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What people Are Saying About


Pantheon: The Minoans


In the pursuit of a mystic spirituality, finding a trustworthy and perceptive teacher is essential. Enter author Laura Perry with her recent work, Pantheon: The Minoans. Perry’s clear writing, thorough historical research, and insightful spiritual observations serve as a guiding light for all magical practitioners. Every skill level is welcome here. Pantheon: The Minoans starts off as a concise tour through Minoan history and culture as well as a survey of the many faces of the divine. But Patheon isn’t some librarian’s info-dump. Like the mythic Ariadne, Perry’s work acts as your guide, leading you through the labyrinth towards a treasure trove of Minoan spiritual practices. The book generously offers step-by-step instructions to the core celebratory and magical formats that have inspired and informed Ariadne’s Tribe, an inclusive modern polytheistic spiritual tradition. Although intended as an introduction, Pantheon: The Minoans is far more significant and impactful. It’s a revelation for anyone who has wondered about modern Minoan spirituality, the deities, feasts, myths, and magic, and how one might engage with their own powerful practice.


Timothy Roderick, author of Wicca: A Year and A Day, Dark Moon Mysteries, and other works


Pantheon: The Minoans is a fascinating guide to Minoan paganism and culture which is perfect for anyone interested in Minoan beliefs or who is just curious about the culture. The author tackles what can be a complicated subject in a way that makes it easy for readers. Covering all the essentials from deities to holidays, from history to ritual structure, in a straightforward way. This book deserves a place in any witch’s library.


Morgan Daimler, author of Pantheon: The Norse


Laura Perry has succeeded in the most needed task of compiling authentic references and explanations for the old gods of this very misunderstood culture and region. Ancient Minoan religion is something that still perplexes scholars to this day so having a trusted reference point for these old gods is a great boon for practicing polytheists and researchers alike.


David Salisbury, author of The Deep Heart of Witchcraft


This is a fascinating book, offering insight into the history, culture and religions of not just Minoan Crete, but the ancient Mediterranean as a whole. While it’s aimed at people who want to practice modern Minoan spirituality, the book has a lot to offer readers like myself who are simply drawn to the historical side. I very much enjoyed it.


Nimue Brown, author of Druidry and Meditation, Druidry and the Ancestors, and Pagan Dreaming


Laura Perry takes us back in time to the ancient world of the Minoans. This magical book reveals the history, culture, and ways of these mysterious people who have influenced the Mediterranean and brought powerful deities back to us. Each page teaches us how to create a spiritual practice that summons the Minoans to help us to connect to a culture that was an enigma until now.


Chris Allaun, author of Whispers from the Coven


Pantheon: The Minoans is a fascinating walk through the history and the magical tradition of what we know about the Minoan people and their culture. It also explores the identities the deities within this tradition and what they represented to the people. Laura Perry explains how this tradition can be practiced successfully in modern times. She is the Temple Mom of Ariadne’s Tribe and has been working on this spiritual path as a community effort for about a decade. Her research into uncovering the Minoans’ real identity and the Gods and Goddesses that were worshiped gives a clearer understanding of the origins of these deities and how over the centuries they have made their way into other pantheons, particularly the Greeks. It is an enjoyable piece and well worth the read.


Martha Gray, author of Grimalkyn: The Witch’s Cat


Laura Perry’s Pantheon: The Minoans is the perfect introduction to understanding and celebrating all things Cretan. Written with expertise and dedication, Laura guides the reader into developing an ever deepening and insightful relationship with the Minoan deities. Using reconstructionist methods developed with her highly successful Ariadne’s Tribe group, along with archaeological and comparative mythology. Laura’s expertise and dedication shine through her writing, which is both instructive and engaging. By the end of the book, the reader will understand the everyday lives of the Minoans and how they celebrated the seasons. This is especially evident in the Sacred Calander chapter which reveals how the seasonal changes in the Mediterranean area were totally in tune with both the harvests and the Minoan people’s religious practices in Bronze Age Crete. In short, this book is a treasure trove of knowledge and history. With Laura as your teacher, you cannot fail to cultivate a profound and rewarding relationship with the Minoan Pantheon.


Thea Prothero, author of A Guide to Pilgrimage
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To the family of deities and humans who make up Ariadne’s Tribe.


Together we are joy!
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Introduction


This book is an introduction to the ancient Minoans and their family of deities as well as the spiritual practices of Ariadne’s Tribe, a worldwide inclusive modern polytheistic spiritual tradition. The information in these pages is aimed at people who don’t already have much background knowledge about the Minoans and their religion but who are interested in learning. It’s important to understand any culture’s place in history if you want to understand their religious beliefs and practices. That information gives us the context for bringing their spirituality alive in the modern world. So I’ve included details about ancient Minoan religion and daily life along with the Tribe’s modern sacred calendar and ritual structure, which are based on the information we have available about Minoan religion.


The Minoans were a literate society, but the script they used to write their language, called Linear A, is still undeciphered. So we don’t have any Minoan texts to help us out. The modern Minoan spiritual tradition I’ve shared in these pages is built on a combination of reconstructionist techniques (archaeology, archaeoastronomy, dance ethnology and comparative mythology) plus shared gnosis, since the historical resources are limited and there are lots of blanks to fill in. Throughout the book, I’ve explained where we’ve used our own spiritual experiences to flesh out the available information and when specific types of research, like dance ethnology or archaeoastronomy, have been important. We’ve done our best to remain true to what we know about the Minoans from reliable sources while also maintaining a functional and meaningful spiritual practice as modern Pagans.


Ariadne’s Tribe, or “the Tribe” for short, is a worldwide inclusive spiritual tradition. This means that people of any race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, ability level, disability, geographic location, language, education, or socio-economic status are welcome. We’re open to everyone who shares our love for the Minoan deities and respect for our fellow human beings. We’re not affiliated with any other Minoan-themed spiritual tradition.


Some of the material in this book first appeared, with slightly different wording, on my Minoan Path blog on PaganSquare at WitchesAndPagans.com. This book isn’t long enough to go in depth into any of the aspects of Minoan religion and history that I touch on in the blog. I’ve included what I consider to be the most important information for a basic understanding of ancient Minoan culture and religion and modern Minoan spirituality.


I hope you’ll take advantage of the resources I’ve listed at the end of the book. The Glossary provides information about terms you may not be familiar with. And the Further Reading section, as well as the bibliography if you’re so inclined, can help you explore the subjects found in this book in greater depth. I’d also like to mention here that I wrote this book myself, without the aid of text-generating AI. I dislike having to include this kind of announcement, but here we are.


The Minoans were real people, ordinary people just like us. They had families and jobs. They traveled and farmed and herded. They worshiped at home and in temples and shrines. They laughed and cried and loved. And they saw the divine in the world around them. We can connect with those deities in the modern world, just as the Minoans did in their time. This book is a great place to start making that connection.









Chapter 1


The Minoans in History


If we want to understand ancient Minoan religion and bring their pantheon into our modern spiritual practice, we need to know about the Minoans as human beings. Who were they? When did they live, and how did they live? What were they like?


Let’s start with a more basic subject: their name. Believe it or not, the people of ancient Crete didn’t call themselves Minoan. Ancient Egyptian sources call them “Keftiu,” and they may be the “Caphtor” mentioned in the Old Testament of the Christian Bible. So where did the term Minoan come from?


Sir Arthur Evans was the British archaeologist who excavated Knossos in the early 20th century. A few people had suggested the term “Minoan” before he came along, but it didn’t stick. Evans wanted to prove the Greek myths were historically true, and he thought the temple at Knossos was King Minos’s palace. So he called the people “Minoan” after the king’s name. Evans’s relentless PR campaign to make sure the whole world knew about his work immortalized the name, and it’s been with us ever since. Maybe one day we’ll discover the word the Minoans used to describe themselves. But for now, we’ll just call them Minoan.


Some other ideas Evans had about the Minoans turned out to be completely wrong. Evans was proud to be a part of the British Empire, which he considered the height of civilization. So when he found an ancient “high civilization” on Crete, he figured it must have had the same hallmarks as the British Empire: monarchy, military, and monotheism. Although Evans’s theories were popular in his day, since then, archaeologists have concluded they’re incorrect. Sadly, Evans’s outdated theories continue to circulate online, despite archaeologists’ attempts to share more updated information with the public.


To begin with, there’s no credible evidence the Minoans ever had a monarchy. It appears that each city on Crete was governed by a small group of temple clergy and possibly lay people as well. But Evans believed there was a monarchy, so he called the temple in Knossos a palace and named its rooms according to the way he imagined the royal family used them: the king’s Throne Room, the Queen’s Megaron, and so on. Archaeologists now generally agree that the famous Throne Room, with its central stone seat flanked by big griffins painted on the wall, was a ritual room and not a royal audience chamber.


There’s also no evidence of a military on Crete before the Mycenaean occupation, and during the occupation, the military belonged to the Mycenaeans (early Greeks from the mainland to the north of Crete), not the Minoans. Don’t panic; I’ll explain the Mycenaean occupation a little further down in this chapter. A lot of archaeologists think the Minoans had a merchant marine to protect their trading fleets. It’s possible, though there’s no real evidence one way or the other. It’s clear the Minoans put all their extensive resources into trade instead of conquest.


The “goddess monotheism” that Evans did his best to prove turns out to be wrong as well. The Minoans didn’t worship a single Great Goddess to the exclusion of other deities. Like all the other Bronze Age cultures in and around the Mediterranean, the Minoans were polytheists.


That’s a lot of stuff the Minoans weren’t. So what were they? And who were they? They were a Bronze Age culture centered on the island of Crete in the Mediterranean Sea, just south of mainland Greece. They weren’t Greek, but they did influence the Mycenaeans a lot.


Crete is the largest of the islands that belong to the modern nation of Greece, but it has only been a part of Greece for just over a century, since 1913. The island is long and narrow, about 260 km (160 miles) wide from east to west and 60 km (37 miles) across from north to south in the middle, narrowing toward both ends. The center of the island is filled with a mountain range that forms a sort of “spine” running east to west along the island’s length. These mountains, many of which were sacred to the Minoans, are surrounded by fertile lowlands crisscrossed by rivers. The mild climate made Crete a desirable place to live in Minoan times, just as it is today.


The Mediterranean climate has a unique seasonal cycle. I’ll explain it briefly here, because being familiar with it will help you understand the Minoan sacred calendar, which is based on Crete’s natural cycles. If you’re reading this book, there’s a good chance you live in the northern temperate zone with its four seasons of spring, summer, autumn, and winter. But in the Mediterranean, there are only two seasons: rainy and dry. The rains begin in the autumn, which is when the farmers plow their fields and plant their crops. The grain and vegetables grow through the mild, rainy winter and are harvested in the spring. So the times for planting and harvest may be backward from what you’re used to. Once the harvest is over, the springtime moves into summer, and the rains stop. In the Mediterranean, the “dead time” is the summer, not the winter. It’s very hot and completely dry. The rivers on Crete become shallow and sluggish; many streams dry up entirely. Plants turn brown and crispy. There’s no relief until the rains begin again in the autumn, starting a new cycle.


Let’s look at the basic timeline of events to help us get an idea of where the Minoans fit into the big picture of history. They didn’t just appear out of nowhere in the Bronze Age. DNA evidence tells us the Minoans’ ancestors migrated to the Aegean from Anatolia (modern-day Turkey) during the Neolithic era, around 10,000 to 9000 BCE. Theirs was only one of many waves of migration out of Anatolia into Europe and the Mediterranean as populations swelled with the introduction of farming. These migrants were part of Old Europe, the people who were there before the Indo-Europeans arrived.


The first settlements on Crete were in caves, then farmsteads and small villages. Slowly over time the population grew. Villages became towns and towns became cities. By around 3500 to 3000 BCE, the art and culture looked recognizably Minoan. By then, the Minoans were already sailing around the Mediterranean, building their trading empire. But they still didn’t have the big temples and gleaming cities that have captured our imaginations.


The temples in the major Minoan cities of Knossos, Phaistos, Malia, and Zakros were all built around 1900 BCE. Those temples, which are still sometimes wrongly referred to as palaces, held a complex and important role in Minoan society. Like the temples in ancient Mesopotamia, the Minoan ones were centers for both religious activities and local government. Each city and its surrounding farmland were governed from the temple. Crete didn’t have a unified island-wide government. Instead, the Minoan cities were united by their culture and religion, which they all shared.


The temples were the crowning glory of the Minoan cities, which were pretty advanced for their time, especially compared to other nearby cultures. The Minoans built aqueducts to bring water into their cities from the mountain springs. Their temples and many of their homes had piped-in fresh water, indoor toilets, and sewer systems. Their city streets were paved, with gutters along the edges for runoff. Their level of sanitation must have improved their health considerably.


I mentioned that the big temples were built around 1900 BCE. About 200 years later the temples, along with the cities that surrounded them, were damaged by devastating earthquakes and had to be rebuilt. Minoan architecture was remarkably earthquake-resistant, so much so that modern architects have studied the remains of Minoan buildings to help them make contemporary buildings more earthquake-proof.


Earthquakes are a common hazard in the Mediterranean, which has active geology that includes volcanoes. You can probably guess where this is going. Around 1600 BCE, the volcanic island of Thera erupted catastrophically in the eastern Mediterranean, blowing a big hole in its own center and sending earthquakes, tsunamis, and an enormous ash cloud across the whole region. The tsunamis scoured the northern and eastern coasts of Crete, destroying the cities and temples there.


A century ago, archaeologists thought the Thera eruption was the end of Minoan civilization. But newer scientific evidence shows that the eruption happened one to two centuries earlier than people originally thought, and the Minoans rebuilt afterward. As you can imagine, their island was seriously damaged by the natural disaster, and that set the stage for the Mycenaeans to take advantage. The Mycenaeans weren’t related to the Minoans. They were an Indo-European people who came into mainland Greece during the early Bronze Age in one of the waves of Indo-European migration that swept westward from the Pontic-Caspian steppe, a region of grasslands in eastern Europe and western Asia.


We don’t know exactly how it happened, whether the Mycenaeans offered to help in a friendly manner to start with or whether they were more forceful right from the beginning. But by about a century after the Thera eruption, they had fully taken over at Knossos and were also overseeing the activities at Phaistos and possibly at Chania, in western Crete, as well. But they never managed to take over at Malia, Zakros, or the other cities on the eastern end of the island. This era, the last two to three centuries of Minoan civilization, is called the Mycenaean occupation of Crete. It’s during this time the Mycenaeans learned so much about Minoan culture and borrowed a number of Minoan deities into their pantheon. The later classical Greeks (Hellenes) inherited these borrowed deities, which is how so many Minoan deities ended up in the Hellenic pantheon.


Sadly, it appears that when the Minoans continued to resist Mycenaean rule, the Mycenaeans responded viciously. Around 1450 BCE, all the major cities along the northern and eastern coast of Crete (except Knossos, where the Mycenaeans had their headquarters) were systematically looted and burned to the ground, if not by the Mycenaeans themselves, then possibly by their hired mercenaries. This is why we have very little in the way of precious metal artifacts from the Minoans, even though they were very wealthy. The looters removed anything of value and most likely melted down all the gold and silver items they could find.


Knossos continued under Mycenaean rule for another century. Then, around 1350 BCE, it, too, was looted and burned to the ground. We don’t know for certain who was responsible, but one reasonable possibility involves the native Minoans who had fled their burning cities a century earlier. After the destruction of their cities, many of them holed up in communities like Karphi in the mountains of east central Crete, remote strongholds of resistance against the Mycenaean occupation. Maybe they’d simply had enough.


Believe it or not, even after all this destruction, there were still people living on Crete. The island wasn’t empty. But without the big cities and their infrastructure, daily life was more difficult. It became even more so as the eastern Mediterranean plunged into the Late Bronze Age (LBA) collapse, which peaked (or bottomed out, I suppose you could say) around 1100 BCE. By that point, governments had failed, trade was endangered by pirates, and people were struggling simply to survive. The LBA collapse was due to a combination of causes including climate change, drought, famine, civil unrest, and governmental instability.


This is the end of the Minoan era. Beyond this point, there’s no art or architecture that’s recognizably Minoan. The people of Crete continued on, of course. They didn’t all just disappear. Crete continued to be inhabited through the Hellenic and Roman eras, right up until today. But by the time of the LBA collapse, Minoan civilization was gone for good.


How can we place the Minoans on our mental map of the ancient world? They flourished at the same time as other ancient cultures you’re probably already familiar with. They interacted with many different people around the Mediterranean, including the Egyptians, who were one of their major trading partners.


How do the Minoans dovetail with ancient Egyptian history? The Old Kingdom in Egypt began in about 3100 BCE, just a few centuries after the culture on Crete became recognizably Minoan. The height of Minoan civilization happened around the same time as many of the big names you’re probably familiar with in Egyptian history: Hatshepsut, Akhenaten, Nefertiti, Tutankhamun. But the Egyptians weren’t the only people around at that time.


In Mesopotamia, Sumerian culture arose at about the same time as early Minoan civilization. A few centuries later, while the Minoans were expanding their cities, Sargon of Akkad conquered the Sumerian city-states and united them to form the Akkadian Empire. Then the Babylonian Empire arose in the same region. King Hammurabi with his famous laws lived about the same time the Minoans were building their first big temples.


We’ve already mentioned the Mycenaeans. These early Greeks appeared as a culture during the last few centuries of Minoan civilization, and their rise is attributed largely to the Minoans. From the Minoans they learned how to build beehive-shaped tombs, how to write, how to improve their sailing ships, bronze, pottery and jewelry-making. But unlike the Minoans, their culture was warlike and profited mainly from conquest instead of trade.


The Mycenaeans borrowed deities from the Minoan pantheon, adding them to their own religious practice. Dionysus, Eileithyia, Rhea and others began in Minoan Crete but eventually made their way into Greek mythology. The fragments of their myths that survived into the classical era helped us find our way back to their earlier Minoan stories. You’ll probably recognize many of the Minoan deity names because you’ve seen them in Greek myth and folk tales. Just be aware the Minoan deities don’t necessarily have the same characteristics as the later Hellenic ones.


Along with the other Mediterranean and Near Eastern cultures, Mycenaean civilization fell apart during the LBA collapse. There was what you might call a dark age for a while, a time we don’t have much information about. Classical Greek civilization didn’t arise until several centuries after the collapse, when the Minoans and the Mycenaeans were both long gone.


What about other regions of the world? What was going on elsewhere while the Minoans were busy painting frescoes and leaping over bulls?


The first stage of Stonehenge was built during the early days of Minoan civilization, while the people of Crete were gathering in towns but before they began building their big temples. The final stage of rearranging stones and dirt at Stonehenge took place during the height of Minoan culture.


Like the Egyptians and Sumerians, the Minoans were also a literate culture. They wrote using two different scripts, Cretan hieroglyphs and Linear A. We don’t have enough texts of either of them yet to be able to do a decipherment, unfortunately. But we can see from the surviving examples that the hieroglyphs were used on stone seals, and both hieroglyphs and Linear A were used in bookkeeping records in the temples and smaller sacred houses. Although we can’t read the text, the numbers have been deciphered, and we can see the Minoans were confident mathematicians who used both whole numbers and unit fractions (fractions with a 1 in the numerator and another number in the denominator, like ½ or ¼). Archaeologists are still finding more Linear A texts, so maybe one day we’ll have enough for a decipherment.


In the meantime, we can already read Linear B, a script based on Linear A and used at Knossos and several Mycenaean cities in mainland Greece. Both of these scripts were used to write on clay tablets about the size of your hand, which were used for bookkeeping and administration at the Minoan temples and other sites. But Linear B wasn’t used to write the Minoan language. Instead, it was used to record the early form of Greek the Mycenaeans spoke. Since the Mycenaeans were illiterate until they met the Minoans, the Minoans probably developed Linear B for them. This may have happened under duress, since Linear B’s appearance happened at the height of the Mycenaean occupation of Crete.


Enough Linear B texts have survived that it was deciphered in the middle of the 20th century. So we can read the Mycenaean Greek on those tablets. That may not sound too exciting, since they’re accounting records. But the words on the tablets give us a glimpse into a hybrid Minoan-Mycenaean culture, including the names of deities, trade goods, occupations, and food. This information has helped us reconstruct a great deal about life on Crete at the end of the Minoan era.


The writing, the art, the paved roads and sewers and big temples the Minoans created are all pretty impressive. But what’s most impressive is that Minoan culture lasted peacefully for so many centuries before finally succumbing to a combination of human and natural causes. Then the Minoans remained hidden from view for three millennia before being rediscovered by archaeologists at the turn of the twentieth century. Now that we know a little about their history, let’s explore their religion and their worldview.
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