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Κεντρική Κρήτη

 Πρινιάς

Central Crete

Prinias



Prinias (Patela). Evidence of Protoarchaic cult 
activities in the Hellenistic fortress area

Giacomo Biondi

The latest excavations (2003 and 2005) in the fortress, which in post-Ar-
chaic times housed the garrison in the Patela of Prinias, had two goals: 
to date the fortress itself and to clarify the urban role of that area in 
the earlier settlement, that had ceased to exist in the first half of the 
6th century BC (Rizza 2008, 302). Since both the foundation trenches 
and the abandonment layers of the defensive structure were sampled, 
the first aim was fully achieved by 2005. The fort was built between the 
late 3rd and the first half of the 2nd century BC and deserted before the 
end of the same century (Biondi 2003 and 2005). The second aim has 
proved more difficult to achieve, because only very poorly preserved and 
earlier dry-stone walls were brought to light; Early Iron Age finds, in a 
very fragmentary state, were recovered as residuals only in Hellenistic 
or surface layers. In the last few years, however, the fuller examination 
of these finds has yielded several clues – to be verified with further exca-
vations – of Protoarchaic (and earlier) cult activities in the fortress area, 
which incidentally is the highest place on the Patela hill.

Some previously recovered finds, furthermore, had already led to the 
suspicion that the aforementioned area during the Protoarchaic age was 
of a not purely residential nature. These are first the basis of a ‟statu-
etta in calcare locale con due piedi in posa rigida, come in alcune carat-
teristiche terrecotte di Praesos”,1 that is to say something very like the 
20-60 cm high limestone statuettes from the sanctuary on the acropolis 
of Gortina (Rizza 1968, 155, 157, pls. 1.3, 5.10-11), and then some 
blocks bearing Archaic inscriptions. Four of the latter had been reused 
in the fortress’ walls (IC I, nos. 9-12) and one was unearthed in a heap 
of stones not far from there (IC I, no. 14; Pernier 1910, 59). The five 
inscribed blocks recovered in the fortress area total far more than locat-
ed elsewhere on the Patela hill.2 In addition, the size of the letters, 10 
cm high on average, bears witness to the public nature of the inscribed 
texts. Since such public inscriptions were normally engraved onto the 
walls of sacred buildings (Guarducci 1969, 2-3), such a concentration is 
a valuable clue to the existence of one such building nearby. 

1	 L. Pernier, excavation journal, 23rd July 1906. 
2	 Just three others were found on the Patela hill (IC I, nos. 2, 8; Rizza 2008, 41, pl. 3). 

Of eight more (IC I, nos. 1, 3-7, 13, 15), once in the modern village of Prinias or in the 
Heraklion Museum, we are not able to trace the places of their discovery.
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A certain number of Protoarchaic limestone stelai with both female and 
hoplites figures engraved thereon were also unearthed in the area under 
examination (Λεμπέση 1976, 17-19, 21-26): no others were retrieved 
from anywhere else on the Patela hill. At the beginning of the last centu-
ry, a similar item was unearthed at Chalavra (Λεμπέση 1976, no. A1), in 
the valley below the stepped southern ridge of the Patela plateau, where 
the fortress stood. Because of this find, it was assumed that an Early 
Iron Age necropolis had to exist at Chalavra, and that the (funerary) 
stelai had been taken from there in Hellenistic times and reused in the 
nearby fortress.3 In the 1970s, however, excavations revealed that no 
necropolis had existed there (Rizza 2008, 57-69); rather, the Early Iron 
Age urban cemetery was discovered at Siderospilia, in a location not so 
very close to the fortress (Rizza 2011). Both the distance involved and 
the far from easy route between the two locations and, above all, the 
availability of abundant building material offered by the ruins of the Pro-
toarchaic settlement on the Patela hill, all make it difficult to believe that 
the fortress builders needed to avail themselves of the stelai from that 
cemetery. It is possible, indeed, that the single stele found at Chalavra 
had slipped down from the fortress area and that it and other ones had 
been there since the 7th century BC. One cannot therefore exclude the 
possibility that the stelai from the fortress area were of a votive nature, 
as indeed an old hypothesis had claimed.4

The new excavations produced three more fragments of these pieces, 
two of which (Biondi 2007, 308, fig. 48) were from modern stone heaps 
and one, reused, was among the squared limestone blocks of an ancient 
wall within the fortress. The last (figs. 1-2), from an unfinished5 and pre-
sumably rejected artefact, expands the scope of our views. It could be 
the work of a sculptor operating near the supposed sacred area. 

In addition to the aforementioned finds, a miniature bronze-sheet 
shield (fig. 3), normally of the sort used as votives (Prent 2005, 368), 
and the head of a Daedalic clay figurine (or pinax), with two suspension 
holes (fig. 4) (cf. Rizza 1968, 169, 171, pls. 19.113a and 21.123), offer 
further clues to the presence of worshipping practices during the Pro-
toarchaic period in the area under examination. 

Even though this area has not been thoroughly investigated, it can be 
now presumed that cult activities were performed here in the Protoar-
chaic age. 

This area moreover seems to have played the same constant role from 
the times indicated by the earliest traces of occupation on the Patela hill. 
3	 Bibliography in Rizza 2008, 57 and Rizza 2011, 22. 
4	 Bibliography in Λεμπέση 1976, 18-19. 
5	 It is evident that the laying-out, very slight and but partially incised, is at the sketch-

ing stage. The drawing of the helmet plume is incorrect and incomplete. Its ridge, 
which goes beyond the upper edge of the slab, is likely the mistake that led to the 
abandonment of the work.
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Fig. 1 :  Fragment of an unfinished limestone stele (inv. P4061), compared with a finished one 
(after Λεμπέση 1976). Note the incorrect drawing of the helmet plume on the first 

Fig. 2 :  Detail of the same stele (inv. P4061)

Protoarchaic cult activities in the Hellenistic fortress area of Prinias
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The clay head of a bovid and a frag-
ment of a female terracotta figurine 
with a bell-shaped skirt, dating 
back to the 12nd century BC (LM 
IIIC), were unearthed in our recent 
excavations: they have already 
been connected to practices of wor-
ship (Perna 2015, 39, fig. 11a-b). 
Other similar finds – a dewlapped 
chest of a bovid (fig. 5.1) (cf. D’Ag-
ata 1999, 38-43, 106, 146-147, 
groups C1 and D3) and the torso 
of a tubular female figurine (fig. 6.1) 
(cf. D’Agata 1999, 203, pl. 120.G3; 
Rizza 2008, pl. 196.SP44) – are too 
fragmentary to be dated with any 
certainty: they could belong to the 
same period or could be later. The 
leg of another large, wheelmade, 
quadruped (fig.  5.2), however, 
bears a painted decoration, which 

is characteristic of the second half of the 9th century; the fragment of a 
clay figurine, probably with the hands at its breast (fig. 6.2), is contem-
porary or slightly earlier (cf. Pautasso 2005, 599, fig. 9; Rizza 2008, pl. 
195; Babbi 2015). Other fragments of small solid, quadruped figurines 
of clay (figs. 7-8) belong to a class, that ‟is mostly found in early contexts 
(Protogeometric and Geometric), and occasionally in the late seventh 
century B.C.” (Shaw 2000, 136-142, pls. 3.7-3.10, 3.20-3.22; D’Agata 
1999, 106, 147-149, pls. 91-96; Rizza 2008, pls. 197-202). Lastly, a 
place for the worship of Athena was surely located in the fortress area 
in Hellenistic times, as some fragments of pithoi (which were unearthed 
in both the old and new excavations) inscribed with the name of the 
goddess testify (IC I, no. 19). 

Fig. 3 :  Miniature bronze shield (inv. P3981)

Fig. 4 :  Clay head of a female figurine 
(inv. P3489)
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Fig. 5 :  Two fragments of large, wheelmade, quadrupeds 
(no. F115 and inv. P4262)

Fig. 6 :  Two fragments of anthropomorphic 
figurines (inv. P3891 and P3563)

Fig. 7 :  Fragment of a small, solid, 
clay horse (inv. P3590)

Fig. 8 :  Fragment of a small, solid, 
clay quadruped (inv. P3889)

Protoarchaic cult activities in the Hellenistic fortress area of Prinias
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Πρινιάς (Πατέλα). Ενδείξεις πρωτοαρχαϊκών λατρευτικών 
δραστηριοτήτων στην περιοχή του ελληνιστικού φρουρίου

Giacomo Biondi

Οι νέες ανασκαφές (2003 και 2005) στο φρούριο, το οποίο στη μετά-αρχαϊ
κή περίοδο στέγαζε τη φρουρά της Πατέλας του Πρινιά, είχαν δύο στόχους: 
να χρονολογήσουν το ίδιο το φρούριο και να προσδιορίσουν τον αστικό 
ρόλο της περιοχής μέσα στον οικισμό της Πρώιμης Εποχής του Σιδήρου. 
Καθώς εντοπίστηκαν οι τάφροι θεμελίωσης και τα στρώματα εγκατάλειψης 
του φρουρίου, ο πρωταρχικός στόχος εκπληρώθηκε πλήρως – το φρούριο 
κτίστηκε μεταξύ του ύστερου 3ου και του α΄ μισού του 2ου αιώνα π.Χ. και 
ερημώθηκε πριν από το τέλος του ίδιου αιώνα. Ο δεύτερος στόχος ήταν 
δυσκολότερο να επιτευχθεί, καθώς αποκαλύφθηκαν πολύ λίγα πρωϊμότερα 
κατάλοιπα τοιχοποιιών, ενώ ευρήματα από την Πρώιμη Εποχή του Σιδή-
ρου, σε πολύ αποσπασματική κατάσταση, εντοπίστηκαν μεμονωμένα, είτε 
σε ελληνιστικά ή σε επιφανειακά στρώματα. Ωστόσο η μελέτη του υλικού, 
η οποία διεξάγεται τα τελευταία χρόνια, σε συνάρτηση με τα ευρήματα των 
ανασκαφών των αρχών του 20ού αιώνα, μας επιτρέπουν να επιχειρηματο-
λογήσουμε για την όχι αποκλειστικά οικιστική χρήση του χώρου.

Protoarchaic cult activities in the Hellenistic fortress area of Prinias
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