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The Mother Goddess Symbolized in Minoan Art
Grian DeBandia
“Crete, especially, can be called the Holy Island of the Goddess.” 

“It is certain that, however much the male element had asserted itself in the domain of government, by the great days of the Minoan civilization, the religion still continued to reflect the older matriarchal stage of social development. Clearly the goddess was supreme…” (Arthur Evans, 1936) 
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The Minoans of Crete were presumably a culture whose primary religious figure was a Mother Goddess.  The statuary recovered from Cretan ruins are predominantly female and much of the imagery found within Minoan artwork can be considered portrayals of feminine symbolism.  Obvious examples of female representation are the many “Snake Goddesses” and female “plank figures” recovered from Crete.  This essay will attempt to examine the symbolism of the Mother Goddess within other, perhaps less noticeable, examples of Minoan culture.
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A jug in the Kamares style found in Phaistos, Crete (c. 2000 – 1900 BCE) is a round pitcher covered in spiral and curvilinear designs. (Figure 1.)  The mouth of the pitcher resembles the head and beak of a bird complete with an accentuated eye.  According to anthropologist Marija Gimbutas in her book Language of the Goddess, (Thames and Hudson, 1989) one of the earliest forms of the Great Goddess was that of a bird. 
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“The Bird Goddess as a whole had many functions, and some of the symbols – such as the tri-line, net, triangle, and snake – are therefore transfunctional. They are associated with life creation and regeneration.” 

A variety of bird headed figures and paintings have been recovered from as early as the Upper Paleolithic period.  Many of them carry the chevron or “V” symbol theorized by Gimbutas to represent the female vulva – a plausible idea considering the triangle often used to represent the pubis in early statuary. The many recovered “plank figures” are a good example of this design element. 
The Kamares jug has chevrons along the bottom of the vessel, swept up from the base and pointed towards the center.  The tri-line design that Gimbutas speaks of can also be found along the “beak” portion of the vessel.  There are other designs on the jug that some have considered representations of sea life; one of which is a double spiral.  According to Gimbutas the double spiral can be seen as the eyes or breasts of the Bird [image: image5.jpg]


Goddess.  The spiral is also seen as an image for the snake, a sign of wisdom prominently found in Minoan culture – “the serpent-force is the Goddess’s energy.” 
   This spiraling pattern can also be found on other Kamares ware vessels. (Figure 2.)
The Octopus (Figure 3.) has been seen as an ancient inspiration for the spiral pattern by historian Jean Markale who says “…the spiral conveys exactly the fetus’s position in the maternal womb, and, if we take this further, it constitutes the most perfect representation of the expanding universe.” 
  With this connection we can see how a Mother Goddess figure could be tied to the symbol of the spiral and its representation of birth and regeneration. 
From a purely visual standpoint, the Pendant of Gold Bees (Chryssolakkos, 1700 -1550 BCE) seems to take on the shape of a woman with a rounded belly. The bail of the pendant even conveys the appearance of a head. The large eyes of the bees become the breasts of the woman and their connected tails form her womb, containing a disc-like object; perhaps the seed of life. 

“In many ancient texts the bee represents the Mother Goddess. Goddesses associated with fertility and nature are often associated with the honey bee.” 

It has been said that the Goddess was depicted as “Queen Bee” by the Minoans and that bees were believed to have been closely tied to bull worship, once dedicated to the Goddess.
  Also of note are the bee-masked priestesses which appear on Minoan seals and the Goddess figure of Merope, meaning “honey-faced”
, found in Greek mythology.  This evidence points towards the possibility that the female representation found in the pendant of gold bees is not merely decorative, but an intentional composition created to symbolize the Great Goddess. 
On the walls of the eastern stairway at the Palace at Knossos is a fresco of what at first glance appears to be some kind of sea animal swimming among seaweed and spiraled waves.  (Figure 5.)  If one looks with the right eyes another representation can be easily seen.  The “sea animal” resembles the female vulva inside of a figure eight, or hourglass shape.  The figure eight is commonly referred to as the symbol for infinity or eternity and closely mirrors the outlined shape of a double spiral.  Perhaps this is a metaphor for seeing the ocean as a primordial mother. 
A primary food source for the Minoan people would have been the ocean that surrounded them. In cultures that are dependent on agricultural products like grain, a grain goddess is often found to have been worshipped. Making this comparison, it would seem plausible that the Minoans may have seen their Goddess represented by the ocean which nourished and cared for them as a mother would do for her children.  
Through the information found in this essay it is not hard to believe that Minoan religion was based on the worship of a Mother Goddess. By interpreting the symbols presented in Minoan art it would seem that the Goddess was portrayed with the traits of life giver and snake-charming possessor of wisdom. A connection with an ancient bird goddess cult has been identified along with the possibility that she was viewed as Lady of the Waters – a fertile ocean-mother through which all life sprang. 
By continuing to search for evidence of Goddess religion through the areas near Crete, many cults can be found who worshipped one form or another of the Great Mother. The Greeks and Romans had entire pantheons that included goddesses who were revered for centuries. In Anatolia (modern Turkey) dozens of Goddess figures have been recovered in a place called Catal Huyuk. Even today there is an increase in interest in the Great Goddess with thousands of people worshipping her forms around the world. 
It would be wonderful to think of the Minoan civilization as peace loving and saturated by ideas of equality because they believed a caring mother looked over them. The artwork of the Minoan people can testify to these claims and provides a fascinating look at an ancient people. Is it possible then, considering the influx of interest in Goddess religions, that the world could be returning to a society similar to that of the Minoans through the modern reverence of the Great Mother Goddess?
List of Referenced Figures

Cover. Minoan Snake Goddess, Knossos, Crete (c. 1600 BCE)

Source: http://witcombe.sbc.edu/snakegoddess/

Figure 1. Kamares ware jug, Phaistos, Crete (c. 2000 – 1900 BCE)

Source: http://www.ou.edu/finearts/art/ahi4913/aegeanhtml/minoanpottery2.html

Figure 2. Kamares Vase, Palace at Phaestos (c. 1800 BCE)

Source: http://www.ou.edu/finearts/art/ahi4913/aegeanhtml/minoanpottery2.html

Figure 3. Octopus flask, Palaikastro, Crete (c. 1500 – 1450 BCE) 
Source: http://www.ou.edu/finearts/art/ahi4913/aegeanhtml/minoanpottery2.html

Figure 4. Pendant of gold bees, Chryssolakkos, Crete (c. 1700-1550 BCE)
Source: http://www.ou.edu/finearts/art/ahi4913/aegeanhtml/minoanjewelry.html 
Figure 5. East wing stairwell, Knossos (c. 7000 – 3000 BCE)
Source: http://www.bluffton.edu/~sullivanm/knossos/stairwell2.jpg

Bibliography

Bee Mythology.  Wikipedia; the Free Encyclopedia.  ND.

URL: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bee_(mythology)
Eason, Cassandra.  “All About Candles.” ND.

URL: http://www.cassandraeason.co.uk/candles.htm

Gears.  “Did You Know?”  ND.  

URL: http://gears.tucson.ars.ag.gov/beeclass/facts.html
Gimbutas, Marija.  Language of the Goddess.  New York: Thames and Hudson, 1989
Markale, Jean.  The Great Goddess.  Vermont: Inner Traditions International, 1999
Stokstad, Marilyn.  Art History.  New Jersey: Pearson Education Inc.  2005

Stone, Merlin.  When God Was a Woman.  New York: Barnes and Noble, 1993

Figure 1





Figure 3





Figure 2





Figure 4





Figure 5








� Markale, Jean.  The Great Goddess  pg 195. Vermont: Inner Traditions International, 1999


� Stone, Merlin.  When God Was a Woman pg. 27. New York: Barnes and Noble, 1993


� Gimbutas, Marija,  The Language of the Goddess  pg 1.  New York: Thames and Hudson, 1989


� Gimbutas, Marija,  The Language of the Goddess pg 282. New York: Thames and Hudson, 1989


� Markale, Jean.  The Great Goddess pg 195. Vermont: Inner Traditions International, 1999


� Gears.  “Did You Know?”  ND.  http://gears.tucson.ars.ag.gov/beeclass/facts.html


� Eason, Cassandra.  “All About Candles.” ND.  http://www.cassandraeason.co.uk/candles.htm


� Bee Mythology.  Wikipedia; the Free Encyclopedia.  ND.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bee_(mythology)





