Essay 1 – Object Analysis
Spaces, Place and Objects in Ancient Mediterranean Religions (AHAR7003)
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Minoan Triton Seashell Rhyton

Water had an uncountable value in Minoan Crete which can be observed, on one hand by its landscape with the springs, the rivers, the sea and on the other hand by the decoration themes of its material culture; in artefacts and in the use of oceanic objects, like shells in their cult (Berg, 2014). In the Late Bronze Age, a stunning art style, that can be viewed specifically in pottery, was flourishing, and archaeologists called it the ‘Marine’ style, because of its relevant decoration (Dickinson, 2003). These lush marine motifs belonged to what archaeologists name the ‘special palatial tradition’, an establishment of Late Minoan IB workshops in Knossos, which their remarkable forms were intended for demonstrations and ritual use (Berg, 2014). They were spread across all over Crete and some of the finest vases had images with designs like the octopus, the argonaut, the dolphin and the triton seashell (Betancourt, 2007: 86). 
In this essay, I will examine the case of a Knossian rhyton which has the shape of a triton seashell. Rhyta is a particular type of pottery which are featured with a filler hole at the top and a hole at the bottom, so that the liquid could flow from one end to another like a channel (Soper 2004: 1). This handmade rhyton captures the elegant shape of a triton seashell and it looks like it is poised between a wonder of nature and an artwork. Today it can be found in the archaeological museum of Heraklion among a variety of pottery which belongs to the marine style. Additionally, in the museum one can also see one from Palaikastro and one from Phaistos.  Similar examples of triton seashell vases have been found uniquely all over Crete, in Zakros (Goodison 1989: 89), in Mallia (Fitton 2004), in Pseira (Betancourt 1990). I specifically chose the Knossian one since this place carries an immense wealth and popularity among others.
The rhyton, dated between1650-1550 BC, has been found in the treasury of the Tripartite Shrine, the main sanctuary of the palace of Knossos, revealed during the excavations of Evans (1921). In the shrine, the famous “Snake Goddess” was also found (Evans, 1921), which ultimately arose queries regarding the existence of a Goddess cult. In any case, I claim that this triton vase was being used systematically as a sacred object in rites, which held place on this Knossian shrine. Some archaeologists (Marinatos, x) hypothesized that the shrine was a type of pillar-worship, where the ‘goddess’ was believed to reside in the pillar, as they discovered evidence of liquid offerings in the ground. Thus, this rhyton should have a particular ritual use in the wider context of libations.
Throughout the palatial period, vibrant indications of pouring and/or drinking rituals have been discovered at sacred caves and other places (Tyree 2001). Particularly from the Protopalatial period at Kamares, pouring, rather than drinking, might have been the central commotion. Evidence leading to this theory can be traced by the numerous little spouted pots and the scarcity of cups ‘unless cups are amongst the unpublished coarse ware, or were created of a perishable material, or were not left behind by the participants’ (Tyree 2001: x). Therefore, it can be concluded that this important practice of pouring rituals was commonly known from an earlier period. Accordingly, this triton vase must have a ritual use for libations; however, putting the triton vase in such context, I should note that it was not made to break as it was made from a luxurious stone, kept in the shrine of Knossos for a systematic usage, indicating its importance as a sacred object.

Dimopoulou-Rethymiotaki (2005: 152) suggests that triton seashells were perhaps used in rituals as trumpets for invoking a deity. Indeed, in the Minoan religious ceremonies, the most appropriate shells for trumpets were the "triton" (trumpet shell) as they were used side-blown shells of the triton type (West, 1994). However, this object is not a natural triton seashell, but it is a hand crafted one, made from alabaster stone and the presence of holes on it, indicates that it was meant for a liquid to enter its shape. It was definitely being used in ritual occasions as its design -with a hole on the bottom- could not have another function, other than a ritualistic one. In general, the Minoan ‘rhyta of elaborate shape, share with the more common types the fact that they are pierced’ (Fitton, 2004: 174). ‘The rhyta of animals have pierced muzzles and holes at the back of the neck so that liquid could be poured in and would emerge through the piercing’ (Fitton, 2004: 174). Hence, these pierces indicate that the handmade shells would not be used as trumpets. Soper (2004:1) argues that in the Minoan Crete they used rhyta ‘as libation vessels, filling them with wine or even possibly with the blood of a sacrificed bull’. In other cases, they might have been used for sprinkling in rites alike to those occasionally seen on gold seals (Fitton, 2004: 174). Besides, the word rhyton comes from the Greek ‘ρυτόν’, meaning ‘to run through’ (Soper, 2004) and in any case, the liquid would fall on the ground or in other cases, especially in the conical examples, could have been used as fillers to pour liquid into smaller vessels (Fitton, 2004). ‘The liquid would in fact, run from the rhyta of all forms unless a finger was used by the bearer to stop the hole’ (Fitton, 2004:174).  That’s why the process of the liquid running through the rhyton should be symbolic and not functional. 
The uses of ritual vessels are difficult to reconstruct. However, this triton shell holds a religious interest because of a well-known seal from the Idean cave which depicts a rare representation of a rite including this shell. The seal can reveal a frozen snapshot of ritual performance which shows a woman -maybe a priestess- holding a triton sell, ‘standing in front of an altar bearing a pair of horns, with a tree of life in the middle and individual trees flanking the horns on either side’ (Gimbutas 2001: 139). The power of land and sea are depicted combined on this seal and if the female is in charge, we can only assume, however by holding the triton she gains prestige. 
In contrary, one must also question who had the authority to hand in such a sacred object, as each triton seashell has been found uniquely in each area. The only example of a triton vase with a depiction, was found in the palace of Malia; it shows two men, and one of them holds a jug (Fitton: 174). Another fresco, ‘the cup bearer’ shows a young boy holding a conical rhyton (Dimopoulou-Rethimiotaki, 2005). Therefore, if the bearer of the triton should be a woman -as it can be seen in the seal- she may be accompanied by young males, which can be seen in other representations. Maybe the triton seashell as a high valued object, qualified to be held by an elite class, like royals or priest(esses). 
Likewise, the triton seashell must be viewed now in the context of marine style in the late bronze age Crete, where it was popular in decorations and in paintings, as this style in pottery was influenced by the palatial frescos. The marine style objects are really luxurious and rare, and the most important laboratory of ceramics is in Knossos. In Crete, we found these in palaces, worship places and villas and they have been expanded also in Milos, Kithira, Naxos, Kos and Rhodes (Treuil 1989: 320). Perhaps marine style would function as a mark of the Minoan elite identity, which indicates their strong relationship with the sea, not only in a religious sense but in an economic and political as well.

 The late introduction of Marine Style pottery (Late Minoan IB) has been understood as an effort to ΄soothe a Minoan god of earthquakes and the high seas for damage necessitating major repairs and abandonment at Minoan administrative centers’ (Driessen and MacDonald 1997, esp. 98). Pictures and artefacts of natural objects and animals are frequently discovered in Minoan Crete, giving the researchers the impression that Minoan divinities were in control of nature and animals (Berg 2014). Maybe the triton seashell could have a same function in a libational context. Benveniste (1973) concludes that the etymological and religious sense of a libation (spondḗ) is an offering made to ensure security. Furthermore, Powell (1996: x) mentions that the Marine Style signifies ‘the celebration of continued prosperity through trade on the high seas and the acquisition of seafood through domination or propitiation of the marine environment’. These memorabilia may have signified a nonstop endeavor to boost palatial influence (Hitchcock, 2007).

The will of palaces to control the natural powers of sea and land could be embodied in their ritual ceremony by holding the triton seashell. This rite should be associated with balancing the ways of nature in order to ensure stability and prosperity; and the way nature works looks like a spiral, as the logarithmic spiral pattern that is shown everywhere in nature. A fascination for spiral motifs existed from the Early Minoan period and onward. Thus, I believe that the meaning of spiral motifs can be found in the shape of the triton as well, as the design of this seashell resembles the spiral expression. Any liquid offering poured into the shell would follow a circular movement because of the shell’s spiral shape.

Since the liquid was not meant to stay inside the triton but only flow through it, I argue that this sacred object would have the power to transform any liquid to a sacred offering, as it has travelled through the spiral way of nature. Whatever the sea or nature meant for Minoans, it would definitely find its embodied value on the form of this ritual rhyton. What did this style in art meant for Minoans we can only guess; however, its appearance in the shrine of the Knossos palace marks without a doubt something important. 
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The special palatial period included also some other styles like the floral style, the abstract and geometric style and the alternative style. They were all created in the same workshops, and more than one style was often painted on the same vase

In many cases pools have been found in caves to have many offerings like the Psychro Cave had seal stones, bronze pins, knives, rings and figurines and the mountain shrine of Kato Syme (Lasithi mountains) was constructed close to a spring (Jones 1999). 
The identity of sea can be found in the form of the shell.
That meaning can be embodied in every material aspect which corresponds with the sea.

Shells have been found in tombs and a conch shell trumpet was part of the ritual parafernalia at the sanctuary of the Phaistos palace, two shells were found at the Sanctuary at Phylakopi and one at Petras near Siteia (Goodison 1989: 36, 89). Shells have been found among the offerings at Juktas and at Traostalos (Chryssoulaki 2001: 63).
This triton holds a religious interest because of a well-known gem from the Idaen cave shows a woman apparently holding a triton-shell before an altar with horns of consecrations and a sacred bough. 
The Kamares ware pottery of the Old Palace period and the Floral and Marine styles of the Neopalatial period engage features of landscape and marinescape as their main themes (Hitchcock 2007).
and see its relationship with the significant power of the sea in the Minoan life. Triton 
So maybe it was a significant present from the Minoan elite representing their strong marine based identity. Sea is the identity; the symbol of the minoan elite.
These decorations were principally depicted on pouring and drinking vessels related with the palatial architecture and Hamilakis (1999, 49) believes that have been connected to exposed display in the form of ceremonial drinking to promote social alliances. Maybe the marine style should work as a type identity for the Minoan elite.
Any liquid offering that it would flow through the shell would move spiral as the way of nature, aiming its transformation.
Even when someone would pour any  liquid offering then it would follow this circular movement until the bottom. It is a motive we see very often
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