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Introduction

Writing helps to objectify ideas and to mediate symbols by expressing and transmitting infor-
mation and meaning through its visual form, which is also constituted by its materiality. Recent 
cross-disciplinary studies have demonstrated that considering writing not from a purely epi-
graphical stance but as material practice can transform research agendas by bridging archae-
ology, social anthropology and cognitive semiotics. A material practice approach specifically 
allows us to understand the following crucial questions: how the physical substance of the writ-
ing surface helps the inscribed objects transcend space and time (Zinna 2011: 635); also, how 
writing technologies embody our mental trajectories by shaping writing processes (Haas 1996). 
These technologies carry with them an embedded history of design, which tends to become 
more complex with each subsequent stage of development (Schmandt-Besserat 2007). Such a 
discourse is novel in Minoan epigraphy, which is either concerned mainly with attempts at script 
decipherment or is integrated into socioeconomic studies with a focus on administrative dynam-
ics. In these narratives, the significance of visual display as well as other types of embodied 
perception of Minoan writing is usually overlooked. This chapter accordingly seeks to outline a 
framework for exploring modes of display and the perception of the two earliest Aegean scripts 
that were used on 2nd–millennium bc Crete. Since Cretan Hieroglyphic and Linear A are still 
undeciphered, their attestations will be studied as signs in the Peircean sense, “namely some-
thing which stands to somebody for something in some respect or capacity” (Peirce 1931: 2.228). 
Attention will be redirected from the written form of the relevant inscriptions, the signifier or 
representamen (Chandler 2007: 30), to the physical aspects of their material supports and to the 
symbolic messages projected by them. The premise underlying such a pursuit is that material, 
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size, shape and other functional aspects of the inscribed artefacts were also perceived by past 
actors as signifiers; these were employed and transmitted within various material and ideological 
contexts. For example, formal Egyptian hieroglyphic appearing on monuments may have implied 
a formal type of communication with the divine sphere, as opposed to the cursive hieratic version 
of the script (Wilson 2003: 22–23, 49–57).

In addressing the symbolic resources embodied by Minoan inscribed artefacts, I shall follow the 
notion that objects not only became invested with meaning through their association with people 
but also were themselves constitutive of meanings, behaviour and social relations (Dant 2005: 
60–83; Gell 1998; Graves-Brown 2000; Knappett 2005). Meaning is formed from the individu-
alised multi-sensorial experience of the objects and from discourse that includes performance, 
such as public display events, funerary ceremonies and periodically enacted rituals (Jones 2007: 
42). Hence our examination of categories of artefact that bear Cretan Hieroglyphic and Linear A 
inscriptions will examine the symbolic connotations of these two scripts with particular attention 
directed the impact of the materiality of their supports on perception. Special emphasis will be 
given to emblematic artefacts, such as hieroglyphic sealstones — sphragistic devices inscribed 
with hieroglyphic signs. Moreover, the combination of script with images that may have con-
stituted a visual code on these and on earlier seals will be discussed. In addition to hieroglyphic 
sealstones, metal, stone and clay objects carrying Linear A inscriptions of a non-administrative 
character will be considered. Semiotic relationships that are grounded in the material proper-
ties and the performative capacities of the objects themselves will also be explored, in order to 
detect aspects of artefactual meaning that may not be immediately obvious from a conventional 
perspective.

To this end, the following questions will be posed: how did the shape and size of the Cretan 
Hieroglyphic and Linear A inscription-carriers inform the creation of the relevant objects? Did 
the materials of the writing supports make possible different recording formats? Which physical 
and compositional parameters were pertinent to the experience of the inscriptions thereon by 
viewers, including elites, or by other segments of the population? In order to address the modes 
of perception of Minoan writing, the discussion will rely on integrational semiology, an approach 
that treats reading and writing as integrated and linked by “reciprocal presupposition” (Harris 
1995: 6). From this perspective, the graphic symbols of the scripts are arranged in the “graphic 
space”, namely the area where text is positioned and read (Harris 1995: 121), according to a visual 
logic that guides perception. This logic involves conventions whose structure can be understood 
as a “graphic rhetoric” (Drucker and McGann 2001: 96–98). In order to reconstruct the latter with 
regard to Minoan writing, I will treat directionality, alignment and scale of the Hieroglyphic and 
Linear A signs as indexes, and consider the ways in which these may have affected the experi-
ence of the inscribed artefacts by social actors, as well as the role of these objects in practices of 
remembrance.

Semiotic Associations and Visual Perception in Protopalatial Hieroglyphic 
Writing: The interface between images and text

Introducing the Writing Systems

The time of the earliest attestation of the two Cretan writing systems and the extent of literacy, 
during the period when these were established and used simultaneously (from the 18th until the 
early 17th century bc), remain open-ended questions. Through analogies with the latest of the 
three Aegean scripts, the deciphered Linear B, we know that both Cretan Hieroglyphic and Linear 
A represent logo-syllabic writing systems (Bennet 2008: 5). They are formed of logograms, i.e. 
signs representing a word or a ‘morpheme’1, and syllabograms, i.e. signs corresponding phoneti-
cally to syllables. The two scripts may stem from a common ancestor, which was most probably 
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introduced at the transition to the Protopalatial period (cf. Table 1), the ‘Archanes script’ (Godart 
1999; Olivier and Godart 19962: 31; Yule 1980: 209–210). The latter is documented by a few signs 
of pictorial character appearing exclusively on seals and arranged in isolation or in two standard-
ised sign-groups. The possibility that these signs conveyed phonetic values is supported by their 
later occurrence within the Hieroglyphic and Linear A epigraphic corpus, as will be discussed in 
the following paragraphs.

The Cretan Hieroglyphic signary (Olivier and Godart 1996: 17) represents a fully developed 
stage of the writing system, as it was employed by Middle Minoan (hereafter MM) IIB, namely 
at the end of the Protopalatial period. The clay documents from the so-called Quartier Mu, a 
MM IIB residential and industrial complex of buildings at Malia (Olivier and Godart 1996: 27, 
#070–096), and from the MM IIB archive of the palace at Petras / Siteia (Tsipopoulou and Hallager 
2010: 70–86) document the use of the script for administrative purposes in the north-central 
and eastern part of the island.3 At the palace of Phaistos in the Mesara plain, Hieroglyphic was 
used sporadically at the end of MM IIB, alongside Linear A (Militello 2000: 235; 2002: 51–52, 
n. 1, n. 10). However, the earliest evidence for written administration at Knossos comes from 
high-profile buildings close to the first palace and includes a Linear A tablet that dates by context 
to the MM IIA period (Schoep 2006: 47, n. 82; Schoep 2007). Hieroglyphic appears well estab-
lished in the bureaucracy of the Knossian palace’s West Wing at the transition to and during 
the early Neopalatial period (MM IIB–IIIA; cf. Olivier and Godart 1996: 28, #001–069). At the 
aforementioned sites, transactions were recorded by means of various clay documents, including 
Hieroglyphic tablets, four-sided ‘bars’, ‘crescents’, ‘medallions’ and pierced labels conventionally 
called ‘lames’ (cf. Olivier and Godart 1996: passim on typology)4 or Linear A tablets (Schoep 
2002a: 16). The recording of income and expenditures was also implemented with clay sealings. 
These were formed by pressing the clay over knotted string attached to or hanging from goods, 
and then impressing it with sealstones; the sealings were often also incised with inscriptions 
(Tsipopoulou and Hallager 2010: 12–14, fig. 1). Furthermore, notational systems documenting 
specific types of transactions can be deduced from the occasional use of clay documents which 
were not attached to goods, namely ‘noduli’ (cf. MacDonald 2007: fig. 4.1, nos 8, 10; Weingarten 
2007: 134–136, pl. 41) and clay ‘proto-roundels’ (Perna 1995: 104–122).

With regard to literacy, the readers of the Hieroglyphic inscriptions have been sought among 
the ranks of administrators or scribes (Karnava 2000: 236). However, recent studies emphasis-
ing power structures of a heterarchical nature, such as factions or corporate groups (Schoep 
2002c: 117), prompt us to rethink the use of writing in the Protopalatial polities. In particular, a 
hieroglyphic tablet from a MM IIB context of the extra-urban regional sanctuary at Kato Syme 
records agricultural commodities and, consequently, supports the presence of a literate writer 
or, at least, reader, in the sanctuary (Karnava 2000: 225–226, 236; Lebessi et al. 1995). This, in 
turn, suggests the possibility of a wider use of the Hieroglyphic script outside the strict confines 
of the palatial centres. Moreover, the hypothesis that different social entities at Malia had access 
to power resources and may have been competing for power, is supported by the occurrence of 
stone prismatic seals in the residential part of the town (Schoep 2002b: 19–21). These prisms were 
produced locally at the Seal Cutter’s Workshop of Quartier Mu (Poursat 1996: 7–22, 103–110, 

Table 1: Chronological table.

Pottery Phase Cultural Phase Dates (bc)
Early Minoan (EM) I–III Early Prepalatial c.3100 / 3000–2100 / 2000 
Middle Minoan (MM) IA Late Prepalatial 2100 / 2000–1925 / 1900
Middle Minoan (MM) IB–II Protopalatial 1925 / 1900–1750 / 1720
Middle Minoan (MM) III – Late 
Minoan (LM) IA–B

Neopalatial 1750 / 1720–1490 / 1470
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149–153) and bear engraved hieroglyphic sign-groups, namely sequences of signs corresponding 
to ‘morphemes’. These sign-groups have cross-links to the cursive ones, which were incised on 
various clay documents (inscribed clay ‘cones’, ‘medallions’, ‘bars’, pierced labels conventionally 
called ‘lames’) and on the clay sealings from the same complex (Olivier 1989a: 44). This attestation 
of the Hieroglyphic script on objects of two different materials forms the basis for reconstructing 
its use in an administrative framework.

Hieroglyphic seals were certainly being manufactured over a considerable length of time, and 
in different seal workshops (Poursat 1996: 103; Younger 1979: 266–267). At present, 155 examples 
are published (Hallager et al. 2011; Krzyszkowska 2012), dating from MM IB until MM IIB; their 
production seems to have ceased after the end of the Protopalatial period (Olivier and Godart 
1996: 216–291; Hallager et al. 2011; Karnava 2000: 161; Krzyszkowska 2012). The development of 
different styles for rendering the script signs was certainly connected not only with the develop-
ment of the carving techniques but also with the hardness of the materials used. For instance, by 
the end of MM IIB the Seal Cutter’s Workshop at Malia specialised in the production of soft-stone 
prisms, which were engraved in the freehand technique (Anastasiadou 2011: 60–61). Therefore, in 
this case the material and the technique impacted the appearance of both the seal motifs and the 
hieroglyphic signs, which were rendered in a simplistic manner. In general, though, the way the 
hieroglyphic signs were reproduced on seals strengthens the notion that during the MM II period 
the seal engravers were aware of what the form of the script signs would be, when incised on clay 
(Younger 1990: 88–92). The coherence in the syntax of the seal inscriptions and the knowledge of 
certain scribal conventions also reinforces the case for the adoption of writing by the artisans of 
the Seal Cutter’s Workshop (Boulotis 2008: 78; Karnava 2000: 229–231).

But who were the intended readers of the inscriptions on the MM II hieroglyphic seals? Was 
the form of the seals sufficient to indicate their purpose or was the existence of the inscriptions 
on them purely symbolic? Neither of these questions can be answered with certainty; the fre-
quent attestation of specific hieroglyphic sign-groups both on seal faces and on administrative 
clay incised documents suggests that hieroglyphic seals served as administrative instruments and 
were not used to carry incantations or magic spells (Olivier 1990: 19). We can hypothesise that 
they were commissioned pieces, presumably from individuals who could also read them (Karnava 
2000: 231). A particular pattern in the use of the hieroglyphic seals emerges when we examine the 
Knossian ‘Hieroglyphic Deposit’, a discard assemblage of sealed documents, whose dating remains 
controversial (Olivier and Godart 1996: 28; Younger 1999: 381; also Schoep 2006: 46, n. 81 arguing 
for a MM IIIA dating). Sets of different hieroglyphic seals had been used in conjunction in stamp-
ing and counter-stamping the relevant sealed documents found in the deposit. In this case, not 
only the shape of the resulting documents but also the number of the seal inscriptions stamped 
on them with inscribed seals may have corresponded to an established administrative hierarchy 
of seal owners (Weingarten 1995). Among the various seal devices used to stamp in the Knossian 
Hieroglyphic deposit and also at Malia, those inscribed with the standardised two-sign formulae 
‘trowel’ – ‘arrow’ (Olivier and Godart 1996: signs 044–049) and ‘trowel’ – ‘eye’ (Olivier and Godart 
1996: signs 044–005) were possibly institutional Hieroglyphic seals (Jasink 2009: 11; Olivier 1990: 
17–18; Weingarten 1995: 303, 307). Nevertheless, the script remains undeciphered and therefore, 
we cannot confirm whether the seal inscriptions referred to social status or to the seal owners’ 
office, titles, responsibilities or even professions (Boulotis 2008: 75; Weingarten 1994: 179–180).

An Alternative Interpretive Approach

An alternative is offered by following a holistic approach and studying hieroglyphic seals mainly 
as symbolic devices. From the perspective of Peircean semiotics a ‘symbol’ is based upon a habit-
ual and, therefore, arbitrary or conventional connection between ‘sign’ and ‘object’ (Peirce 1931: 
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369). With regard to symbols regulated by culture, this connection has to be perceived by a wider 
circle of people and not only by their owners. The semiotic significance of symbolic devices has 
to be renegotiated, each time they are transferred or inherited by the next generation. As a system 
of graphic notation “capable of transcribing linguistic statements” (Gelb 1952), writing also forms 
part of a symbolic behaviour, since textual signs call up their object by mediated habit (Robertson 
2004: 18). The understanding of these signs presupposes the knowledge of the necessary code and, 
thus, necessitates initiation.

The hieroglyphic seal inscriptions share the same symbolic character with the standardised 
Hieroglyphic script, as attested on incised clay documents. Although most of the hieroglyphic 
signs are schematic depictions of human figures, animals or more or less recognisable objects, 
at a semantic level they do not identify with their visual form as pictographs do (Harris 1986: 
32). In particular, some of the signs may have been logograms (Figure 1) representing a word 
or ‘morpheme’ and giving no indication of its phonetic value (Olivier and Godart 1996: 13, 17 
table; Karnava 2000: 34). But most of the hieroglyphic signs probably functioned as syllabograms 
that corresponded phonetically to syllables. This applies also to the sign-groups that appear on 
the hieroglyphic seals, especially the ones that are attested on incised clay documents as well. 
Nonetheless, the linguistic function of the script signs on the hieroglyphic seals is blurred by the 
interspersed representational motifs that impinge upon the otherwise standardised inscriptions 
(Olivier and Godart 1996: 13–14, 17, 63). These motifs are sometimes decorative (e.g. spirals), 
but mainly pictorial in character (e.g. cat, wild boar, ibex, snake, U-sistrum, etc.). Depending 
on their size, they are either used as fillers of inscriptions (Figure 2a–b; also cf. CMS VI, 93, 
first sign on the left) or as solitary motifs on seal faces (e.g. Olivier and Godart 1996: #256.α–β, 
257.α, 304.β, 309.α, 310.γ / CMS VI, 26.α.β; for photographs see Krzyszkowska 2005: 94, 97, nos 
161a–c). So far, there is hardly any consensus on whether these motifs had a ‘decorative’ function 
or were perceived as script signs, even though in some cases they also belong to the script signary 
(Karnava 2000; Krzyszkowska 2005: 95–98; Olivier 2000; Poursat 2000). Although several of the 
solitary seal motifs could allegedly also convey linguistic meaning as ideograms (Jasink 2009: 11, 
n. 53), at least when combined with each other (Anastasiadou 2011: 67, n. 365), the issue has to 
be further explored.

Let us now examine how the Minoan seals were gradually established as emblems, namely 
badges used to represent individuals or social groups, by examining their iconography and their 
material features. From a social perspective, the principles underlying the use of Prepalatial seals 
as sphragistic instruments for laying claims to resources are still an issue under discussion (Relaki 
2009). These seals most probably functioned as means of personal and collective identification, as 
inferred from their final use, namely funerary deposition in communal graves which were used 

Figure 1: Examples of Cretan Hieroglyphic logograms (after Olivier and Godart 1996: 17).
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for many generations (Relaki 2009: 369; Sbonias 1999: 27). In a few cases where the devices were 
kept with their owners even in the process of secondary burial, for example at the cemetery of 
Phourni near Archanes (Karytinos 1998: 85), they must have represented their owners or users 
by mediated habit. In terms of their iconography, the evolution of seals from the Prepalatial to the 
early Protopalatial period (Sbonias 1995: 74–121; Yule 1980: 229–230) suggests a gradual rise in 
symbolic awareness. The use of abstract linear or geometric motifs on the Early Minoan II–III soft 
stone and bone seals (Figure 3a–c), such as intersecting lines, cross-hatching, hatched triangles, 
lattice, meanders, etc., gave way to the production of ornamental compositions and the first iconic 
representations as exemplified by the EM III–MM IA hippopotamus ivory seal groups (Figure 
4a–e; cf. Krzyszkowska 2005: 60–68). The larger circular seal faces and the fine-grained mate-
rial of the hippopotamus ivory bifacial cylinders and conoids encouraged innovative syntheses 
of schematic floral, animal or human motifs and geometric ornaments, which covered the whole 
field (Krzyszkowska 2005: 63, 66). The ‘Parading Lions / Spiral Group’ of seals (Figure 4b–d; 
Krzyszkowska 2005: 66, nos 111a, 111c) especially demonstrates how lions, scorpions, goats and 
spiders were arranged in a rotating syntax with no privileged direction. These pictorial syntheses 
recall the preliterate Mesopotamian seal motifs (Schmandt-Besserat 2007: 30–33), which likewise 
appear before the development of writing in their own area, and they testify to the adoption of 
a new symbolic Cretan repertoire during the late Prepalatial period. Moreover, the study of the 
burial assemblages from which they originate supports the hypothesis that they may have signi-
fied emergent social groups (Sbonias 1995; 1999).

The First Definite Writing?

The transition to the Protopalatial period (MM IA–MM IB) signals the beginnings of the direct 
association of script entities with images on seal devices, a phenomenon that was to continue 
with the later hieroglyphic seals. By contrast with the aforementioned pictorial syntheses and 
a group of steatite, bone and ‘white paste’ seals decorated with spirals, floral and animal motifs 
(Krzyszkowska 2005: 68–69), the earliest seals of the ‘Archanes Script Group’ bear engraved script 

Figure 2: Four-sided steatite prism (Olivier and Godart 1996: #288), HM S-K2184 from Malia 
with horizontally aligned signs. a) side α; b) side β; c) side γ with seal motifs; d) side δ. Length: 
1.54 cm.

a b

c d
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a b

c

Figure 3: Early Minoan II bone seals from the Ayia Triada tholos Α with linear motifs. a) Height: 
2.0 cm. CMS II.1, no. 17 / HM S-K444; b) Height: 1.8 cm. CMS II.1, no. 18 / HM S-K445;  
c) Height: 1.8 cm. CMS II.1, no. 24 / HM S-K452.

signs in isolation or in sign-groups (Sbonias 1995: 108–111, 166, table 3). Seals CMS II.1, no. 
394, CMS II.1, no. 393 and CMS II.1, no. 391 (Olivier and Godart 1996: #202, #252, and #315, 
respectively) were recovered from secondary burial deposits in rooms I and II of Burial Building 
6 at the Archanes / Phourni cemetery (Figure 5b–d). Although on the basis of associated pot-
tery they have been dated to MM IA (Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1997: 326–330, 674, 
680–681), their attribution to late MM IA–MM IB has been persuasively argued (Sbonias 1995: 
108; Watrous 1994: 727, n. 241; Weingarten 2007: 137). Interestingly, the devices bear the earli-
est attested Minoan formulaic inscription, known as the ‘Archanes formula’. This consists of two 
standardised sign-groups (Olivier and Godart 1996: signs 042–019 and 019–095–052), which 
also occur later on other ‘Archanes Script Group’ seals, on the hieroglyphic seals, as well as on 
Neopalatial stone libation tables carrying the Linear A ‘libation formula’ (Godart 1999: 299–302). 
Although the ‘Archanes formula’ signs have been called ‘pictographic’ (Brice 1997: 94; Grumach 
and Sakellarakis 1966: 113), we should recall that pictographs are signs bearing a pictorial resem-
blance to their referent. The ‘Archanes formula’ signs are rather “a graphic depiction of certain 
objects, people, or events that have significance within a particular culture” (Nuessel 2006: 592) 
and, thus, are not considered as true writing. However, due to their occurrence in the two later 
writing systems it seems likely that the standardised sign-groups of the ‘Archanes formula’ seman-
tically conveyed phonetic values and thus should be considered candidates for ‘true writing’ 
(Schoep 2010: 71).

Furthermore, the signs ‘sistrum’, ‘leg’, ‘hand’, ‘double-sickle’; and ‘ship’, which during the MM 
II period form part of hieroglyphic sign-groups, emerged for the first time isolated on the fol-
lowing bone multi-faced seals of the ‘Archanes Script Group’ (Figure 6): CMS II.1, no. 287 from 
Platanos tholos B, CMS II.1, nos. 391 and 392 from Archanes and CMS II.1, no. 126 from tholos K 
at Kalathiana (Figure 7). Among these, the Archanes seal CMS II.1, no. 391 (Olivier and Godart 
1996: #315; Figure 8) demonstrates how its shape was chosen so as to provide the space for the 
display of signs with a probably different semantic function. A bone squared bar with a pierced 
cylindrical stalk is intersected at three points, thus, providing three cubes on which 14 seal faces 
with oval borders have been engraved. In a way which foreshadows the later hieroglyphic seals, 
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the solitary signs ‘sistrum’, ‘leg’, ‘hand’ and ‘double-sickle’ are juxtaposed with the usual seal motifs 
of the period (floral motifs, humans and animals accompanied by C- or S-spirals) as well as with 
the two ‘Archanes formula’ sign-groups. The latter and possibly another, now elusive, sign-group 
notably occupy the same side of the seal (cf. CMS II.1, no. 391, faces G–I; Olivier and Godart 1996: 
291). Thus, by impressing just this side on clay, one would get a seal impression of the formula. 
This hierarchical arrangement of the signs indicates how this new multi-faced seal type may have 
been handled and used in a tactile sense, integrating legibility and embodied performance.

Another instance, where the two sign-groups of the ‘Archanes formula’ are combined with pic-
torial motifs on the other seal faces is shown by the bone cube S35 / HM S-K2850, which was 
deposited in a late Prepalatial ossuary of the Moni Odigitria cemetery (Olivier and Godart 1996: 

b c

ed

a

Figure 4: Early Minoan III–Middle Minoan IA hippopotamus ivory seals. a) Length: 2.3 cm. CMS 
II.1, no. 469 / HM S-K939 from Sphoungaras; b) Length: 3.5 cm; Width 3.5 cm; Thickness 3.2 
cm. CMS II.1, no. 248 / HM S-K1039 from Platanos tholos A; c) Length: 1.97 cm; Width 1.9 cm; 
Thickness 2.97 cm. CMS II.1, no. 3 / HM S-K680 from Drakones tholos tomb D; d) Length: 3.33 
cm; Width 3.32 cm; Thickness 2.97 cm. CMS II.1, no. 312a / HM S-K1104 from Platanos tholos 
Β; e) Length 2.5 cm: Width 2.18 cm. CMS II.1, no. 442b / HM S-K1578 from the Trapeza cave.
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#313; Sbonias 2010: 204–205, 219–219). Two of its seal faces bear a schematic quadruped along 
with space-filling ornaments and what may possibly depict a standing human figure accompanied 
by a hieroglyphic sign. This ‘Archanes formula’ seal from central-south Crete may allude to social 
interaction with north-central Crete and specifically the Archanes area, although it is hard to 
follow the suggestion that the seal reached the south through exchange (Sbonias 2010: 204–205, 
219). In any case, the institutional importance of the early ‘Archanes formula’ seals can only be 
inferred by analogy to the sphragistic use of later seals with the same content, as will be outlined 
below. The final deposition of the early inscribed seals in bone ossuaries makes it impossible to 
deduce whether they had initially functioned as personal attributes or as emblems of a corporate 
group. Yet still, the occurrence of the formula on three seal devices from Burial Building 6 could 
point to the special rights of a particular social group or institution (Sbonias 1999: 46).

Whether the solitary pictorial signs on the aforementioned seals from Archanes (Figure 
8) and Kalathiana (Figure 7) were equivalent of writing when read in sequence, as suggested 

Figure 5: ‘Pictographic’ signs on the ‘Archanes Script Group’ seals and on later Hieroglyphic seals 
(after Sbonias 1995: table 3).
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(Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1997: 328, fig. 284; Sbonias 1995: 111), remains an open 
question. Arguably, they are not characterised by auto-indexicality (Coulmas 2003: 21), since they 
do not incorporate any information about the procedure of their own interpretation. Since they 
appear on symbolic devices which were used as markers of identity or status, it can be tentatively 
suggested that they were semasiographic codes without any phonetic value, but functioning as 
mnemonic aids; when impressed on early clay sealed documents, they would make a particular 
statement of ownership or responsibility.5 These codes probably stemmed from the emblematic 
use of Minoan seal devices at least since the late Prepalatial period. I would like to suggest that 
the combination of signs with a pictorial character and pure script signs on the ‘Archanes Script 
Group’ of seals possibly reflects a successful emulation of the imported Egyptian scarabs. The 

Figure 6: Seals that bear the ‘Archanes formula’ (after Brice 1997: 94, fig. 1).
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latter were deposited in MM IA Cretan tholos tombs and often incorporate C- or S-spirals and 
floral elements with Egyptian hieroglyphic signs (Aruz 2000: 2–3; Phillips 2010: 309, 313, fig. 3; 
see also Sparks, this volume). It may be relevant that the earliest imported scarab so far (CMS II.1, 
no. 395 / HM Υ464), which probably dates to early MM IA, also comes from Burial Building 6, 
where the three ‘Archanes formula’ seals were found (Phillips 2008a: 123; Phillips 2008b: #50, 33, 

Figure 7: Seal, CMS II.1, no. 126 / ΗΜ S-K817 from Kalathiana tholos K. Length: 1.9 cm; Width 
1.9 cm; Thickness 1.9 cm.

a b

Figure 8: a–b) Archanes bone seal with the ‘Archanes formula’. Length: 5.67 cm; Height: 1.28 cm. 
CMS II.1, no. 391 / HM S-K2260 (drawing after Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1997: fig. 
284).
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302). An early interaction of Crete with Egypt is further supported by the ‘Egyptianising’ amulets 
and stamp seals (Figure 9a–b). The latter were first introduced into Crete in the EM III period 
and are carved with Egyptian imagery, such as the crouching baboon, a zoomorphic form of the 
god of writing (Thoth) and the lion (Aruz 2000: 3–4; Phillips 2008b: 227, 196; Phillips 2010: 314).

It is thus possible to suggest that the transformation of the early Minoan seal repertoire towards 
iconicity coincides with the gradual evolution of Minoan writing. Although the initial stages of 
the development of the ‘Archanes formula’ are elusive, it is tempting to see the appearance of the 
formula on seals with an emblematic function as meaningful. So, it may be possible that the for-
mula’s constituent signs evolved out of a gradual transformation from a representational to a sym-
bolic function, as exemplified by the ‘Parading Lions / Spiral Group’ and ‘Archanes Script Group’ 
seals. The contention that emblematic devices, such as seals, may have been one of the sources of 
inspiration for symbolic visual imagery is reinforced by cross-cultural analogies relating to the 
earliest stages of other Near Eastern scripts.6 Early iconic emblems drawn from the natural and 
ideal world and charged with a symbolic content are seen as connected with script invention in 
Predynastic Egypt, as shown by the finds from tomb j in cemetery U at Abydos (Baines 2004: 157–
161, 164; Dreyer et al. 1998; Kahl 1994: 53–56, fig. 3; see also Piquette, this volume). A stronger 
analogy can be found between the ‘Archanes formula’ and the development of proto-cuneiform in 
Mesopotamia during the 4th millennium, a script which emerged from a long tradition of pictorial 
and symbolic representation found, in particular, in glyptic art (Cooper 2004: 77). In a similar 

Figure 9: a) ‘Egyptianising’ stone amulet from Knossos. Height: c.1.5 cm. HM S-K631; b) 
Zoomorphic seal of hippopotamus tusk from Platanos tholos tomb A. Length: 2.5 cm; Width: 
2.2 cm; Thickness: 3.5 cm. CMS II.1, no. 249 / HM S-K1040; c) Prepalatial bone amulet. Length: 
3.0 cm. HM O-E122; d) Prepalatial stone amulet. Length: 2.0 cm. S-K1252.
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vein, it has been recently suggested (Dahl 2009) that the marks of Proto-Elamite writing also sup-
port the relationship of this early script with seals.

On the other hand, the close connection of the Hieroglyphic script with material objects is sup-
ported by the fact that some of the MM II Hieroglyphic signs may recall earlier three-dimensional 
artefacts, such as amulets and specific types of seals. Minoan zoomorphic and anthropomorphic 
stamp seals were produced for the first time in the Prepalatial period. As suggested by a persistent 
conservatism in their shape (Sbonias 1995: 44–45), these seals probably had the same function as 
contemporary bone and stone amulets (Figure 9c–d) in the shape of whole animals, animal feet and 
everyday objects (Branigan 1970: 94–97, fig. 22). The shapes of two other Hieroglyphic signs are 
possibly derived from three-dimensional objects which had a symbolic meaning, namely the double 
axe and the Egyptian sistrum.7 Both were initially employed on the ‘Archanes Script Group’ seals. 
Nevertheless, any possible link between these objects and the initial meaning of the relevant hiero-
glyphic signs at the stage of the invention of the latter is likely to have waned by the MM II period.

In the Protopalatial period, the two sign-groups of the ‘Archanes formula’ could be engraved 
either separately on different seal faces or together (Figure 5: examples a, e–h). This arrangement 
is also attested by the relevant seal impressions on clay sealed documents. For example, only the 
first sign-group of the formula ‘axe’ and ‘fish’ (Olivier and Godart 1996: signs 042–019) occurs on 
the clay documents CMS II.8, no. 56 (Olivier and Godart 1996: #134 and #135–137). Thus, using 
one or both parts of the ‘Archanes formula’ required pre-planning by the seal engraver, since it 
depended not only on choosing the appropriate seal shape, but sometimes also on the decision 
to place the two sign-groups on the same seal face or not. For instance, one of the two faces of 
the stamp seal CMS VII, no. 35 (Olivier and Godart 1996: #205; Figure 10a) shows both parts of 
the formula arranged together in two panels, while the other face depicts an ibex (Kenna 1967: 
64). The arrangement of the full formula on a single prism face made it much easier to produce 
seal impressions on small clay documents, as shown by the partly preserved Knossian sealing 
CMS II.8, no. 40 (Olivier and Godart 1996: #179; Figure 10b). However, the three-sided steatite 
gable-shaped seal CMS VI, no. 14 shows that the formula could also be combined with a third 
sign-group. Interestingly, only the side with the second sign-group of the formula bears traces of 
intensive use (Olivier and Godart 1996: 253, #251). The same seems to hold true for the earlier 
bone ‘Archanes formula’ seal CMS II.1, no. 394, but not for CMS II.1, no. 393 (cf. Sakellarakis and 
Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1997: fig. 291).

Alignment and Directionality

The question of how MM II Hieroglyphic writing was perceived by the readers mainly relates to 
the parameters of alignment and directionality. Alignment refers to the relative position of the 
graphs with respect to each other, whereas directionality concerns the direction in which they 
were read. In the standardised incised Hieroglyphic documents, the signs are generally aligned 
horizontally and directed from right to left (CHIC: 62–63). The scribes usually prefixed an ‘initial 
cross’ or ‘x’ to the beginning of words and phrases, to let the reader know the direction in which 
these were to be read. The occasional absence of this ‘initial cross’ implies that the active script 
users were usually well trained and acquainted with the script (Karnava 2000: 230). By the late 
Protopalatial period, the same patterns of alignment were reinforced for the signs engraved on 
seals with the introduction of the ‘frieze syntax’ (Yule 1980: 65–68). The new popular shape of 
elongated prisms with three or four faces (Figure 2a–d) allowed the carving of motifs and signs 
in a clear horizontal alignment, so that the inscriptions were more easily read when impressed on 
clay. An added benefit was that this alignment corresponded to the organisation of the incised clay 
documents with the exception of the ‘medallions’, which due to their shape encouraged a circular 
arrangement of the inscriptions (MNAMON 2009–2012). More significantly, the material of the 
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prisms, soft or hard stone, probably reflected different bureaucratic levels of responsibility, as stone 
type seems interrelated with the number of inscriptions. Soft stone prisms usually bore one face 
with an inscription, whereas the hard stone prisms — whether three- or four-sided — had most or 
all of their seal faces inscribed (Anastasiadou 2011: 66–67; Poursat 2000: 187–191). The fact that 
hard stones produced sharper clay impressions may explain this choice. At an iconographic level, 
the seal motifs used on prisms generally comprise human figures, goats, bucrania, schematically 
rendered quadrupeds, vases, ships, etc. An emphasis on depictions of human activities such as pot 
making, grape stamping, fishing and archery can be discerned. One possible interpretation of this 
development is the formation of new corporate groups within late Protopalatial society, which 
aimed to project their group identity in this manner.

Other Protopalatial seal devices of an elongated shape (e.g. amygdaloid or hemicylinder ones 
and seals with foliate backs) also produced a horizontal alignment (Karnava 2000: 165–173, table 
32). An alternative to the horizontal layout of the inscription, such as division into four panels 
with groups of signs, is exemplified by the flattened cylinder CMS III.1, no. 149 (Olivier and 
Godart 1996: #206; Figure 11a–b). This variability in composition may indicate that seal engravers 
enjoyed a certain degree of freedom in how they chose to organise the seal imagery. Interestingly, 
the veined material of the cylinder reduces the legibility of the inscription, while readability from 
its clay impression would have been easier.

At this juncture, let us consider how the lack of alignment and directionality that character-
ises some Protopalatial Hieroglyphic seals with round or ellipsoidal faces (Figure 12a–b) can be 
explained. These shapes may have denoted a different sphere or level of administrative responsi-
bility, although this cannot be demonstrated with certainty (Karnava 2000: 166–167). But even 
the signs that seem to move on these seal surfaces were probably meant to be read, as suggested 
by the ‘initial cross’ that appears on many of them (Figure 13). It can be posited that these signs 
employed two-dimensional space in an alternative way, like graphics often do (Hill-Boone 2004: 
317–318). We can also draw a comparison with the lack of a horizontal alignment in many Greek 

a

b

Figure 10: a) Agate stamp seal. CMS VII, no. 35 (Olivier and Godart 1996: #205); b) Knossian 
sealing. Length: 1.4 cm; Width 0.7 cm. CMS II.8, no. 29 / HM S-T372.
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inscriptions of the Archaic period. For example, all available flat surfaces of a bronze aryballos 
from Menelaion were exploited by an incised boustrophedon inscription, whose alternate lines 
run in opposite directions (Catling and Cavanagh 1976: 145–153, figs 1–2).

With regard to the content of the inscribed prisms, it has been argued that the number of 
the inscribed faces was related to the status of their owners and to the sign-groups they were 
allowed to use administratively (Poursat 2000: 189). In this case, the shape of the prism could 
have functioned as a signifier of the administrative authority of the social agents, as it provided 
the surface for engraving meaningful recurring sign-groups and their combinations (formulas). 
By examining the Hieroglyphic seals material, Karnava (2000: 200–201) has established that a 
standardised formula normally contained one to three of the common sign-groups, and one 
uncommon, probably intended to make each seal unique, perhaps personalising it. Nevertheless, 
the two most frequent sign-groups 044–049 and 044–005, which possibly stood for administra-
tive entities, as discussed above, could have an autonomous meaning, since the first is more 
often associated with three-sided prisms bearing just one inscribed seal face (Karnava 2000: 200 
; Olivier 1990: 17).

However, it is difficult to assess how sign alignment and directionality influenced the under-
standing of the engraved inscriptions on the three- or four-sided prisms and of their negative 
impressions on clay. The alignment of the individual signs is characterised by a marked fluidity, 
making it difficult to define their ‘standard’ position (Olivier 1990: 15, n. 16). Additionally, there 
is no consistent orientation in which the sign-groups are engraved on the various faces of the 
same seal. Younger (1990: 88–92) has tentatively supported the hypothesis that the meaning of 
the inscriptions may rely on two or three impressed faces being read together. For this reason, the 
literate seal engravers possibly oriented the inscribed faces, either to form complementary mean-
ings, or to facilitate separate impressions and readings. For example, on CMS XII, no. 112 (Olivier 
and Godart 1996: #287) the side with a horizontal layout is the one bearing the main hieroglyphic 
inscription. The other two inscriptions (044–049, 044–005) were arranged at right angles to the 
horizontal one, so that the seal user had to turn the seal 90° degrees in order to impress them on a 
clay sealing. However, this layout does not seem to support the view (Karnava 2000: 231) that the 
persons who used the seals as an impressing medium were illiterate.

Moreover, the seal engravers seem to have deliberately organised the figurally decorated and 
the inscribed seal faces to contrast with each other (Younger 1990: 92). As discussed above, the 
question of whether the ‘decorative motifs’ engraved on separate seal faces were really meant to be 
understood as script signs or as simple pictorial motifs, has not been satisfactorily answered yet. It 
has been suggested that this could be considered as a case of indirect representation, whereby the 

Figure 11: a) Flattened cylinder of agate, CMS III.1, no. 149 (Olivier and Godart 1996: #206); b) 
Drawing and cast.

a b
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signs had not yet been transformed from ‘icons’ to symbols with phonetic value (Knappett 2008: 
149–150). However, the different levels of arrangement of the so-called ‘decorative motifs’ and of 
their relationship with the script signs do not follow a linear chronological development (Karnava 
2000: 174–189). So, when the script signs are transformed through the incorporation of decora-
tive elements or, when they seem overtaken by the size of space-filling motifs, such as full-length 
human or animal figures or bucrania, they most possibly reveal the seal engraver’s choice. Overall, 
however, due to the lack of conclusive contextual evidence which permits dating, it is difficult to 
detect any iconographic code that may have distinguished similar Hieroglyphic seals from each 
other and, by extension, their owners, as has been suggested (Weingarten 1995: 307).

a b

Figure 12: Steatite petschaft seal, CMS III.1, no. 103 (Olivier and Godart 1996: #180). a) Seal face; 
b) Profile.

Figure 13: Quartier Mu steatite signet (Olivier and Godart 1996: #197). Length: 1.35 cm; Width 
0.8 cm. HM S-K2390.



Materiality of  Minoan Writing  159

Linear A: The social and cultural construction of Neopalatial literacy

Administrative Uses

By the end of the MM III period, Linear A was the script used in most of the Cretan sites. The 
presence of many private Linear A clay archives and the circulation of inscribed documents out-
side Crete during the LM I period (Bennet 2008: 12) point to a widely distributed literacy, at least 
with regard to the ability to read. Persons actively involved in economic activities and merchants 
or traders would arguably have been literate or at least able to use logograms and numerical signs 
for basic notation (Boulotis 2008: 78). This hypothesis is corroborated by the fact that the stand-
ardised rules governing Linear A inscriptions on clay documents are practiced across different 
regions of the Aegean. The signs are always aligned horizontally and follow a left to right direc-
tionality (dextroverse inscriptions; Figure 14). But these rules, attested on clay objects, are not 
followed strictly on other materials, as discussed below.

Non-Administrative Uses

Linear A was also employed for purposes other than administration. Apart from some occasional 
painted inscriptions on pottery, carved or incised examples are found on a variety of durable 
material supports. These comprise architectural stone blocks, wall plaster, pottery, stone ritual 
and votive vessels, metal vessels, jewellery and a steatite seal from Knossos (CMS II.3, no. 23 / HM 
SK843). None of the inscriptions on these materials qualify as political statements (Schoep 2002b: 
30), not even the two examples originally carved onto stone blocks, which were subsequently 
incorporated in a wall at the palace of Malia (Pelon 1980: 224, no. 301) and in the Kephala tholos 
grave near Knossos (Ze 16; cf. Godart and Olivier 1982: 138; Hood 1997: 116, pl. 1). Although 

Figure 14: Linear A clay tablet. Height: 1.8 cm. HT 7 / HM P-N10.
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the script remains undeciphered, it would not be unreasonable to assume that these architectural 
inscriptions were used to perpetuate the historical memory.

The compositional interaction of writing with image that had been characteristic of the Cretan 
Hieroglyphic script seems to have diminished in the Neopalatial period. Narrative scenes set in 
architectural contexts were never combined with writing (Cameron 1968: 59 presents a doubtful 
example). Moreover, no decorative pictorial elements were ever integrated into Linear A inscrip-
tions. Following the evolutionary scheme of Arthur Evans (Evans 1909: 8–18, 134–148), research-
ers tried to explain the linear morphology of the signs themselves by suggesting that Linear A was a 
simplified script that evolved from the Hieroglyphic, but this argument is open to dispute (Bennet 
2008: 5). Signs carved with chisels or even finer-tipped implements on steatite and serpentine 
objects and on small metal artefacts are distinguished by a more elaborate, ‘archaic’ character. A 
possible explanation for this may be the notion that their writers followed an ‘inscriptional tradi-
tion’ with close familiarity with the scripts (Schoep 2002a). But how was Linear A writing on arte-
facts that were produced outside the administrative sphere perceived? With regard to inscriptions 
rendered in materials other than clay, the type and size of the inscribed artefacts as well as the 
arrangement of the inscription thereon have to be considered in relation to the specific features 
of the artefactual context (Knappett 2004: 46). Differences in signs resulting from the inscribing 
techniques employed, as well as restrictions imposed by the materials used or by the shape of the 
inscription-carriers, are also considered below.

Alignment and Directionality

Linear A inscriptions on non-administrative objects are accentuated by variable alignment and 
directionality. The performative capacities of the materials and the shape of the artefacts seem to 
have been factors which influenced the use of the graphic space. The two clay handleless cups KN 
Zc 6–7 from a house basement at Knossos (Figure 15a–b) and the inscribed gold ring KN Zf 13 
from Mavrospelio cemetery (Figure 16a) serve as examples whereby the available surface may 
have dictated a spiral arrangement (cf. Godart and Olivier 1982: 118–125 and 152–153, respec-
tively). This arrangement makes sense in the context of the small circular bezel of the gold ring 
(diameter 1.0 cm × 0.85 cm). In comparison, placing the ink inscriptions on the interiors of the 

a b

Figures 15: a) Ceramic conical cup. Diameter of rim: 8.4 cm. KN Zc 6 / HM P2630; b) Ceramic 
conical cup. Diameter of rim: 9.2 cm. KN Zc 7 / HM P2629.
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Figure 16: a) Mavrospelio ring made of gold. Diameter: 1.0 cm × 0.85 cm. KN Zf 13 / HM Χ-Α530; 
b) Phaistos disc with stamped inscription, made of clay. Diameter: 15.8 × 16.5 cm.

b

a
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aforementioned cups, rather than the exteriors, may have related to visibility during their use as 
drinking vessels. As with archaic and classical kantharoi, holding the cups in order to fill them or 
to drink from them would have displayed the inscriptions. The readability of the inscriptions by 
the holder of the cup was facilitated by painting the cursive signs with their top towards the bot-
tom of the cups, and also by directing the dextroverse spiral inscriptions from the centre of the 
base towards the rim. That the two painted inscriptions were meant to be read is also supported by 
visual reinforcement of the intended reading sequence: the beginning and the end of the second 
sign-group of cup KN Zc 6 (Figure 15a) were divided by a punctuation mark. The suggestion that 
the cups formed part of a foundation deposit for a new architectural phase of the building (end 
of the MM IIIB or early LM IA), because they bore magical spells and incantations (Banou 2001: 
196), cannot be confirmed. Judging from the non-formulaic and non-consecrational nature of the 
inscriptions (Raison 1963: 25; Raison and Pope 1981: 223–224), the alternative hypothesis that 
they bore a dedicatory inscription seems more plausible (Evans 1921: 613–616).

By contrast, the inscription on the Mavrospelio ring KN Zf 13 can be compared to the stamped 
inscription on the Phaistos disc (Figure 16b). It is aligned along a spiral line and reads from the 
outer edge to the centre of the bezel. In contrast to the cups, however, the top of the signs face 
outwards. The comparison with the disc, which may convey a religious hymn (Boulotis 2008: 76; 
see also Whittaker, this volume), and the absence of separation marks between the sign-groups 
reinforce the probable magical underpinnings of the ring inscription. The final use of the ring as a 
burial gift deposited in the rich Mavrospelio tomb IX further supports the notion that it may bear 
a spell related to the ring’s owner (Boulotis 2008: 75). Although it is unclear whether the ring was 
initially associated with the larnax found in the niche of chamber E1, its presence and the rest of 
the content of the chamber point to the high status of the burials (Forsdyke 1927: 266–267, 269). 
The inscribed silver pin KN Z 31 (Alexiou and Brice 1972: 113, n. 2, 116), which was recovered 
from another chamber of the same tomb offers further evidence in this respect (Figure 17a). A 
possible interpretation is that it may have been commissioned by another member of the same 
family or kin, who either had special ties with writing or was eager to legitimise his / her role 
through owning such a pin.

Inscriptions on this pin and also on three other LM I examples of precious metal associated with 
high-status burials at various sites have been interpreted as statements of a magical or religious 
character (Boulotis 2008: 75; Figure 17b; PL Zf 1; cf. Alexiou and Brice 1976: 18; ARKH Zf 9; 

a
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Figure 17: a) Silver pin. Length: 15 cm. KN Z 31 / HM Χ-A540; b) Silver pin. Length: 7 cm. PL Zf 
1 / HM Χ-Α498.
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cf. Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1997: 333, fig. 296; CR(?) Zf 1 / Ayios Nik.Mus. 9673; 
cf. Godart and Olivier 1982: 162). From a material point of view, the inscriptions were engraved 
after the silver or gold was cast and the material used affected the form of the signs to some extent. 
For example, the engraving of the signs using numerous small strokes onto the soft material of 
the gold pin CR(?) Zf 1 from eastern Crete accounts for their angular shape, as is also the case 
with the aforementioned gold ring KN Zf 13 (Schoep 2002a: 14). From an epigraphic perspective, 
the inscriptions on the pins are mostly hapaxes (one-offs) separated into numerous sign-groups 
by punctuation strokes (Olivier et al. 1981: 12, 14). Since these differ considerably from a pal-
aeographic point of view and come from remote findspots, the pins could conceivably have been 
produced by different workshops (Schoep 2002a: 14).

In terms of the use of graphic space, the elongated shape of the hairpins dictated the horizontal 
alignment of the inscriptions. Nevertheless, this did not preclude a different orientation for indi-
vidual signs, as attested on the silver pin KN Zf 31 from Mavrospelio (Figure 17a). The sign A310 
that stands exactly at the end of the hook has been turned 90º clockwise (Godart and Olivier 1976: 
313, pl. 2). With regard to directionality, only the inscription on the pin PL Zf 1 from Platanos 
(Figure 17b) reads from right to left (Alexiou and Brice 1976: 20–25). Overall, the material quali-
ties of these hairpins were successfully manipulated for the addition of inscriptions. Due to their 
very small scale these inscriptions had to be held close to the eyes in order to be read. Although 
this quality does not seem to lend itself to a use of these objects for conspicuous display, writing 
must, in any case, have lent special symbolic properties to them. The final deposition of the pins 
as part of the burial assemblages indicates that they were personal items with emblematic value.

Two inscribed miniature double axes, one of gold and one of silver (AR Zf 1–2; cf. Godart 
and Olivier 1982: 162), which were deposited at the end of MM III in the Archalochori cave as 
part of a homogeneous hoard of metal objects, present a different social context from the burials 
(Marinatos 1962; Michailidou 2003: 302–303, 308–309). Although these two examples bear the 
same inscription, they differ palaeographically. The possibility that they came from the workshop, 
which produced the large bronze double axe with the unique inscription and the other large or 
miniaturised examples of the Arkalochori hoard (Boulotis 2008: 69, fig. 2), reinforces the conten-
tion that artisans working in metallurgy possessed some degree of literacy (Boulotis 2008: 78; 
Olivier et al. 1981: 22). The fact that metal objects of a functional character were also occasionally 
inscribed may also support this argument; examples include a lead weight from Mochlos (MO Zf 
1; cf. Olivier 1989b) and a bronze axe at the British Museum (KA Zf 1 / BM 1954 10-20 1; Godart 
and Olivier 1982: 149).

Material aspects can be more explicitly studied as a symbolic index in the case of Neopalatial 
stone votive offerings with inscribed incantations reflecting the use of a common religious language 

a b

Figure 18: a) Stone libation table from Apodoulou with its two parts joined. Height: 6.5 cm. AP 
Za 1 / HM L2478; b) The two parts of the libation table separated.
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throughout large parts of Crete (Driessen 1994: 114). Although evidence for their production is 
scarce, the elaboration of the signs and their palaeography differ from site to site suggesting differ-
ent places of manufacture (Schoep 2002a: 14). Inscribed stone ‘libation tables’ were mainly depos-
ited at peak sanctuaries along with uninscribed examples. One of their uses is evidenced by their 
inclusion in deposits of carbonised remains mixed with pottery, animal bones and votive objects, 
such as the ones excavated at the extra-urban sanctuaries. The earliest securely-dated inscribed 
example comes from Building Ub in the Kato Syme sanctuary, where libation tables and MM 
IIIA cups were deposited around the remains of a series of fires (SY Za 6; cf. Muhly in Muhly and 
Olivier 2008: 198). On the whole, the data suggests that inscribed libation tables were intended for 
offerings; they were possibly used in performance rites that formed part of a popular cult involv-
ing food and drink consumption. Most seem to have followed a votive etiquette, as shown by the 
recurring variations of sequential sign-groups, including the standard Linear A ‘libation formula’ 
(Duhoux 2001: 182; Younger 2002). The exact meaning of the sign-groups is presently unknown, 
but they may have formed parts of prayers or expressions of thanks to the deities. The proposed 
phonetic transcription of the ‘libation formula’ [j]a-sa-sa-ra-me, has been interpreted as either 
being addressed to a presumed goddess (Grumach 1968: 15–17) or meaning ‘sacred boon or hom-
age’ (Facchetti 1999: 130).

A few vessels inscribed with variations of the formula also occur in domestic contexts, such as 
Knossos, Prassas and Apodoulou (Schoep 2002a: 14). Among the numerous libation tables that 
were offered at sanctuaries, the inscribed examples represent a very small percentage of the total 
(Karetsou 1987: 86). At the sanctuary of Kato Syme, where at least 600 libation tables have been 
recovered, inscribed examples form less than 0.02% (Muhly in Muhly and Olivier 2008: 199–200). 
Their low incidence implies that the inscribed libation tables may have been offered by members 
of privileged or distinctive social groups (Schoep 1994: 20). Among the uninscribed examples 
of different shapes found at Syme, the most obvious distinguishing factor was size. In a half-
dozen cases, which were probably set up on tall bases, the total height could be significantly larger, 

Figure 19: Stone libation table from Palaikastro. Height: 18.3 cm. PK Za 11 / HM L1341.
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reaching 31.8 cm (cf. Lebessi and Muhly 1990: 330–331, figs 19–20; Muhly in Muhly and Olivier 
2008: 200, n. 15). Yet, the choice of adding an inscription to a libation table probably marked 
specific Syme votaries as “privileged individuals who could communicate directly with the divine” 
(Muhly in Muhly and Olivier 2008: 200–201). This suggestion could, in turn, corroborate the 
hypothesis that inscribed examples from this sanctuary and elsewhere contain personal names 
(Duhoux 1992: 81; Facchetti 1999: 130; Olivier in Muhly and Olivier 2008: 217).

Material qualities, such as shape and the proportions of the tops of the libation tables, may have 
influenced the placement of the inscriptions, given that the diameter of the cavity and the width of 
the raised collar and flat rim vary from piece to piece. For example, the inscription was placed on 
the vertical shoulder of libation table SY Za 9 due to its narrow rim (Olivier in Muhly and Olivier 
2008: 213). In the case of the square example from Apodoulou ΑΡ Ζa 1 / HM L2478 (Figure 
18a–b), which consisted of two separate pieces, the carving of the inscription around the sides of 
the top piece was the most obvious choice. But even the most common practice of aligning the 
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Figure 20: a) Stone libation table. Height: 1.9 cm: Width 4.3 cm. IO Za 2 / HM L3557 from 
Ioukhtas; b) Stone cup. Diameter 4.2 cm: Height: 2.5 cm. IO Za 6 / HM L3785 from Ioukhtas.

Figure 21: a) Alabaster ladle. Length: 6.5 cm. TL Za 1 / HM L1545 from Troullos; b) Stone ladle. 
Length: 10.3 cm. HM L2101 from the House of the Frescoes at Knossos.

ba
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inscription horizontally around the sides may reflect intentionality (Figure 19). The location of 
the formula in this case may relate to the wish to enable the participants in the ceremonial perfor-
mance to see the inscription. The alternative location, on the top surface surrounding the cavity of 
the libation table (e.g. PK Za 8, 14–17, PS Za 1, VRY Za 1, IO Za 9, 15, SY Za 2), may indicate that 
the inscription was meant to be seen, or read, only by the person performing the rites (cf. Olivier 
in Muhly and Olivier 2008: 204). These patterns in the arrangement of the formula emphasise, in 
my opinion, the personal involvement of the votaries themselves in the offerings.

The desire for competitive display through the use of writing and, probably, through projecting 
one’s identity is also manifested by the clay female statuette PO Zg 1 / HM P27663 from a later 
domestic context at Poros (Dimopoulou et al. 1993: 519–521, fig. 8). Here the libation formula 
has been adjusted to fit the available graphic space, being painted along the conical skirt of the 
statuette. A similar wish for competitive display may be evidenced through the offering of the 
miniaturised versions of stone votive vessels, which may have been used for the offering of pre-
cious liquids (Faure 1992: 95). As has been argued for similar examples from the peak sanctuary 
of Ioukhtas / Alonaki (Karetsou 1987: 86), the shape of these miniature vessels may evoke earlier 
forms. The inscriptions, positioned along the sides (e.g. IO Za 2 / HM L3557, IO Za 6 / HM L3785; 
cf. Figure 20a–b) or around the rim (e.g. TL Za 1 / HM L1545; cf. Figure 21a) appear to imitate 
the larger inscribed prototypes. The votaries claimed their right to address the divine element, but 
the inscription would only be visible on close inspection, such as when the vessel was held in the 
hand; alternatively, knowledge that writing was present and exclusive was probably all that mat-
tered to the votaries. However, some of the inscriptions on the miniatures possibly included per-
sonal names (Facchetti 1999: 131; Monti 2005: 22), such as the stone cup IO Za 6 from Ioukhtas 
/ Alonaki (Figure 20b) and the alabaster heart-shaped ladle TL Za 1 from Archanes / Troullos 
(Figure 21a). The signs on the latter were carved and also differentiated from the background 
with added colour.

It is also worth considering that the small size and weight of the miniaturised forms from 
Ioukhtas could be due to practical reasons, such as ease of transport along the long route to the 
peak of the Ioukhtas mountain. Nevertheless, ladles are also more commonly found in ritual con-
texts at settlements (Warren 1969: 49), as for example the aforementioned ladle from Archanes 
/ Troullos (Figure 21a), the two similar stone ladles HM L2101 (Figure 21b) and HM L2102 
from the House of the Frescoes at Knossos (Platon 1954: 444; Warren 1969: 49, fig. P289) as well 
as a small steatite vessel with two spoon-shaped hollows from Hogarth’s House A at Gypsades 
(Hogarth 1899–1900: 73, fig. 13). Nonetheless, the marked concentration of inscribed and unin-
scribed miniature libation tables and cups in the wider region of Archanes (Ioukhtas and Troullos) 
and nearby Knossos probably reflects a local practice and the existence of a specialised workshop.

Conclusions

Symbolic behaviour is embodied in the regulation of social relationships through the use of 
Minoan writing on various material surfaces. This study has shown that the modes of display of 
the two Minoan scripts followed different paths. It is evident that captions, so popular in Near 
Eastern art, were probably never used in Minoan art. The display of the developed Hieroglyphic 
script of the MM IIB period was mostly dictated by a standardised administrative practice. The 
spatial organisation of script signs on the surface of the three- and four-sided prismatic seals 
enabled the latter to function as hierarchical devices, which could supplement or, even, substi-
tute writing by making impressions on clay documents. Based on present evidence, we cannot 
assert whether the ‘decorative’ signs carved on Hieroglyphic seals represented writing that cor-
responded to spoken language. Non-verbal visualisations must have been more crucial to thought 
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for the Minoans than we are able to understand presently, as shown particularly by the example 
of the ‘Archanes Script Group’ seals. I would like to suggest tentatively that the solitary pictorial 
signs first appearing on them were understood as semasiographic codes. These codes probably 
stemmed from the emblematic use of Minoan seal devices at least from the late Prepalatial period. 
During the transition to the Protopalatial period, the borrowed symbolism of the zoomorphic or 
anthropomorphic seals and those recalling amulets may derive from a sophisticated manipulation 
of related Egyptian forms of display and ideology (cf. e.g. Baines 2004).

The integration of the earliest script (‘Archanes script’) into three-dimensional seals and its 
interaction with image may have further fostered the pictorial character of the Hieroglyphic signs. 
The earliest seals that bear the standardised ‘Archanes formula’ were possibly aimed at projecting 
a message of restricted use and embodied new notions of ownership among the bearers of com-
mon uninscribed seals. Thus, they might have reflected a separate grouping within the Archanes 
community. Whether or not they symbolised the connection of specific elites with a supernatural 
element, as has been proposed by Sbonias (1995: 133), the management of a symbolic resource 
such as writing certainly was a key feature of social competition. Furthermore, the standardisation 
of the shape of the inscribed prismatic seals within the subsequent Protopalatial MM II glyptic 
tradition points to the establishment of social groupings and / or institutions with specific codes of 
communication during this period. The attestation of isolated impressions of MM II hieroglyphic 
seals in the Neopalatial Ayia Triada and Zakros administrative assemblages (CHIC: 30) supports 
the hypothesis that some of these seals may have functioned as hereditary symbolic devices, even 
after the Hieroglyphic script had ceased to be used.

During the Neopalatial period, individuals and groups of varying social status approached the 
production of Linear A and the use of the inscribed surfaces in different ways, allowing us to 
ascertain how the latter influenced the way knowledge was conveyed and perceived. Based on 
the evidence available, Linear A was not employed on monuments of public display, as was the 
case with Egyptian hieroglyphs. If it was felt necessary to communicate standardised narratives 
to multiple individuals simultaneously, other mechanisms must have been used. Portable objects 
inscribed in Linear A and made from different materials were commissioned for various reasons. 
An analytical focus on alignment and directionality has helped to make inferences about the “cul-
tural biography” (Kopytoff 1986) of small-scale inscribed artefacts from costly materials, such as 
silver or gold hair pins and the gold Mavrospelio ring. These objects seem to have initially served 
an exclusive role for their owners in life, and were then buried with the deceased in order to serve 
him / her in the hereafter. If they were indeed produced by literate artisans, they could also reflect 
participation in a particular social group with access to symbolic resources, such as the secrets of 
metallurgy and writing. The removal of the pins from circulation through their deposition within 
elite burials possibly was a mechanism for maintaining their exclusive associations.

A ceremonial use of Linear A is documented beyond doubt by the formulaic inscriptions on 
Neopalatial stone libation vessels. The large inscribed libation tables from extra-urban sanctuaries 
were probably used for ritualised offering in the context of food and drink consumption. At the 
same time, they might have served as means of conspicuous display by the votaries. The possibil-
ity that some inscriptions contained personal names suggests that the votaries intended to show 
competitive generosity by declaring their association with the dedication. This intention is more 
evident in the case of the miniaturised versions of votives with inscriptions of a micrographic 
character. I suggest that these miniatures were produced with the aim of addressing an initiated 
group of participants in the rites, who adhered to a certain value code. Consequently, they may 
even legitimate claims of personal participation in the religious practice.

Last but not least, the role that the scale of writing played in imposing authority should be at 
the core of a material practice approach. On the basis of our analysis, it is possible to suggest that 
the micrographic character of the inscriptions multiplied the symbolic meaning of small ritual 
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or prestige artefacts. In cases of display events, such as cult activities in the sanctuaries or burial 
deposition rituals, knowledge that writing was present, meaningful and exclusive would probably 
have mattered more for the social agents than the specific content of the inscription (cf. Baines 
2004: 152). In another context, the sacred cave at Arkalochori, the hoarding of the two miniature, 
inscribed double axes could have been both a symbolic act and an ideal way to symbolically ‘store’ 
precious metals.
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Notes

	 1	 The term ‘morpheme’ denotes the smallest and most basic grammatical unit (Coulmas 
2003: 33).

	 2	 Godart and Olivier (1996) numbers preceded by the symbol # refer to hieroglyphic docu-
ments. For the plain numbers that are conventionally used to denote the hieroglyphic signs, cf. 
Olivier and Godart 1996: 17, tableau des signes standardisés de l’hiéroglyphique crétois (MNA-
MON 2009–2012). With regard to the directionality of the signs on hieroglyphic seals, the 
transcription in Olivier and Godart (1996) follows the way signs were engraved on the seals 
and not their positive impressions on clay.
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	 3	 Hieroglyphic continued to be used at Malia during the beginning of the Neopalatial period 
(MM III), as shown by the documents of the ‘Dépôt Hiéroglyphique’ in the palace (Olivier and 
Godart 1996: 28, n. 11).

	 4	 ‘Medallions’ and ‘crescents’ were hanging documents inscribed in Cretan Hieroglyphic; they 
were used as primary documents from which data was transferred to four-sided clay bars, cf. 
Tsipopoulou and Hallager 2010: 74–79, 84–86, 258, and 12–14 (on types of hieroglyphic docu-
ments).

	 5	 This inference is supported by the three MM IB noduli of the Knossian Deposit A, which were 
stamped by an ivory / bone seal depicting an agrimi; Weingarten (2007: 135) interprets them 
as laisser-passer or private receipts.

	 6	 By MM IB, a transference of visual symbols from inscribed seals to pots may have taken place 
as suggested by Haggis (2007: 763–766) on the basis of the ‘Lakkos deposit’ from Petras.

	 7	 An early clay model of an Egyptian sistrum has been excavated in Archanes Burial Building 9 
(Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1997: 329; Sapouna 2001: 267).
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