


The wrecks and artif
discovered in the exc
tions indicate that the h
bor began gathering si
its western end soon a
the mole was constru
to form the harbor ba
In time, as the silting p
gressed eastward and 

The wrecks and artif
discovered in the exc
tions indicate that the h
bor began gathering si
its western end soon a
the mole was constru
to form the harbor ba
In time, as the silting p
gressed eastward and 

11. Jahrgang 2011 · Heft 2 1

Vorwort 3

Minoan shipsheds
4David Blackman

Which Way Forward?
8On the Directionality of Minoan/Cycladic Ships

Shelley Wachsmann

Early Seafaring in the Ionian Sea
19Katarina P. Dellaporta

The Late Bronze Age Shipwreck off the islet of Modi (Poros)
25Christos S. Agouridis

Das Ende der pylischen Küstenwache?
35Eine heterodoxe Interpretation der o-ka-Tafeln

Marko Müller

Late Bronze Age long-distance maritime trade as cultural agency
40The case of non-palatial contexts

Andrea Vianello

„Unter Wasser segeln“
49Warum Troia erobert wurde

Karin Hornig

����� ��	
�� in the Bronze Age Aegean
58Dimitra Kamarinou

Bronze Age Metal Cargoes off the Israeli Coast
64Ehud Galili - Noel Gale - Baruch Rosen

Inhalt



74
Zeugnisse prähistorischer Seefahrt?
Die Felsbilder mit Schiffsdarstellungen von der iberischen Halbinsel

Dirk Paul Mielke – Thomas X. Schuhmacher

88
Kontrollierte Handeswege?
Seerouten in der Ostadria (1300 - 800 v. Chr.)

Anton Pavić
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Classical historians credit Minos
with the first thalassocracy1. The Mi-
noan culture evolved on Crete, reach-
ing its apogee in the early second
millennium B.C. Cretan seafaring
merchants traded for tin at Mari on
the upper Euphrates while their arti-
sans decorated palaces along the
eastern shores of the Mediterranean
and in Egypt2. It is probable also that
the Minoans first opened the direct
blue-water route from Crete to Egypt3.

A remarkable series of XVIIIth Dy-
nasty tombs belonging to Theban
nobles contain scenes of Minoans
bearing items of Cretan manufac-
ture to the pharaoh (Fig. 1)4. The
Egyptians identified these people as
arriving from Keftiu and/or from
the Isles in the Midst of the Sea5.

The scenes date to the reigns of
Hatshepsut (1479-1457 B.C.) and
Thutmose III (1479-1425 B.C.)6.
The latest tomb in the series, that
of the vizier Rechmire (TT. 100),
includes a scene of the ascension of
Amenhotep II7. Following this last
appearance, scenes of foreign tri-
bute continue to refer to this peo-
ple, but the related figures are either
non-Aegean, or hybrids composed
of elements derived from different
foreign peoples8. This cessation of
scenes depicting verifiable Minoans
in the Theban tombs, thus, is syn-
chronous with the fall of the Mino-
an culture at the end of the Late Mi-
noan IB period, ca. 1425 B.C., which
coincides with the latter part of the
reign of Thutmose III or the early
years of his son, Amenhotep II9. Evi-

dently the Egyptians ceased portray-
ing the Minoans in their tombs
when contact ceased between the
two cultures10.

Excavations at Tell el-Dab’a, an-
cient Avaris, in the Nile delta have
revealed numerous fresco frag-
ments bearing Minoan motifs – in-
cluding bull jumping – indicating
that during the early XVIIIth Dy-
nasty Minoans resided there11. The
tomb of Ahhotep (I), the mother of
Ahmose and Kamose, the founders
of the XVIIIth Dynasty and the con-
querors of Hyksos Avaris, contained
a silver ship model, which appears to
copy a Minoan ship type (Fig. 2)12.
The model is best explained as booty
from the Egyptian conquest of that
city, suggesting that Minoans had

Which Way Forward?

On the Directionality of Minoan/Cycladic Ships

Shelley Wachsmann

Abstract – The Minoans are rightly noted for their seafaring abilities. Their ships turned the Mediterranean Sea
for them into a highway over which they interacted with far-flung contemporaneous cultures. To date, not a single
Minoan/Cycladic hull has been found, however. Our knowledge of these vessels is based almost exclusively on con-
temporaneous ship iconography. For decades after Sir Arthur Evans resurrected the Minoan culture at Knossos, lit-
tle was known about their watercraft. A large corpus of Minoan/Cycladic ship representations existed, but most of
the information derived from engravings on tiny seals and sealings along with a few poorly-made ship models,
which could only give a general understanding of the vessels. Then, in 1972 Spyridon Marinatos on Thera began
uncovering the site of Akrotiri, an entire settlement buried by volcanic ash at the end of the 17th century BC. Thera
supplies the most detailed, polychromatic depictions of Minoan/Cycladic ships available and also solves a long-
standing riddle regarding Early Cycladic longships: Which end was the bow and which the stern? This paper is an
overview of the evidence for the directionality of Early Cycladic longships from the specific concern of evaluating
the iconographic evidence in its cultural continuum

Inhalt – Die Minoer sind zu recht für ihre Seetüchtigkeit bekannt. Ihre Schiffe machten ihnen das Mittelmeer zu
einem Hauptverkehrsweg für Kontakte mit fernen Kulturen der Zeit. Doch hat sich bis heute kein einziger minoi-
scher oder kykladischer Schiffsrumpf gefunden. Unsere Kenntnis dieser Fahrzeuge beruht fast allein auf zeitgenös-
sischen Schiffsbildern. Jahrzehnte nach Sir Arthur Evans’ Wiedererweckung der minoischen Kultur in Knossos war
wenig über ihren Schiffbau bekannt. Es gab ein umfängliches Corpus altägäischer Schiffsbilder, aber die meisten
Informationen kamen von Gravierungen auf winzigen Siegeln und Abdrücken und wenigen Schiffsmodellen dürf-
tiger Machart, die nur einen allgemeinen Begriff der Fahrzeuge geben konnten. Dann begann 1972 Spyridon Mari-
natos auf Thera den Fundort Akrotiri, eine ganze, Ende des 17. Jhs. v. Chr. von Vulkanasche bedeckte Siedlung,
aufzudecken. Thera liefert die detailiertesten polychromen Darstellungen minoischer bzw. kykladischer Schiffe und
löst ein altes Rätsel fühkykladischer Langschiffe: Welches Ende war der Bug und welches das Heck? Dieser Beitrag
gibt einen Überblick über die Belege für die Fahrtrichtung frühkykladischer Langschiffe, indem er besonders die
Hinweise der Ikonographie in ihrem kulturellen Kontinuum auswertet.
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been present at Avaris during Hyksos
rule also13.

Minoan ships and seafaring skills
obviously played a predominant role
in these international connections.
To date, however, no Minoan ship-
wrecks have been found14. This, un-
fortunately, limits our understanding
of Minoan vessels to what we are
able to glean from representational
art (iconography).

In approaching this type of evidence,
however, it is important to keep in
mind that representational art comes
with its own, often severe, limi-
tations15. At the danger of stating
the obvious, these „ships“ are not
ships, but rather representations of
ships, which may be, and which
usually are,altered, sometimes consid-
erably, from the prototype vessels as
a result of their creators’ attitudes,
aptitudes, culture, schooling and fam-
iliarity, or lack thereof, with their
subject matter16. Other considera-

tions in evaluating this type of evi-
dence include, but are not limited to,
the space available to the artist to
portray the vessel in a two-dimen-
sional representation, the material
from which a three-dimensional
model is made, whether some details
appeared originally only in paint
and/or plaster that has subsequently
been lost, or whether the artists due
to their own considerations intro-
duced intentional changes17. Models
and graffiti of ships may be so crude-
ly made, or ships depicted on seals so
small, that to consider them detached
from their richer context of more
detailed representations within their
cultural continuum is to invite con-
fusion and misinterpretation18. At
times this may lead to errors in some-
thing as basic as which extremity of
an image represents the ship’s bow,
and which the stern19.

There are, thus, numerous possibili-
ties for mistake in the interpretation
of the iconography of ancient ships,

particularly for anyone who evalu-
ates them without careful consider-
ation of the issues discussed here20. It
is imperative, therefore, to always
study first the most detailed represen-
tations of the craft under considera-
tion, which may then assist in inter-
preting more ambiguous images.

Recent research at Plakias on Crete
raises the fascinating possibility that
seafaring may have existed around
the island as early as the Lower Pale-
olithic period21. The earliest known
pictorial representations of Aegean
seagoing craft, however, date much
later, to the Early Cycladic period.
The best known of these depictions
appear on a series of strange-look-
ing artifacts commonly termed
„frying pans“ (Fig. 3)22. While these

Fig. 1: Minoans bringing trade items appear in the tomb of Rechmire (TT. 100; Thutmose III/early Amenhotep II). This is the latest

Theban tomb in which representations of Minoans appear.

Fig. 3: A typical Cycladic frying pan dec-

orated with a longship. Athens

Archaeological Museum.

Fig. 2: Ahhotep’s silver model.



objects have been uncovered across
mainland Greece, the Aegean and
even Anatolia, only one series, from
Syros in the Cyclades, bear ship mo-
tifs23. These depict vessels that ap-
pear, in two dimensions at least, to
be long and narrow with one extrem-
ity high and the other low (Fig. 4)24.
The high end is decorated with a
fish-shaped totem facing outboard.
At the low end each vessel has a hori-
zontal extension extending from the
line of the keel, assuming that these
ships indeed had keels. On either
side of each hull run rows of parallel
diagonal lines.

Since their discovery the question of
which end of these Cycladic long-
ships represents the bow, and which
the stern, has been vigorously debat-
ed25. Most recently, T. Guttandin, in
collaboration with D. Panagioto-
poulos, H. Pflug and G. Plath, has

argued with an impressive exhibi-
tion and in publications, that these
Early Cycladic ships had a low bow
and a high stern26.

For over a half century after Sir
Arthur Evans’ discovery of the Mi-
noan culture at Knossos at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century,
there remained very little new in-
formation on which to base a de-
termination of the directionality of
the Early Cycladic longships. The
evidence consisted of tiny ship re-
presentations on seals and sealings,
most no bigger that a thumbnail,
and a few poorly-made models27.
The Hagia Triada Sarcophagus
bears an image of a mourner carry-
ing a ship model, that is, a paint-
ing...of a model...of a ship (Fig. 5)28.
This database of images is thin
gruel indeed from which to make
any meaningful determinations re-

garding the evolution of ships in the
southwestern Aegean during the
third and second millennia B.C.

New evidence, however, slowly be-
gan to emerge. In 1967, Colin Ren-
frew brought to the attention of the
scholarly community three lead
models from Naxos and now in the
Ashmolean Museum (Fig. 6)29.
These represent in three dimensions,
the same type of Early Cycladic
longships depicted on the Cycladic
frying pans. The lead models con-
firm that these vessels were indeed
long and narrow as suggested by
the frying pan representations. The
best preserved of the models has a
beam-to-keel ratio of 1:14. These
relative proportions indicate that
the rows of parallel lines along the
sides of the ships on the Cycladic
frying pans must indicate paddles,
and not oars30. These models bear
no evidence for the horizontal pro-
jection depicted at the low end of
the frying pan ship depictions.
Instead, the models’ low ends ter-
minate in a small rectangular tran-
som-like sheet of lead folded up-
wards from the hull.

The fact that the horizontal exten-
sion is absent on all three lead mod-
els indicates that this horizontal
item, whatever its purpose, was re-
movable and not an integral part of
the ship. This conclusion is further
confirmed by the stern – clearly in-
dicated by a helmsman and a steer-

14 Which Way Forward? · Sh. Wachsmann

Fig. 4: Longships incised on Cycladic frying pans.

Fig. 5: A mourner depicted on the Hagia

Triada sarcophagus carries a ship model.
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ing oar – of a similar Early Cycladic
vessel portrayed on a sherd from
Phylakopi on Melos (Fig. 7). Thus,
during this period the horizontal
extension was clearly optional.
This raises two possibilities: A) this
device was not an integral part of
the vessels’ structure, but was rath-
er only attached to the ship when
necessary to carry out its function,
or B) some ships were constructed
with this projection and others
were not, as is the case with bow
extensions on later Mycenaean gal-
leys31.

Then, in 1972 S. Marinatos began
excavating on Akrotiri, on the south-
ern coast of Thera (Santorini).
There, in a structure he termed the
West House, Marinatos discovered
a series of colorful frescoes por-
traying nautical motifs32. The site
had been buried by Thera’s volcanic
eruption, ca. 1628 B.C. Although the
frescoes were found in an indigenous
Cycladic milieu, the culture appears
to have been highly influenced by the
Minoan culture.

Indeed, the ships appearing in these
frescoes are so similar and akin to
what we can glean from the evi-
dence of Minoan ships from Crete
that it is best to term all these ves-
sels inclusively as of Minoan/ Cyc-
ladic origin33. There may have been
differences between contempora-
neous Minoan ships and those de-
picted on the walls of the West
House, but at this remove and with
the evidence presently available it
is unwise to try to differentiate be-
tween them.

The Miniature Frieze on the south-
ern wall of Room 5 of the West
House depicts the scene of a flotil-
la of ships taking part in what ap-
pears to be a regatta or a proces-
sion. The processional ships are ac-
companied by a rowed ship and a
ship under sail. A second scene in the
Miniature Frieze depicts what
appear to be vessels of the same
shape, but lacking decorations,
beached along a rocky shore and
with oars adrift in the water. Several
dead bodies float in the surf nearby
and soldiers march inland34.

The six ships taking part in the
procession have several unusual
characteristics (Fig. 8):
A) the vessels are highly decorated,
including the addition of long
„bowsprits“ attached to their prows
to which are fastened figureheads
in the shape of stylized swallows,
butterflies, etc. These bowsprits are
missing on the functional ships;
B) although the vessels have a mast
and rig, all of them move under
lowered sails, and some have even
unstepped their masts;
C) perhaps most surprisingly, the
ships are propelled by paddlers.
The manner in which the paddlers
are forced to lean over the sides of
the ship to reach the water with
their paddles indicates that this
could not have been the normative
manner to propel these vessels
(Fig. 9);
D) a horizontal device extends
beneath the stern of each of the
processional ships (Figs. 8, 10)35.
This extension – shown here mul-
tiple times in the most detailed
representations available to us – is
clearly detachable, being lashed
beneath the sterns of the vessels by
means of two lines. This attach-
ment appears only on the ships
taking part in the procession.

What is the meaning of these pecu-
liarities? L. Casson36 proposes that
either these are old ships, or con-
temporaneous ships used in an
archaic manner:
„Now, at Athens in Classical times
it was the practice to send the em-
bassy to the annual spring festival
of Apollo at Delos in a vessel so old
fashioned that people were able to

Fig. 6: The best preserved of the lead Early Cycladic ship models from Naxos.

Fig. 7: A ship’s stern depicted on a sherd

from Phylakopi, on Melos.

Fig. 8: The best preserved of the processional ships from the Miniature Frieze in the

West House on Thera.



say it was the one in which Theseus
had sailed to Crete37. Why not a
similar situation here? That the six
ships are an archaic style of craft
called into use for a special reli-
gious ceremony? Either that or they
are current models which are delib-
erately being handled in archaic
fashion as demanded by the cere-
mony in which they take part?“

If contemporaneous ships at Thera
indeed are emulating older indige-
nous vessel types, which culturally-
related earlier craft are they using
as a prototype?38

The evidence is clear. The archaic
attributes of the Theran ships fit
exactly what we know of the
Cycladic longships: They, too, were
A) decorated, B) did not employ
sail, C) were propelled by paddlers,
and D) had a (detachable) hori-
zontal projection.

Thus, it is possible to document an
unbroken tradition, within a limit-
ed region (the Cyclades and Crete)
and a cultural continuum, which
must instruct us regarding the di-
rectionality of the Early Cycladic
longships: The horizontal projection
located at the low end of the long-
ships portrayed on the frying pans
must have been attached to their
sterns. Simply put, on Cycladic
longships the high end represents
the vessel’s bow and the low end its
stern. Indeed, Casson39 rightly con-
siders resolution of this issue to be

the single most important contri-
bution of the Theran frescoes:
„Now we come to the most signifi-
cant feature of the ships in the
frieze, one that settles a controversy
which has raged for decades. On
many vessels portrayed on seals
and ceramics, one end terminates in a
lofty post on Minoan seals often
decorated with hook-like adorn-
ments near the tip, while the other
is lower and has a distinctive pro-
jection at the waterline. Which is
prow and which stern? Some have
taken the higher end as prow and
the lower as stern, offering various
guesses, none very convincing, to
explain the projection there. Some
have argued that it was the other
way round, that the projection
points forward from the prow, and
explained it either as a construction-
al feature or as the earliest appear-
ance of the ram. The six big boats
settle the question of bow vs. stern
once and for all: each has a massive
projection at the waterline, and in
each we see the helmsman standing
with his steering oar at the end that
has the projection, which juts out
behind him; he faces the other end,
which is higher and bears hook-
like adornments similar to those
on the higher end in many of the
representations on seals. No
question about it, the lower end
with the projection is the stern and
the other the prow…

To sum up. The prime value of the
new evidence is that it closes the

long debate about the hull shape of
Bronze Age craft.“
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