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Pastor Gene Giguere

Minos and the Minotaur: Myth Meets History

(BAH31)

1) According to mythology, one of the great rulers at Knossos, Minos, whose wife Pasiphae, conceived a bestial lust for a great bull, from which union was born the Minotaur.

2) According to ancient tradition the Minotaur was housed in a huge labyrinth and every year tribute, brought in the form of male and female virgins, was offered to the bull-man.

3) Minos, victorious in war against Athens, exacted from that city, every ninth year, a tribute of seven girls and seven young men to be devoured by the Minotaur. On the coming of the third occasion for this national humiliation the handsome Theseus - his father, King Aegeus, reluctantly consenting - had himself chosen as one of the seven youths, for he was resolved to slay the Minotaur and end the recurring sacrifices. The fair Ariadne, admiring his princely courage and falling deeply in love with him, gave him a magic sword and taught him the simple trick of unraveling thread from his arm as he penetrated the labyrinth. Theseus killed the Minotaur, followed the thread back to Ariadne, and took her with him on his flight from Crete. On the isle of Naxos he married her as he had promised, but while she slept he and his companions sailed treacherously away.

4) Behind this myth, however, lies the likelihood of some historical truth. Behind the legend lies the historical expansion of the Achaeans (or Mycenaeans) from the Greek mainland onto Crete and the capture of that island and its capital, Knossos.

5) The Minotaur in the labyrinth can be explained as the king, Minos, in his labyrinthine palace at Knossos. The bull was Minos’ symbol of power and royalty. 

6) Even a brief glance at the plans and reconstruction of this palace illustrate how impressed the people of Greece must have been at the splendor, size, intricacy, winding passages, and art work of Minos’ palace.
 

7) It is little wonder that visitors returning to Mycenae or Athens from Knossos spoke of “the king’s labyrinth.” A visitor from Georgia might have a similar reaction to the Pentagon!

� MacKendrick, Paul, The Greek Stones Speak, (New York: St. Martin’s, 1962), pp. 46-52; 93-117.
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