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Pastor Gene Giguere

Early Aegean Civilization: Minoan and Mycenaean

(BAH31)

1) The earliest civilizations of the Aegean region began on Crete and the islands in her vicinity. The island of Crete, because of its location between Greece and Africa, was a natural site for early development. Trade between Greece and Egypt, and Greece and the East turned Crete into a crossroads for trade.

2) The early civilization in Crete is known as the Minoan Civilization after a mythical king, Minos, who ruled his labyrinth kingdom at Knossos. The famous archeologist Sir Arthur Evans gave it that name.

3) Remains uncovered at Knossos give some indication of the high culture of the Cretans. The royal palace and homes of the nobles were decorated with colorful frescoes (paintings made on wet plaster walls) and were equipped with running water. Their artisans made beautiful carved figurines of ivory, stone, silver, gold and bronze, as well as marvelous painted vases, jewelry and ornaments.

4) Cretans controlled the Aegean islands and probably planted some colonies there and in Asia Minor. They were excellent seamen and built ships that were powered both by oars and sails. The kings of Crete were so confident in their navy that they did not fortify their cities with walls. It is clear that by the year 2000 B.C. Cretan civilization surpassed any other on the Greek mainland or on the islands.

5) One of the many fortified sites that sprang up early (ca. 3000 B.C.) was Troy on the Scamander river on the Asia Minor side near the Hellespont (the strait where Europe and Asia Minor are less than one mile apart). A vigorous people apparently founded this city and the surrounding farming and trading communities. In the city itself archeologists have discovered one of the earliest megaron buildings (a long, narrow room with a portico at the front and a fireplace in the center). We see this type of building many centuries later in Mycenae in southern Greece. In Troy we also find a new type of black polished pottery different from what had preceded in this area and in Greece.

6) For one reason or another, perhaps because of massive migrations of people all over what is now southern Russia and western Turkey, a new hoard, formally called Aryans but now known by language instead of race as Indo-European speakers, came to the Aegean area. They, along with another people, settled both peacefully and in a warlike fashion. Sometime around 2500 to 2000 B.C. these settlers came into Greece from the north:

a) The Ionians, settled in central Greece and on the islands of the Aegean; it was they who would later create the famous city of Athens.

b) The second group of proto-Greeks swept through the entire Greek mainland. They called themselves and their ancestors Hellenes. Later, Homer would call them Achaeans. Still later, archeologists would refer to them as Mycenaeans. It is these proto-Greeks who brought the Greek language into the Aegean basin.

7) These invaders were herdsmen from the grasslands north of the Caucasus Mountains, Indo-European people speaking an early form of Greek. They brought with them - almost as a trademark - a gray (yellow in south Greece) pottery called Minyan ware; it replaced the brighter preceding pottery.

8) The Achaeans built fortified cities in the Peloponnesus, the southern part of Greece. Among these cities were Mycenae, Tiryns, and Pylos. Because Mycenae was the first of these settlements to be excavated in modern times, Achaean culture is often called Mycenaean.

9) The Achaeans were a warlike people who carried on raids throughout the Mediterranean area. They may have been the destroyers of Knossos, and were certainly influenced by Cretan civilization. Their most famous military exploit was their ten-year siege of Troy - the background of Homer’s Iliad.

10) The Mycenaeans roamed throughout Greece and settled the land by force, by farming it, by stealing it, and by killing off the earlier inhabitants. Mycenae, the most powerful city-state in Greece, was “rich in gold,” as Homer says, ruled perhaps by an early ancestor of Agamemnon, “lord of hosts and ruler of Mycenae.”

11) While Mycenae prospered, Crete did also, particularly Knossos, its chief city, whose magnificent ruins have been restored by Sir Arthur Evans (at his own expense). Even by present standards, Knossos would be large and prosperous. The local economy was based on agriculture and trade which extended into Egypt, Syria, mainland Greece, and southern Italy. The Mycenaeans traded with the Cretans and prospered. The gold from the Mycenaean graves and the money spent on the massive beehive tombs are accurate indicators of her wealth.

12) It is necessary to emphasize that Cretans and Hellenes were not the same people, and while they traded, they were not subjects one to the other.

13) The Mycenaeans were taller and had the square northern skull; they had horses and chariots pulled by horses. A conflict was surely inevitable.

	MYCENAEANS
	CRETANS

	Ruled, with its allied cities, the Greek peninsula.
	Ruled, with its allied cities, the sea and sea trade.

	Were, generally speaking, a Western race.
	Were, generally speaking, an Eastern race.

	Had a patriarchal system of religion in which they worshipped the sky-god.
	Had a matriarchal system of religion in which they worshipped the earth-mother.


14) The inevitable conflict between the Mycenaeans (Greeks or Achaeans) and the Cretans (Minoans) apparently came to a head around 1400 B.C. - Knossos was destroyed in a terrible fire. Some say that the destruction of Knossos was due to an earthquake. Others believe that an earth-shaking volcanic explosion on the island of Thera, which was stronger than the 1883 volcanic eruption of the island of Krakatoa, destroyed Knossos and many other Cretan cities.
 Still others hold that the Mycenaeans, that raiding race of people who later raided Troy (at least according to Homer), methodically overran the island, destroying and looting. It appears that the Mycenaeans, after learning from and trading with the Cretans, may have launched a military campaign against them around the year 1400 B.C. and forced the island to become a Mycenaean satellite. They may have controlled Crete during the latter years of its flowering.

15) The Cretans developed three kinds of writing:

a) One using pictographs only.

b) Linear A, in which pictographs were combined with additional characters.

c) Linear B, which combined signs from Linear A with other new characters.

16) Neither the pictographic writing or Linear A has yet to be deciphered, but Linear B has. When Sir Arthur Evans, an English archeologist, uncovered the royal palace at Knossos in 1900 he found examples of the three scripts and gave them their names. No examples of Linear B were found on the Greek mainland until 1939. Carl Blegen, an American, located what seemed to be a palace at the Achaean city of Pylos. By an amazing stroke of luck the first excavation uncovered the office of the king’s tax collector with 600 clay tablets in Linear B containing records of taxes. 

17) The way was prepared for the genius of Michael Ventris, an English architect with a remarkable gift for languages (he taught himself Greek in only six weeks). Making brilliant deductions and amassing airtight evidence, Ventris proved that Linear B was a system of phonograms used to write an ancient form of Greek. He announced his discovery in 1952, when he was only thirty years old; he was killed four years later in an automobile accident.

� An interesting sidelight here is the observation that the cities destroyed in this hypothetical holocaust were loot�ed. Whoever heard of a looting volcano?
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