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About this Book



 

Before Hellenic Greece, there was Minoan Crete

 

Sometime around 1470 BCE

 

Keftiu, as the Egyptians called Crete, reached its peak civilisation with progress like no Europeans had ever seen. Outstanding art, ingenious architecture, and advanced maritime techniques existed in a society based on balance. Priestesses distributed resources, scribes recorded their shared wealth, and clan Matriarchs planned the year, as craftswomen created the luxurious artefacts that were coveted overseas.

 

Amidst colourful festivals and lively rites, skilful sailors, learned architects, and devoted priest-kings enjoyed love, friendship, and freedom.

 

But an unprecedented catastrophe would hit this resourceful island with death and destruction, challenging its inhabitants to put their sorrow aside and rise again from the ashes.

 

 


Dedication

 

To Professor Heide Götner-Abendroth, who was so valiant as to reassess the entire archaeological corpus through a woman’s perspective.  

 


Epigraph



 

      “In short, in this definition, the necessary conditions required in order to speak of a matriarchal society are matrilineality and, in the economic realm, women’s power over distribution. At the same time, gender equality prevails, expressed in the principle of consensus in decision-making, from which no one is excluded.”

—Heide Göttner-Abendroth, 

“Matriarchal Societies of the Past and the Rise of Patriarchy” (p. 7)


Maps
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Crete, ca. 1470 BCE

Despoina climbed up on the ceremonial stone block and raised her eyes to the audience. As she did so, her long grey hair, tied in a priestess knot, fluttered down her back in a smooth tress beneath the ceremonial headdress. It harmonised with her multi-layered skirt, contrasting with the red and black blouse that left her breasts uncovered—a sign of the nurturing aspect of all goddesses and their representatives on Earth, the women. 

The crowd in the Dikti Cave looked with their undivided attention at the First Priestess up the sacred place on this cool autumnal day. The block sat in the deepest spot of the cave, making it possible for the priestesses to survey the packed cave, with people spilling out of its entrance. On either side of the block, two younger priestesses held a labrys each, the double axe whose arched blades symbolised the waxing and waning moon. 

Despoina lifted her arms to address the people of Keftiu, as they referred to their home, Crete. “Today, we thank the Great Goddess Hera for the bounteous blessings she bestowed on us this year.” Her head moved from one side to the other, encompassing everyone. The movement made her aware of the warmer temperature inside and the scent of damp rock hanging in the air. “Plentiful crops, healthy children, and generous trade.” She continued as she observed Areti, the most experienced priestess after Despoina, nearing the block with a round wicker basket. “As Great Hera returns to her winter home in the underworld, we show our gratitude for her infinite kindness.” 

Areti opened the shallow basket to reveal its content, the serpents. Every single Keftiu born and bred learned that Hera presided over the serpents, the subterranean benevolent creatures who brought healing and knowledge transmitted by her oracles. The sacred reptiles never failed to predict impending seismic events like the frequent earthquakes that the goddesses of the underworld sent to Keftiu. The priestesses read the signs and alerted the population to leave their villas and temple-palaces to wait out the tremors, saving countless lives.  

Despoina held two serpents with care and respect, while Areti closed the basket, the third one remaining inside. The First Priestess’s fingers closed over both snakes right below their heads. As she did it, the statue of a cat in the centre of the priestess’s headdress became more prominent with her movements. Cats protected the grain from the attack of rats and the fields from various pests. Despoina allowed the snakes’ tails to touch her arms and head. 

The sight of the goddess’s image invested in Despoina caused a rapture-drenched rush to run over the crowd. Various boys leaning around the cave’s walls played the bronze cymbals they held, creating momentum to intensify the ritual as the sound vibrated in the enclosed space and reverberated in her heart.

She breathed deeply, feeling the goddess swamp every inch of her. Her mind sank into a haze until only Hera and the sacred snakes existed in it. Her head fell backwards, her arms reached further up as thankfulness invaded her at such divine generosity. 

The ringing cymbals halted, and the moment drew out while utter silence blanketed the cave. Even the snakes quieted, their tails relaxing and dangling down from her hands. At last, her eyes opened wide as she came out of the divine trance, her arms lowering, her head straightening. It signalled the end of the ceremony, the crowd moving to leave Dikti Cave.

This ceremony in the Dikti cave used to be one of the favourite moments in Despoina’s long career as a priestess. The sense of connection with Great Hera and the impression of togetherness that the crowd brought invaded her with peace and love for her fellow islanders. More than that, the deep feeling of a life well-lived, the certainty that she served the goddess with all she had, drenched her heart and made her gratitude overflow.

All their peers lingered as Areti came to collect the sacred animals back into the basket. They queued to climb up the steps leading outside, carrying the ritual instruments, which they would store in the chariot pulled by mountain goats to return to Knossos.

The priestess headed to the chariot that had brought her here. Along the slopes, the people dispersed, walking down the Dikti mountain to their villas. Several of these studded the island and housed clans led by their matriarchs. 

Despoina surveyed the surroundings, looking for Areti, and spotted her in a group of her closest friends, who also lived and worked at Knossos. The younger priestess linked arms with Sotiria, one of the most outstanding pottery artisans on the island. 

Loath to interrupt their cheerful conversation, Despoina neared them. “Areti,” she called as she wrapped a shawl around her shoulders to stave off the cool air. 

Areti lifted her head to her, admiration brightening her eyes in the late afternoon light. “Yes, priestess.”

“I am sorry to interrupt, but would you mind accompanying me in the chariot?” she said as the autumnal breeze ruffled her long hair, now with no headdress. 

Areti opened a genuine smile. “Of course not.” In her layered colourful skirt and open-chest top, she had tied her dark, wavy hair on the top of her head. She and Sotiria exchanged a talk-to-you-later look, squeezing each other’s hands before parting. 

Both priestesses climbed up the brightly painted chariot, Areti offering to drive as she clutched the reins to coax the goats into motion. Keftiu men had built stone-paved roads to connect the busiest places on the island, over which the chariots slid with ease. 

When they drove well down the slope, Despoina spoke. “My blood stopped flowing.” The snippet of information had Areti turning to her. “It is time I joined the Matriarchs’ Council.” The council gathered leaders from every temple-palace in Keftiu. Each temple-palace had its council, with meetings of the matriarchs from the local clans, to discuss and find consensus about the issues that required attention. The First Priestesses of the temple-palaces were always welcome to join, as one of their tasks. 

Areti nodded. “It is elating that the goddesses take our blood and gift us with wisdom.” In Keftiu, they worshipped several of them: Diktianna, or Rhea, Hera, Damate or Demeter, and Eileithyia, among many others.

Despoina smiled. “They never fail to look out for us,” she added. Then became serious. “I would like to ask you if I can put forth your name to the council as my successor.” The brief shrug she gave made her embroidered shawl catch the setting sun. 

Areti may not have noticed that her jaw dropped as she looked at Despoina with wide, burnished bronze eyes. “I-I do not know what to say.”

“You are under no obligation to accept. You understand that, don’t you?” No one forced others into a life they did not feel comfortable with. Every person, whether a woman or a man, in Keftiu could volunteer for the task they liked best, starting as apprentices.

“I do!” A surreptitious hand wiped a suspicious moisture from her eyes. “I am honoured beyond words with your suggestion.” Areti returned her eyes to the road. “You have been my role model since I became a novice.” 

“Your devotion makes you perfect for the role of First Priestess.” Despoina wrapped a motherly arm around Areti’s shoulders. “If the council agrees, we will prepare for you to take office in spring.” And the Hieros Gamos, the Sacred Marriage, taking place in summer.

“I will do my best to serve the goddess and protect our people,” Areti vowed with reverence.

“I do not doubt that.” Despoina motioned to the road. “Now let us hurry. We have a feast to prepare.”

The one to celebrate Hera. Everyone from the Knossos region would help with it. Food and drink would flow in abundance, and sacrifices would also ensue. 

 

 



		
ARETI
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The sunset was upon them as the chariot climbed to the top of the last hill, unveiling the view of Knossos down in the valley. The surrounding hills looked like two hands cradling the temple-palace lovingly in their palms.

Along the road cutting through the woods, the rich autumnal colours painted their ride, the cool wind combing their hair.

Areti could barely keep her mind on the driving after what the First Priestess had imparted. Her memory spiralled back to her childhood. Like many other children, she came to the temple-palace on festival days to celebrate the goddesses. The place and the magnificent presence of the priestesses were awe-inspiring and left a lasting impression on her. 

As she turned ten, she asked her mother if she could join the priestesses as a novice. Aglaia had approached their clan’s matriarch with the request, which she brought to the council’s attention. 

Despoina invited Areti to the shrine, where they talked about Areti’s vocation. At that tender age, she could not have caused that much of an impression, but the First Priestess must have seen something in the girl that made her accept the child as a novice in the most important place on the island, Knossos. Her happiness was so bubbling that she spent the entire walk back to her clan’s villa chatting nonstop about it. Aglaia heard her with infinite patience.

The next spring, the congregation accepted her and never ceased to treat her with kindness and dignity. Despite spending the whole agricultural year at Knossos learning about the rituals and proceedings, and performing minor tasks, she had no time to miss home. She went back to the villa in winter to tell her brothers and sisters everything she’d learned. Areti always met them, however, at the festivals in the temple-palace’s central court. 

Now, ten years later, her vocation proved to be the right path for her, and with the goddess’s approval, she would represent the Great Mother. 

A thought struck her, and she turned to the other woman. “Priestess,” her low tones denoted her worry. “About the Sacred Marriage—”

“You have already witnessed me going through it every summer. I am sure you will do well.” During the drive here, Despoina had braided her hair and festooned it with colourful beads.

“Yes, true.” She took a deep breath. “But the thing is that none of it will be new to me.” Areti preferred to be upfront about it.

“As you know, we perform the Sacred Marriage to ensure the fertility of our lands.” Despoina took her hands in a conciliatory touch. “It does not matter what you did when you were off duty. It is your decision, and no one will question it.”  

According to the stories that the Keftiu men brought from their travels and trading overseas, a woman could face execution if she chose to lie with a man outside of marriage in Babylonia. These stories used to make Areti’s stomach churn with the cruelty in them. “I feel fortunate that the goddesses made me be born here.” And cited the stories she heard.

“I like to think we are wise enough not to treat people in such an appalling instance,” Despoina agreed.

Areti offered the First Priestess a relieved grin before her eyes rounded back to the road as the chariot descended the hill towards the east entrance.  

Most of the revellers had already arrived and set about preparing the feast. Dozens of roasted pork, mutton, game birds, plenty of bread, and several bowls of stewed lentils, yoghurt, fruit, and honey from their apiaries would bedeck the long wooden tables in the gargantuan central courtyard. All seasoned with saffron, and the spices brought from the trade with the Aegean nations. 

Areti’s mouth watered at the thought. The priestesses had spent the entire day preparing the ceremony at the cave, meaning they ate at dawn and little else afterwards.  

Despoina and Areti alit from the chariot as the others joined them to pick up the ceremonial objects. With the First Priestess at the head, the priestesses filed into the east portico. Areti’s head bent back to look up at the white, red, and black columns. White for the goddesses as maidens in the spring. Red symbolised the goddesses after their sacred marriages, and black their passage into the underworld in autumn, before being reborn to preside anew in the cycle of life. Despoina moved, prompting the others to follow suit. Dusk had fallen, and the lit olive oil bronze bowls lining the corridor provided firelight and cast an intense light over the paintings on the walls. 

They would follow the processional route through the halls and hallways decorated with frescoes representing their sacred figures. From the east, where the sun rose, towards the west, representing birth, the voyage into the underworld, and the preparation for rebirth. A mirror of nature cycle.

In reverent silence, they treaded the Procession Corridor towards the central courtyard. Every time she participated in a procession, a strong sense of connection invaded Areti as if the goddess herself had joined them. Her bare feet stepped over the cool stones, causing a rasping echo to rise within the frescoed walls. 

They paced towards the central courtyard, immersed in a hive of activity for the feast. As soon as they reached it, everyone stopped what they were doing to watch the priestesses’ entrance in a sign of respect. Women and men who’d brought their drums started pounding on their instruments in a rhythmic heartbeat that increased the devotional moment. 

The file crossed the forty-nine-yard length of the central courtyard as Areti’s eyes lifted to observe the roofs decorated with stone bullhorns. The curved shapes symbolised the waning and waxing moon, and the rounded shape in between characterised the maternal womb. Their procession arrived at the entrance to the cult chamber at the north end of it. They placed the ceremonial objects inside and took off the headdresses that signalled they were at the service of the goddess. Graceful frescoes adorned the west wall. Bunches of lilies stood on colourful slopes. Geometric friezes framed the paintings, filling the eyes with colour and celebration. They made Areti think about Hera’s symbols, the labrys, her three snakes, Ophion, Python, and Typhon, together with the sacred cow, which reminded the people of the elements consecrated to her. 

Areti looked at the fresco and raised her arms to thank Hera for the fruitful day she’d bestowed on the people. After that, she exited the cult chamber, heading back to the courtyard to join the others in preparing the feast. 

It gladdened her to see the food and drink already lining the tables. She saw her closest friends arranging bowls on the other side of the courtyard and walked there to talk to them. 

Children played and ran all over the central courtyard while cats and dogs foraged for the scraps that the people gave them. The atmosphere thrummed with expectation and excitement.

Sotiria, the potter, saw her first. “At last,” she smiled. “You are gracing us with your company.” The firelight shone on her elongated, narrow nose and delicate, rosy lips.

Areti smiled back. “It has been a long day, yes.” 

“I always look forward to the Dikti ceremony,” Eleni, a woman in her late twenties with large almond-shaped eyes, said. She was the youngest daughter of the Matriarch of the Tylissos’ Villa, on the coast northwest of Knossos. By the ultimogeniture rule, the clan’s youngest daughter inherited the villa and the lands attached to it, not as an owner, but as a caretaker for the next generation.

“It was one of the most moving I have ever been to,” Aeropi, the temple-palace’s scribe, expressed. Her big bronze earrings shook as she talked. The long, dark hair, arranged with bronze clips, hung from her head as she tilted it upwards. “And now, Ariadne gifts us with a splendid night.” She referred to the goddess of the moon and stars.

“The perfect day, even if a long one,” agreed Areti. “Oh!” she just remembered. “I have news.”

Sotiria, Eleni and Aeropi eyed her with curiosity. But before she could elaborate on it, three men neared the table at their spot, bread slices in their hands. They dressed in loincloths; their long hair tied with short leather ropes.

“Can I serve myself with yoghurt and olives, please?” the tallest one asked.

Sotiria blushed as a soft grin drew her mouth. “Of course. No need to be shy.”

The third one, a little older than the others, tasted his bread with olives. “Hera always offers us the best bread.” And munched on it with gusto. 

The women moved aside to give the men room to take the food. When they were done, the broadest one turned to Areti. “Priestess,” he said in a deep voice as he nodded his head before turning and following the others.

“Isn’t he gorgeous?” Sotiria exclaimed with a dreamy sigh. 

“Which one?” Aeropi asked in a clear sign that she thought the three of them were worth a second once-over. 

“The tall one, Yidini,” Sotiria answered as if it were obvious.

“He has got the tan of a seafarer,” Eleni commented.

“That is exactly what he is,” the potter confirmed in a tone that indicated she liked it about the man in question.

With the worsening of the weather, most ships remained in port, with the seamen able to spend time with their clans and friends. They also used the season to make eventual repairs to the vessels. 

“I do not think I have met them,” Areti admitted.

“The older one is our architect, Dumiri,” the scribe volunteered. Builders combined the functions of architects, engineers, and decorators; they all worked in teams with stonecutters, painters, and water management masters.  

“The third one is Duripi and a stonecutter,” the heiress said. “He is from our clan.” 

“Your cousin, in other words,” Aeropi jested and elicited a scoff from Eleni. Villas housed clans of extended families.

He with the deep voice, Areti concluded, hoping she would not blush at the realisation. 

 “Seafarers are at sea from spring to autumn.” Aeropi alerted Sotiria. “I hope you know that.” 

“Clearly.” Her wide copper eyes sought Yidini once more. “They come to carry our ceramics into the ships.” One of Crete’s best-selling artefacts in the Aegean.

The feast lasted throughout the night. But Areti was too tired to stay up to see Pasiphae, the sun goddess, start her journey in the sky. She excused herself and retired to the priestesses’ quarters, her mind and body shutting down as soon as she lay on the cushions.

 



		
SOTIRIA
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Sotiria sank the small brush in the cup with black paint and drew a spiral-like design on the wine jug she was decorating. She perched on a stone bench, and the jug rested on a wooden stool before her. In minutes, she would finish this and start on the set of cups lying in wait on the shelf. Another artisan had just taken them out of the coal fire at the back, and they were ready for painting.

In the potters’ workshop, she worked with the other women, her colleagues. In Keftiu, women elaborated on most of the arts and crafts: weaving, basketwork, jewellery, and fresco painting, among others.

“The goddess has gifted me,” Melpomene started as her clay-lined hands moulded a huge olive oil container. In her mid-twenties, she had a generous form, just like those statues of the great goddesses. She attracted looks and admiration from women and men alike. 

Between them, a half-full tray of fruit sat. Her colleague had brought it from the kitchens. Sotiria plucked a grape from a ripe bunch and popped it in her mouth before she spoke.

“How so?” Sotiria asked.

“I am with child,” Melpomene answered with excitement in her voice. She belonged to the Vathypetro Villa, just south of Knossos. 

Sotiria enjoyed her days in Knossos’ workshop, working with her peers while they chatted just about everything. Some of them were good at the potter’s wheel, but not her case, though. Her colleagues admired her ability to paint ceramics, and she had no complaints about her job. 

She offered her colleague a broad grin. “I am so happy for you.” 

No one knew exactly how children came to be, except that the mothers were the conduit that brought them into this world. But every woman felt certain that the goddesses blessed her with the small ones. Before their time was due, they sought the priestesses of Eileithyia for guidance on childbirth. Those priestesses held vast knowledge on the subject and helped the mothers-to-be. The children remained with the mother’s clan, which cared for the little ones as a group. 

Sotiria picked another brush and moistened it in red paint to draw long oval shapes close to the spirals. The conversation paused, and her mind revisited the night of the Great Hera’s feast. She’d stayed until the rosy light of dawn came upon the courtyard. People played music and chanted the goddesses’ stories. She and her friends sat on wooden benches used for feasts and revelled in the festive mood. Yidini and his friends joined them later and made elation run through her.

The next morning, those who prepared the feast rested. And the others came during the day to tidy up the courtyard. 

She dipped a third brush in a bright yellow colour made from saffron and gave the final touches to the wine jug, a faint smile on her face. Her torso straightened to evaluate how the jug came out so far.

Someone put their head through the open door. Sotiria lifted her gaze to see Yidini standing there with his hazel eyes and long, dark hair falling down his back, a fresh knee-length blue loincloth draped around his waist. Eagerness awakened in her at the sight of him.

“Do you have time for a cup of wine?” he asked, showing two ceramic cups painted in white, red, and black with elegant handles. 

“I—” she hesitated, though her heart jumped at the prospect of spending time with him.

“Go,” Melpomene coaxed. “You are almost done here.”

Careful not to damage her work, she unfurled from the bench and picked an apple from the tray. Then exited the workshop with a grateful look at her colleagues. She smoothed her simple layered skirt in blue, yellow, and red, coupled with a comfortable blouse open at the front, free to express her nurturing bosom.

They walked to the east collonaded veranda. On the way, there was a shrine dedicated to Asaserame, or Ariadne, and Sotiria reverently placed the apple in the bowl in front of the labrys representing the moon goddess as an offering. On the veranda, they sat on the step edging it. The weather had warmed during the day, with a pleasant sun lighting the colourful vegetation. In the distance, the hills rose as peaceful protectors. The stillness surrounded the view, with a few autumn birds singing. 

Yidini passed her a cup. They looked at each other and poured a libation on the ground, thanking Damate before they sipped the tasty wine. “In Akrotiri1, they are very fond of our wine,” he said, resting the cup by his side. He referred to the island a little more than a hundred and twenty miles to the north. 

She tilted her head in jest. “Our sisters and brothers know quality when they see it.” Several cities and ports on the Aegean had welcomed Keftiu as their trade partners, appreciating the fine agricultural produce along with the luxurious ceramics and jewellery, yielding their bronze in exchange.

Both chuckled as the talk died into an awkward silence. Sotiria felt shy of a sudden as she hooked a cedar-coloured lock of hair and rolled it around her fingers, her eyes on the hills.

“The pottery you paint attracts buyers at first sight,” he praised, causing her to flick her gaze to him.

“It is not only me,” she answered in a modest tone. “My colleagues collect the clay, mould it and bake it before I paint it.”

“A superior teamwork, as you say.” They smiled at each other; the atmosphere less awkward between them. 

“We were apprentices under talented women artisans,” she added.

They took a few minutes to taste the wine and appreciate the landscape the goddesses had gifted them with.

“I met a Hurrian in Akrotiri once,” Yidini changed the subject after sipping from his cup. 

She looked at his tanned face. “Who are the Hurrians?” She’d heard of many people Keftiu had contact with—the Egyptians, the Babylonians, and even the Hittites. But the ones he mentioned escaped her geography. 

“The Hurrians built the Mitanni Empire in Mesopotamia,” he explained, with no trace of arrogance. Sotiria sent him an expectant gaze, curious to hear what he had to say. “Anyway,” he continued. “This Hurrian, Titiku, told me that in his land they believe that the love of a woman weakens a man, and he will not be a good soldier.”

Her brows furrowed in disagreement. “What a misplaced notion.” 

Yidini shrugged. “I had to hide my scoff, I must say.” A corner of his mouth pulled to the side in a half-grin.

“We have only to look around us.” Her arms encompassed the nature sprawling before them. “Our goddess Damate accepted Iacchus in sacred marriage and made our fields so abundant with grain and grapes for wine that we have enough to fill our ships and trade them.”

“It is true.” He interjected. A breeze floated in his dark strands.

“Their love for each other and the land gives us that.” She threw her hair over her back. “It is as part of life as water.”

“It must be such an unhappy life,” Yidini mused, sadness in his eyes. 

“Yes,” she opined. “Men leaving their women and clans. Afraid to surrender their feelings.” She could almost feel the sorrow of the abandoned women, men, and children, with the unhappiness that multiplied through the generations.

“Frustrated, they become violent in war.” Strangeness smothered his handsome face.

She sipped her wine. “I can think of nothing more senseless than war.” And contemplated how everyone here talked through an issue and found a solution that would suit everyone with no hostility.

“They may be good traders, but they lack wisdom.” He shook his head as though he thought it to be helpless.

Sotiria finished her wine. “I had better go back to work.” Then stood up. 

Yidini followed suit. “Same with me. I will spend the next few days helping with the ship repairs in Herakles.” The port closest to Knossos to the north, named after Herakles, or Glory of Hera.

Sotiria did not hide the forlornness in her expression. “May the goddesses bless you with speed.” A brief shrug moved her shoulder. “I shall miss you.”

A soft smile came to his tanned face. “That makes two of us.”



		
DESPOINA
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Despoina entered the anteroom to the council room and performed her ceremonial ablutions. As she entered the council room, she spotted Areti already there, preparing for the matriarchs’ arrival. She’d been coming here to preside over the council since she’d become the First Priestess. Still, its beauty never failed to awe her. 

Painted in waves of white and an ochre red, two delicate Gryphons faced the alabaster seat with a tall backrest reserved for the priestess in service. Images of flowers also adorned the walls. Gypsum benches followed the walls on three sides while three black, white, and red columns stood opposite the alabaster seat. Behind the columns, a large stone surface and a four-step staircase led down to a lower-level room. A wooden door to the right of the seat opened to a shrine for the goddesses. At the centre of the room, a large stone pit burned with a warming fire. At the corners, tall bronze braziers lit the space, casting a welcoming light over the room. 

Areti was arranging wine and hydromel jugs and cups on the large stone surface. A faint perfume of olives floated in the air, coming from the oil braziers.

“You work fast,” Despoina announced her presence. As usual, she’d donned her ceremonial attire because the goddesses were always present to help the council make wise decisions.

The other priestess turned to Despoina and smiled. “Preparing this room has become second nature to me.” 

“And you have always done a beautiful job of it,” the First Priestess said.

Today, the matriarchs from the villas surrounding Knossos would gather to round up the year’s results and pose issues needing solutions. They did it three or four times a year, or more if a crisis arose. In summer, the First Priestesses of all the temple-palaces on the island met to share experiences, solutions, and gifts, which strengthened their relations.

“You are too kind, my priestess,” Areti answered with a bashful lowering of her lashes. “The banquet is ready for when you finish here.” It would take place in the Hall of the Labrys, the double axes representing the waxing and waning moon phases.

At that moment, voices and water splashes sounded in the anteroom, announcing the members of the council’s arrival. The double doors opened as ten mature women filed into the council room wearing bright layered skirts and front-gaping blouses in cheerful chat. 

They greeted Despoina and Areti. “I will leave you to it,” the latter excused herself.

As she turned to exit the council room, Despoina spoke. “I would like you to stay, please.” 

The younger priestess widened her eyes but nodded as she followed the others to the inner shrine. Inside, a high ledge stretched over the entire back wall with votive objects representing the most important goddesses: Hera, Damate, Pasiphae, and Ariadne, with bull horns, labrys, and flowers in between them. 

Despoina lifted her arms as she led the invocation. “Great goddesses, we invite you into our council.” She closed her eyes, allowing her mind to focus on her words. “Please show us the way to finding the answers we need. And may these gladden everybody.” Every matriarch placed an offering on the bowl below the ledge as Despoina poured a libation of wine on a smaller one. 

Everyone returned to the council room and took their places along the benches. Despoina saw Areti fold herself in a far corner, with the evident intention of being unobtrusive.

“We all know that the goddesses favoured us this cyclical year,” Despoina began. “Abundant crops, fat animals, and bountiful trade.” Her eyes focused on each matriarch, admiring their flowing grey hair and the signs of a well-lived life that Pasiphae drew on their faces. 

“Rhea, the mother of all living beings,” said Meli, the matriarch of the coastal villa of Amnisos. “Overflowed us with fish. And we dried them.” Her smile contained gratitude. “I brought several baskets of it to supply Knossos.” She directed a gaze at the others. “And to all of you, too.” 

Despoina made a gesture of thankfulness that echoed the other matriarchs. “Be sure that we will enjoy the dried fish with relish.” 

“I do not carry such good news,” Acacallia, from Tylissos, and Eleni’s mother, imparted. “The heavy rains last spring, though unusual, damaged our irrigation system. The resulting crops were not so abundant.” Her face fell. “I worry about how our clan will fare in winter.” 

Thea, Vathypetro’s eighty-year-old matriarch, spoke. “No need to fret, my dear Acacallia. We can send you some of ours.” A murmur of agreement ran through the council.

Despoina lifted her hand, and the room stilled. “The scribes have shown me the inventory, and we can also send our surpluses.” 

A relieved grin grew on Acacallia’s face. “You are all such dears!” 

“We have another pressing matter to discuss,” intervened Despoina. “The spring storms sank two of our vessels.” Her chest inflated with a deep intake of air. “How will we allocate resources to build more ships?”

When that happened, they had a ceremony for the sailors who had gone to meet the Great Goddess. In Keftiu, they believed the goddesses sheltered the deceased in the underworld until it was time for them to be reborn. They saw death as a passage, and as such, a reason to celebrate the ones who would return to them.

Sea trade was a vital part of the economy in Keftiu. Their ships sailed out loaded with the island’s produce and exchanged it for the precious bronze. They used it to make those sacred artefacts and luxury items they also traded back overseas. 

“We should direct the shipping masters to build them during winter. That is when most of the men are at home,” Acacallia suggested.

“But they can’t work fast with the winter rains,” Thea disputed. “It would be better if they started now and finished in early spring.” She adjusted herself on the bench. “The ships will be almost ready by the sailing season.”

“You are right, Thea,” agreed Despoina. “Meli, could you send your brother to the shipyards to deliver the message?” 

“Of course.” Meli tilted her head. “And Kikeru will be more than happy to lend a hand.” 

Matriarchs’ brothers undertook specific duties in the clan, mostly connected to arduous tasks and intercommunications between clans and temple-palaces. They also helped raise the children and teach the boys those skills.

After they discussed other minor issues, Despoina asked, “Does anyone have other matters to bring to the council?” When no one came forth, she resumed. “I would like to suggest Areti take my place as First Priestess.” A winning grin came to her lips. “My blood stopped, and I wish to join you on the council.” 

Last year, the former matriarch had gone to live with the goddesses in the underworld. Since then, Despoina had accumulated both the temple-palace’s administration and her duties as First Priestess. That was about to change.

All eyes went to Areti, who blushed. “She is the perfect choice.” Thea approved. Being the eldest on the council afforded her a valuable vote. “Is everyone in accord?” A murmur of assent travelled through the room. 

“We are all set, then,” Despoina said. “Early spring will be the right time for the ceremony to officiate it.” 

“Thank you so much for your trust in me,” Areti replied with elation in her gaze.
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When the matriarchs and the priestesses arrived at the Labrys Hall, they found a plentiful banquet spread on low tables. Priestesses, craftswomen, and apprentices had worked together in the kitchens to bring it about. All the women involved in the preparation would partake in it, too. 

Before starting the feast, they poured a libation of wine into a bowl for the goddesses.

Despoina sat with the matriarchs on the wide wooden benches lining one wall with a bowl of food from which she picked bites of bread, olives, and meat. Behind it, the inner courtyard made light flood into the room.

“We had a very productive session today, I believe,” Thea said as she popped a piece of bread and olives into her mouth. Despite being in her eighties, she was far from infirm or even senile. A life spent in peace and nature, surrounded by her clan and ample availability of resources, made it a possibility on the island. 

“Yes,” Acacallia answered. In her early fifties, she held the beauty of the goddesses in their wise forms. “The serious matters had practical solutions.” 

Eleni neared them. “Mama, I did not see you entering.” She hugged her mother. 

Acacallia kissed her youngest daughter, the movement causing the light to glint on her golden waxing moon earrings. “I came just now.” And caressed Eleni’s hair. “Sit,” she gestured to the bench. “Tell me how you people managed this delicious banquet in so short a time.”

Eleni took a seat on the tiled floor instead and lay her head on her mother’s thighs. “Not so short.” She smiled. “We started at sunrise.” The aroma of freshly baked bread wafting from the low tables told its own story.

“You are tired, then.” Her mother caressed her dark hair. 

Eleni raised her eyes to Acacallia. “Nah. Everyone helped, so it was light work.” Her head tilted, and her glossy hair fell over her shoulder. “We chatted while cooking, did not even see the passing of time.”

Despoina looked at them with fondness. The goddess did not send her any children, but she did not feel sorry about that. She’d thrived on guiding the apprentices and caring for every girl and woman in the temple-palace. She stood from the bench to give mother and daughter privacy. 

The First Priestess sighted Sotiria and Aeropi with another young woman whose name escaped her memory. They spotted the First Priestess and beckoned her to join them. 

As she headed towards them, she took a moment to admire the huge paintings on the walls depicting the labrys, huge lilies, bulls and Gryphons. Close to the ceiling, friezes with circles in white, red, and black adorned the space, along with stylised flowers bordering the doors. The delicate patterns infused an atmosphere of beauty and peace that had enchanted Despoina from a tender age.

“Priestess,” Sotiria called. “I hope you remember Iliria, the most skilled weaver in Knossos.” 

Iliria, a petite woman in her late twenties, chuckled. “Do not believe her, please.” Her nimble fingers fidgeted with her layered skirt. “The goddess Atana taught us all how to be decent weavers.”

“You are right, Iliria,” Despoina replied. “The goddesses were very generous in their teachings.”

Areti joined their group with a jug and cups. “Wine, anyone?”

“Yes!” Aeropi welcomed her. “All this cooking made me thirsty.” She took a cup, and Areti poured.

“Have you told them the news?” Despoina looked at Areti. 

The others eyed Areti with curiosity, and she blushed again. “The council accepted me to take the office of First Priestess after Despoina joins the matriarchs.” 

“That is so auspicious!” Iliria celebrated. 

“You will do a fantastic job, just like Despoina,” Sotiria added. 

They took a moment to eat and drink.

“I discovered this tablet in the library.” The scribe said after a while. Only now did Despoina see that Aeropi had a clay tablet on her lap. As a scribe, she also organised the annals.

“What does it say?” Iliria asked.

She lifted her head from the document. “Did you know the goddesses sent a huge earthquake over two hundred years ago?” 

“I recall the former First Priestess who guided me mentioning it,” Despoina commented.

“Indeed,” Areti contributed. “And our foremothers rebuilt everything with enthusiasm and reverence.”

“They were thankful that few died even at sea,” Despoina pointed out.

“They always look after us,” Iliria mused.

After everyone had had their fill, Thea picked a lyre lying nearby and strummed the instrument that the Keftiu people created a long time ago. Eleni’s melodious voice intoned a hymn to the Goddess, while others contributed with cymbals, lutes, and small drums. Despoina and Areti stood from the benches and came to the centre of the room to dance in honour of the goddesses. 

They feasted, sang, talked, and played games until dawn, when the matriarchs left for their villas.
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Before dawn the next day, Despoina left her chambers in the east wing of the great courtyard and found her way to the shrine of the Labrys on the southeast corner. Inside the intimate space, a low stone ledge occupied the entire eastern wall. Goddesses’ sculptures and bull horns stood side by side. At the centre, a sizable golden labrys attracted the attention. Fire flamed on the bronze braziers by the entrance, sparkling the chamber in warm colours, the walls painted in white, red, and black. Amphoras of wine and oil lined the side walls. 

On the tiled floor, before the ledge, a round stone pit housed two snakes basking in the room’s warmth. 

Areti sat in the middle of the chamber, her back to the door, legs crossed, burnished bronze eyes fixed on the labrys. The younger priestess must be preparing for her next role since the council approved Despoina’s choice. 

“The goddesses are always ready to hear our prayers,” Despoina announced her presence in the shrine. 

Areti turned to her with a soft expression. “And I am grateful to them.” She paused. “Could I ask for your help in consulting Hera’s oracle?” 

“Of course,” Despoina answered. “That is why I am here.” In her layered skirt and blouse, she advanced inside. 

She raised her arms in praise of the goddess as she neared the ledge. From a jug, she filled a cup with wine and knelt by the pit, pouring a libation into it. In a lightning movement, she caught one snake, her fingers closing just below its head. Her other hand placed the cup on the snake’s mouth to extract a few drops of its venom, sacred to the goddess. Then, deposited the snake back into the pit, where it entwined with its mate.

Despoina sat by Areti and drank from the cup, the firelight shining on her eyes lined with kohl. Priestesses had been using small doses of snake venom as a hallucinogen for millennia. In no time, the beverage produced its intended effect, causing the First Priestess’s cheeks to redden, the pupils dilating. 

“Great Hera,” she invoked. “May your wise snakes share their wisdom with us.” Her head lolled.

Areti sent an intense look at her mentor.

A wobbling grin came to her mouth. “Hera’s diadem floats in the air.” Despoina’s head bent back as though she saw it. “A white bull’s horns hold the moon glowing with silver light.” The bull was consecrated to Hera; silver was her metal. “A snake with cow’s eyes crowns the bull.” Despoina grinned as her eyes followed her visions. “The goddess gives her blessing.” Despoina lay on the tiles, the beverage overpowering her now. 

Areti lay down too, giving time for the effect on Despoina to wear out. 

 

 



		
YIDINI
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Yidini walked to where they docked the ships, cradling a figurine of the snake goddess holding two serpents in his palm. He and the other men involved in the repairs had been staying in the storage houses lined up at the waterfront, now almost empty as they’d traded out most of the products during the year. The ones the seamen brought from abroad had already been carried to the storage rooms in Knossos. 

As he neared the beach, the briny air filled with the refrain of waves and a chorus of seagulls, his mind already chanting his invocation.

His bare feet sank into the dune as he descended to the beach. At this time of the year, the goddesses blanketed the ground with white lilies that gave off a sweet perfume floating in the air. He inhaled it as the scent brought him back to his boyhood in his native coastal villa of Nirou Khani, a few miles to the east. Back then, he used to collect the flowers to offer to the goddesses on their altars. 

A cool sea breeze ruffled his long hair and toyed with the yellow sash of his blue loincloth hemmed with saffron yellow. Careful not to crush the sacred flowers, he squatted on the sand and nestled the figurine among the lilies, sure that the goddess would feel at home in them. He said a prayer and stood to continue on his way.

“Good morning.” He heard from the back.

He turned to the voice to see Duripi also heading to the docks. Most of the men from the Knossos area joined efforts to repair the ships at this time of year. 

Yidini answered the greeting. “Isn’t Dumiri coming?” 

“Told me to go ahead. He needed to freshen up a bit.” Duripi patted Yidini on the back as he fell in step with his friend.

At the docks, Kikeru, the matriarch Meli’s brother from Amnisos, greeted them.

“How are the repairs going?” A man in his fifties, with long grey hair thinning, Kikeru had dark eyes, restless with intelligence.

“We should finish them in a couple of days,” Duripi answered.

“Good,” he nodded. “The council suggested we start building new ships before the rains start,” Kikeru informed.

“Wise decision,” Dumiri commented as he neared the group, still tying his loincloth. “We may have time to cut and clean the cypresses’ logs and work with them in early spring.” 

Keftiu ship builders chose large cypresses from which they cut the branches and peeled the bark to carve the ship from that one piece, with deep keels to provide stability and a place for carrying the goods. They also cut lumber and timber from those trees to build larger ships.

“Exactly what the matriarchs think,” Kikeru agreed.

“We will be sailing off by then,” Yidini mused. “You will have fewer people for the task.” 

“I do not see a problem there,” Dumiri argued. “The builders can take care of it.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” Duripi remarked. As part of the builders’ team, he would be involved in the work. 

“Let us make it happen, then,” Yidini concluded as they went to work.

Sitting on a rower’s bench, Yidini spread resin with a spatula on a crack on the internal side of the ship. He lifted his head to watch dozens of men working outside and inside the thirty-five-yard-long vessel built with cypress boards. At its widest, the ship measured six yards, with twenty-five rows on each side. Duripi, Dumiri, and others sewed a tear on the sail with the image of a bullhead that took its entire height. 

On the outside, this one vessel exhibited a red painting on the edges with blue swimming dolphins decorating the white hull. An elegant, long-stemmed post painted in yellow rendered it with a sophisticated streamline. 

It swayed with the afternoon tide as a briny air hung beneath the pale blue sky. Yidini wiped the sweat from his brow and released a weary breath. It had been a productive day, if lengthy. The pleasant sun warmed his skin as his mind drifted to Sotiria. 

A brief grin drew his lips. He would have liked to scrape more time with her before the repairs. But he would take a break when the hardest part was over and make a brief trip of three and a half miles up to the temple-palace and visit her. 
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Yidini and Kikeru worked the long double saw on the enormous cypress trunk up the hills off Herakles port. The men used several bronze saws, as they needed to sharpen one at a time, the soft metal losing its edge in a blink. They’d been sawing through that tree since dawn, and only a few inches remained. 

“Watch out, you all,” he warned. “It is coming down!” 

The men had taken turns sawing the bulkiest tree that would make for an impressive ship. After a dozen more pushing and pulling, the trunk made a cracking sound. Yidini and Kikeru paced away from it as the men watched it give and tumble on the rocky ground. That done, everybody neared it with their axes to clean up the branches. 

The healer priestesses would come to collect the branches, as the leaves and fruit contained many medicinal properties.

Hours later, they tied the trunk to ox-pulled carts to transport it to the shipyard, where they would peel the bark and carve until it became hollowed. 

At the shipyard, it took more than twenty men to roll it into the holder and ready it for the next stage. As they accomplished it, the sun touched the western horizon, putting an end to the day’s work. Contentment for a productive day smothered their faces.

Yidini and the others went to bathe in the brook nearby. The cool water soothed his sore muscles and cleansed his sweaty skin. He dived to rinse his hair as it came up sluicing with water.

Duripi waded towards him. “I did not think we would come so far with the cypress today.”

He was right. Depending on the weather and the terrain, it could take days between cutting the tree and placing it in the shipyard. 

“We had a lot of help,” Yidini agreed.

His gaze shot upstream where Kikeru and Dumiri swam. Dumiri pushed Kikeru’s head down, trying to submerge it. Kikeru laughed and splashed water on Dumiri’s face, who paid right back. Both put their hands on the other’s shoulders.




OEBPS/images/image-1.jpeg
\ -
[ « otini
('.\’ er e 0 Q . = ’// _ —
ALBANIA ki < Thasos " g~ s 100 km
R ki Samothraki -~/ Oﬂ& 60 miles
\\\ L R, (/} /}f
. No astem ;
Corfu = - !slar?(ia;l = ;&’? / ) ‘
: \ )
C TURKEY
P

o o T
* ¢ 4 “"Mykonos: .

MEDITERRANEAN
SEA

«Irakllo &

Zakynthos T
' 5 q
€ Grg?flc RS «fﬂﬂNaxos-K S G &
W OWOWE Islands s 8T0S 0§‘: 25 il
Gerolimenas o Cyclades .@Sggtoé*m; ~ ) Lo
i odecanese ‘ﬁho s
Kythira \sfands
SEA OF CRETE {Kamathos

Kasos







OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/image.png
Realms of Ancient Near East





OEBPS/images/image-4.jpeg





OEBPS/images/image-6.jpeg





OEBPS/images/image-5.jpeg





OEBPS/images/image.jpeg
Wax Seal Pblishiug





OEBPS/images/image-2.jpeg





OEBPS/images/image-1.png
CRETAN SEA

Agia Pelagia

LIBYAN SEA





OEBPS/images/image-3.jpeg
¥






OEBPS/images/image-2.png












