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Cretan Cult-Sites

Abstract

an essential role as incentives for contacts between people, whether it is inhabitants in 

perspective of early Greek cult has often concerned votive display as a means for the 

interactions could have occurred.

Introduction

often been interpreted from a more social perspective which implies that cult-practices 
1

Cretan cult, mainly in connection with votives.

of ancient Greek votive deposits.2

1

2

based.
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3 However, in the sphere of cult-practices in an early 

4 In other words, the cult-site 
becomes a place where hierarchical structures of early Greek societies are manifested. In 
such an interpretative framework, the social dimension of cult-sites is clearly emphasized 

supernatural powers. As we shall see, the discourse of social display has also been applied 

articulate social status in a ranked society. In my interpretation, cult-sites are not only 

been relevant to our perceptions of Minoan Crete. However, it also applies to the study 

cult-practices of these centuries have been shaped by a number of master-narratives. The 
analytical framework for all of these narratives can be associated with analytical foci that 
are commonplace in traditional studies of ancient Greek cult. Typical for such foci are 

implies continuity in cult.5

3 Osborne 2004, 2–3.
4

5

Lena Sjögren
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6

Cretan polis.7 polis-settlement 
of Prinias in Central Crete, which has been connected with the Cretan syssition where 

manifestation.8

from a Near Eastern horizon.9

Cult-sites in Early Crete

be appropriate here.

decorated full-scale versions of bronze armor (helmets, cuirasses, mitrai) or miniature 

cult-site especially when other material remains are scarce.10 In other words, such votives 

votives must, however, also have included other kinds of remains beyond the obviously 

6

7

development of Archaic poleis in Crete.
8 D’Acunto 1995, 49–50 interprets the frieze as an aristocratic political statement related to the formation of 
the polis at Prinias.
9

connected with the Syrio-Palestine institution marzeah
syssition
inspiration from the East, but rather a deeper institutional connection between Crete and the Levant.
10

Gauß in this volume.
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cultic – artifacts like jewelry, pottery and bronze vessels that can also be found in other 

presence of votives is fairly unproblematic in those cases where the deposits contain 

in different pits.11

this case the deposition of votives), either at the place where the deposit was discovered 
or somewhere close by.

11 Papadakis 1980.

Lena Sjögren
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construction date was discovered.12 Hellenistic inscriptions found at the site, and in the 

a cult to Ares it was assumed that the temple involved a combined cult to Aphrodite and 
Ares (hence the double cella 13

12

13 Prent 2005, 348.
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of such circumstances are the many caves where their location, and the fact that they 

14

cult-sites. It is, however, not unproblematic to presuppose a presence of votives since 
activities related to cult do not necessarily have to comprise the deposition of votives. In 

scrappy indications.

15

however, problematic since there is often a lack of reported animal bones, especially in 
older publications.16

of cultic space. The deposition of votives implies a considerable number of participants 
in a ritual and the space where this ritual occurred would thus function as a place of 
assembly.17

14

Forsdyke 1926–1927, 248–250.
15

16

17 Renfrew 2007, 115–116.

Lena Sjögren



129

deposits are, therefore, interpreted not only as the results of cultic actions but also as 

as social markers, i.e. the display of votives is seen as a means to manifest social status 
of an individual or possibly as some kind of political statement of a collective. The votive 

18 My interpretation of this increase 

I mean by this term is that these votives were personal in the sense that many people had 

Other types of votives can be contrasted with these kinds of smaller, portable and 

are decorated tripods, cauldrons, bronze shields and helmets. It is possible that these were 

that represent political power in early Greece.19 This statement mirrors a well-known, and 
basically accepted, view on how the early Greek aristocracy manifested their position 

votives could, however, be that they functioned as collective votives and, therefore, did 

site.20

for social interaction.

18

19

discourse and, hence, of political power and territorial domination’.
20

162–163.
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Thus, from a different interpretative perspective, votives could represent other 

votives we must also look at their associated cultic spaces. I will here consider a few 
different kinds of cult-sites. Depositions of votives may have been done by one person at 

a house-cult. The few known cases of private cult-activities in early Crete often involve 

21

22 So, despite the fact that the house-

kind, most cult-sites should have functioned as places where many people could meet. 

itself.23 However, the cult-site is intimately connected with the settlement. Gortyn from 

24 It was a settlement 

of the Mesara plain below.
The main interest of scholarship has been to determine the deity worshipped at this 

21

22

23

24

Lena Sjögren
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leave this issue aside.25

material types that the votives cannot be used to determine the main deity at this early 

should, therefore, be able to draw some conclusions about the social use of this cult-site.
Since the bulk of votives were found in connection with the wall of the so-called 

altar it may have been this terrace that functioned as the main social space for the cult-

26 In addition, votives like 

of life-size mitrai

pit.27

25 D’Acunto 2002, 215–221 and Prent 2005, 273 both assume that Athena Poliouchos was worshipped in the 
7th century.
26

27 passim.
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accessibility to the cult-site.28 So, the social interaction of this cult-site basically involved 
the inhabitants of Gortyn where the make-up of the votive material indicates depositions 

deposition of votives by individuals that must have enabled the social interaction.29 I 

Thus, the cult-site on the acropolis of Gortyn would have involved participation 
by the inhabitants of the adjacent settlement. A common feature of early Cretan cult-

30 The earlier 

such as, for instance, Kato Syme, the Idaean Cave, Palaikastro and Psychro. There is a 

arenas for conspicuous display. Thus, the votives on display functioned as the political 

narrative that has characterized the study of early Cretan cult.31 On the other hand, at 

32 So, a 

cultic institutions where individual political ambitions were realized, but rather as places 

aristocratic display.

28

account.
29

have had a similar function to that of the treasuries in later sanctuaries.
30

31 Prent (2005, 355–356) works from this kind of hypothesis, which is shown in several of her interpretations 

32
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Conclusion

Crete were places for aristocratic competition and individual political manifestations 

at various levels took place. I de-emphasize the concept of display as the all-inclusive 

secular life.

   Department of Archaeology and Classical Studies
   Stockholm University
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