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Short Essay: Ritual practice might be defined as “prescribed formal behaviour...having reference to beliefs in mystical beings or power” (Turner 1982, 79). How might we identify and interpret evidence for such behaviour in the archaeological record? Illustrate this with reference to specific examples drawn from the Bronze Age Aegean. 

Turner (1982: 79) defines ritual practice as ‘prescribed formal behaviour…having reference to belief in mystical beings or power’. Though there have been many attempts to define ritual in general, the common ground was that it emphasizes the existence of action. In Turner’s definition we can see the interrelationship between an action and ‘religious’ beliefs -if we can define them as such- or possibly as metaphysical beliefs. In this essay, I will try to examine the archaeological record as a validation of the existence of Minoan rituals, as it is the only surviving evidence of this prehistoric time, where texts did not exist and Linear A leave us with specific questions.
Due to space limitations I will discuss only the archaeological evidence in general as an indication of rituals and I will continue to analyse depictions in the archaeological record such as frescoes, seal stones and female figurines, which can be related to ritual dance activities. My main focus is upon female ‘dance’ representations, not only because of the variety of them but as their ‘bodies’ can reveal a ritualistic behaviour in Minoan Crete. It is argued that they are not static representations but instead it seems that they are showing ritualistic cult behaviour.
To begin with, archaeology is a science of things and what we must search for is these specific things in archaeological records that can link us to a certain belief, like sacred location, sacred architecture and sacred objects. The existence of the above, in an archaeological context, indicates that action took place and therefore so does ritual activity (Renfrew and Bahn 2008). 
There is a clear evidence of the rites which were taking place in Minoan Crete in Peak Sanctuaries and in cemeteries. We may not see people breaking pottery at the Peak Sanctuaries or at tombs but we do find the smashed pottery. Those activities certainly differed from the daily lives of Minoans, which highlight them as religious ceremonies. There is also ritualistic evidence in cave sanctuaries, as their natural shape created a mysterious atmosphere which strengthened the sanctity of this space (Mantzourani 2002: 101).
Clearly, music, singing, dancing and even flowers have not survived until the present day. Although, we can look carefully for parallel evidence in archaeological records. For example, the importance of saffron flowers in paintings of frescos in the Palace of Knossos and on pottery as an iconographical symbol indicates and its use on Minoan rituals, as it was an offering of high value to the Goddess(es) (Marinatos 1987). Flowers may be not part of archaeological context but they are present as representations on archaeological finds.
The first point of focus should be death in Minoan Crete, as the existence of belief in the afterlife. The grave goods found in burials indicate afterlife beliefs and they can reveal to us more about their religious perspective. As Turner (1982: 79) mentioned in his definition, behaviour in a ritual activity is ‘formal’. Formality is something that we can assume existed in Minoan funeral ceremonies. In consideration of the fact that all of this can refer ‘to a belief in mystical being or power’ we should think of it as a relation to the supernatural, as something beyond human control. Humans are not capable of controlling the supernatural powers and therefore they try to find ways to approach them with caution through certain activities, such as rituals. In these rites, they use certain things - objects which have a role as an intermediary between the human and the supernatural. Today, neither the Minoan, nor their deities survive. However, these ‘intermediary’ things like architectural buildings, figurines, pottery etc. do survive. As Knappett (2005: 170) suggests that “humans may be physically absent from the Minoan and indeed other archaeological contexts, but they are metaphysically and structurally’’ not absent. Goodison and Morris (1998: 19) argue that “it is hard to re-enter the physical experience of people living so long ago, but that is one starting point for understanding what might have been their spiritual concerns”.
Turner (1982) saw the ritual as a social process with dramatic structure and therefore he links ritual with the dramatic performance (and so does with theatre). Perhaps Minoan rituals were a performance with an audience, who were not only the worshipers, but also the divine. The Ayia-Triada sarcophagus depicts a celebration of funeral rites. The rites occurred in an open air space, thus linking in a way the divine with nature (Hooker: 138). On the sarcophagus these rituals appeared to be funerary, but according to Renfrew (2011: 688) “the association of objects makes a religious association likely”.
At Lebena and Ayia-Kyriaki cemetery, there have been discovered chambers that were found clear of burials and that may indicate that ceremonies of toasting took place, where a quantity of wine and liquid was drunk (Branigan 1993: 78). Branigan (1993: 29) mentions that the tiny caps and bowls found were made mostly -if not entirely- for funerary use. This should indicates a ritual use of pottery. What is common in all sacred places in Minoan Crete and in later Greek burials is the breaking of pottery and in a few cases we can find fumigatory fires lit in the burial chambers (Branigan 1993: 31). The ritualistic breaking of pottery and the lighting of fires could link us to a belief in a supernatural cosmos which has to sooth a mystical power? Perhaps, breaking the pottery can ensure a protection of the lives of the living that during a burial which can link everyone to death. Obviously, this indicates the fear that the Minoans might have for the dead (Branigan 1993: 67). Therefore, through archaeological record we cannot only find their religious belief, but their superstitions and reveal ritualistic behaviour in reference to that. This indicates that it is not information about a divinity but about a mystical power and this is more relevant to the definition of Turner.
Dickinson (1994: 164) states that Minoan figurative art in Crete is a religious art and has a ‘ritual, ceremonial, or symbolic significance’. The many female figurines have been interpreted like idols that depict ‘a goddess or a worshiper… a snake priestess or snake goddess, but the figurines are clearly alike nature…’ (Wunderlich 1983: 58). Many terracotta female figurines have been discovered at Ayia-Irini Kea, belonging to the Late Neopalatian Period. Caskey (1964: 326) interprets these as dancers as their body position indicates movement. However, he denies the possibility of them as divinities claiming their similarities as the statues should not represent a single divinity or many. A lot of other scholarly interpretations question this approach, because they assume there is a non-anthropomorphic cult example in the archaeological record (Marinatos and Hagg 1983: 187). Perhaps by claiming that a real cult does not exist because we are expecting to find depictions according to our understanding of a cult’s imagery and that was obviously not the same way of thinking that the Minoans had in mind.
A traditional, but still a common view is that a central female goddess was worshiped as a symbol of fertility and vegetation in Minoan Crete. Evans was the first who spoke about her, but as he extended this theory to the position of women in the Minoan society as being superior to men he had been questioned a lot. Indeed, Minoan frescoes and figurines emphasize the role of women over men as a result of a dominant female divinity. (Immerwahr 1983: 149). It is true that a lot of palatial archaeological evidence refers to a female deity embedded in the natural world but not enough evidence to prove that she was alone (Goodison and Morris 1998: 132). Kyriakidis (2005) claims that rituals have an institutional’ nature rather than focusing upon deities. However, I will mainly focus on the Godess(es) as I will discuss dance as the main element to religious experience in Minoan Ritual and the women who were protagonists in that.
We should always have in mind that these female figurines and other votive offerings in general are result of human thoughts and intentions. The artefacts can hold and encapsulate both action and thought (Knappett 2005).The way that the body is represented in these figurines can be read as symbolic. Symbols are used for the representation and the adjustment of the relationship between humans and the other world of the divine and metaphysical (Renfrew and Bahn: 411).The depiction of the body, even through the figurines can make us understand the symbolic ‘language’ that Minoans used or at least what was the idea of the sculptor when he was creating it. We just have to decode their perception. An example can be the terracotta idol from the sanctuary of Double Axes in Knossos. Observing the figurine we should be aware of what kind of ‘prescribed formal behaviour’ it can reveal. Its body position could be a frozen depiction of a worshiper who could talk, sing, dance and pray. Its static movement indicates a significant way of prescription in a specific context. Obviously, it is not an everyday-like position but it shows formality. I assume as result of this that bodily position can reveal religious beliefs and especially a religious experience.
These small figurines have been interpreted as divine epiphanies (Hooker: 138). Further supporting evidence from the archaeological record is now though the architecture of the Knossos Palace. With the emergence of the Palatial Period, Branigan (1993: 139) adds that ‘the Minoan state had appropriated religion and the religious symbolism of the rural population and had turned them into mainstays of the state religion’. Here we can see how the rituals of village-people had such a significance that was rooted in a Minoan religion. However, the epiphany of the divine seems to be better understood in a palatial context. The place where divine epiphany had occurred would be the small rooms of palaces named as ‘shrines’ or ‘house-sanctuaries’ but it is hard to understand how the epiphany was revealed in practical terms (Hooker 1983: 139).
At Knossos Palace, the sun was entering the Throne Room giving light on the throne, creating the illusion of an epiphany of divinity. Thinking the sun alignment we can be aware from the archaeological context of throne room the ‘cult-image was set on the chair between the griffins or…the precise form of deity was left entirely to the imagination of the worshippers’ (Hooker 1983:140). 
As Marrinatos and Hagg (1983: 186) claim, the epiphany was an essential element in the Minoan cult and it was being made by different rites so the divinity can appear in front of the worshippers. The example of the Isopatra ring shows women dancing and as a result we have the appearance of the goddess. This can be understood from the posture of the female figurines. Hooker (1983: 139) claims that ‘she does not descend through the air but already completed her descent and is now fully present to her worshiper’. Another ring from Vaphio again depicts dancing women. The epiphany of the divine could occur everywhere (Marinatos 1993:115) as we have evidence from the pre-palatial period for ritual activity. The space for the cult practice is considered to be the natural environment (Platon 1970: 68) and that means that cult practise can happen in every place. Places like peak of slopes or caves with direct relevance with nature, indicates the dependence the Minoan had from power of nature and vegetation.
We have literary evidence from later in Homer’s Iliad, where it is been said that dance was a common aspect in Minoan Crete. It is mentioned that dancing a ritual dance symbolized the labyrinth.  We read in the Iliad, in Book XVIII, that ‘ a dancing floor like that which once in the wide spaces of Knossos Daidalos built for Ariadni of the lovely tresses. And there were young men on it and young girls, sought for their beauty with gifts of oxen, dancing and holding hands at the wrist…’. Wunderlich (1983: 289) claims that this labyrinth dance constituted of a funeral ceremony, but how can we found evidence in archaeology about that statement? An example can be the Mesara cemetery and the ceremonies that may performed there can give light to a ritual funerary dance. Branigan (1993: 130-135) claims that the empty pavement of the Mesara tholoi was a location of rituals and ceremonies which were concerned with the vegetation cycle and fertility. There are also other examples of  archaeological evidence that indicate dances in Minoan Crete (Branigan: 136). For example, the Kamilari terracotta group of four figurines performing a circular dance. Branigan (1970: 136) mentions some indications that ritual dancing occurred in cemeteries as part of a wider concept of dancing happening around Crete during this period. An example is a plate from Phaistos depicting dances in honour of the Snake Goddess. She suggested that these ceremonial dances are related to the cult of the Snake Goddess (Branigan 1970: 136). She includes the above model of four dancers in the same context. So obviously we can see that there is a funerary ritual that was being placed there.
Ceremonial places of palaces have been identified (Gesell 1983). It is commonly accepted that West Courts of Minoan palaces were served as gathering places where some type of public function should happen, with different scholars providing a view on it (Presiozi and Hitchcock 1999: 79). Presiozi suggests that ritual dancing was taking place among the Sacred Grove, interpreting the same-name fresco from Knossos Palace. The size of the depiction of women differs significantly from men, indicating a higher status of the females as goddesses or priestesses (Presiozi and Hulllo 1999: 47). The women are wearing elaborate skirts and according to Davis (1987: 158) their gestures reveal praising activity toward an outdoor shrine. Even the wearing of the skirt could mean a special costume for ritual performance, as it is unknown if they wore that on a daily basis (Lee 2000: 121).
Many seal stones seem to depict rituals in progress. Women seem to be important at these events but the main attention is given to the nature world, including the sun, animals and plants (Goodison and Morris 1998: 120). On a steatite bead seal two women with long skirts are “adoring a rayed solar symbol’ according to Evans, but in my opinion the depiction of their bodies indicates dance moves. Both occasions can be possibly combined easily, as dance seems to me to be a way of worship in Minoan Crete in general. A depiction of a dancing body can indicate praise, as can dance itself.
At Phaestos table there are three female figurines with the middle one holding flowers. Many characteristics of this artefact indicate something more than an ordinary dance scene, as the bending movement of their bodies has no practical purpose, we can assume that the gestures are symbolic (Goodison and Morris 1998). Goodison and Morris interpret this as an assuming dance which celebrates perhaps spring or the vegetation growth. Whatever the case of the religious system of monotheistic, henotheistic, dualistic, and polytheistic view with these depictions, Turner’s definition of ritual seems to match perfectly. There is a prescribed formal behaviour without practical use and the reference to a world above the ordinary is shown through powerful nature symbols, such as the sun, flower etc. 
If we combine all of the information of the archaeological records the result is the evidence of a significant importance of dance in Minoan Religion, as a ritualistic behaviour. The aim of dancing people is to experience ecstasy through their movement (Sdraka 1966: 9). The epiphany of the Goddess would occur when they would reach that level.
Additionally, the main protagonists seem to be female dancers. Easily this dance ritual can be defined as a cult practice. We can therefore claim that those are religious activities that we are dealing with. Scweitzer (1983: 186) says that they depict ‘priestesses acting or performing as the goddess’. I suggest that it is a priestess that embodies the female goddess through a ritual dance. An evidential cultural parallel can be the Afro Cuban dances of Orishas, where even the common people dance not as performing as the deities but embodying the divine.
Dance can be found in many contexts, as a spring celebration or even as part of the process of death. I argue that dance is also a way of epiphany. By means, through dance the epiphany of Goddess(es) can occur as the female dancer- priestess can be possessed by her divine presence. As Wilson and others believe in the existence of many deities, I could modify my argument, to say that through dance, the divine can be embodied. In general, dance in Minoan Crete is a religious experience. Lewis (1971: 11) states that ‘belief, ritual and spiritual experience are the corner-stones of religion, and the greatest of them is the last’.  As the archaeological records cannot survive these experiences we can find the things which with an indirect way drive us to this experiences.
The archaeological context in Minoan Crete varies from the Peak and Cave Sanctuaries, especially during the pre-palatial period to the Palatial Shrines. Minoans express their religious beliefs through rituals and elements of this sacred environment remain. It is left in our imagination to add the music, the dances, the flowers and the feelings of these people, even if everything would be simply static things when we open our eyes.
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