a finished whole. The poet does not even mention that Hephaistos
is looking at the finished Shield; all the poet's attention is on the process of creation. Even if Thetis observed
the creation process to its conclusion, the poet does not include her gaze in his description, thus excluding it
from our imagination. However, the dynamic of focalisation is not as suppressed as in the Minoan frescoes;
we know that someone is watching, we just cannot fully share their view. As we will see in the next chapter,
even in the occasional moments when an internal focaliser suddenly emerges in particular scenes, to zoom
the viewer out for a moment, it places him or her back on the surface of the Shield in the next moment.
Cosmological constructions that are far from the "model" type can serve as a parallel here. If we recall
Morgan's suggestion of the symbolic orientation of the miniature frescoes at various Minoan sites in the
direction of ancient maritime routes, this may help u s understand the situation of the audience of the Iliad.
The Bronze Age seafarer imagines the spatial arrangement of the world as surrounding his physical presence.
'' Homer and Hesiod do not state what happens with the heavenly bodies between their setting and rising. Still, since Tartarus is never
illuminated by the sun, they do not seem to be supposed to pass underneath the Earth. The only passage where Homer seems to say that the
sun passes under the Earth (Od. 10.191) probably only mirrors the notion that the sun disappears from view below the horizon, see also Couprie
2011: 13.
'9

Similarly to Hektor, ll. 22.134-137.
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If we switch from our textbook perspective of a viewer located in outer space, some of our problems with
visualising the Shield can be clarified if we imagine Homer's audience, or us as his audience, on the surface
of the Shield, almost inside the scenes described. Notwithstanding its symbolic and more abstract
topography, even the Shield can depict the landscape and seascape from the point of view of the spectator
standing on it.
In poetic language, this may be alluded to by the physical, emotional, and intellectual connections of
the Shield with the chest of the warrior, which it is intended to cover, where the knowing prapides of
Hephaistos are creating it, and Achilleus' phrenes are taking pleasure in it. The Shield intimately "fits" the
body if the warrior it covers,20 and Achilleus here seems as if embodying the Keplerian viewer when on his
Shield's retina, the panorama of the known world is reflected.
Less intense attention is paid to the representation of temporal relationships. The astronomical
prelude evokes some kind of fulfilment of time: we see the unwearying sun, the moon on its increase to full,
and "every constellation with which the heavens are crowned" (18-484-486). There are parallels to this
temporal situation in Minoan landscape paintings, especially the Monkey and Blue Birds Fresco at Knossos,
where we find different biotopes and large quantities of species, some of them flowering in different seasons,
depicted in full blossom. Crocuses, lilies, iris, ivy, papyri, rushes, and others are depicted within rivers,
waterfalls, marshy and rocky landscapes, with monkeys and birds between them; Marinatos describes this
composition as an "orgy of vegetation". 21
Even though it is not immediately apparent from the composition and narration of the Iliad, several
detailed philological analyses have shown that not only in the Shield but also in similes and the overall Epics,
the arrangement of temporal relationships, the sense of time and the past, is different from our own. In
depicting particular scenes of the Shield, we have seen above (Chapter II.2) that not only are the consequences
of the displayed actions famously not evoked, but also the proportion between the perfective and imperfective
forms of verbs used to depict movement and change is radically modified in favour of the imperfect and past
perfect tense, considered to be the primary tool of description. Almost half of the remaining perfective aorists
are unaugmented iterative aorists used to describe repetitive movements without an inherent beginning or
end. The augmented aorists are (with one exception) clustered- not surprisingly - in the image of the "City
at War". 22
This usage may (despite the low frequency of aorist forms in the description of the Shield) correspond
to the generally specific use of past tense in similes. Bakker showed that the frequent use of augment in
similes, as compared to the rest of the Epics, is not due to the fact that similes represent the latest development
stage of Homeric Epic, as traditionally suggested, but is deliberately used as a deictic suffix, "marking an
event as 'near' with respect to the speaker's present and immediate situation".23 Although Bakker assumes
" Thein [2022], forthcoming.
21 Even these particular traits of the Monkey and Blue Birds Fresw were noted by Marinatos some time ago' she interpreted it as a symbolic
religious landscape "suggestive of the renewal of nature" (1984: 92), with a possible allusion to spring's courting; see also Marinatos 1993: 193195. Chapin, focusing more on the simultaneity of the composition (Chapin 2004: 57) discerns the same features on the fresco from Room 14
of the Royal Villa at Ayia Triada, which also extends across three walls. She adds another possible trait, the occurrence of plant hybrids (e.g.,
on the Floral Fresco from the Unexplored Mansion in Knossos, and concludes that depicting timelessness is a peculiar trait of Minoan
landscape painting (Chapin 2004: 59; her own interpretation connects landscape art with reinforcement of elite power). The whole scale of the
Monkey and Blue Birds Fresco is not reconstructed, for Cameron's drawing of the reconstruction see e.g. Chapin 2004: 48, Figure 3.1.

" Koopman 2018: 68- 75, see Chapter II.2 above.
'3

And signalling thus the present relevance of a past event, Bakker 2001: 15; see also Bakker 1997b : 28- 30.

that the motivation for using augmented verbs in similes is narrative and semantic, his conclusion, that the
augmented verbal forms are used in similes to mark near versus far and to stress the high degree of
"immediacy" and "presence" ,24 corresponds well to the simultaneity of temporal relationships in Minoan
fresco painting, resulting in the sense of surrounding presence.
Stressing the performative dimension, Bakker suggests that also in the overall narratives of the Epics,
there are no "constructions" of the past as distant events to which we can adopt an "objective" stance. In the
present experience of rhapsodic performance, the past is evoked as "a state of mind in the present, an act of
remembering" .25 An original experience that took place in another time is re-experienced now through the
activity of the performer, 26 as we can see in Nagy's assertion that the term moira, the "portion" of meat as well
as life or fate, is not easily distinguishable from the tradition of the hero, as carried by the Epics.27 Thus not
only are the similes and the Shield far more descriptive than narrative, but also, in the main narrative of the

Iliad, the location in time is imprecise, temporal reference vague, and the relationship to the past more a
matter of how it is still present and re-experienced, and not how it is finished. The "truth" of the past depends
on how it still exists in the Epics and is experienced by the audience. As in the depiction of the Shield and
several other similes, the overwhelming presence is even intensified; we can recall here Bruegel's Procession to

Calvary to see how the swarming of people around constitutive social actions can be free of any temporal
consequences.
Although the preference for articulations of spatial relationships, mainly then depicting landscape
and seascape, while alluding to temporal ones by evoking simultaneity, connects Minoan fresco painting with
the depiction of the Shield, the depiction is not entirely non-narrative. Although the focalisation can
sometimes be confusing, it is present and turns our attention to Homeric anthropology.

IV.2 THE WORLD WITHIN GRASP
As is already clear from Svetlana Alpers' reference to Geertz, in interpreting the techniques of representation,
we can also infer the self-understanding of the beholder of that representation from the relationships these
techniques establish with him. If the world appears to us as an intricate complex of cultural representations,
the way we interact with them reflects our sense of human place in the world. Thus, if we look for
anthropology in Homer, instead of studying human-divine relationships, the operations of physiological and
psychological organs and activities, or the concept of "fate," we may look for the workings of representative
conventions.

"'Bakker 2001: 22.
'' Bakker 1997b: 12-13. As Homer does not use the historical presenttense to vivid his story, Bakker, searching for other means, builds his
argumentation on the usage of the verb µeMELv and the accompanying particle ii.Qa, which he explains as a "verbalization of consciousness
that spans past and present." (Becker 1997b: 23). Bakker also points out, that Proto-Indo-European was originally a language without an overt
tense system (like Chinese and some Native American languages; p. 29).
Bakker 1997b: 24. In a similar way, the present is then turned into the future, "from which the epic event is perceived with the knowledge and
understanding of the present" (Bakker 1997b: 17).

'6

32-33; Nagy, 1979. The Best of the Achaeans: Concepts of the Hero in Archaic Greek Poetry. Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins
University, 1979:134- 135; 265-268. Even though building on parallels with the decoration of Geometric vases, Mackay reaches similar
conclusions, assuming that it is a quality of oral poetry, that instead of the linear progression of time, "a concept of simultaneity" is privileged
(Mackay (1993: 110).

' 7 Bakker 1997b:

As shown in the case of the Minoan frescoes, the dynamics of focalisation is heavily suppressed. In
some of the frescoes, the internal communication of the depicted figures is entirely absent, as is their
communication with us. We do not find any intimate or objectifying scenes and the idealisation (especially
of the large-scale figures) is intense. In the case of the anonymous crowd scenes, the possibility of being
immersed bodily in the crowd does not allow enough space for "communication" either. As a result, the
viewer does not interact with the depiction in any active, controlled way, as the dynamics of focalisation
would require. The viewer is surveying the surface of the representation, as the human is stuck to the surface
of the world.
In ekphrasis, the process of responding to representation is examined in more detail. We saw in section
II.3 that explicit attention is paid to the four levels of mediation between us and the represented world. The
physical medium of the work of art, the metal Shield, is explicitly distinguished from the referent, the subject
of the scene; the creator of the artwork and the process of its creation are further distinguished from the
attention paid to the response to the fabricated artwork.28 We are particularly interested here in the last level.
When Becker shows how the bard plays a crucial role in modelling and directing the audience's response to
the image, he emphasises the importance of the verbal medium to this process. 29 He considers it a
characteristic feature of Homeric description that the visual arts are admired while the possibilities of
language to describe the experience of them are explored. 30 At times the bard describes how Hephaistos' craft
evokes our emotional responses: his art is marvellous (18.549); his images skilfully made (daidala, 18.484), and
there are frequent references not only to the gleam of metal but also to daggers and oiled bodies (18.596, 598);
the wine is honey-sweet (18.546); the king happy at heart (18.557). In these moments of shared pleasure, an
intimate relationship develops between the bard and his audience. When this moment ends, however, the
viewer is once again left alone on the surface of the Shield.
Quite significantly, the bard's mediation in some passages, especially in the depiction of the dance, is
enhanced using another internal focaliser personified by the watching crowd. In addition to the women
standing in the doorway admiring (8auµa,ov) the brides being led by torchlight to the accompaniment of
the wedding song and the young men whirling in the dance (18.492-496), this is particularly the case in the
Knossos scene, where the crowd stands around the dancing boys and girls "much enjoying" (TEprr6µEvot) the
elegance of the dance (18.604). Interestingly, an emotional, not an intellectual, response is evoked here. Given
the Knossian location of the simile and the performative event of the dance, it is tempting to interpret the
crowd depicted here as an explicit adaptation of the crowd in the Knossian miniatures. This time, however,
the depiction of the crowd is rearranged, as the bard explicitly speaks of its monolithic gaze and the emotions
aroused. The crowd now plays the role of an internal focaliser, and it is important that the communal aspect
of the proper view is maintained. As a result, the viewer's perspective is guided by the community's
perspective, and because the viewer is physically present in the rhapsodic audience, it also triggers the
dynamics of the performance, as we will see in Chapter IV.4. 31 Compared to the Minoan frescoes, we can say
'' See section II.3; Becker 1990: 42-44.
'' Becker interprets the influence of the verbal medium as a "way of making a story" (Becker 1990: 43); I think that experimenting with the
possibilities of focalising the image would be a more accurate description.
30

Becker 1990: 146.
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It, however, remains a question, if the king standing in silence, staff in hand and happiness in his heart, can function as the internal focaliser

(ll. 18.556). On one hand, as a king he is a rather elusive figure; on the other hand, some of his emotional state is alluded to us.
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that a more varied experience of the images is developed: physical proximity is sometimes abandoned in order to
explore and experiment with our interaction with the images.
We have seen that the disputations between scholars over the narrativity level of these images did not reach
any consensus. However, building upon his four-level description of the representation, Becker offers us a possible
criterion showing how the degree of dramatisation of the scenes on the Shield corresponds to the decreasing attention
paid to the physical medium of the worked metal, the bard, and Hephaistos himself. The more intense the
dramatisation, the more the suggested referent of the image absorbs all our attention.32 The more dramatised the image
and less important the medium of representation, the more active the beholder's role is in the process of focalisation.
When Homer dramatises the description, as in the "City at War", Becker describes the result produced in our
imagination in almost the very words of Alpers: ,,[T]he surface of the work [i.e., the Shield] becomes a transparent
window of the scene evoked." When the dramatisation does not take place, we may, with Alpers, say that the material
surface of the Shield remains to contain its scenes as a kind of reflection of the world. Although the way in which Homer
switches between these two emphases is deeply admirable - how he immerses the listener within images and engages
him in the narrative with ease - the overall composition is more a reflection of the world, as we saw in the previous
chapter.
To master the possibilities of these different modes of representation, ekphrasis provides a privileged stance.
However, in terms of the historical development and cultural transmission we are concerned with here, ekphrasis also
seems to provide a privileged space for appropriating a highly developed Minoan mode of world representation.
Whereas in Minoan frescoes, seeing the world is thematised as immersion in physical performance, in more reflective
Homeric poetry seeing is depicted as thematized more intellectually and in terms of the emotions evoked. When the
opening lines of the dance scene invite the audience to imagine Hephaistos' work through comparisons to the work of
Daidalos at Knossos, rather than the blasphemous suggestion that Hephaistos is an imitator of Daidalos, as the scholiast
was worried about,33 the bard may be seeking to reinterpret the experience of seeing Minoan images. In such a case, the
"represented seeing" Alpers finds in Saenredam's paintings may be present here, but, more importantly, the
representation of seeing as knowing the world properly is appropriated.

If we observe a slightly more active role of the beholder of the representation in the Homeric ekphrasis,
expressed by the presence of the mediating activity of the bard and the occasional presence of an internal focaliser, we
should notice that it is still far from a fixed point of view of a developed dynamic of focalisation. The crowd acting as a
focaliser still allows the spectator to immerse himself in his bodily experience. Further fixation of the point of view will
require a centralized or at least unified personality, which, as is well known, is not the case for Homeric man with his
multiple and almost autonomous psychophysiological organs, exposed largely to divine interventions. If these organs

According to his criteria, as "dramatised" Becker discerns the passages 18-506, 520-32, 578-86. It roughly corresponds to Koopman's analysis
of used verbal tense; see section II.z, n. 50. However, Becker reminds us that in later ekphra.seis the narrativisation of the original visual image
will be significantly more intense' Becker 1990: 42, n. 76.
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" Scholia A on 18.591- 592a.
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can be lost (at least temporarily), replaced, and damaged by emotions, daimonic forces, or gods,34 then the Homeric
hero's name, epic moira and genealogical tree are insufficient to constitute a viewing subject.35

IV.3 THE ATTACHMENT TO GEOMETRY:
THE SPIRAL MOTIF CROSSING GENRES AND MEDIA
Becker's distinction of four levels of mediation between the viewer and the world depicted on the Shield
reaches its limits when we look more closely at the geometric patterns of movement, discussed in Chapter
II.4, all of which are also used in the description of the dance - the circle (KuKAoc;), the line pattern (m(xec;),
and the whirl (Nv11). Almost like hidden ornamental decoration, it surfaces the moment we turn our attention
to it. Although there is always a significant influence of the medium of representation on its object and vice
versa (as with painting and the structure of its canvas), here they seem to be imbued with an almost
inseparable quality. 36 The semantic field of the word for dance, choros (18.590), the opening word of the
Knossian simile, illustrates this overlap: in its spatial sense, choros is the dance floor or architectural structure,
but it also refers to the dance itself, or to a chain or choir of dancers. 37

Figure 29. Late Geometric II Attic skyphos from the Kerameikos, c. 735-720 BC. Athens, National Archaeological Museum inv. n. 874.

For centralization, unification and impenetrability as distinctive traits of Western conception of personhood, and for this category in
anthropology, see Fowler 2004. In Homer, thymos may leave a person temporarily, e. g. in case of a faint (Il. XXII.475); Odysseus planned to
kill Polyphemos inside his thymos, however, a different thymos prevents him from doing so (Od. IX.299); Agamemnon thinks Zeus has stolen
his phrenes when he took Briseis from Achilleus (ll. 19.137).

34

"When Simon Goldhill analyses Hellenistic ekphraseis, he concludes that they were designed to produce a viewing subject and his critical gaze.
In the Hellenistic period, the viewer learns how to maintain distance from the representation, assume critical stance, and search for sediments
of meaning: "We read to become lookers, and poems are written to educate and direct viewing as a social and intellectual process" (2007: 2).
For the "ornamental" belonging to the category of representing medium, however "spilling into" the level of represented object, see
Grethlein 2018: 76-77 and below.

36

37

LS), entry xoQ&;, prefers the meaning "place for dancing" for this particular passage. See also Carruesco 2018: 72.
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The frequent occurrence of the chain of dancers on Geometric vases (Figure 29) refers to the
particularly fragile and flexible difference between figure and ornament,38 where the human and animal
figures often come closer to the ornamental than figural dimension of representation. In the strong sense of
the vessel's surface, the tendency to fill all parts of it without showing any endeavour to create the spatiality of
the scenes,39 the purely geometric ornaments may bleed into not only the represented scenes but also their
meaning. Michael Squire shows in the case of the Euphorbos Plate (Figure 30), that not only do the swastika,
painted dots, and decorated circles fill the space, but also that there is a particular representational intention
behind the cluster of ornaments in the upper centre. The patterns of spirals, palmettes, or chequerboard, and
the two eyes are suggested to represent the face framed by the helmet and to evoke - in the very space where
the gazes of both Menelaos and Hektor, are supposed to meet - what the two warriors see. With quite
unexpected representational means, the viewer is thus allowed to be immersed into the "interlocked gaze" of
the two warriors. 40

Figure 30. Euphorbus Plate. found in Kameiros on Rhodes, probably made in the last quarter of the 7th century BC. London, British
Museum: inv. A749 (1860/0404.1).

For the critique of Gombrich's thesis of the opposition (or play) between the "meaning" of figural representation and "pure ornament" or
"pure design", for the opposition between figure and ornament as culturally determined, and for the need to study the narrative that makes
their comparisons meaningful, see Neer 2018: 205, 207-208.

38

39

Grethelein 2018: 92, pointing out also the absence of the spatiality of the vases' images.

40

Squire 2018: 15.
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The depiction of the Shield reveals a similar inseparability of figural and ornamental. In Chapter II.4, we have
seen morphological parallels, traced, mostly by Carruesco, between the circular dance patterns, and the
garlands of the dancing girls, the constellations "wreathing" the heavens, and the elders sitting in the circle;
between the line pattern of the dance, and the herders accompanying the cattle, the path through the vineyard
and the brides led through the city; between the whirling of acrobats in the "Knossian Scene" and the dancing
boy in the "City at Peace", the ploughing scene and possibly also the whirling Okeanos . .µ Even though,
traditionally, intellectual parallels are suggested between the ornamental character of Geometric art and the
poetic means and techniques of the Homeric Epics, especially in the repetitiveness of formulaic diction and
the ring composition, 42 there might have been other actors involved.
It has already been suggested that a substantial inspiration for Geometric art before

900

BC came

from textile art and its rich ornamental pattern decorations. Patterns such as the chequerboard, sawtooth,
and lozenge were supposedly developed directly from weaving techniques. 43 The fundamental influence of
Mycenaean textiles has been maintained, including figural ornamentation, so that we can "hypothesize that
the artistic conventions[ .... ] were hiding out during the dark age in the perishable medium of textiles, which
in turn was influencing the form". 44 In the case of Cretan textile art, as far as we know from the depictions of
clothes on the frescoes - where they were depicted with the aid of string lines and grids to emphasise their
regularity- the geometric patterns were most complicated and elaborate. 45 However, I want to draw attention
to the hypothesis of Maria Shaw, Anne Chapin, and their collaborators that Minoan and Mycenaean cultures
developed such an extensive time- and wealth-demanding luxury textile industry that even the frescoes might
actually function as cheaper surrogates for the more expensive tapestries, ceiling covers, or carpets. 46

If they are correct, we can expect to see on the frescoes what it otherwise would be possible to see on
textiles, which, in contrast to the frescoes, can travel and live their subsequent lives in the households of
buyers or booty owners from different cultural circles. Similarly, maritime textiles - such as the canopies and
windscreens visible on the Flotilla Fresco (Figure 16) -were obviously in motion as their function determines. 47
The intensive circulation of luxury textiles is probably echoed by the prominent role played by textiles and
their decorations in the Iliad, the most famous example being the Tapestry of Helen, whose fabrication

"Carruesco 2016: 76. Carruesco further points out that on Geometric vases as well as on the Shield, and later Attic black- or red-figured
pottery, this self-referentiality is assembled around the iconographical motif of the eye, which, according to Carruesco, alludes to the (early
Greek) choral performance, from which it is originally derived. l think the example of the Fishermen Vase from Melos (16th century BC) may
serve as good proof that it is older and not derived from the choral context. Remarkable is here the iconographical motif of the eye on Minoan
golden rings (e.g., Isopata Ring), which has not been explained consensually yet.
"'See e.g., Mackay 1993 and Grethlein 2018 and n. 36 above.
43

Schweitzer, B. 1971. Greek Geometric Art. Trans!. by P. and C. Usborne. London. Cited in Carruesco 2016: 89. See also Barber 1992: 365-368.

Barber 1992: 372. For Cretan embroidered textiles as a possible medium to preserve the Late Minoan II Knossos painting style during
unstable periods and subsequently influencing Subminoan pottery, see already Snodgrass 1971: 42-43.

44

45

Shaw and Chapin 2016: 183ff.

46

As possible imitations of carpets, the floor frescoes from Knossos and Phaistos, and the Zebra Fresco from the Royal Road near Knossos, are

cited, as they utilise the inlaid technique for quatrefoil and "labyrinth" designs, or to evoke animal skins in the case of the Royal Road (Shaw
and Chapin 2016: 120-124, 2015: 131-148). As a possible replacement of quilting used to cover the ceiling, Shaw and Chapin propose the Fresco
of Quadruple Spirals, found in a close proximity to both Knossian miniatures (see Cameron's reconstruction above, Figure 11; Shaw and
Chapin 2016: u7-120). Even though they cite the Mycenaean analogy of the Treasury of Minyas at Orchomenos, the original-form ceiling of
the preserved fragments has been questioned, and the analogy with other spiral frames in section IV. 6 might support it (see also Morgan
2020: 367).
47

Shaw and Chapin 2016: 149- 181.
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process is depicted in the same way as the Shield (I!. 3.121-128).48 Even though there are no shields made of
cloth in the Iliad, as they would probably be of little help to Homeric warriors, one of the Mycenaean frescos
of the figure-of-eight shields (to whose Minoan templates we will come presently) depicts shields decorated
with geometric patterns made probably of textile materials. Shaw and Chapin suggest that this fresco depicts
the desirable textile wall decoration. 49 We can wonder if something of this background is still present in the
semantic connotations of the word poikillo, with which Homer introduces the Knossos scene, and which
instead of "inlaid" and "paint" (surviving in the modern world "picture") also preserves the meanings "stitch",
"knit", or "weave".50
The Minoan cultural attachment to geometric patterns was not connected to textile material only not at all. The frequency of geometric decoration - and between them the spirals with high density - on
frescoes, vases, seals, and sealings is overwhelming. Even though the Greek doxographic tradition thought
that Thales introduced geometry to Greece after being trained in Egypt,5' and modern scholars have added
Babylon to Egypt, the geometric skills of Minoan artists must already have been highly developed. However,
here, their employment in figural (human and animal alike) representations, which we will soon discuss in
more detail,52 reveals a more "emotional sense". 53
In what we perhaps can understand as traditional historical scholarship, in tracing cultural
transference, all that matters is iconographical analysis searching for objects of representation (myth, ritual,
divinity, historical event or person, cultural practices, et al.). In the case of ornamental motifs, no content to
be "deciphered" is present, so that the ornament itself may be semantically significant,54 at least as a carrier
of its original context, as we will hopefully see in the case of Minoan running spirals. Moreover, as Grethlein
shows, citing Jean-Claude Bonne, that ornament as a motif may be understand as only a special form of the
ornamental, "modus operandi whose structuring function lends itself to crossing all genres". 55 From the
diachronic point of view, the ornamental, as expressed with geometric forms in particular, may become
accessible vehicle for the transference of cultural contexts across the cultural seams when no stable preferred
media of representation (such as painting or poetry) is at hand. In this process, the initially contextually
significant ornamental motif may crystallise into the thematic element.56 I will propose here and in section
IV.6 that this was exactly the case with spirals, which are connected with shield representations in Minoan
visual art and function as accompanying border bands of the frescoes. These two contexts spill over into the
Shield's depiction of the whirling dance and crystallise in the presence of the band of whirling Okeanos.

48

We can add also the simplerreference to Andromache weaving roses of many colours (22.440-441).

49

Shaw and Chapin 2016: 124-127.

50

Beekes, entry TIOLKiAo~, and also n. 82. Cf. with the grids "inlaid" to the plaster before the paint is applied to evoke textile patterns.

5'

DK 11 Au, DK 11 A22/2, geometry as is own invention DK 11 A19.

'' The functioning of animal figures as an ornamental pattern is also known from the Minoan seal repertoire; see e.g. CMS II.1248 or CMS II.1
385, sometimes even imitating the patterns of spirals, as e.g. in CMS II.1224.
53

Tsakalidou et al. 2018: 588.

54

Grethlein 2018: 77.

Grethlein 2018: 74, citing Bonne, Jean-Claude. 1996. "Formes et fonctions de I'ornemental dans I'art medieval (Vlle-Xlle siecle): le modele
insulaire. ". In: Baschet, J. (ed.), L'imaqe: fonction et usaqe des imaqes dans !'Occident medieval. Actes du 6e International Workshop on Medieval
Societies, Centre Ettore Majorana (Erice, Sicile, 1r23 octobre 1992). Paris, 20T249-

55

,, Neer (2018: 215-220) shows how an ornamental motif of black-and-white rosette becomes a thematic element in a narrative assemblage of the
Krater from Cerveteri, signed by Aristonothos (Rome, Capitoline Museums: inv. C 172). I use his analysis in more diachronic terms, in the
endeavour to understand the transformation proces.

The connection of spirals to Minoan Crete exclusively is challenging, as spirals constitute such a frequent
motif in Neolithic European art that Maria Gimbutas concerned them to be a typical symbol of the assumed
pre-Indo-European matrilineal culture. 57 This frequency might be provoked by a desire to imitate, as in
nature the spiral is often visible as the shape of an object (antlers, grapevine tendrils, curled millipedes, shells,
or spider webs) or movement (cyclones, tornados, or falcons spiralling in for the kill) - to choose only from
what could have been seen in the Mediterranean. However, the spirals present in nature are of the so-called
logarithmic (or equiangular) type, where the distances between the turnings increase in geometric
progression, whereas Minoan art used the linear spiral, where distances between the turnings are constant.
Even though this second type of spiral was allegedly first described by Archimedes in the J'dcentury BC,58 as
we will see, Minoan artists already had to have its quite precise templates.
In Minoan art, the presence of the motif of the so-called "running spirals" (the spiral band) is
exceptionally dense. Besides its context-unspecific and generic use in inexpensive products, when connected
to more luxurious ones it seems to signal, as a part of the international pictorial vocabulary, palatial as well
as secular sovereignty and power.59 In high-status objects and architecture it frequently appears connected
with the double axe, sacred knots, or horns of consecration. 60 However, some prevalence of the connection
with the male sphere of activity is also visible. 61 It embraces stone vases and bronze vessels, male clothing, sea
sailing, bull-leaping, weapons such as swords, daggers, and spearheads, defensive parts of weaponry such as
helmets,62 and notably, and most interestingly in our context, shields (Figure 31). 63

" Gimbutas 1999.
'' Archimedes wrote his work ITeQl U[KWv in the 3rd century BC.
59

Hiller 2005: 259ff.

60

E.g., Rhyton from Kato Zakros; Room 3a Xeste 3, Akrotiri; for sacred knots see Gunkel-Maschek 2012: 121.

For the connection with the male sphere, see Gunkel-Maschek 2012: 122-123 (sometimes with the caution, as we have seen in section Ill.z that
we cannot always apply a strict binary gender opposition to Minoan visual material); for weapons see also Hiller 2005: 261-263. Neither of
these two authors cites the employment of the spiral in the depiction of women's dress and hair or on animals, as we can see on the frescoes
from Akrotiri or Psira (for Akrotiri, see Doumas 1992: e.g. 155, Figure 119; 165, Figure 128; 167, Figure 130; for Psira, e.g. Shaw and Chapin 2016:
189- 190), which weakens the emphasis on the male sphere of activity; h owever, the exclusive connection with weapons is still a good
argument.
6'

6' The spirals form part of the decoration of the kilts of the male figures in the Procession Fresco from the homonymous corridor at Knossos;
the ship's hulls on the Flotilla Fresco, occupied by men only, are decorated with running spirals; bull-leaping may be connected on glyptics
(CMS Il.6.256, CMS II.8.457, CMS l.305; the spiral on the Bull-Leaping Fresco cannot be safely connected to male gender, as we saw in section
III.2).

63 For spirals associated with shields on glyptics see e.g. CMS ll.3.113 or CMS ll.8.277, CMS ll.8.127; Hiller 2005: 25g-263; Gunkel-Maschek
2012: 122. See also Blakolmer 2012: 84- 85. Very schematised spirals can be seen on the shield long after that, for example on the Euphorbus
Plate found in Kameiros on Rhodes (see above, Figure 30), in this case interestingly on its inner side (Squire 2018: 10).
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Figure 31. Figure-of-Eight Shields Fresco, Hall of the Colonnades, Knossos, LM II. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

This Fresco of Fiqure-of-Eiqht Shields on the background of a frieze of running spirals (here with central
rosettes) comes from the eastern Loggia in the Hall of the Colonnades at Knossos, and is assumed to be still
in place at the time of destruction. 64 Together with other decorative friezes (ivy chain, horizontal bands of
assorted colours, or Minoan rosettes) and architectonic socles, they are depicted so often that they may be
considered "perhaps the most conservative features in Aegean painting with surprisingly little change". 65
According to Immerwahr, exactly this frieze stands as an inspiration behind the Mycenaean examples from
Tiryns and Mycenae, 66 and even though tracing the Minoan inheritance through Mycenaean culture is a
tricky endeavour, in this particular case the association with male affairs and especially weapons is equally
observable on Mycenaean artefacts, as the famous golden burial equipment from the Tomb of Agamemnon
reveals (Figure 32) and might well pass to Geometric Greece. 67

64

Irnmerwahr 1990: 99; Kn. No. 33, p. 177.

The running spiral band frieze was known from the Old Palace period and gave rise to several elaborations, found especially at Tiryns and
Knossos in the LM II/IIIA; Irnmerwahr 1990: 99, 166- 167. The dependency of seal and vase decoration on this architectural feature has been
suggested several times. Hiller assumes that the original composition of the shield and helmets set against a background of running spirals,
which we found on the walls, suggests the dependency of the vessel decoration with the same motif on the wall paintings. Hiller 2005: 261-263;
vessel from Isopata, Knossos (Evans 1930: 310, Figure 198). See also Blakolmer 2012: 85.
65

66

Irnmerwahr 1990: 99.

Hiller 2005, 263- 65 for a collection of examples, the spirals being th e most often attested decoration of elite weapons on the Greek mainland.
As for the association of royalty, the spirals frame the megaron hearth in the Pylos palace and the throne in the Tiryns older megaron (Hiller

67

2005: 264- 266).

Figure 32. Agamemnon's golden breastplate from grave VIA, Mycenae, National Archaeological Museum of Athens, n. 625. Wikimedia
Commons, public domain.

Spiral friezes not only traversed the walls accompanying persons moving through the passageway 68
but were also employed as a kind of partial frame, more like border bands, as the cases of the Monkey Fresco
from Akrotiri (Figure 33) or the fresco from Quatna in Syria (Figure 34) reveal. 69

68 In the Neopalatial palace at Zakros, relief spirals with central rosettes was reconstructed as a frieze running below the ceiling around the four
walls of the so-called Banqueting Hall. At the final palace at Knossos, the Hall of Double Axes, the Queen's Megaron, and its bathroom were
also decorated with friezes of running spirals with central rosettes. They ran along the walls at the height of the lintels of the pier-and-door
partition. Another spiral frieze ran along the walls at middle height, i.e., about 70 cm above floor level in the Corridor of the Painted Pithos,
connected to the Queen's Megaron. Gunkel-Maschek 2012: 11()-20. Immerwahr suggested that there had to be more such friezes in the
Knossos palace, perhaps in stucco relief (Immerwahr 1990: 99).

69

Pfiilzner 2013: 205.
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Figure 33, Monkey Fresco, Building Beta, Room 6, Akrotiri, LM I. Wikimedia Commons, public domain,

Figure 34. Landscape with palm trees,
rocks, and grass, Qatna, Room N,
Reconstruction with original pieces by
Constance von Ruden. Pfalzner 2013: 205.

The spiral motif has been
exploited almost totally in the
enigmatic Xeste 3 from Theran
Akrotiri. Besides using the spiral
in its typical context as the
architectural

decoration

connected to the horns of consecration on the entrance of the painted shrine on the ground floor of the
building in Room 3a, or the frieze of double running spirals found in Room 9 (Figure 35),7° the carefully
measured geometric templates of the linear spiral and four hyperbolae were quite surprisingly used to depict
the contours of human figures in the lower and first floors of the building on the frescoes The Gathering of the

Crocus, The Naked Boys, and The Wild Duck. We can see on the example of one of the female figures in the

70

Dournas 1992: 128- 129, 131- 133, Figure 93.
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Gathering fresco that her body and head are drawn exclusively using stencils, and in the case of the head and
hair, the Archimedean spiral is used (red contour, Figure 36).71

Figure 35. Frieze depicting running spirals, Room 9, Xeste 3, Akrotiri, LM I, Vlachopoulos 2008: 503.
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Figure 36. Five prototype geometric curves (Archimedes' spiral and hyperbolae) and their application in the Gathering of Crocus Fresco
according to P. Tsakalidou et al. 2018.

Papaodysseus et al. 2008: 401-408, where also the two ellipses are added, omitted in the later article, Tsakalidou et al. 2018: 579-589. The
authors argue that if the drawn contour segment is sufficiently long (greater than 5 cm), then the probability of accidental fitting between the
prototype segments and the drawn contour is practically zero (Tsakalidou et al. 2018: 580). In the case of the Lady Gathering Saffron, the
average approximation error of the various parts of the heads contour is less than 0,3 mm, with the maximum error less than 0,7 mm. The
average length of the used parts of all stencils is around 7cm; Tsakalidou et al. 2018: 585.
7'

81

The authors of these geometric analyses suggest that even later Cretan frescoes - the Rhytoforos, Prince of the

Lilies, and Lady of Psira - were made with precisely the same linear spiral and hyperbolae stencils; this,
however, cannot be confirmed because of Evans' interventions to the paintings. It is also of great interest for
the argument that the Mycenaean fresco Lady of Mycenae was generated using two linear spirals and two
hyperbolae, of the same classes as in Akrotiri, however this time with different parameters.72
Unfortunately, the walls of the second and uppermost floor of Xeste 3 at Akrotiri are not preserved,
but the stone bases for polythyra and wall paintings around the Staircase 9 suggest at least two more large
spaces with extensive paintings of purely ornamental and geometric motifs, from which only fragments
survived. 73 Such distinctive decoration has no attested parallels in the Aegean. Within these motifs, the spirals
are dense, and their depiction used the same stencil as for human and animal figures. 74 Even though there are
more possibilities for achieving the geometrical construction of the linear spiral, the authors suggest
employing homocentric circles with equidistant radii and a set of concurrent straight semi-lines that will
divide the entire 360° angle into equal angles, as the decorating dots or crescents suggest (Figure 37). 75 With
such attention paid to the spiral, it is oflittle surprise that even the scarce candidates of the narrative written
record were sometimes organised into the spiral form. 76

Fiqure 37. Archimes' spiral stencil used in the qeometric decoration of the
second floor; the decorative elements !yinq on radii of reqular 48-qon and 32qon, accordinq to Tsakalidou et al. 2018.

7'

Tsikalidou et al. 2018: 587-588.

73

Doumas 1992: 131; Vlachopoulos 2007: 494.

74

Tsakalidou et al. 2018: 58iff.

The authors continue to deduce that given the capability of divicling the entire 360° into equ al angles, these artists were also capable of
drawing regular polygons, Tsakalidou et al. 2018: 582-583.

75

76

See above, section l.1.

82

If we remind ourselves that these paintings were executed in still-wet lime plaster, a procedure demanding
substantial agility, much careful planning seems have been required before creation began. In the case of
miniatures, where it was not possible to use stencils, at least guidelines were painted with diluted pink
colour. 77 This is no intuitive painting, then; complex technological devices were used to achieve an impression
of spontaneous movement, lightness, and elusiveness. It is thus not surprising that no spill over between
ornamental patterns and figural representation is displayed, in comparison to Geometric vases. The
sophisticated use of ornamental components is carefully camouflaged to achieve discreet regularity and
symmetry.
To return to the Shield, even before we take Okeanos into play, the strong ornamental sense of the
composition, alluded to by the poet in the self-referentiality of the shapes and repetitive movements of circles,
lines, and spirals (orwhirls), should have been more visible. This repetitive and ornamental quality also works
against the narrative focus on the change of state. Neers argues that figure and ornament are not properties
of an object but rather functions of the beholder's attention; the distinction should be social and negotiable.78
As in the case of narrativity level, so in the case of ornament/figure relationship: both distinctions are a matter
of cultural taste. The self-referentiality, however, is peculiar. We can speculate if it might facilitate the
migration of the spiral pattern into new and essential contexts after Homer: not only will the concept of the
cosmologic whirl (dine) soon come on the scene,79 but also will the materialisation of this image in the form
of kykeon, the diverse mixture in constant motion, Bo which, as a powerful cultural symbol, crossed over from
religious into medical and cosmological contexts.81

IV.4 PERFORMATIVE DYNAMICS OF APPROPRIATION
After examining the associative field of the motif of the whirl, we must remind ourselves that there is actually
no substantive dinos or dine in the description of the Shield, but only a verb describing movement, dineo,
whirling (18.494, 543, 505-506), as in the whirling of the acrobats. The constant motion, ubiquitous
throughout the depiction of the Shield, is further emphasised in the Knossian dancing scene, as introduced
by the verb poikillo, which in addition to stitching, knitting, or weaving, is also associated with iridescence the shimmering of things, or Odysseus' "shifting and changeable wills" (poikilometis). According to Plato,
what is poikilos "is never the same as itself'.82

77

Morgan 2020: 370.

Neer 2018: 209,214. Carruesco: When it comes to figured though still n on-narrative motifs, the most frequent are animals, often repeated to
form a continuous band (figs. 4.7 and 4.8).
78

79

Empedocles, DK 31 B35. It has to be a common notion in the time of Aristophanes, who is joking about Dinos replacing Zeus in Clouds 376.

I!. XI.638, Od. X.234-236. Kykeon always has a solid and a liquid component, typically wine, barley flour, and cheese, but the ingredients
may vary as is e.g. frequent in the Hippocratics.
80

8' For Eleusinian mysteries, see Hom. hymn. Cer. 208-211). In Hippocratics (e. g. De affectionibus interioribus, Xll.47-56, De Victu II.XL!), different
kykeons with different effects on the patient' body are cited. For cosmologic image of eternal organising motion keeping the world in the
stable place and shape, Chryssipos, De Stoic. repuqn. 1049P.

'' Plat. Rep. 568d (ouberrO'te 'taU't6v); Detienne and Vemant 1991: 18-19.

The Cretan dance was famous in antiquity and is still famous today. 83 Dance is a substantial and
vibrant part of Greek local identity, and the various Greek dancing styles (it is estimated that there are more
than

10,000

styles) are connected to different islands, regions, or even villages. Some dance styles were

invented relatively recently; some probably originated in antiquity. Although there is considerable Minoan
evidence of dance, 84 the dance depicted on the Shield does not seem to correspond to it, as it is usually
supposed to be gender-mixed, as the scholiast emphasises. 85 On the other hand, it has also been noted that
the dance depicted on the Shield resembles certain Cretan dances as practised today, when the chain of
dancers moves in various circles and spiral patterns, holding each other by the shoulders. As a kind of honour,
the first dancer in the chain is expected to improvise, often with vigorous jumping moves, as almost in
acrobatics.86
Rather than assuming the inheritance of the particular content - as it is challenging to infer more
than that the dance was an essential practice of cultural expression in Bronze Age Crete - the sole aim of this
short section is not to lose sight of the performative dynamic between the representation of the Shield and
Homer's audience. The physical presence and physical organisation of space are alluded to, together with the
appropriation of the famous Bronze Age techne of dancing. 87 The witnessing presence of the onlookers in the
representation of the Shield is a reminder of the physical presence of the bard's audience, conveying to them
the experience of the physically executed and geometrically structured organisation of space. Through the
association of the dance with almost all possible ritual activities of Archaic Greece, the experience of
performing the organisation of space spills over into the entire symbolic system. 88 Although we saw in
Chapter IV.2 that dance spectators could function as an internal focaliser, the dynamics of performance
seems even to outperform it. If we understand the dance depicted on the Shield as a source of morphological
parallels, then these parallels, which permeate all the images collected here, not only connect, as Carruesco
has convincingly shown, the visual and verbal with the performative, the ornamental with the figurative, and
physical space with social space,89 but also distribute Minoan heritage in all these representational ways.
However, the articulation of physical and social space allows for a more literal understanding, as the
distinction between them is contemporary rather than contemporaneous. As we will see in section IV. 7, space
was very likely not perceived as empty by that time. I will follow Andrew Gregory in assigning "biological
quality" to space in Anaximander, and if this would be the case in Homer, dance may allow for very active
but non-intellectual interaction with the surrounding world. The geometric forms visible for the poet in the
fabric of kosmos become internalised within the human movement of dance choreography, as the patterns of

83

E.g. Soph. Aj. 699.

"" Dance representations are more often connected with women. Besides the Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco and the Isopata ring (CMS II.3
No. 51), these are the clay model of dancing women accompanied by lyre from Palaikastro (Archaeological Museum of Heraklion). Two of the
earliest representations of dance are painted on a bowl and a fruit stand found in Phaistos. Considering male dance, a clay model of a dance
scene with four men on a circular dance floor , and with horns of consecrations was found in the antechamber of the communal tomb of
Kamilari (Archaeological Museum of Heraklion, case 98). For discussion of the material and some pictures see German 2007. For the Isopata
ring, see Cain 2001.
85

Scholia Bon 18.591. His assumption may be influenced by the suggestion that this has to be the dance that Theseus brought to Delos.

86

E.g. Edwards 1987: 229 (dancers holding each other's wrists) and my personal observations of the Siganos dance.

Por dance as one of the Bronze Age technai that, together with decorated pottery, architecture, and metallurgy, the poet admired most, see
Lonsdale 1995' 275.

87

88

Carruesco 2016: 73.

89

Carruesco 2016: 89.

the world's physis become intrinsic to the body and likewise to thought. At the same time, they are externalised
as they become more realised and visible in the world. Ornaments and ornamental dance accommodate a
performative knowledge overlapping the distinction between the Homeric audience and its world. In the reenacted experience of seeing Minoan visual representations, through the bodily enactment of inherited
geometric forms and ornaments in the communal movement of the choral procession, the integration of
cultural memory and the appropriation of Minoan heritage occurs.

IV.5 THE ABSENCE OF COSMOGONY
In the last two sections, in tracing the inheritance of the attachment to geometry and stressing the suitability
of ornamental patterns to cross different media of representation, we focus particularly on the ornamental
pattern of the so-called running spiral, which might already relate to the depiction of shields in Minoan Crete
visual repertoire. In the next section, I will attempt to relate internal pictorial references of dance patterns not
only to the movement of celestial bodies and agricultural labours, as Carruesco does, but also to the whirls of
Okeanos. First, though, it is useful to discuss Okeanos' cosmological and cosmogonic functions when arguing
against the latter and even hypothesising about its possible Aegean origins.
The Homeric image of Okeanos is notoriously elusive, and a lot of scholarly endeavour has been
dedicated to looking for parallels. On the depiction of the Shield (18.484-489), as elsewhere in the Iliad, the
cosmological dimension of Okeanos is stressed by the fact that the sun, as well as the moon and the stars, set
into it90 and rise out of its waters again. 91 The only exception is the Bear, which "alone never sinks into the
baths (i\0£'1:Qa) of Okeanos". 92 Considering the origins of this cosmological image, West suggested as a
parallel the Ugaritic poem, that describes El corning "to the shore of the sea, to the shore of the deep (thm)",
where he sees two "women raising themselves up" over a basin (agn), washing clothes, and alternately
plunging their arms into the water. Both become his wives, and both bear sons - Dawn and Night. El then
orders an offering to Sun and Stars.93 However, it is doubtful whether we can derive that much from this
passage; "thm" may mean simply "ocean"94 and be used as poetic parallelism to the previous term "sea". 95
Another

cluster

of

mentions

describes

Okeanos

as

the

"origin

of

the

gods"

('0Kmv6c; 't£ 8£wv yEvrntv; Il. 14.200, 14.301), accompanied by the otherwise almost unknown "mother",

Tethys, or simply as the "origin of all".96 This passage has often been understood as the first Greek (and
Homer's only) cosmogonic, or at least theogonic, construction, and suggested as an alternative scheme to
Hesiod. 97 However, it did not go unnoticed that all these allegedly cosmogonic mentions are drawn from the
90

Il. 8.485, 18.239-240.

'' Il. 7.421- 422; Od. 19.43 3- 434.

''Il. 18.479 = Od.5.275.
93

West 1997= 14- 147; KTU (Keilschrift Texte aus Ugarit) 1.23.30-54.

94

A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic Tradition (Del Olmo Lete and Joaquin Sanmartin; 2015), entry thm, cites this passage as a

testimony of "thm" meaning simply "Okeanos."

" Por parallelism in Ugaritic poetry see Stanislav Seger, "Parallelism in Ugaritic Poetry," Journal of the American Oriental Society 103/i (1983). I
am grateful to my colleague Fratisek Valek for drawing my attention to the literature and passages cited here.
,, GKeavoii,
97

ex; ITEQ YEVEOL<; navuaa, 'tE'tUK'tat; n. 14.244.

E.g., Gregory 2007: 21. The cosmogonic sense of this passage was first implied by Plato (Tht. 152e) and Aristotle (Met. I.3.983b27).

famously suspicious passage describing the "Deception of Zeus", whose place in the original oral composition
has been repeatedly questioned based on its poetic means and subject theme. As Burkert puts it, it is
"linguistically unusual, isolated in its content, and, in a way, quite 'modern' [... as] quite unexpectedly, a
cosmogonic theme comes to the fore". 98 Burkert argues that the passage as a whole - including the image of
Zeus and Hera making love on a golden cloud on the summit of Mount Ida with resplendent drops falling (II.
14.350-351) and the division of the cosmos into three parts in Poseidon's subsequent speech (Il. 15.187) - adopts

the concept of placing divinity into naturalistic and cosmic settings that is entirely different from Homeric
anthropomorphism.
Following earlier suggestions, Burkert takes the plot as a "young" borrowing from another Near
Eastern source, the beginning of the Babylonian poem Enuma Blish, in which a primordial couple, Apsu and
Tiamat, mix their fresh and salt waters before being replaced by later generations of gods. 99 Burkert argues
for the etymological derivation of Tethys from Tiamat, and West, following his argumentation, also suggests
a derivation of the epithet apsorroos (Il. 18.389), used elsewhere with Okeanos and translated by West as
"flowing back into itself', from the name of Apsu.100 This etymology has been questioned, as was the accuracy
of the translation, to which we will return in the next section.101 For now, since this is the only passage cited
as evidence that Homer knew of an alternative genealogical tradition that puts Okeanos and Tethys in the
place of Uranos and Gaia in the Hesiodic version, 102 and we saw in section IV .1 that constructions of the past
as a distant event are not familiar to Homer, I believe we can conclude that there are no temporal aspects
associated with Okeanos prior to the incorporation of "The Deception of Zeus". Homer does not seem
interested in the theogonic or cosmogonic explanation of the word at all. Contrary to Hesiod, whom we see
as the paradigmatic theogonic account today, issues that seem critical might simply be too vague or even
boring for Homer, who was interested in representing the topography of the vast land.'03
Thus, I suggest that the Homeric Epics may represent a cultural stream in the earliest times of Greek
culture, preferring a more static interpretation of the operations of the world, without the genealogically
structured theogonies and even cosmogonies demanding the idea of a distant past, an alternative to Hesiod
with his Eastern thinking. The significantly fewer narrative similes, catalogues, and ekphraseis may serve as
equally good tools for representing the world, even when placed within the extensive tissue of the deeds of
warriors, combats, and skirmishes with gods.
If so, this rivalry between the cosmogonic or theogonic and more simultaneous or ekphrastic
approaches to the interpretation of the world may still be visible in the doctrine of Pherecydes of Syros.

98 Burkert 1992. 91-92, 201, n. 9 for condensed bibliography of the discussion. For "The Deception of Zeus" being a genuine passage, see e.g.
Janko 1994: 168. Although Bremmer follows Burkert's suggestion, he has to consider the passage much older as he assumes that it has inspired
Hesiod. However, he also cites d' Alessio and his proposition that lines 194-197 ("not even Acheloos is a match for him, nor the great strength
of deep-flowing Okeanos, from whom all rivers and the whole sea and all springs and the great wells flow") are a later addition and Okeanos
was not considered as the source of all waters in Homer's time, meaning that the original Greek source of all waters was the river Acheloos
(Bremmer 2019: 102-103). Non-cosmogonic readings were proposed also as e.g. in Ganz (1996: 11), who suggested that Tethys might be simply
Hera's foster "mother" and Okeanos instead of primeval father the source of all rivers.

99

Burkert 1992: 92-93, also for bibliography.

"' Burkert 1992: 93. West 1997= 147-148. Bremmer 2019: 102.
"' Beekes argues that OQQO~ is an Attic word (Beekes 2010: entry atpoQQDO~).

"' Theog. 116- 128.
To systematise this Homeric mention with what we know from Orphic or even Near Eastern cosmogonies, as, for example, Gregory (2007=
22) does, in my view, is to assume uncritically the universal existence of cosmogony, against which I am particularly determined to argue.

" 3
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Pherecydes, the prosaic mythograph of approximately the mid-6th century BC, a possible follower of
Phoenician doctrines as far as we know them from Philo of Byblos, and an alleged teacher of Pythagoras,
discusses the origins of the world in his work, known under the titles The Seven Nooks, or Mixture of the Gods
or Theoqony:'04 "Beginning [of his book] is: Zas [] and chronos were always, and Chthonie was. But the name
of Chthonie became Earth (ffj) when Zas gave her the earth as a present." 105 The text continues with the
description of the wedding ceremony of Zeus and Chthonie, the anakalypteria. As a wedding gift, the
declaration of the bond, Zeus gives Chthonie a robe he has made himself, "great and beautiful, and on it he
embroiders Earth, Ogenos [Okeanos] and the houses of Ogenos".'06 As we can see, Okeanos comes in this
explanation of the beginning of the world as an "embroidered" thing, as Laks and Most translate the original,
although partially restored, word poikillei, which introduces the Knossian scene on the Shield and carries the
meanings of inlay, paint, or weave, as we saw in the previous section. The influence of textile art as a suggested
vehicle for transmitting cultural meanings in the Bronze Age Aegean and the Dark Age may be evoked here
once again. The two names attached to Earth in Pherecydes' account allow further differentiation between
the chthonic aspect, alluding to the depth, and the landscape, alluding to the surface.'07 In joining together
the cosmogonic and theogonic narrative accounts of the beginning of the world, '08 with non-narrative
cosmological accounts articulating spatial relationships and benefiting from the descriptive potential of
visual representations, Pherecydes makes the best from the syncretic potential of Greek culture.
However insistent is West's argumentation for the Eastern origins of the cosmogonic engagement of
Okeanos, he admits that no convincing etymologies or "foreign models" for Okeanos were found. 109 Many
varied etymologies connecting Okeanos with Semitic or Indo-European languages have been proposed, but I
want to turn our attention to Robert Beekes, who, discussing the alternatives Dy11v and DyEv6c; (the latter
being the Pherecydes' variant), concludes that the word must be a loan from the substrate language of Greek,
which he calls "Pre-Greek". 110 He considers this substrate to consist of one language or a group of closely
related dialects or languages of non-Indo-European origin, spread through the Pre-Greek Mediterranean and
Western Anatolia. Even though other non-Indo-European loan words may also be included in the Greek
111

language (in some cases via the Pre-Greek substrate to which they might have been adopted already), Beekes
argues that there are sufficient linguistic reasons to suggest non-Greek and non-Indo-European words to be

" 4

DK7A2.

DK 7Bi: [... ) 't6 liE j3tj3luov [ .... ] 0611 ctQXlJ° Zcr.<; µtv KalXQ6voi; rjaav ad KalX0ovirr X0ov(11LliE ovoµa tytvE'tO ffj, bmli11 av'tfjtZ.O.<;
yfjv ytQa<; litliol. Eng. transl. Laks and Most 2016: 173.

rnj

DK 7 Bz: 2.a<; 7IOLEL q:>iiQO<; µtya '[[ KaL Kai\.ov KaL f.V amw[L] TIOLK[wl.EL ffjv KaL 'OYTJ[VOV KaL '[Cl. 'O]YTJVOU [liwµam] ... Eng. transl.
Laks and Most 2016: 175.

rn,

" 7 For this

differentiation see also Purves 2010: 10iff.

"' Possibly of Semitic origin, but this is behind the scope of this work.
"' West 1997= 146.
"' Beekes 2010: xiii-xiii; entry 'OKEavoi;. There is also a substantial geographical argument against considering Okeanos to be an IndoEuropean image.
rn Beekes (2010: xv) argues that in most cases it is not possible to distinguish between loan words from a Pre-Greek substrate and loan words
from Anatolian language and that the case of toponyms suggests a common language for this area.

Pre-Greek.U2 In our case of Okeanos, I find convincing the general assumption that this is especially true of
the toponyms and landscape terms frequently borrowed from the Pre-Greek.u3
Although we should not lose sight of the fact that the image of the water masses surrounding the land,
described on the Shield, corresponds better to the geographical situation of the island of Crete surrounded
by the Mediterranean Sea, than to that of Greece, which would require placing the sea also inside the
description,114 the etymological hypothesis does not, of course, ensure the exact Minoan origin of the image
of Okeanos. First, Pre-Greek does not mean "Minoan"; 115 second, there is no consensus on the proposed
etymologies. However, if we combine Beekes' etymological hypothesis with the representational traits that
Homer depicts in connection with Okeanos, which I suggest may have a Minoan ancestry, the possibility of
preserving an originally Minoan image (even one that is probably not thematically identical) should be
enough to invite scholars to explore this possibility more thoroughly.
Two of these visual traits will be considered in the rest of this work. The suggested spiral-like
ornamental character of Okeanos will be compared to Minoan spiral bands in Chapter IV.6. In section IV.7,
the quality of Okeanos "bordering" the unlimited Earth will be associated with the spatial composition of
Minoan landscapes depicted in vertical perspective as if continuing in every direction. I will further suggest
that this perception and representation of space, subjected to only slight reflection in the depiction of the
Shield, was used to construct a radically different worldview when transposed by Anaximander to the external
space surrounding the Earth and the orbits of celestial bodies, thus constructing space where an external
viewer might imagine himself.

IV.6 OKEANOS AND MINOAN SPIRAL FRAME
Okeanos enclosing the Shield is described elsewhere in Homer and also in Hesiod described through the
images of its streams and whirls. Right before the description of the Shield begins, Hephaistos describes how
Thetis and Eurynome rescued him after his mother had thrown him down from Olympos: he depicts Okeanos
as "going backwards" (c:hpoQQ6oc;; 18.399, translated by West and LSJ as "flowing back into itself'),116 a term
known only from its connection to Okeanos. The same epithet is used in the Odyssey, where elsewhere, as well
as in the Iliad, Okeanos is literally "deep-eddying" (~a8ublvr1c;) or "deep-flowing" (~a8uQQ00<;). 117 Some
cosmological aspects are also preserved in Hesiod, where Okeanos appears as one of the Titanes born from
the intercourse of Uranos and Gaia, a personified god with a secure place on the genealogical tree of the Greek

m

Beekes 2010: xii-xiii.

Beekes 2010: xiii. Toponyms are entirely consensual and well-known instances (Knossos, Tylisos, Amnissos, etc.), but Beekes suggests also
natural formations, such as e.g. KQT]µv6<;, "overhanging bank".

"3

In that case, it would have to reflect the image of the world before the Minoan expansion, which spread to Kea, Kythera, Kos, Rhodes,
Melos, Miletos or Knidos (see also section Li, n. 16). It is also worth noting that the Egyptian idea of the beginning of the world (without any
developed cosmogonic narrative) includes the image of the Earth emerging as a small island or mound amidst the primeval waters (Allen J. P.
1988. Genesis in Egypt: The Philosophy of Ancient Egyptian Creation Accounts. New Haven: Yale Egyptological Seminar.)

ll4

u,

Even though Beekes suggests a common substrate, we of course cannot be sure that other languages did not exist in the area, or even that
there are not different languages behind the Minoan scripts; Beekes 2010: xli-xlii.

u, I use Beekes' translation here. The frequent translation as "encircling" (e.g. Green) is probably already influenced by the assumption that
the shape of the Shield is circular.

u, Od. 20.65 (a.tpoQQ60~); Od. 10. 511 (~a0ublvri~); n.7.422, 21.195, Od. 11.13 (~a0UQQ6~).
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gods. 118 These aspects are not very different from their depiction in Homer. In Theogony, Okeanos is "going
backwards", "deep-eddying", and his children are described as "eddying" as well."-9 Nine-tenths of Okeanos'
water mass (the remainder being Styx) is "flowing around the earth and the broad back of the sea in silver
whirls" .120 Okeanos shares this whirling quality with the other rivers in the Epics because it is also considered
a river, albeit of a particular kind. 121 Interestingly, when Hephaistos fights with the Trojan river Skamandros
and sets up a conflagration, the fish, "tormented" in its eddies, are "performing acrobatics" (Ku~(mwv) in its
streams, very similar to the two acrobats whirling among the Knossian dancers. 122
As in Hesiod, 0 keanos is also the "perfect" river, 123 and as perfection is associated with circular motion
later in Plato, but also Alkmaion,124 it is generally assumed that Okeanos has to be encircling the Earth as he
has to be encircling the Shield as its rim, which thus has to be circular. Furthermore, the combination of the
image of whirling with the assumption of the circulation around the Earth (atj.,OQQ6rn;) led to the suggestions
that the primordial Okeanos allegedly developed into the more complex image of the cosmologic or even
cosmogonic image of the whirl known from Empedocles and later Greek philosophy .125
As I have argued in section IV.1, imagining the Earth as encircled by the single stream of Okeanos or floating
on the primordial waters is a "model" of the world whose formation demands a fixed point of view constructed
in the outside space. Ido not think that this is a perspective the Iron Age poet could possibly hold.126 However,
imagining Okeanos as a river "encircling" the Earth in a single whirl is not the only option. In some places,
the verb dineu/5 and its derivatives, also possibly of Pre-Greek origin, 127 seem to have a strong ornamental
meaning, referring to the spiral forms associated in Minoan culture with the decoration of defensive weapons,
especially shields. The continuity of rippling waters would be more appropriate to such a prefigurement. In
the Nausikaa's washing scene, the "washing pools", which probably actually operate as whirls, are described
here without using the verb dineu/5 as flowing "in streams and bubbles from the underneath",128 whereas at the
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Theoq. 132-138.

u, Theoq. 776 (cnj,OQQ60<;); Theoq. 133, Op. 171 (~a0ubLVT]<;); Theoq. 337-345 ('OKWV4J I1oTaµov<; '[£KE bLVTJEVTa<;).
"' Theoq. 790--791.
"' When Zeus announced the gathering of all gods "Not a single river was absent, save only Okeanos .... " (n. 20.7). For the interpretation of
Okeanos as river, see Bremmer 2019.

=

Il. 21.353; cf. Il. 18.605: bOLW be KU~LO'CTJ'CT]QE EbfVEUOV.

"' Theog. 240, 959: '01<eavo'io TEibjevnx; 110Taµo'io.
""Alcmaeon, DK 24 B 2: "Alcmaeon says that humans die because they are not able to attach the beginning to the end" (tr. A. Laks and G.
Most, TOD<; av0Qwnou<; <prJalv 'AAKµaiwv bta wu'to an6Mua0m, on ou MvavTm 'ti]v <XQXllV TWL TEAEL nQO<Tci:tj,m).
"' For Okeanos as a fresh water river encircling the circular Earth, which as such has to be adopted from Egyptian or Mesopotamian
civilisation, see, KRS 2003: 11. Ferguson, arguing that the later Greek image of cosmologic and cosmogonic diva~ or btVT] coined first by
Empedocles is a genuinely Greek model, which might already have its origins in the Homeric encircling Okeanos from where it might have
been adopted by Thales (1971: 113). West, who also suggested a cosmologicvortex as early as in Thales (thus excluding Homer), argued that the
image was adopted from the original Near Eastern conception of the primordial whirl as the cosmogonic tradition transmitted by Philo of
Byblos reveals (West 1994: 300-305). Even though most scholars today reject the notion of a cosmologic or cosmogonic whirl (see, e.g.,
Gregory 2007: 29ff, Couprie 2011), the original suggestions might have influenced the imagination.
"' The Babylonian world map, which is often cited as a parallel of the Shield and whose outer sea (mar-ra-tum) is depicted like a river
encircling the land, is probably not older than 6th century BC, as currently dated by the British Museum, where it is deposited (n. 92687);
however, Horowitz suggests it to be a copy of an original dated to the 8th/7th century (1998: 26).
"7

Beekes 2010, entry b[VT]. He cites also the contrary position of Garcia Ramon (Beekes 2010: 336- 337).

6.85-88: "They reached the lovely river where the pools / are always full - the water flows in streams and bubbles up from underneath,
to wash/ even the dirtiest oflaundry. There/ they freed the mules and drove them to the rived to graze on honeyed grass beside the stream
(rv0 · rj TOL nAuvol rjaav EnTJE'tavo[, noAv b' ubwQ / KaAov umKnQ6QEEv µci:Aa nEQ QUn6wvrn xa0fjQm,
eve' a, y ' i']µ,6voui;; µi'v vmKnQotAvaav ani']VT]<;; tr. Wilson 2017). Homer's familiarity with the operations of water eddies seems to be
confirmed also by the example of Charybdis (Od. 12.238), where the maelstrom effect, or centrifugal tendency moves the lighter objects (the
boat) towards the centre, which is lower than the circumference, and denser objects (water) towards the circumference. When Homer
describes the operations of Charybdis, he does not use any form of the verb btvfow, but another word describing circular motion
" 8 Od.

same time,

the mules

are driven to graze "alongside

[my

emphasis]

the eddying river"

(rromµov naQa btvf]Evm; Od. 6.89). The corselet Achilleus is going to give to Eumelos (Il. 23.559-562) is
described as aµcpilHvfoµm, "whirled around", 129 and the shield of Cretan Idomeneos as "adorned with spiral"
(bLVW't:Oc;, 11. 13.407).'30

I have to admit that I do not know where this connection between shields and water comes from. One
possibility is movement. Beekes suggests the etymological connection between dine and Mycenaean qe-qi-no-

to, meaning "endowed with life",131 and we have seen in section II.1 that the disabled Hephaistos has the
inexhaustible potential to create self-moving things. The second possibility builds on the hypothesis that
patterns in the pictorial plane are perceived simultaneously with the objects represented in the picture132 and
that they, as an organisational principle of the composition, might even be replicated while the thematic
element might simply change.
However, in stressing the ornamental composition of the whirling waters of Okeanos, it reminds us
of a frequent element of Minoan fresco painting, the ornamental bands decorated with spirals, ivy leaves, or
Minoan rosettes, accompanying the frescoes with figural or landscape motifs as we saw in the previous section
in the case of the Monkey Fresco and the fresco from Quatna. Bands with the different motif of Minoan rosettes
also accompany the Dolphin Fresco and Tell el'Dabha Fresco (Figures 37, 38). In the pictorial program of Hall 64
of Nestor's Palace, where sep arate bands cover all th e walls, the lowest band is formed by an ornam ental
pattern of waves and the uppermost band by the Argonaut Frieze. 133

accompanied by the separation of different components of the mixture, KUKetw, literally to "stir" or "stir up", which will be used later in
Heraclitus in a context then associated with cosmology by the Stoics (22 DK B125).

u, LS) (entry aµqJLliLvfoµm) suggestion that the word describes a single stream of tin rolled around its edge, and Green's translation as

surrounding circles of shinning tin are almost certainly wrong if we take into consideration the decoration of Mycenaean gold breast plates.
LS), entry 1i,vw't6<;. For Garcia Ramon against 1iLVW't6<; being relative to liLVTJ see Beekes, entry MVTJ. For the ornamental sense of 1iLvW't6<;
see also KAwfa 1\Lvw'tljv (Od. 19.56) or 1\,vw't6<; Atxo,; (I!. 3.391).

' 30

'3'

Beekes, entry Mv11.

' 3'

Grethlein 2018: 91.

"' For the drawing of the overall reconstruction of Hall 64, see Davis and Bennet 1999: 105- 120, plates XIII, XIV. See also video reconstruction
at https://classics.uc.edu/prap/Hall64.html. For the Argonaut Frieze, see Egan and Brecoulaki 2015.
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Figure 38. Dolphin Fresco, Queens' Megaron, from Knossos, LM I. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

Figure 39. Bull and Maze Fresco, Tell el-Dab'a, 15th century BC. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

We have already seen In Chapter II.1 that even the Knossian miniatures Sacred Grove and Dance Fresco
and Grandstand Fresco were found in close proximity with fragments of spirals. Evans has them restored into
the ceiling Quadruple Spiral Relief Fresco, which was accepted by Cameron and suggested by Shaw and Chapin
to be the imitation of the more luxury textile covering as seems to be confirmed by the similar ceiling in the

Treasury of Minyas at Orchomenos and geometric patterns used to decorate floor frescos also in Knossos. '34
However, as there are no attested parallels for such a spiral composition in contrast to the bands they decorate
very often (see also the spiral band from Akrotiri, Figure 35 above), the possibility that even here, the spirals
belong to the wall, not the ceiling, remains open. '35 And even though this is entirely hypothetical, it will place
the spirals as Okeanos band in the neighbourhood of the dancing scene, as introduced in the Shield's
depiction through the simile Ariadne's dance in Knossos.

' 34

Evans 1921- 1935 III: 30-31, pl XV, Cameron 1975: 690- 693. Shaw and Chapin 2016: 117- 120.

'" Morgan 2020: 367.
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IV.7 MINOAN TOPOGRAPHY, THE UNLIMITED
EARTH AND ANAXIMANDER'S NOTION OF SPACE
In the previous section, we saw that the circular shape of Okeanos is not entirely certain but is instead derived
from the assumed circular shape of the Shield (and vice versa). Elsewhere in Homer, the contours of Okeanos
are vague, the ornamentation distinct. The question of the shape of Okeanos on the Shield depends on
whether we understand it as part of the composition or as its outer frame. Dutch landscape paintings also had
frames, of course,'36 but this external boundary is quite different from constructing a narrative frame by
techniques of composition. My own view is that Okeanos is more a part of the composition. It still belongs to
our world, albeit that aspect of it that defies our imagination: the shores of Okeanos are unreachable to
mortals because even the Earth itself, as we will see in this section, is untraversable in Homer and, as it were,
ends nowhere.
In Homer, Okeanos is located where the boundaries, or "limits", peirata, of the Earth are located, and
in this sense it is supposed to settle or demarcate these limits. 137 At the same time, however, the Earth itself is
said to be limitless, apeiron,'38 just as the sea sometimes is. 139 Neither Homer nor Hesiod clarifies precisely
where Okeanos is supposed to meetthe Earth: is it near Tartarus, 140 the Elysian plain,141 or the "dank house of
Hades "?'42 Are there Pygmies, spending their lives fighting cranes, 143 the Cimmerians, wrapped in mist and
cloud, 144 Aithiopians sacrificing hekatombs, 145 Hesperides, 146 the three-headed giant Geryon, 147 the three
Gorgons,'48 or Knossian dancing youths? The shores of Okeanos, lying atthe edge of the Earth and separating
the world of the living from the dead, are unreachable for humans, both spatially and cognitively.
The supposed "inconsistency" in both treating the Earth as apeiron and having peirata has, however,
attracted the attention of many scholars. Andrew Gregory, a proponent of the traditional etymology
assuming that the word apeiron is etymologically derived from the nouns peirar and peras ("limit"), with the
literal meaning "unlimited" or "boundless", attributes to Homer the "emotional perspective of a traveller",
that allows him and his audience "to feel" the Earth and sea unlimited, while, "knowing quite well earth and

136 Alpers cites James Ackerman who notices that Italian picture frames resemble window frames, whereas Dutch ones resemble frames placed
on mirrors (1987: 42).

"'Il. 14.200=301; Od. 4.563, 11.13; Il. 8.478 (without mentioning Okeanos, 7tEL(/a:0' LKrJm ya:Lf]<; Ka:l n6vwto); Hes. Op. 168; Theoq. 736-38=807-9,
"sources and limits" (mwa:l Kai ndqa'f' ) of Earth, T artarus, Sea and Heaven converge.
''' Il. 7.446, Od. 1.98, 5.46, 15.79, 17.386, 19.107. Or metrically lengthened ct7tEL(.JECTLoi; (Il.20.58). In Works and Days, Hesiod speaks of how Zeus
created the demigods, the heroic race "before our own" at apeirona qaien (Op. 160), and just eight verses later he mentions the peirata qaies (Op.

168), where Zeus established life and dwelling outside the presence of men for those of them who did not die in the battles of Thebes and Troy.
See also Theoq. 187.

' 39

Od. 4.510, II. 1.350, tn' anE(qova n6vwv; Hesiod, Theoq. 109,678, 878, Op. 160. Il.24.545: 'EMtjanov'to<; anE(qwv.

"'' Il. 8-478-481. Theoq. 729-792.

"" Od. 4.563.
""Od. 10.508- 512, 11.13-22.
"'' Il. 3.1- 7.
L\4

Od. 11.14-15.

"'' Il. 23.205-206.
"'' Theog. 215-216.
"'' Theog. 287- 299.
"'' Theog. 274.
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sea have physical limits". 149 Kahn has proposed an alternative etymology, not significantly different in its
consequences but far more illustrative for our perspectival approach. He suggested deriving the word apeiron
instead from peirar, from the verbal root per-, represented in several Indo-European adverbs and prepositions
referring to the direction "forward, in front". '50 These words indicate movement in that direction and envisage
a point at which forward movement comes to an end, such as crossing over a body of water to reach the shores
of the Echinades islands. Thus, peirar would mean "the limit or goal of the given passage - the point at which
forward movement comes to an end," and apeiros "what cannot be passed over or traversed from end to end" .151
Returning for a moment to our auxiliary Dutch or Minoan viewer, he may move through the landscape
described by Homer as one whose edge is unreachable, much like a Dutch or Minoan panoramic painting
that seeks to depict spatial relationships as continuing in all directions, without the constraints of a
compositional frame. Gregory's assumption that the Earth was differently perceived (as unlimited) and
differently known (as having limits) in Homer's time seems to be in danger of anachronism since it
presupposes a separation of these two capacities that seems specific to more modern times. My approach is
based on the assumption that space is depicted in Minoan painting and the Homeric Epics as experienced,
i.e., known and felt. 152
The land and sea between the shores of Okeanos are untraversable for humans;'53 Okeanos is our
unreachable horizon, exposed to our imagination. The overlap of cognitive and spatial inaccessibility,
including the image of paths that we can all traverse but still not reach the boundaries, is re-encountered in
the next section in Heraclitus, who adopts it to describe the limitlessness of the human soul. The fundamental
experience of the impossibility of traversing the landscape to its very end may correspond to the limits of dike
and apoina depicted in the "Court Scene" of the Shield as something that is expected but cannot be actually
experienced, as we shall also see in Chapter IV.8. For the person who cannot grasp the limits of the world,
there is no escape from the world, just as there is no escape from the nets "in which one is entangled past
escape", also often referred to as apeiron. '54 Here, again, men are firmly embedded into the world and its
landscape.
We find the spatial sense of the apeiron again in Anaximander, but here, in an entirely innovative way, it is
transposed from the surface of the Earth's landscape to the space surrounding the Earth and celestial bodies.
This new dimension made it possible to place the viewer there, which represented a radical change in
worldview in a very literal sense.'55 Since Anaximader can undoubtedly be considered the most important
"' Gregory 2016: 86. For the traditional etymology, see also LSJ, entry a.rre4?wv (B).
''' Kahn 1960: 231-233. For this etymology see also Beekes, 2010, entry rrdQaQ.

Il. 2.626; Kahn 1960: 232. Gregory, however, agrees that the meaning "untraversable for human" is an important usage in poetry, especially
Homer (2016: 87).

' 5'

A third etymology has also been suggested. Kocandrle and Couprie understand the word lirrELQO<; as a negation of the word rrEL(_la, "trial",
or "attempt", with the passive meaning "that which is not experienced / cannot be experienced". They remind that Heraclitus uses the same
word when describing that men behave as if ignorant (or inexperinced; a.rrELQOLULV EOLKLXUL) in DK 22 B1. As in the previous case, even here
both authors conclude that the difference in meaning is not so substantial, as "that which is boundless or infinite is, as such, beyond our
experience". (Kocandrle and Couprie 2017: 15-17, also for bibliography); we have already seen this overlap between the spatial and the cognitive.
' 5'

Hera can reach the limits of the Earth at Il. 15.200, because she is a goddess as Kahn argued (1960: 232), but the mention comes from the
possibly quite young passage "The Deception of Zeus" (see section IV .5).

' 53

' 54

For the connection to inescapability from whatever is cast around, see Kahn 1960: 232, and LSJ, entry lirrELQo<; (B) and a.rre4?wv (B).

For Anaximander alluding to the Homeric Epics (and also with a more critical stance to Hesiod), see Gregory (2016: 3 and ff.), even though I
do not follow all his particular conclusions.

' 55
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theorist of space in the Archaic period - Couprie credits him with the "discovery of space"- we will conclude
our journey from Bronze Age Minoan civilisation to Archaic Greece by suggesting that Anaximander's
discovery may have been inspired by the quality of the "unlimited" but finite space of some Minoan frescoes,
familiar in Archaic Greece through the Homeric Epics.
Anaximander lived and worked around 610-546 BC in Miletus, the "birthplace" of Greek philosophy,
and, coincidentally, also a former Minoan settlement colony where fragments of Minoan frescoes have been
found.156 Awareness of the strong link with Crete even in the Greek period is preserved not only in Strabo's
claim that Miletus was founded by Cretans, but also in the suggestion that Anaximander himself advised the
founding of the Milesian colony in Crete.'57 Anaximander himself wrote a book of which only a few lines
survive in Simplicius, but which was (hopefully) used by Aristotle and Theophrastus (on whom later
doxography relies), albeit in a manner obscured by their search for the arche, the "origin" or "principle" of all
things. '58 What should have been water for Thales, fire for Heracleitus, and air for Anaximenes, should have
been in their reports apeiron for Anaximander. 159 The passage in Simplicius capturing this concept is obscure:
"He said that the arche and element of existing things was the unlimited (apeiron), being the first to give this
name to the arche. He says this is not water, nor any of the other so-called elements, but some other unlimited
nature, from which are generated all the heavens and the cosmoi in them. The source of the generation for
extant things is that into which destruction occurs, according to what is necessary I proper. For they pay penalty

and retribution to each other for injustices according to the ordering of time."'60 Even the ancients complained that
Anaximander did not explain what he meant by apeiron;'6' nothing is certain except its spatial sense, known
from Homer and later Greek philosophy. 162 Modem debates continue over whether the apeiron, variously
translated as "boundless", "unlimited", "infinite", "untraversable" or even "indeterminate", should be
interpreted as the apeiron or apeiron qualifying physis, related only to space or also to time, understood as an
internal or external quality, existing only outside or also inside the world, or whether it simply means lacking
further qualification. 163 What the doxographic tradition tells us about apeiron, is that it is immortal and

''' Gorman 2001: 22-24 also for discussion of the exact status of the city in the relationship to Crete. Whatever the conclusion is, Minoans were
present here probably from around 1700 BC, Minoan Linear A symbols etched into the local pottery and Minoan precious artefacts were
found here, together with fragments of frescoes, including part of a griffin and part of a lily, both thematically connected to other localities
where Minoan frescoes were preserved better, e.g. both Knossos and Akrotiri. The end of the Minoan phase here probably followed the
general Mediterranean pattern, with the beginning of Mycenaean predominance in about the first half of the 15th century and continuing
traces of Minoan influence.
"' Strabo, Geographica XIV.1.6; DK 11 A3.
''' For differentiation of various levels of meaning, see, e.g., Gregory 2016: 15-24 or Kocandrle and Couprie 2017.
'" DK 12 Ai6, Ari. De cael. III.5 303b10; DK 12 Ai4.
12 DK B1, Simplicius, In Phys. 24,13, translation by Gregory, 2016: 68; for the discussion of the variants of translation see ibid. pp. 68-70; the
words in italics are generally understood to be Anaximander's own.

' 60

'''DK12Ai4.
''' Kahn 1960: 233; Gregory 2016: 88.
For summary of these positions see Gregory 2016: 86-101, and especially Kocandrle and Couprie 2017: 5-17. Kocandrle and Couprie
argue that the substantive apeiron has been constructed as a result of a long tradition of interpretation based on the principles and causes
known from Aristotle. Following Lebedev, Simplicius and the opposition Aristotle (Physics 203b3ff) makes between Plato and Pythagoreans
"who made the unlimited something" with "all natural philosophers", who treated it as just a property, for Kocandrle and Couprie, apeiron is
not any "generative substance", nor any material cause that transforms itself (2017= 29), but the quality of physis, "the boundless, inexhaustible
power that generates all things and makes them move and grow" (2017= 8, 58). This quality is, according to the possible third etymology of the
word apeiron (seen. 152) "beyond our experience" (2017: 15- 17). In the rest of this section, I follow Couprie in his reconstruction of
Anaxirnander's kosmos; however, I follow Gregory in his interpretation of Anaximander's apeiron as unlimited but finished space.
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indestructible, 164 undying and unageing, 165 that it surrounds all and steers all, is divine, 166 and possibly is
somehow biological in nature. 167
Gregory, adhering to the known spatial sense, interprets Anaximander's concept of apeiron as
unlimited but finite. 168 There seems to be nothing else besides apeiron and the kosmos it generates, which would
be able to limit it or bound it (spatially or in any other sense).169 However, Gregory considers the apeiron to be
finite because of Aristotle's report that Anaximander' s Earth dwells in the centre and "has equal relationships
to the extremes (eschata)". Since the infinite cannot have a centre, he, contrary to Kahn and others,170 excludes
this meaning, even though it will later be connected with apeiron for Anaxagoras or Zeno. 171 Gregory assumes
that these eschata refer to the extremes of space and not kosmos, and since apeiron was also used to describe
rings, 172 he concludes that apeiron, as the space surrounding the Earth and the kosmos, is spherical. 173
Leaving aside for a moment the sphericity of Anaximander's space, the limitlessness of finite space is
abstractly reminiscent of the effects of vertical perspective and Homer's untraversable Earth. There may,
however, be another parallel in the quality of space here, for the radicality of this notion, as we shall see in a
moment, does not consist in any "dematerialisation" (as the apeiron produces to qonimon), but rather in
transposing the space from the surface of the Earth. In Gregory's interpretation, Anaximander does not deal
with an "empty" space, which is - if Gregory is right- on the contrary, essentially alive and divine. Apeiron is
part of the physis (and since there is no place outside of it, the physis itself); it is divine, it steers everything,
and it is organic. Gregory interprets Anaximander as a material pantheist (which may also have a very good
parallel in Minoan Neopalatial religious ideas, but that is far beyond the scope of this work).174 Inferring a
Minoan conception of space using Anaximander's conception is, of course, very difficult, but it is certainly
less difficult than starting from our conception.
We can imagine what happens to space in Anaximander as that it somehow leaves the surface of the
Earth to be extended outside it and the orbits of celestial bodies making full circles around, and also passing
underneath, the Earth (apeiron "surrounds all"). Although Couprie argues that Anaximander did not finally
manage to make a three-dimensional representation, he believes that he at least has to be able to imagine
DK 12 B3 (DK 12 A.15, Arist., Ph. III-4-203b6): a8avarnv yaQ KaL avwAE8QOV, we; '{JfJULV 6 Ava/;[µavbQoc; Kai oi TI/lELO'COL TWV
q,uotoA6ywv.
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''' DK 12 B2 (DK 12 Au, Hippo!., Haer. l.6.1): atb,ov dvm Kal ayr\QW, fJv Kal navTac; TCEQLEXELV rnuc; Koaµouc;.
'" DK 12 A.15 (Arist., Ph. III.4.203b6): mQLEXELV anavTa Kal mxvrn Kuf3EQViiv [... ] Kal rnuT' [i. e. To dmLQov] Efvm TO 8Eiov.
DK 12 Alo: q,riol bi: To tK rnu atbiov y6v,µov 8EQµou TE =l iJ,vxQov Kma 'CTlV ytvm,v rnubE rnu Koaµou arroKQL8fJvm Ka[ nva EK
rnurnu q,Aoyoc; aq,aiQav 71EQLq,ufJvm TWL rrEQl 'CTlV yfJv aEQL we; TWLbtvbQWL q,Am6v· Even though TO y6v,µov may not be originally
Anaximander's term, Gregory suggestapeiron to be "irreducibly biological" (Gregory 2016: 13, 89).
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Gregory 2016: 85ff.

Gregory takes Plato's Phaedo 108e-109a7 to be another reference to Anaximander arguing for a stable equipoised Earth in the centre of
homogeneous heavens, and his argument of the apeiron being spatially finite but unlimited depends on his assumption that there is only one
kosmos for Anaximander (Gregory 2016: 87-88, 90-93).
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Kahn 1960: 233, this "huge, inexhaustible mass, stretching away endlessly in every direction... is in fact what we call infinite space, the
antecedent for the atomistic void as well as the Receptacle or Nurse of generation in Plato's Timaeus. But this space is not yet thought of in
abstraction from the material which fills it. Place and body are here combined in a single idea." Drozdek argues that contrary to the Epics and
the popular image of the once-born fickle epic gods without any long-lasting purposes, in Anaximander, the conception of the divine is
already abstracted, to the image of the divine apeiron, eternal and spatially infinite (Drozdek 2007: 1-2, 11).

' 7'

DK 29 B1, DK 59 B2. Gregory reminds that Aristotle and Simplicius associate the apeiron with Plato's Receptacle which grows it apart from
the void (Gregory 2016: 102).

' 7'

' 7'

Gregory 2016: 86, 90, 102; Kahn 1960: 232, see also note 193.

"'Gregory 2016: 91.
' 74

Gregory 2016: 81- 83, 97- 102. For Minoan pantheism, see Mochlos IVA, [2021], forthcoming, Soles, J. S. (ed.), Philadelphia: INSTAP.
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himself elevated "from the earth to a virtual point of view;" otherwise, he would not be able to see the various
distances of the orbits of celestial bodies which are behind from a place on Earth. 175 As the wheel was the most
familiar model of circular motion at that time, Anaximander imagined these orbits of celestial bodies as
chariot wheels, which were thought to be tubes full of fire and rotating.176 The Earth is referred to as floating
freely and unsupported in the centre of a homogeneous universe, having the cylindrical shape of a stone
column drum, whose depth is one-third of its width, and a flat rounded surface.177 In such a conception, the
heavenly bodies withdrew radically from the ancient idea of a celestial vault closing the world as a firmament
into the open outer space of the apeiron. The firmament was, as Couprie puts it, "shattered" by Anaximander,
because he, as Gregory puts it, does not believe in the sky. 178 This is something that cannot be observed, and,
according to Couprie, in that time, it also could not be calculated. The archaic world picture was blown up in
a feat of "creative imagination. "179
The Earth is now flat and has certain proportions and shape. Anaximander "dared to draw" (or write,

qraphi5) a map on a writing or drawing tablet (pinax), which according to one rendering depicted the known
18 0

habitable world, oikumene, approachable by travel, but according to another also drew the circumference,

perimetron, of the Earth and sea.181 The Earth and sea can thus no longer be understood as limitless. But this
also means that something must change in the understanding of the liminal space between our world and
Okeanos. Here, I doubt that an author like Anaximander, who did not believe in the sky, believed in Okeanos,
at least in its Homeric image (he might possibly take Okeanos simply as an outer sea). 182 Now that the Earth's
boundaries are sharp, its original limitlessness extends beyond the Earth and into the space surrounding it
and the system of rotating celestial bodies -the apeiron. Thus, there is no room for the original Okeanos, both
spatially and cognitively; I find it instructive that when Couprie reconstructs Anaximander's image of the
Earth, he has to add a kind of outer wall (the circumference of the column drum) to Okeanos, so to bestow
on it the form of a channel. 183 It seems more likely to me, then, that the notion of unapproachable limits
accumulated around the image of Okeanos is now carried by the apeiron itself, which replaced it. 184
Okeanos is never described as apeiron in Homer because there is no experience of crossing its huge
mass. If Anaximander transferred the limitlessness of the Earth to outer space, and Couprie suggests this to
"' Couprie 2003: 212; Couprie 2011: 118. As brave as Anaximander's journey to the outer space was, this perspective does not come entirely "out
of the blue", as Homer consistently alludes to the bird's-eye perspective of the gods (or even that of the godlike cavaliers, as they look down
from Olympos). Here I agree with Purves that the gods and the Muses are imagined by Homer as seeing the world from some elevated space
(Purves 2010: 54-55); but I think that Homer was not able to describe what they actually see (I thus do not agree with her that the Shield is the
depiction of the world as seen by gods; Purves 2010: 5).
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Couprie 2011: 100-102.

"' DK 12 B5, DK 12 Au (Hipp. Refut. l.6.3), DK 12 A25 (Aetios m .10.2), DK 12 A10. Couprie 2011: 104-105.
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Couprie 2011: 163. Cf. Couprie 2011: 120. Gregory 2016: 201, 205.
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Couprie 2011: 99.

'''DK12A6.
''' DK 12 Ai; Suda (DK 12 A2) even ascribes the lost book The Circumference of the Earth (fijc; 7IEQiobov) to Anaximander.
The only indication that Anaximander did believe in Okeanos is Herodotus' ridiculing of the (anonymous) authors, who draw the
circumference of the Earth and the surrounding Okeanos as ifby a compass; Herod. Hist. 4.36. Couprie believes that Anaxim ander's map was
circular (as is logical, because his earth has a shape of a column drum) and that Okeanos was circulating around it based on the comparison
with Homer's Shield (whose circularity he does not question), Babylonian world map (see n . 126) and Egyptian slightly later parallels (Couprie
2003: 194-200, Couprie 2011: 79-83). Although Gregory also connects Herodotus' sarcastic note to Anaximander (2016: 163), he does not pay any
attention to Okeanos at all.

' 8'

''' Couprie 2011: 107.
Vernant has already proposed , that Thales to water, Anaximenes to air and Anaximander to apeiron assigned qualities that Homer had
assigned to Zeus and Okeanos (Vernant 2006: 220- 221).
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be the outstanding achievement of his imagination, it may imply that Anaximander, in his imagination
actually explored the apeiron. If so, the experience of its limitlessness may also be present here, even though
very far from everyday experience. Both Couprie and Gregory notice that the perspective changes: "One can
have a more complex view, though, if we think in terms of the cosmos as viewed from the side (in elevation) as
well as from the top (the plan view)." 185 However, I think that the change was far more radical, as when
Anaximander gained a space entirely outside the Earth, where he could imagine himself as a viewer and see
the Earth as a whole for the first time, he constructed a distant point of view, in my view an epoch-making
intellectual achievement. It is a position from which he could see the Earth not only as a whole spatially but
also its temporal development and perhaps even purpose.'86 Moreover, it is a position from which it is possible
to see the Earth, its history, and its purpose without being engaged.
The transformation from the idea of the kosmos as a landscape surrounding the viewer or surveyor,
his "dwelling place", 187 with an unapproachable horizon where the knowable turns into the unknowable, to a

model of the universe viewed from a constructed position in outer space, is astonishing. As Couprie puts it,
Anaximander discovered space. 188 As Latour would put it, the dwelling place is lost, and we never landed back
on the Earth. 189
In exploring Anaximander's apeiron, scholars have emphasised its oddity in relation to Greek
thought, "occupied with limit, symmetry and harmony", as also expressed by placing to apeiron on the
negative side of the Pythagorean sets of opposites. 190 They therefore questioned whether it should be
considered a truly Greek concept at all, and suggested foreign influences. West, following and followed by
others, keenly argued for Iranian and even Indian sources for worlds coming into existence from infinity and
then perishing back into it, ideas that supposedly came to Asia Minor with the Persians. 191 Several hypotheses
have also been proposed to argue for autonomous Greek sources. Vemant, emphasising spatial meaning,
proposed that the new conception of physical space, placing the Earth at its centre reflected the new political
arrangement that placed the polis at its centre, and the rule of apeiron, based on common law imposing the
same dike on each individual, was to replace the monarchia of Zeus. 192 The adoption of money was also
suggested as a possible template for reciprocal justice, and since the Earth is literally described as a column

''' Gregory 2016: 207.
I have argued against the possibility of cosmogony in Homer, or at least against Homer being interested in cosmogonic speculations and
explanations, in quite a sharp contrast with what Gregory thinks (2007: 21- 22). With Anaximander, the situation changes. Even though there
is no early usage of apeiron in which the temporal aspect was indicated, Gregory notes that it would be difficult to imagine the apeiron as
having temporal limits (Gregory 2016: 94). There is no origin of apeiron , as it is everlasting. If the apeiron surrounds kosmos (or rather frames
kosmos) in temporal terms, it means that kosmos had come into existence (according to Gregory, a single cosmos coming into existence could
go out of existence, but has not yet; 2016: 95). On a less abstract level, we know that Anaximander was interested in the evolution of living
forms, even if we do not know how much the zoogony formed parallel to the possible cosmogony (Gregory 2016: 41-43). Contrary to the Epics,
where no long-term purposes of the gods are articulated, Gregory sticks to Aristotle's claim that apeiron steers all, and assumes more
centralised guidance, with at least a teleological option in its generative potential.
' 86

' 87

Latour 2018.

' 88

Couprie 2011: 99ff; see also Gregory 2016: 200.

'" Latour 2018. Even though the social and political dimension of the introduced metaphor is strong, there is also literal meaning present, as
the climate change is situated in the centre of his argument.
''' Ari. Metaph. 986a22-27. Couprie 2011: 91, Kocandrle and Couprie 2017: xii.
''' West 1971b: 89-97. Kocandrle 187-188. Burkert 1963: 106, 110-111. For other references see Couprie 2011: 91.
''' Vernant 2006: 231-232; see also Gregory 2016: 2010. We will come back to the social and judicial contexts of peirata and apeiron in the next
chapter.
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drum and even has the general proportion of Ionian architectural columns, a hypothesis of correlation with
architectural development has also been suggested.193
It is inevitable that all areas of cultural life, including philosophy, were influencing each other and
should not be neglected. My aim, however, is to observe that the Minoan civilisation of the Bronze Age
already possessed a rather concrete conception of space, which was transmitted to Greece through Homeric
depictions, and that this influence still awaits critical evaluation. The Minoan map-like organisation of spatial
relationships adopted by the Homeric Shield may well (if Gregory is correct in his interpretation) lie behind
Anaximander's "leap" transposing the notion of unlimited but finite space from the surface of the landscape
into the outer space of the universe. 194 We may only speculate whether and how this understanding of spatial
relationships converges with the sometimes assumed heterarchical arrangement of Minoan political
relationships (as opposed to the hierarchical organisation of the Mycenaeans)'95 and whether or not it
questions Vernant's theory about the uniqueness of the Greek polis forming a new understanding of physical
space.
I suggest that greater attention to the possible influence of the Aegean Bronze Age might help to grasp
some of the elusive aspects of Ionian pre-Socratic thought. In terms of space, the Minoans may represent its
limitlessness but finitude and the fact that we perceive it from within, as it physically surrounds us. We still
encounter this understanding of space in principle in Homer, but after him more focused approaches come
into play. Anaximander followed Homer, extending this understanding of spatial relationships from the
unlimited landscape to the unlimited space, which allowed him to construct a position of the viewing subject
outside the known world and its surface. Scholars who calculate the "measures" of the archaic world thus run
the same risk as Strasser did with his construction of the geographical point of view for the Flotilla Fresco. The
landscape as depicted on the Flotilla Fresco could have been seen from the location Strasser identified.
However, the idea of such a fixed place for the viewer is not represented within the painting. When Couprie
calculates the measurements of the pre-Anaximander universe and concludes that it was meant to be felt as
relatively small (5,000 km for the width of the Earth and 2,500 km for the height of the uppermost point of
the sky vault),'96 he is only calculating how large we see the archaic world. For Homeric people, it was limitless.

IV. 8 EXPECTING THE LIMITS
The elusiveness of edges discussed above is not exclusively a quality of the external "rim" of the Shield.
Internally, the process of articulation of the limits (peirata) in social terms is addressed in the so-called ,,Court
Scene" (Il. 18-497-502). As we have seen in the section considering the interpretations of the Shield as a
narrative structure (II.z), Gregory Nagy associates this scene with the beginning and the end of the Iliad. '97 At
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For summary of these views and also the critique, see Gregory 2016: 206-213.

I thus disagree with Gregory, that Anaximander's conception forms an interesting contrast both to the views of Homer and Hesiod, "who
could well be said to have limits to their worlds and whose world were not spheres," Gregory 2016: 92). Besides Homer, also in Hesiod it is
possible to reach Tartaros, but not its end, Theog. 740.
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For heterarchical arrangement of political authority in Minoan Crete, see Schoep 2010: 232.

' 96

Couprie 2011: 11.

' 97

Nagy 2003: 72-87.

the beginning of the poem, the immense ransom (apereisi apoina, Il.1.13) offered by Chryses, Apollos's priest,
for his daughter, is refused by Agamemnon. The subsequent plague forces Agamemnon to return the priest's
daughter without any ransom, anapoinon (1.99). As compensation, he takes the daughter of Brises from
Achilleus, who then refuses to continue the battle. At the end of the Iliad, Achilleus finally accepts the
compensation (apoina, 24.137, 502) offered by Priamos for the dead body of Hektor, who had killed Achilleus'
friend Patroklos. The limits of the compensation, the ransom, are achieved together with the limits of the
narrative as "a new spirit that emerges from the heroic tradition[ ... ] culminates in the ethos of the city-state
or polis". 198
In the ,,Court Scene" of the Shield, the option of accepting a ransom, here in the sense of a blood price

(poine), is discussed in terms of eagerness or hastening (hiesthen) to get a limit (peirata; Il. 18.497-508):
The people were gathered together in the assembly place, and there a dispute
had arisen, and two men were disputing about the blood-price (poine)
for a man who had died. The one made a claim to pay back in full,
declaring publicly to the district (demos), but the other was refusing to accept anything.
Both were heading (hiemi) for an arbitrator (histiir) , to get a limit (peirar);
and the people were speaking up on either side, to help both men.
But the heralds kept the people in hand, as meanwhile elders
were seated on benches of polished stone in a sacred circle
and took hold in their hands of scepters from the heralds who lift their voices.
And with these they sprang up, taking turns, and rendered their judgments (dikazii), and in their midst lay on the
ground two weights of gold,
to be given to the one among them who pronounced ajudgment (dike) most correctly.' 99

Nagy assumes the limits to have two different meanings here. First, there is the right to pay a ransom if there
are some mitigating circumstances of the murder, such as the wrath and the right to demand full revenge the life or the exile of the killer - if there are not.200 This allows a paradoxical situation in which "[f]rom the
standpoint of the Iliad as a linear progression there is a sense of closure as the main narrative comes to an end
in Book 24. From the standpoint of the Shield passage, however, the Iliad is open-ended". 201 The second
meaning refers to the cognitive boundaries in terms of the pronunciation of dike. The elders, taking turns,
render their judgments (dikaz/5), and the prize is "to be given to the one among them who pronounces a
judgment (dike) most correctly" (18.508). Although these two meanings are naturally interconnected, as the
ransom is the penalty to the crime according to the dike, Nagy points out that the consequences of the
interpretation are not the same. Peirar to the apoina can be understood as a principle that leads to the end of
the story in terms of a narrative. Peirar to dike can be understood as the principle that leads to the ultimate
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Nagy 2003: p., also for previous bibliography on this topic.

' 99

Translation Nagy 2003: 74.

'" Nagy 2003: 79-80. Nagy shows that Achilleus himself may take the role of a defendant (he can be blamed for the death of Patroklos) as well
as a plaintiff, or even a victim, as his own death is a consequence of the death of Patroklos (2003: 84).
'" Nagy 2003: 82. Even though we have seen in section Il.2 that it is difficult to see the lliad as a linear narrative, Nagy opposes it as a tenor to
the vehicle of the Shield in a similar sense as the circular narrative of the Shield is opposed to the circular narrative of the Iliad in Stanley;
Nagy's more linear reading might be influenced by his replenishing of the narrative plot when he incorporates the future Achilleus' death into
his interpretation (2003: 84 and n. 200).
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pronunciation of justice.202 It is unclear, however, who is the final authority here. There is an inner circle of
elders who are to pronounce judgments. But the quality of their judgments will be appraised further, as if it
were a contest, by the outer circle of the assembled people. Because Nagy's evolutionary model of the Iliad's
development, which we have seen in Ll, allows for the continuous evolution of the audience in parallel with
the evolving Iliad, he shows how the "logics" of the two circles expand outward beyond the poem, beyond its
immediate audience - comprised of the people of the polis - and finally towards us and all future audiences
as its most remote and broadest possible "interpretive community".203
What is articulated here is the expectance of peirata, not the peirata themselves or even the possibility
to reach them. Nagy argues that while the heroes seem to undergo many changes during the progress of the

Iliad, and the scenes on the Shield seem unchanging, once the narrative is completed and the performance
finished, the heroes seem to be frozen in the results of their actions, while the figures on the Shield are frozen
in constant motion: "Time has now stopped still, and the open-endedness of contemplating the artistic
creation can begin". 204 The epic narrative (Nagy's "tenor") functions here similar to the compositional frame
in narrative paintings: it encloses the representation, fixes the effects of what is represented, and secures its
overall meaning. From the point of view of the Iliad as a narrative structure, the limits have been reached once
and forever when Achilleus accepts compensation from Hektor. From the point of view of the depiction of
the Shield (Nagy's "vehicle"), the possibilities of extension in every direction (Alpers), or the pouring of the
content away (Nagy) constantly push the meaning of the Iliad to be subject to reinterpretation.2 0 5 Along with
the expectations of limits, a reluctance emerges to "figure" them "up"206 - in the cognitive, social, or moral
sense - so that we could grasp their present as well as future form, i.e., to "limit" the perceptions and
judgments of future audiences. The tension between these poetic discourses (or aspects of Homeric poetic
discourse), expressed in the difference between the achievement of limits in the main narrative and the
constant expectation of limits in the Crete-related ekphrasis, allows us to speculate that the Epics tradition
knew and mastered the differences between these techniques of representation quite well, while deliberately
preserving the goals of the Minoan one.
With the differentiation between limits and unlimitedness, described in terms of Indo-European
origin, the Greek employment of the distant point of view, the timeline, the development of the world, and
the closure of what has already happened is discussed. The distribution of dike from apeiron as a process of
order articulation was a crucial issue for Anaximander, as we have seen in Simplicius' report (12 DK B1):
He said that the arche and element of existing things was the unlimited (apeiron), being the first to give this
name to the arche. He says this is not water, nor any of the other so-called elements, but some other unlimited
nature, from which are generated all the heavens and the cosmoi in them. The source of the generation for extant
things is that into which destruction occurs, accordinq to what is necessary

I proper. For they pay penalty and

'" Or even the performance of justice, as in Od. 23.248 when Odysseus tells Penelope that ,,we have not yet reached the limits (peirata) of our
trials".
"' Nagy 2003: 80.
" 4

Nagy 2003: 83.

"' Nagy 2003: 82-83 for vehicle and tenor, see also section II.2.

"' Apeiron in the Iliad describes also the uncountability of things (or their enormous quantity, as Kahn 1960: 233, thought ): "innumerable
goats" (Od. 9.118), "immense crowd" (fl. 24.775), "endless sleep" (Od.,7.286), or even "endless misery" (o,i:;u~, Od. 11.621).
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retribution to each other for injustices according to the ordering of time (KaTa To XQEWV" bLb6vm y itQ mhit btKfJV
Kai. TLCJLV aAATjAoLJ; Tfjc; lWLKtac; KaTa TT]V 'IOU XQOVOU TtxtLV).'°7

It is difficult to infer from this passage with certainty more than the importance of the theme itself (and

perhaps the physical quality of order and justice, given what was said about the biological quality of the

apeiron in the previous chapter). We do not have enough information to decide to what extent Anaximander's
world is self-regulated, a kind of dynamic equilibrium with an imprinted rhythm, or whether more room
should be left for the steering.2°8 What seems certain is that Heraclitus alludes to these words when he says:
"One must know (dbe[vm] XQTJ) that war is common and strife is justice (bLKTJV EQLV) and that all things come
to pass by strife and necessity (KaT' EQLV Kai. XQEWµt:va). "209 We also say that these two authors emphasise a
processual quality of differentiation and, at least in Heraclitus, the corresponding processual quality of
"becoming aware". It is necessary and wise to try hard to understand and pursue the logos, according to
Heraclitus, but it is necessary as well to preserve some openness in these efforts -to perform some confidence,
as "It is because of want of (human) confidence that it [the Logos?] escapes men's knowledge". 210
Understanding is always ahead of us; it escapes our grasp, as the physis likes to hide. 211 According to
Heraclitus, it is thus of essential importance to be open to the unexpected: "If you do not expect the
unexpected, you will not find it (ouK et;.EUQTJCH:L); for it is hard to be searched out (av£t;.£Q£UVTJTOv) and
difficult to compass (a1wQov)." 212 What Marcovich translates here as "compass" to incorporate also the
meaning of understanding, is a negation of the adjective paras, derived from the verb peiro, with the IndoEuropean prefix pre-, referring to the direction "forward, in front", as we have seen in Kahn's etymology of
the word apeiron in the previous section. 213 Here, too, we should expect the limits, the structure, and meaning
of the world; not, however, their ultimate forms.
It is Heraclitus who once again preserves the very ancient notion that it is only possible to recognise

what is physically attainable, when he describes the psyche with the metaphoric overlap between spatial and
cognitive boundaries: "You will not find out the limits (peirata) of the soul (psyche) by going, even if you travel
over every way, so deep is its logos."2 14 For Heraclitus, psyche shares the limits of its inner organisation, of its
logos, with the world and everything else that is happening in accordance with it (DK 2 2 B1). This logos is not
approachable for humans, as every path they choose to follow represents only a single view, and there is no
view preferred enough to represent the correct understanding of the soul's and world's logos, nor there is a
position from which the whole inner structure would be visible. The soul, and the world's logos are thus
'°7 Trans!. Gregory 2016: 68, see also n. 60.
Gregory describes the apeiron and kosmos as self-regulating entities; however, he translates kata to chreon as "proper'" t o leave space for more
moral strata of meaning for the apeiron (although not as a metaphysical or transcendent quality; Gregory 2016: 81, 83). Kahn also understands
the kosmos as well-regulated with a rhythmic "order of time", but the steering is introduced personified in the figure of the "Cosmic God"
(Kahn 1960: 238, 199).

" 8

" ' DK 22 B8, transl. Marcovich (fr. 28): Eibt[vm] XQTJ 'tOV ;n6AEµov E6v'ta l;uv6v Kal NKrJV EQLV Kai yLv6µ,va m:iv'ta Ka't' EQLV Kal
XQEWµEva.
~, DK 22 B86, transl. Marcovich (fr. 12): a n LU'tLTJL b1L1.cpuyyavn µi] y Lyvw=w0m.

= DK 22 B123: cpum.c; KQU7l'tW0m cpLA,i.

= DK 22 B18, transl. Marcovich (fr. 11): Uxv µi] UnTJ'taL avlAmm:ov, ouK el;EUQYJUEL, avEl;EQEUVTJ'tOV eov Kai anOQOV.
~, See section !V.7.

av

"" DK 22 B45, adapted transl. Kahn (fr. XXXV): tJ,uxij~ n,(Qma iwv ouK
el;EUQOL 6 miuav emnoQrn6µ, vo~ ooov- ou'tw ~a0uv A6yov.
Even though l do not agree with Kahn in his interpretation of this fragment as referring to the fate of men after death, I think he is pretty apt
in noticing that here "the notions of finding out and catching hold pretty nearly coincide."
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limitless, apeiron, in that they are not apprehended in their temporal and spatial dimensions, intentions, and
impacts. The possibility of grasping the representation of the world order is again relinquished (or even
criticised?) in favour of our absorption in the world, in the possibility of remaining an integral part of it. These
features of the very archaic worldview will soon be overwhelmed by a view much more emancipated and selfconscious. If we understand contemporary Western culture as the successor to the Greek, the sense oflimits
has developed up to its limits over the past two and half thousand years; it is hard to find an aspect of our
being in the world that we do not measure. But could this be what the people gathered in a circle at the
depiction of the Shield were expecting?
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V. CONCLUSION:
RESTORING THE OTHERNESS

Despite all the current support for interdisciplinarity, we can observe a continuing specialisation of
disciplines at the transition between the Aegean Bronze Age and the Ancient world. The cultural seam that
is undoubtedly marked here - despite research pointing to the continuity of settlements - precisely by a
change in the preferred media of cultural representation, is overlain by the seam between the academic
disciplines of archaeology and classical studies, which are methodologically different worlds. Although my
own background lies in classical studies, I have tried in this work not to treat the material in terms of one
particular discipline or methodological approach; what interests me most about the topic itself, and what I
have focused most of my attention on, is cultural transmission (that is, the overlapping of this seam) and the
way in which we can approach it (that is, the overlap between the material and our methodology).
Thus, although this is primarily a work of historical anthropology, the techniques of representation
we have considered are inextricably linked to scientific methodology, since scientific models are of course
representations of their own kind, as we have seen in the perhaps illustrative example of the anthropological
category of ritual. The perspective with which we, as anthropologists or students of foreign religious systems,
view the communities we study, the point of view of our culture or our Western scientific construct,
determines not only what we see but also how we treat what we see.
Methodologically (and personally), this work was inspired by the texts of Daniel Everett.' Originally
a member of SIL International (Summer Institute of Linguistics), an international Christian organisation
that trained missionaries in linguistics so that they could acquire an unfamiliar language in the field and
translate the Bible into it instead of preaching and baptising, Everett was sent to the Piraha people, a remote
Amazonian tribe living on the banks of the Maid River. By the time Everett arrived there (after four months
of jungle training and three semesters of language training) with his wife and three children, the only nonnative speaker of their language in the world was his predecessor in mission work, who had managed to
acquire only a partial proficiency. As I read his descriptions of Piraha life and culture, I was deeply touched
by how different the perception and understanding of the world can be. Although Everett is known worldwide
for his assumption that the Piraha language does not use embedded sentences, a rejection of Chomsky's
recursion theory as a universal linguistic feature, he focuses primarily on what he calls the "cultural
constraints" of non-abstract subjects. Everett shows that the Piraha restrict their cultural communication to

' I will refer here mainly to Everett's book Don't Sleep, There are Snakes (2008), but also to his more ,,scientific" article published in Current
Anthropology (2005).
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what happens within immediate experience in a way that goes far beyond what Claude Levi-Strauss has taught
us about "cold" cultures. The Pirahii cannot count, and although Everett has spent much time traveling every
path to teach them, he has not succeeded at all. Moreover, the concern for quantifying time is also missing,
as are grammatical tenses. Abstract words are replaced by expressions evoking experience: a day is literally
"fire", another day "other at fire", a night "be at fire"; while more extended periods are marked through the
water level of the Maid River, by which the tribe lives. The spatial metaphor is used to indicate time: the
morpheme -a indicates that which is "remote", and -i that which is proximate. Both can be used in connection
with either the past or the present; a distinction is made between what is within the immediate experience and
what is not. Within such a cognitive framework, nothing is intended for cultural communication that goes
beyond the personal memory of someone still alive, or at least narrated by someone known by someone still
alive, and cosmogonic narratives or aetiological myths are, logically, altogether absent.
However, what I admire most in Everett' s book is not so much the courage to write explosive stuff as
the way it situates the researcher inside the explored culture. No distance from the culture and people studied
is constructed here, not even the distance of objectivity. Especially telling is the story of the infanticide
included in Don't Sleep, There are Snakes. The young mother dies when her baby girl is already emaciated.
Everett describes the instinctive decision to try to save the baby and the effort he and his wife invest in
nurturing the baby girl using a squeeze bottle from deodorant and powdered milk mixed with sugar and a bit
of salt, even though the members of the tribe tell the family that the baby will die. After few days and long
nights, when the baby regains some strength and Everett' s family leaves her for a moment under his father's
watch, the members of the tribe kill her with alcohol. Everett explains that death is natural for the Pirahii, in
contrast to suffering, which must be got rid of, and that there is some essential reluctance to try to save a
being in whose eyes they have already seen death. However, he also particularly describes the intense
emotional demands of the situation in which he found himself: the automatic decision to try to save the child
(which was in his hut atthe time), followed by crying and the struggle to understand and process the situation.
Although Everett does not directly connect this event to perhaps the main plotline of his book, which
concerns the fundamental transformation of his own worldview, I think there is a substantial relation. Everett
describes what he interprets as his long journey to the realisation that the message of the Gospels has no
meaning in the Pirahii symbolic system, and that the relatively stable cultural situation of this tribe provides
neither the space nor the mechanism for a fundamental change in worldview. He also describes his own
"epistemological crisis" concerning the "conception of truth", resulting in what he describes as a renunciation
of faith and an adherence to what he presents as Pirahii values: a sense of mental well-being, an appreciation
oflife, knowledge based on immediate experience. Regardless of the specific values and their understandings,
Everett is actually describing how the cultural environment he was first to influence as a missionary and later
to observe as a detached anthropologist changed his own cognitive frameworks and himself. This change, I
argue, takes place precisely in situations that the anthropologist does not analyse but rather experiences, and
the difference between the two approaches lies in how he constructs his own position and point of view.
Many objections have been raised to Everett' s work, some of them quite pertinent. The Pirahii culture
has experienced long decades of contact with technologically advanced Western culture, from which its
members have suffered much, which may have caused cultural trauma. Their cultural system is very simple,
producing almost no tangible cultural artefacts, and what Everett cites as a "constraint" may simply be an
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absence. However, in a fiery discussion of Everett's article published in Current Anthropology, one of the
scholars involved makes a strong reference to Boas and his statement about the "psychic unity of mankind."2
But what is to be the measure of this unity (or degree of similarity, or shared traits)? Is it our own research
into foreign cultures and their languages?
This brings us to what I am particularly concerned with: what Everett describes as an epistemological
crisis. During field research, the original cognitive and intellectual settings acquired during theoretical
training (or previous religious practice) do not stand up to the challenges of a new situation, simply because
we have no mechanism for predicting the effect of something we have not yet experienced. One cannot
assume all of one's relationships and habits in the new situation, the diet, the landscape, the physical
experience of emotionally exhausting situations. How to proceed when confronted with the practice of
infanticide is - given the clash of two entirely different symbolic systems, "human rights" versus "collective
values" - not something that can be theoretically resolved in advance, or even theoretically resolved in the
situation itself. Because the two symbolic frameworks are mutually non-transferable, one cannot be used to
make a statement about the other and vice versa, and the resolution of a particular challenging situation
depends on the position that the researcher bodily occupies in the situation itself.
Field research in a living culture, thus, demands that the researcher act, and the action taken is
transformative. The cognitive framework is always in front of the him or her because it is always determined
by his or her actions. The researcher never knows what the next concrete situation will be, and there is no
point (neither from his armchair nor from his theoretical position) from which he can decide in advance how
he will act in it. Change is too elusive to be predicted or controlled. I consider the reflection of this situation
- even if it takes place not so much on the level of theoretical grasp as of personal confession - to be a major
achievement of Everett' s thought. The distant point of view of the researcher is an - visual and cognitive Illusion.
As we have seen in Chapter III, Bruno Latour pointed to the objectifying effects oflinear perspective.
The geometrisation of view, the possibility of transferring the observed object to other contexts or changing
its scale without affecting its identity, creates a "two-way" relationship that allows the observer to move closer
and then away again, without dealing with consequences. While Western science builds on its values of
objectivity and distance, replicability and transferability, Everett testifies to their delusional nature. We can
get to know only when bodily present and more as passive recipients. Even though "mere" representative
convention, the construction of the distant point of view changes all, including us.
Latour illustrates the difficulties with producing knowledge about foreign culture on the example of
Johannes Fabian, whose book Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes its Objects (1983) criticises the
approach of Western anthropology's "visualising" researchers as living "here and now", whereas their subjects
are "there and then". In this process, Fabian maintains, we create time and space where we place other
cultures, when we map their land or list their past, while it is not their time and space as they do not have their
own maps and chronicles. Fabian concludes that once this initial violence is done, no future understanding
is possible, and we thus have to reframe our approach. Against this Latour argues that this "violence" is an
inevitable quality of the Western process of acquiring knowledge by science's own "craftsmanship of

' Everett 2005: 641.

visualisation" .3 But there is more. We actually identify, atleast in anthropology and religious studies, Fabian' s
"here and now" with the timeless "nowhere" of scientific objectivity and neutral distance. The result is not
only the construction of a non-existent distant point of view, but also that the quality of our time and space
is silently attributed to it.
While it is, of course, undeniable that the techniques of acquiring knowledge are techniques of
cultural appropriation, I would like to turn our attention here to individual researchers. In the case of Daniel
Everett, we have seen that a less violent approach to research on living culture leads to an inevitable
transformation, or at least to the abandonment of the researcher's initial intellectual and emotional position.
But what about cultures that no longer exist? When their exploration is not felt by acting, moral dilemmas do
not arise, and nothing stands in the way of cultural appropriation? And what about a past that is our own
past?
Fabian's critique applies here to the same extent. We "stage" ancient cultures in our own environment
not only in the construction of the temporal and spatial relations of the narratives we make about them (in
the reconstruction of historical lines or spatial-geographical maps of power), no matter how "historically"
accurate we try to be. More importantly, what happens on this stage happens in time and space as we perceive
time and space. What we need is not only to restore past cultures in their time and place but also to restore their

own time and space.
If we reconstruct the new spatial and temporal relationships for another culture, the illusionistic
nature of the possibility of approaching and retreating without consequences reveals and this different space
and time remains in our own experience. Not only do we change, but also the culture we co-create changes.
There is thus no possibility of any definitive knowledge of the past; recognising the past makes the past come
alive and awaken to further action, much as Nagy says that to read and listen to the Homeric Epics is not only
to keep them alive but to become part of their narrative - to become those who will be forever expected to
pronounce the "limits".
Without losing sight of all the warnings already pronounced against creating great cognitive
dichotomies and cultural divides, when we cross the seam between the Cretan Bronze Age and the Archaic
mainland-centred period, we are, in a sense, crossing the boundary between cultural otherness and our own
past. How we recognize this transition and how this knowledge permeates our culture is therefore
fundamental to who we think we are.

3

Unlike me, Latour understands Dutch visual culture as another a scientific way of accumulating knowledge, Latour 1986: 9-10.
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