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[bookmark: _Toc214722308]Introduction
Knossos is a Bronze Age archaeological site situated on the Greek island of Crete and is the second most visited archaeological site in Greece. The Palace of Minos will be the main focus of this report with a focus on the symbol of the bull. Knossos is a site steeped in mythology, the Greek myth of King Minos and the Minotaur have been linked to the site since the 8th century BCE in the Odyssey by Homer. Archaeologist Sir Arthur Evans excavated the Palace and named it after the mythical king and coined the term Minoan to refer to the Bronze Age people inhabiting Knossos. The Palace of Minos is now owned by the Greek State and manged by the Heraklion Ephorate of Antiquities. (Scarre and Stefoff, 2003, Shapland, no date a)

[bookmark: _Toc214722309]LocationFigure 1: Map showing the Aegean and Knossos (Encyclopaedia Britannica, no date)


Figure 1 is a map of the Aegean highlighting Knossos on the Greek island of Crete. It shows the Mediterranean Sea on the southern side of Crete and the Aegean Sea on the northern side. Crete is tectonically situated near the southern edge of the Aegean tectonic plate. This means the area is prone to earthquakes and less frequently tidal waves or tsunamis. Earthquakes would have impacted Knossos however the effects of a tidal wave or tsunami would have been lessened by its location. Knossos is in Northern Central Crete as seen in figure 2, it is approximately 5km inland and approximately 90km above sea level.Figure 2: Map of Minoan Crete (Saint-Pol, 2012) 



The area surrounding Knossos was fertile lowlands with south – north river valleys. Knossos is not visible from the sea because of hills around Zafer Papoura. The river Kairatos runs along the east side of the Palace of Minos as seen in figure 3, this provided a dependable source of water. The fertile soil was suited to the growth of grape vines and olive trees, valuable commodities in the Bronze age. Knossos was located in a beneficial area for the most part, however it was not easily defendable. (Roberts, 1979)Figure 3: The Knossos region. The area shown is that of the Knossos Survey. (Roberts, 1979)

Site descriptionFigure 4: Diagrammatic plan of the Palace of Minos (Evans, 1921-1935)


The Palace of Minos is an immense site spanning approximately six acres centred on the Central Court as seen in figures 4 and 5. The Palace has been described as the grandest monument in Minoan Crete. McEnroe, 2010 states that the West Court was the main entrance and the size and complexity of the site cannot be established from a single viewpoint due to a lack of defined border of the palace.Figure 5: Ground plan of the Palace of Minos (Fyfe, c.1903)


Off of the Central Court, there were over 1400 rooms including a throne room. The room that Evans’ theorised was a throne room, contained a seat in the centre- interpreted as a throne – with benches on either side creating a sense of symmetry. Opposite the throne, there was a Lustral Basin that Evans called Adiasne’s Bath after the mythical daughter of King Minos. Evans initially believed this room to be the Queens; he was later of the opinion the room was used ritually for the King. Another important element of the site is the Grand Staircase, the entrance to the residential quarters, which was restored by Evans. This will be explored more in the section Excavations at Knossos (McEnroe, 2010, Scarre and Stefoff, 2003).
[bookmark: _Toc214722310]Excavation HistoryFigure 6: Pithos found at Palace of Minos (Knossos) in 1878, donated to British Museum by Minos Kalokairinos in 1884 (The British Museum, no date a)


Before excavations at Knossos began, the site of the Palace of Minos appeared as a low hill (Kephala Hill). The site was first excavated by Minos Kalokairinos, a Greek businessman and diplomat in 1878. During the three month excavation, Kalokairinos unearthed twelve Pithoi (storage jars) from the West Magazine III. Three were gifted to the Archaeological Collection the precursor to the Museum of Heraklion, one to the Crown Prince of Constantine Music and three to European Museums including The British Museum as seen in Figure 6.  The other four pithoi were kept in Kelokairinos’ personal collection at his house; his house was burnt down in 1898 during political unrest in Crete. Kalokairinos’ excavation was cut short by fears that the Turkish rulers of Crete would remove or destroy artifacts found. Kalokairinos gave tours of the site and his private collection to other archaeologist including Schliemann who excavated Troy and Evans who went on to excavate Knossos.
Arthur Evans began excavations at Knossos in 1900, after securing the land in 1899 following Cretan independence from the Ottoman Empire in 1897. By the end of the first dig season, Evans had uncovered 2 acres of the palace, Evans quickly realised the size of the palace far exceeded his expectations. Through Evans’ excavations, seven hundred tablets containing two different scripts that were designated Linear A and Linear B were unearthed. Linear B was found to be an archaic form of Greek and was deciphered by Michael Ventris in 1952. Figure 7 shows Evans’ attempts at restoring the Grand Staircase in the 1904-1905 dig season. Evans’ restorations remain highly controversial over one hundred years later. Evans’ use of concrete to cover and restore parts of the palace draws a lot of criticism for not using material that would have been available to the Minoans. Despite criticism, Evans originally did use wooden beams to support the staircase, which without intervention would have collapsed entirely. When discussing the restoration and reconstruction of Knossos, it is important to remember that there was no standard practice to follow, the site as it is viewed today is a product of nearly twenty years of excavation and in part Evans’ imagination. Without Evans’ attempts at restoration, many elements of Knossos may have been lost including the Gypsum floor of the Throne room and the Grand Staircase. As Karetsou 2004 states, “Evans saved it” and without him the concept of Minoan civilisation would not exist. (Scarre and Stefoff, 2003, Taylor and Hood,1981, Karetsou, 2004)Figure 7: Photograph of the restoration of the Grand Staircase of the Palace of Minos at Knossos (Ashmolean, no date)

[bookmark: _Toc214722311]Mythology connected to Knossos
Knossos has long been connected to Greek myth of the Minotaur and the Labyrinth. The individual myths vary but for the most part they follow the same story. King Minos was sent a white bull to sacrifice by Poseidon, his failure to do so lead to the birth of the Minotaur by his wife Pasiphaë. The Minotaur was half man half bull and was hidden in a Labyrinth built by Daedalus. To avenge the death of his son, King Minos required the sacrifice of seven young men and seven young women from Athens. Eventually the Athenian hero Theseus kills the Minotaur. For centuries there have been debates over the location of the Labyrinth or whether it is even based on a real structure. However, it is generally accepted that the myth is based on the Palace of Minos at Knossos due to the confusing layout of the site seen in figures 4 and 5 and the artefacts found at the site, which will be explored further in the next section. (Shapland, no date b, Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2025, Kotsonas, 2018). Figure 8: Inside the Labyrinth exhibition at the Ashmolean showing the marble Minotaur statue. (Atkins, no date)


[bookmark: _Toc214722312]Artefacts found at KnossosFigure 9: Bull Leaping Fresco (Patrikianos, 2002 a)


Figure 9 shows one of the most famous Frescos found at Knossos, though it is largely reconstructed from fragments. The fresco is from the Late Bronze Age, Late Minoan II period (1450-1400 BCE) and depicts Bull- leaping. There are three figures visible in this painting, two white stood at either end of the bull and a red figure on the back of the bull. Following the precedent set by other Minoan art the two white figures are female, and the red figure is male. This assumption has been questioned by academics including Marinatos (2005) who believes female bull-leapers make “little sense in any traditional society” and the white figures are likely to depict a difference in ability rather than sex. Another element of this fresco is the discussion of whether it is based on a real practice. It is generally agreed that bull-leaping did occur and potentially in the central courts of palaces. Younger (1976), explores three major ways bull-leaping are portrayed in Bronze Age Greece with this fresco being Evans’ Schema showing the movement up and over the bulls’ horns. It has been suggested that the practice of bull-leaping was ceremonial, and the bull was sacrificed at the end. This practice may have contributed to the Minotaur myth. (E.S, no date a, Marinatos,2005, Younger 1976 and Younger 1995).
Figure 10 shows a male bull-leaper made of ivory from the Late Bronze Age, Late Minoan II period (1600 – 1500 BCE). This figure is 28.7 cm long and is made of either Hippopotamus or Elephant ivory. The ivory would have been imported from either from Egypt or Syria. It is difficult to distinguish between Aisan and African ivory in archaeological artifacts. It is clear it was a high-status object as it is made from imported ivory. It also highlights the skilled craftsmanship of the Minoans as the muscles are so clearly defined. Depicting bull-leaping in ivory suggests it was a significant element of Minoan life. (E.S., no date b, Heraklion Museum, no date, Krzyszkowske, 1988)Figure 10: Ivory bull-leaper figurine (Patrikianos, 2002 b)

Figure 11 is a fresco depicting a charging bull restored from fragments as is clearly seen in the photograph. This was made using the Stucco relief technique which allowed artists to mould the realistic bull. This was part of a larger scene of a bull hunt which again places bulls and the control over them at the centre of life at the Palace of Minos, of the frescos found at the palace those illustrating bull hunting or bull leaping were most common. The appreciable volume of imagery pertaining to bulls at Knossos may have feed into the myth of the Minotaur. (E.S, no date c, Lepinski, 2012, Kotsonas, 2018). Figure 12: Bronze bull and acrobat figure from Rethymnon (The British Museum, no date b)
Figure 11: Relief bull fresco, Knossos Place (Velegrakis, 2021)

Figure 12 is from Rethymnon not from Knossos however it illustrates that bull-leaping was not an idea that existed solely at Knossos. Rethymnon is also on Crete and the figurine Late Minoan (1600 – 1450 BCE) and it has been suggested that bull- leaping was symbolic of the relationship of the people and cattle of Crete. (The British Museum, no date c) 
[bookmark: _Toc214722313]Conclusion

Knossos is a monumental site that, similar to the architecture of the Palace of Minos cannot be fully appreciated from one viewpoint. The Palace as it is seen today is largely a product of excavator Sir Arthur Evans and his connection of the site to the myth of the Minotaur and Labyrinth. This report has briefly explored these connections through a very small portion of artifacts depicting the role of the bull in Minoan Crete however there are many other artifacts that showcase the potential origin of the myth. The six acres of the Palace of Minos alone produced thousands of artifacts, two scripts and the ruins of over 1400 rooms, this site cannot be adequately explored in this report which led to a focus on bull iconography at the palace.
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