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Cretan Caves Sanctuaries OF The Early Iron 

Age To The Roman Period 
 

Nikolaos Stampolidis and Antonis Kotsonas 

 

 

Introduction
*
 

 

The geomorphological properties of the Cretan landscape, 

including the nature of the rocks and their tectonic struc-

ture, allow water to penetrate and gradually dissolve soft 

stones (Faure 1964, 19-49; Platakis 1973, 9-32; Rackham 

and Moody 1996, 24-25; Wallace 2010, 32). This process 

has created innumerable karst formations, most notably 

caves, the number of which is estimated to range from 

2,000 to over 3,500 [Rutkowski 1972, 40 (2,000 exam-

ples); Platakis 1973, 10 (3,305 examples); Rutkowski 

1986, 9, (2,000 examples); Simitzis 1993, 119 (over 

3,500 examples)]. Because of this plethora of karst for-

mations, Crete has been called the land of the caves 

(Platakis 1973, 9). The term cave is here used to refer to 

horizontal caves, as well as varathra and rockshelters (for 

a glossary of basic speleological terms, see Wickens 

1986, 247-250; Tyree 2006, 330). It is indicative that the 

number of 281 caves in the Mylopotamos district of Crete 

(Simitzis 1993, 119; Aretaki, Simitzis and Stratidakis 

2006, 38) is comparable to the so-called large number of 

caves identified in Attika (300) (Wickens 1986, 3), even 

though the total area of the former district is five times 

smaller than that of the latter [for the size of the Mylo-

potamos area, see Bennet 1990, 206, table 4, for Attika, 

see Der neue Pauly 2 (1997), s.v. Attika, 234]. 

 

By the onset of the period discussed in this paper, around 

1100 B.C., cult had been practiced in Cretan caves for 

one and possibly more millennia (Tyree 2001, 39-40; 

Wallace 2010, 42-43, 45). Cult in the Idaean Cave proba-

bly goes back to the 3
rd millennium (Vasilakis 2006) or 

even earlier (Manteli 2006). As is often the case in the ar-

chaeology of Crete, scholarship has been preoccupied 

with the caves of the Bronze Age (Minoan period). Cave 

sanctuaries with later activity have, however, also attract-

ed considerable attention and there are recent publications 

which review the island’s cave sanctuaries from the Early 

Iron Age to the Archaic period (11th-6th century B.C.) 

[Prent 2005, 200-209, 554-610 (with sporadic references 

in catalogues A, part 2 and B, part 2)], as well as from the 

Classical and Hellenistic periods (5th-2nd century B.C.) 

[Sporn 2002, 346-348, 401 (with sporadic references in 

the gazetteer of the book’s part A), Sporn also refers to 

the Roman finds from the cave sanctuaries]. On the con-

trary, studies on the use of the Cretan caves in the Roman 

                                                            
* The authors are grateful to the late Yannis Sakellarakis for permission 

to reproduce Figs. 11.4, 11.5 and to Nota Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki for 

permission to reproduce Fig. 11.6. Thanks are also due to the British 

School at Athens for permission to reproduce the previously un-

published Fig. 11.2. Fig. 11.1, 11.3 are by Antonis Kotsonas. In the 

original format of the text all references were given in footnotes. 

 

period (1st century B.C.-5th century A.D.) remain limited 

(Sporn 2002, 346-348, 401; also, Alcock 2002, 99-131 

with several insightful points on the Cretan cave sanctu-

aries of the Roman period). These publications make re-

dundant any full review of Cretan sanctuaries of the his-

torical period, which would in any case be impossible in a 

short paper. It is perhaps indicative that the finds from the 

early excavations in the Psychro Cave have warranted as 

many as three monographs (Boardman 1961; Rutkowski 

and Nowicki 1996; Watrous 1996). Instead, emphasis is 

here given to specific themes which have hitherto re-

ceived inadequate treatment. These themes include the 

long history and varied problems of Cretan cave archae-

ology; the diverse geographical and political contexts of 

select cave sanctuaries from the Early Iron Age to the 

Roman period (11th century B.C. - 5th century A.D.); and 

the shifting attitudes identified in dedicatory practices. 

 

History And Problems Of Cave Archaeology In Crete 

 

References to Cretan caves abound in ancient Greek, 

Roman and Byzantine literature. These references are 

primarily concerned with the role of these caves - mostly 

the Idaean and Dictaean (Platakis 1973, 165-203, the lo-

cation of the Dictaean Cave mentioned by ancient sources 

is uncertain, see Watrous 1996, 18-19) Caves (for all Cre-

tan locations mentioned see Fig. 11.1) - in the mythology 

of Zeus. Shorter notes on the Cretan caves and their my-

thology also occur in Venetian documents of the 14th to 

17th century A.D., in a period, during a considerable part 

of which Crete was ruled by Venice (Platakis 1973, 351-

390; Tsiknakis 2006). These documents suggest that 

caves were a major attraction for travelers who visited the 

island from the 15th century to the third quarter of the 19th 

century A.D. (Platakis 1973, 206-351; Sakellarakis 1987, 

240-241; Palioura 2006, 238-240; Tsiknakis 2006). 

 

The first archaeological explorations of Cretan caves 

commenced in the last quarter of the 19th and the begin-

ning of the 20th century A.D. (Fig. 11.2) (Platakis 1973, 

390-393; Tyree 1974, 1; Watrous 1996, 17, 23-25). These 

explorations, which were carried out by Greek, Italian, 

British and French pioneers, involved intensive excava-

tion and extensive coverage of the caves known at the 

time. Subsequently, international interest was directed 

toward other Cretan monuments, particularly the Minoan 

palaces of the Bronze Age, and the exploration of caves 

was largely left to Greek archaeologists [Tyree 1974, 2; 

Sakellarakis 1987, 244, only the finds from the Idaean 

Cave were published at the time (Halbherr and Orsi 

1888)]. In the 1960s and early 1970s, Cretan cave ar-

chaeology attracted renewed international attention in the 

form of synthetic works (Tyree 1974, 2-3; Boardman 

1961; Willetts 1962, 141-147). The production of such 

works dwindled thereafter (references are collected in 

Watrous 1996, 24-25), to recover with a series of publica-

tions which appeared in 1996 (Faure 1996; Rutkowski 

and Nowicki 1996; Watrous 1996, later publications in-

clude Jones 1999; Tyree 2001). Despite the ebb and flow 

of publications on the subject, fieldwork in Cretan caves 

has been very limited in the last decades. 
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The archaeological exploration of Cretan caves is faced 

with a number of shortcomings (Boardman 1961; Faure 

1964; Rutkowski 1972; Tyree 1974, see Rutkowski 1972, 

41-44; Tyree 1974, 4; Rutkowski 1986, 8-11; Watrous 

1996, 95; Prent 2005, 155), which also obstruct reviews 

like the present one. Some of these shortcomings regular-

ly occur in cave archaeology of other regions as well; 

others are, however, largely peculiar to Crete. In general, 

the archaeological exploration of caves depends on their 

accessibility, including the form and size of the mouth 

and interior, as well as the stability of the roof and walls 

(see, e.g., the eloquent descriptions and illustrations in 

Sakellarakis 1987, 256, figs. 13, 14). Related conditions, 

such as the cave’s permeability in water and snow are 

important for both the progress of fieldwork and the 

preservation of some classes of archaeological finds. 

Digging, for example, in the water pool of the lower 

chamber at Psychro Cave (Faure 1996; Rutkowski and 

Nowicki 1996; Watrous 1996, 18) or the snow covered 

interior of the Idaean Cave (Sakellarakis 1987, 256, 259; 

Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 2011, 77, 125) 

proved particularly arduous and time-consuming.  

 
Disturbed stratigraphy is another problem that pervades 

the exploration of Cretan, and other, caves [Bailey and 

Galanidou 2009, undisturbed strata have been identified 

in the Idaean Cave (Sakellarakis 1987, 244, 246)]. This is 

mostly due to the long period of use of these sites, but al-

so to other anthropogenic, as well as geophysical factors, 

which cause intrusion of archaeological material into 

lower layers. Animals may also disturb the stratigraphic 

record. This problem is most acute in the case of Crete, 

where caves often serve as shelters for flocks of sheep 

and goats. Furthermore, damage was caused on some 

Cretan cave sanctuaries after the establishment of Christi-

anity (Rutkowski 1986, 51; Faure 1996, 210). The later 

introduction of Christian cults in caves which were also 

sacred in Antiquity (twenty four cases are mentioned in 

Faure 1996, 202) disturbed ancient remains and occasion-

ally, as in the case of the sanctuary at Patsos Cave, 

brought about the erection of small chapels (Fig. 11.3). 

The interior of some Cretan caves was also spoiled in 

Medieval and later times. Inscriptions incised on the 

walls of the Melidoni Cave document that the site was 

popular with Cretan and foreign visitors in this long peri-

od (Tzifopoulos and Litinas 2009; Tzifopoulos and Liti-

nas forthcoming). In the 19
th century A.D., this cave was 

used by Cretans fighting for independence against the Ot-

toman Turks who were then ruling the island (Faure 

1964, 204-208; Platakis 1973, 205, 285-287, 323). “Un-

expected” guests in the turbulent years of World War II 

are also known to have caused damage in Cretan caves 

(Faure 1964, 208-210; 1996, 21-22, 176-177, 210). Last-

ly, plundering has been practiced in Cretan caves since 

the end of the 19th century A.D., [e.g.: Halbherr and Orsi 

1888, 1-3 (Idaean Cave); Sakellarakis 1987, 241-242, 

259; 1998, 25, 33 (Idaean Cave); Platon 2011, 16-17 

(Inatos Cave); Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 

2011, 99-104 (Idaean Cave)], if not earlier. This is the 

main reason why access to the interior of most sites is 

nowadays blocked. Nonetheless, the Psychro Cave is 

open to the public and has developed into a major tourist 

attraction drawing some 800 visitors during the summer 

days (Wallace 2005, 60). 
 

No Cretan cave site has been fully excavated despite the 

advantages offered by a closed, protected context of fairly 

limited size. This also applies to the Psychro Cave, which 

has been explored much more thoroughly than other Cre-

tan caves (Rutkowski and Nowicki 1996, 11; Watrous 

1996, 18).  Many sites have been only explored by trial 

trenches, while surface finds are the only source of in-

formation for others. Several Cretan caves were excavat-

ed without proper methodology or sophisticated record-

ing systems. It is worth recalling, for example, the nega-

tive impression of Stephanos Koumanoudis, then director 

of the Greek Archaeological Society, of the excavation 

method employed by Federico Halbherr in his fieldwork 

in the Idaean Cave in the end of the 19th century A.D.. 

(Sakellarakis 1998, 51; also, Sakellarakis 1987, 243 on 

the selectivity in the recovery of finds from the early ex-

cavations, see Sakellarakis 1987, 246). Another case in 

point is provided by David Hogarth’s excavation at Psy-

chro Cave, which involved the use of dynamite, and the 

hasty collection of finds from that cave’s lower grotto 

(see mostly Watrous 1996, 17-18). The eventual refine-

ment of excavation techniques is attested by the work of 

the late Yannis Sakellarakis in the Idaean Cave, which 

involved grid plans, distribution maps and documentation 

of the stratigraphy (Fig. 11.4) [for Sakellarakis’ excava-

tion method, see Sakellarakis 1987, 246-247, fig. 7; 1988, 

192 and figs. 4, 24, 31; Sakellarakis and Sapouna-

Sakellaraki 2011, 73, 119-135, for earlier, stratigraphic 

excavations at the Inatos Cave, see Platon 2011, 19-201].  
 

Perhaps the greatest impediment in Cretan cave archaeol-

ogy is the near absolute paucity of final publications. 

Most primary literature available is limited to brief exca-

vation reports of preliminary character. Selective, but 

richly illustrated catalogues of objects are available for 

few sites [Halbherr and Orsi 1888 (Idaean Cave); Board-

man 1961 (Psychro Cave); Watrous 1996 (Psychro 

Cave); Kourou and Karetsou 1994 (Patsos Cave); Kanta 

and Davaras 2011 (Inatos Cave); Sakellarakis and Sa-

pouna-Sakellaraki 2011 (Idaean Cave)], while longer 

studies are extremely rare (an exception being Sapouna 

1998). Publication is of paramount importance not only 

for past research; it is equally important for the regenera-

tion of archaeological interest in the Cretan caves and the 

launching of new fieldwork. It is time for new, interdisci-

plinary approaches to fieldwork, with state-of-the-art 

techniques, such as those lately applied in cave archaeol-

ogy of other regions of the Mediterranean and beyond 

(Chamberlain et al. 2000; Bailey and Galanidou 2009, 

215-216).  For example, subsurface prospection can con-

tribute to the discovery and identification of caves, which 

are recorded in ancient literature but remain unknown 

[e.g., the Dictaean Cave is known from written sources, 

but remains unidentified, see Watrous 1996, 18-19, the 

same perhaps applies to Homer’s Cave of Amnissos 

(Cave of Eileithyia), see Betancourt and Marinatos 2000,  
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180, 235-236]; or lead to the detection of caves with 
fairly undisturbed archaeological record, suitable for the 
detailed study of taphonomic reconstruction and anthro-
pogenic sedimentation. 
 
Cretan Caves And Their Identification As Sanctuaries 
 
The identification of a cave used in Antiquity as a sanctu-
ary is not straightforward. Despite this, several gazetteers 
of Cretan cave sanctuaries have been compiled in the last 
five decades (see, e.g., Faure 1964, 81-197; Tyree 1974, 
6-63, 216-229; Faure 1996; Rutkowski and Nowicki 
1996). Paul Faure originally counted 25 certain and 21 
possible cases of Cretan sacred caves of the Prehistoric to 
Roman period (Faure 1964, 81-189). More recently, 
Faure published a catalogue citing 53 certain and 17 pos-
sible cases (Faure 1996). Very different is the estimate by 
Loeta Tyree, who referred to 19 certain and 13 possible 
cases (Tyree 1974, 167). Bogdan Rutkowski originally 
listed 15 to 17 certain and 9 to 10 probable cases of Mi-
noan cave sanctuaries (Rutkowski 1972, 40, 151); later 
16 and 20 examples respectively (Rutkowski 1986, 9, 68-
71) and more recently 12 certain and 23 probable or pos-
sible cases (Rutkowski and Nowicki 1996, for criticism, 
see Jones 1999, 4 n. 4). Comparable estimates referring 
exclusively to caves of the historical period are largely 
missing, but Mieke Prent refers to a minimum of 10 sa-
cred caves used in the Early Iron Age (Prent 2005, 154-
170, 311-342). 
 
The notable range in these estimates clearly depends to 
the progress of fieldwork and other research over time. It 
is, however, also indicative of the subjectivity involved in 
the assessment of the primary evidence for cult and the 
lack of any established set of formal criteria for the iden-
tification of a cave as a sanctuary (for theoretical consid-
erations in determining the use of a cave and the range of 
cave use, see Wickens 1986, 61-86, for the identification 
of sanctuaries in general see  Prent 2005, 12-26). The 
Cretan sacred caves have hardly produced any definite 
cult images (Tyree 2001, 49; Prent 2005, 208 and for a 
possible exception, see 431), even if specific stalagmites 
have occasionally been considered as such (see mostly 
Faure 1964; 1996, also, Rutkowski 1972, 129-133; 1986, 
50-52, against the identification of stalagmites as cult im-
ages, see Rutkowski and Nowicki 1996, 16, ns. 20, 79). 
Accordingly, scholars like those mentioned above have 
based their estimates on other, varied criteria [Rutkowski 
(1972, 42-43; 1986, 10; Rutkowski and Nowicki 1996, 4-
5) has repeatedly made relevant points, Tyree (1974, 6) 
refers to architecture and cult objects, while Faure (1996, 
16) mentions a set of seven criteria], hardly commenting, 
however, on the applicability of these criteria to each 
cave discussed (Watrous 1996, 20-22 is a notable excep-
tion). As a result, the identification of sacred caves often 
retracts to empirical assumptions, occasionally based on 
written testimonies of the Hellenistic and Roman periods 
(late 4th century B.C. - 5th century A.D.). Because of these 
uncertainties, we here focus on caves which are unambi-
guously considered to have been sacred from the Early 
Iron Age to the Roman period (11th century B.C. - 5th cen-
tury A.D.), or for a part of this long period.  

 
Although literature often focuses on sacred caves, other 
use of caves is also documented in Crete during the peri-
od in question. Some Cretan caves, located mostly in the 
western half of the island, show scattered habitation re-
mains and probablyΝservedΝasΝtemporaryΝsheltersΝΧSjögrenΝ
2003, 43-44, 48). Conversely, the use of caves for burial 
is commonly manifested only in east Crete (east of the 
Isthmus of Ierapetra) (Tsipopoulou 2005, 193-194, 221, 
233-234, 239, 313, for earlier burial use of caves, see 
Tyree 2006, 329-331). It is perhaps no coincidence that 
sacred caves are extremely rare in this part of the island 
(Faure 1964, 97; Watrous 1996, 19, 75, see the maps in 
Tyree 1974, 67, 117, 119, 149, for reference to the two 
possible cases located east of Psychro Cave, see Tyree 
1974, 229, see also the map in Faure 1996, 157 and 159-
166, where the identification of caves nos. 54-58 as sanc-
tuaries is insecure). Sacred caves are also missing from 
the far west of Crete (west of Kydonia) (for map, see 
Faure 1996, 54 and 176-190, where the identification of 
caves nos. 64-70 as sanctuaries is insecure), where, how-
ever, archaeological exploration has been very limited. 
Hence, on present evidence, cave sanctuaries of the Early 
Iron Age to the Roman period occur over most of Crete, 
but remain rare on the eastern and western ends of the is-
land (for the narrower geographical distribution of cave 
sanctuaries in earlier times, see Tyree 2001, pls. IX.a, 
IX.b). 
 
Geographical And Political Landscapes: Stability And 
Change 

The Cretan caves which were used for cultic purposes 
during the period in question are characterized by varied 
geography and geomorphology. They range from large, 
deep caves (Fig. 11.5) with several chambers to shallow, 
well lit caverns and rockshelters (Fig. 11.3). Only in the 
Classical period is a consistent preference for complex 
karst formation identifiable (Tyree 1974, 169; Prent 2005, 
200). Some caves display impressive interiors, with many 
stalactites and stalagmites (Rutkowski 1972, 129-133, 
146; 1986, 50-52) or water pools (Rutkowski 1972, 133-
134; 1986, 53). A spring is located inside the Inatos Cave 
(Faure 1964, 90; Papasavvas 2003, 72) and others lie by 
the Idaean Cave (Prent 2005, 159) and at the Patsos Cave 
(Kourou and Karetsou 1994, 83). 
 
The geographical setting of the Cretan sacred caves is al-
so diverse and their locations do not conform to any con-
sistent pattern. For example, the Inatos Cave lies only few 
meters off the coastline of south-central Crete, at around 
sea level (Faure 1964, 90; Papasavvas 2003, 72; Platon 
2011, 16), while the Amnissos Cave is only slightly fur-
ther inland on the opposite coast of Crete. On the contary, 
the Idaean and Psychro Caves are located on highland 
plateaus and the elevation of the former site (circa 1500 
m) is taken to be one of the highest in the world for an ar-
chaeological location (Sakellarakis 1987, 239). The Nida 
Plateau, located by the Idaean Cave, was, and still is, 
largely uninhabited (Prent 2005, 159), but the Lasithi 
Plateau, which lies by Psychro Cave, was well populated 
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through much of Antiquity (Watrous 1982). Likewise, the 
Patsos Cave, in the west-central part of Crete, is located 
in a gorge traversed by a stream and lies close to a natural 
artery which connects the northern and southern coasts of 
the island (Prent 2005, 156).  
 
All major and nearly all minor Cretan cave sanctuaries of 
the Early Iron Age to the Roman period were lying out-
side the confines of contemporary settlements [SjögrenΝ
2003, 56-57 (8-6th century B.C.)]. Although their physical 
geography remained unchanged throughout the period in 
question (ceiling collapse is, however, thought to have 
stopped the cult inside the Arkalochori Cave and the low-
er chamber of Psychro Cave, see Prent 2005, 166, 339), 
the political landscape of the areas they occupied faced 
diverse, shifting trajectories. These trajectories often af-
fected the development of cult in caves, as is evident in 
the diachronic assessment which follows. 
 
Caves which show modest votive assemblages (e.g., the 
Amnissos Cave throughout the period in question 
(Betancourt and Marinatos 2000, especially 234) or the 
Phaneromeni Cave in the Early Iron Age (Rutkowski and 
Nowicki 1996, 35; Prent 2005, 557-559) are regularly 
considered to be rural cult places serving a neighboring 
settlement. A regional appeal is assumed for sites like the 
Patsos Cave (Rutkowski and Nowicki 1996, 42-44; Prent 
2005, 606-608) and the Psychro Cave (Rutkowski and 
Nowicki 1996, 19; Watrous 1996, 100, 103; Prent 2005, 
608-610), which attracted rich and more varied offerings, 
but did not produce any set of large bronzes, jewellery 
and exotic objects. Interregional functions are widely as-
sumed for the Idaean Cave for much of the period in 
question on the basis of the quality and quantity of its 
finds, as well as written evidence of Classical to Roman 
date [Prent 2005, 559-604 (Early Iron Age); Sporn 2002, 
218-223 (Classical-Hellenistic); Sapouna 1998 (Roman)]. 
This consensus is challenged by the argument of Hartmut 
εatthäusΝwhichΝ involvesΝ thatΝ theΝ largeΝbronzesΝ foundΝ inΝ
the cave in the Early Iron Age largely derived from 
Knossos (εatthäusΝβίίί,Νηζ1-542, for iconographic cor-
respondences between ceramic and metal finds from 
Knossos and the Idaean Cave, see Papalardo 2011). The 
present authors have elsewhere questioned this view and 
have argued that the distribution of similar finds in sites 
surrounding Mount Ida suggests that the bronzes derived 
from several communities (Stampolidis and Kotsonas 
2006, 347-349; see also Lagogianni-Georgakarakou 
2003, 8-9; Kotsonas 2005, 342-343; Prent 2005, 567-568; 
Stampolidis 2005-2006; Stampolidis 2007; Chaniotis 
2009, 62-63; Stampolidis 2011). Lately, more balanced 
positionsΝ haveΝ beenΝ expressedΝ onΝ thisΝ matterΝ [εatthäus 
2011, 125 suggests a shift of power to Gortyn or some 
other site in the 7th century B.C.), 129 (insisting on Knos-
sos, but also noting that other sites had links with the 
cave), also, Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 2011, 
151, 163, 165, 168 (referring to Knossos, but also an-
other,Ν“secondary”Νsite,ΝpossiblyΝχxos], but the issue will 
remain unsettled as long as the pottery (the only class of 
early finds the specific provenance of which can be estab-
lished not only on stylistic, but also on analytical 
grounds) from the cave remains unknown. 

 
Changes in settlement configurations and the political 
landscape in general are often thought to have affected 
cave sanctuaries. Nonetheless, cult persisted in a number 
of them, including the Idaean Cave, Psychro Cave, Patsos 
Cave, Phaneromeni Cave and Inatos Cave, in the transi-
tion from the Bronze to the Early Iron Age (1200-1000 
B.C.), despite the serious disruption which affected the is-
land’sΝ settlementΝ patternΝ atΝ theΝ timeΝ ΧPrentΝ βίίη,Ν γ11ν 
Wallace 2010, 136-137, on Inatos see Papasavvas 2003, 
72-76; Kanta and Davaras 2011, also Prent 2005, 332, for 
another opinion, see Tyree 1974, 146). Continuity of cult 
has not been confirmed for many other sacred caves, but 
this mostly involves sites which have attracted little 
fieldwork and/or publication. It therefore appears that the 
disruption of settlement pattern did not have any grave 
impact on cave sanctuaries. Some scholars even assume 
that the disruption perhaps brought people into closer 
proximity to these sites (Prent 2005, 204-205).   
 
Major socio-political developments of later periods, par-
ticularly the expansion of the Cretan city-states, exercised 
a more tangible impact on cave sanctuaries. One of us has 
previously argued that the 7th century B.C. revival of the 
cult in Melidoni Cave is associated with the territorial ex-
pansion of Eleutherna (rather than that of Axos or 
Grivila) [Kotsonas 2005, 40, 342 (with references to the 
excavations, on which see mostly Tzedakis and Gavrilaki 
1995)]. The identification of few Proto-Archaic figurines 
from Axos in Melidoni Cave (Sporn 2002, 232; 
Kephalidou 2006, 244) is insufficient evidence for any 
strong link between the two sites (for the settlement of 
Grivila, which lies close to Melidoni Cave and flourished 
in the transition from the Bronze to the Early Iron Age, 
but probably declined thereafter and can therefore not be 
convincingly credited with the revival of the cult in 
Melidoni Cave, see Kotsonas 2005, 39-40). Corroborat-
ing evidence for this cultic, as much as political link can 
perhaps be found in a recently published, Roman inscrip-
tion from the cave which records that almost all inhabi-
tants of Eleutherna did a pilgrimage at Melidoni 
(Tzifopoulos 2011, 81-84). In contrast, the territorial ex-
pansion of Lyktos in the Archaic period is assumed to 
have caused a serious population decline in the Lasithi 
Plateau, which is concurrent with the demise of the cult in 
the Psychro Cave (Watrous 1982, 21-23, 62; 1996, 103). 
On the whole, the rise and consolidation of power of Cre-
tan poleis (Kotsonas 2002) in the Archaic and Classical 
periods is concurrent with a serious decline of extra urban 
sanctuaries, including cave sanctuaries [Tyree 1974, 138, 
143, 147-150; Watrous 1996, 108, 111; Alcock 2002, 
114; Sporn 2002, 370-371, Tyree (1974, 138, 143) identi-
fies sufficient material of the 6th century B.C. in only 
three caves (Psychro Cave, Amnissos Cave and Idaean 
Cave). The Inatos Cave should now be added to this list 
(Papasavvas 2003, 72-76; Kanta and Davaras 2011), the 
brevity of which is to some extent due to the low visibil-
ity of the material culture of Crete in the 6th century B.C. 
(Kotsonas 2002)]; it is even assumed that some cults were 
transferred to urban centers [Faure 1964, 91-92, 139; 
WatrousΝ 1λλθ,Ν 1ίκ,Ν 111,Ν note,Ν however,Ν thatΝ όaure’sΝ
(1964, 91-92) assumption that cult at Inatos Cave stopped 
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in the 6th century B.C. and was transferred to an urban 
setting is dismissed by recent work (Papasavvas 2003, 
72-76; Kanta and Davaras 2011)]. Considerable activity 
is confirmed to have persisted only in the Idaean Cave 
and Inatos Cave, the two caves which attracted the richest 
votive offerings in earlier times (Idaean Cave, Sporn 
2002, 218-223; Inatos Cave, Sporn 2002, 94-96; 
Papasavvas 2003, 72-76; Kanta and Davaras 2011). The 
cave sanctuaries which survived this demise, as well as 
those which revived in the Hellenistic period (most nota-
bly Phaneromeni Cave, Melidoni Cave, and Patsos Cave) 
(see respectively Sporn 2002, 103, 231-232, 251-252) or 
were first used during the Classical and Hellenistic peri-
ods (e.g., the caves in the region of Kydonia, see Sporn 
2002, 272-277), are taken to have held a localized role 
(Tyree 1974, 149-151; Alcock 2002, 113-121). A notable 
exception is the Idaean Cave, the Classical and Hellenis-
tic finds from which are, however, considerably poorer 
than those of earlier or later times (Sporn 2002, 219-220, 
references to Early Iron Age finds are collected in 
Kotsonas 2005, 41, n. 209; Kotsonas 2008, 30, n. 84, add 
mostly εatthäus 2011, for Roman finds, see Sapouna 
1998; Lagoyganni-Georgakarakou 2003; Melfi 2006, 
218-221). 
 
During the Roman period, cave cults became popular 
once more (Tyree 1974, 162; Alcock 2002, 114). The 
number of sacred caves visited multiplies and the volume 
of offerings increases. The revival and spread of cave 
cults following the Roman conquest is associated with a 
new pattern of commemoration, which involved a dimi-
nution in the power of the local past and a growth of pil-
grimage sites distant from any single controlling commu-
nity (Alcock 2002, 121-130). These sites attracted a lar-
ger, non local audience and served a more widely shared, 
non local sense of the past. This change is related to the 
interestsΝ ofΝ theΝ Empire,Ν manifestedΝ inΝ theΝ emperor’sΝ
choice of appropriating symbols of Zeus Cretagenes 
(born on Crete). Latin literature shows a notable interest 
in the Cretan past, especially in the mythology of Zeus, 
and involves several references to Cretan caves. The is-
land’sΝcaves were also reference points for the Pythago-
reans of the Early Empire (Alcock 2002, 130-131; Di 
Branco 2004; Chaniotis 2006; Melfi 2006, 221-224), 
while the spiritual dimension of caves in general was of 
interest to Neo-PlatonistsΝ commentingΝ onΝ Plato’sΝ re-
nowned simile (forΝ Plato’sΝ simileΝ andΝ itsΝ ωretanΝ refer-
ences, see Campese 2003, 435-451, for caves, Plato, and 
the Neo-Platonists, see Ousager 2004, 28, 46, 106, 234, 
278-279, 284). To the educated citizens of the Empire, 
Cretan caves were associated with wisdom, law and 
learning, and one such citizen was proud to be initiated in 
the cult of the Idaean Cave as late as the time of Julian 
the Apostate (mid-4th century A.D.) (Chaniotis 1987).  
 
The introduction of Christianity is largely concurrent with 
the demise of Cretan cave sanctuaries (Faure 1996, 210), 
even if no causal relation can be established between the 
two. Christian cults, introduced at varied date, have been 
identified in 265 Cretan caves, including 24 which had 
earlier hosted pagan cults (Faure 1996, 202, 210). Cult 

continuity from pagan to Christian times is generally not 
documented and there is often a gap of 500 years to more 
than one millennium which separates the two (this ex-
cludes the Amnissos Cave, on which see Betancourt and 
Marinatos 2000, 214-231). This is because Christian cave 
cult was largely inspired by the tradition of monasticism 
of the Middle Byzantine period, particularly of the 9th-
10th centuries A.D. 
 
In sum, the establishment and persistence of cult in Cre-
tan caves of the Early Iron Age to the Roman period did 
not conform to any preference for their geomorphological 
properties and geographical setting. Conversely, the re-
curring restructuring of the political landscape around 
these sites often affected the popularity of cave cults and 
occasionally determined their survival. 
 
Persisting And Changing Dedicatory Practices 
 
The interior of many Cretan sacred caves is characterized 
by dark, thick layers of ash which are usually taken to 
represent the remains of sacrifice. The faunal and floral 
remains from these layers have generally not been stud-
ied, and discussion of cult in the caves usually focuses on 
the actual dedications recovered. The range of dedica-
tions found in Cretan caves provides evidence for the 
identification of the sites as sanctuaries and the character 
of the deity worshipped (particularly in the absence of 
cult images, on which see above), the nature of the cult, 
as well as the identities, concerns and aspirations of the 
votaries. Nonetheless, the interpretation of votive behav-
iour is perplexed by the variety of objects offered and the 
dedication of similar objects on different occasions, for 
different purposes and in honor of different deities 
(Watrous 1996, 81-82; Prent 2005, 26-33). The dedica-
tory practices manifested in the Cretan cave sanctuaries 
discussed here have received adequate treatment in two 
very recent publications [for the Early Iron Age, see Prent 
2005 (sporadically), while for the Classical, Hellenistic 
and to some extent the Roman period, see Sporn 2002 
(sporadically)], to which the reader is referred for many 
of the issues discussed. Our discussion draws from those 
studies, as well as from primary publications, to highlight 
major trends in these practices and assess their fluctua-
tions from the Early Iron Age to the Roman period. Com-
parative glances on votive behaviour manifested in other 
Cretan sanctuaries are also introduced. 
 
The occurrence of different classes of votives in Cretan 
sacred caves is often period-specific. It is therefore re-
viewed here in accordance with a broad chronological 
scheme. In contrast to the variety which dominates the 
cult assemblages of Late Minoan cave sanctuaries (Tyree 
1974, 100-106), notable homogeneity is identified in the 
transition from the Bronze to the Early Iron Age. Large 
terracotta animal figures and - to a significantly lesser ex-
tent - bronze figurines dominate the votive record from 
Patsos Cave, Psychro Cave and the Idaean Cave at this 
time and similar assemblages are known from other extra 
urban sanctuaries of the period (Prent 2005, 205-207). 
This pattern has reasonably been taken to suggest that the 
votives in question reflect the concerns of the votaries 
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and were not related to specific deities (Prent 2005, 207-
208).  
 
For the remaining part of the Early Iron Age, including 
the Proto-Archaic period, the votive assemblages of Cre-
tan cave sanctuaries are much more heterogeneous (Prent 
2005, 554-610). Pottery gains in prominence and is 
henceforth established as the most common class of vo-
tive objects in cave sanctuaries (Tyree 1974, 171). Pot-
tery is actually the only class of finds known from several 
sites [see e.g., Prent 2005, 166 (Arkalochori Cave), 320-
321 (Stravomyti Cave), several more cases are included 
in Faure 1996],  although this must be related to the gen-
eral paucity of study and publication of their finds. De-
spite this, it can tentatively be assumed that pottery was 
not a much favored offering in sacred caves (cf. Tyree 
1974, 125). This is particularly clear in assemblages of 
the Early Iron Age. Sakellarakis reports only 55 vases of 
this period from the Idaean Cave (Sakellarakis 1988, 
191), while the relevant finds from Psychro are rather few 
(Boardman 1961, 56-59; Watrous 1996, 54). One sus-
pects that fragmentary material is largely excluded from 
these figures. Nonetheless, it has recently been confirmed 
that the quantity of Early Iron Age pottery from the 
Idaean Cave is limited (Sakellarakis and Sapouna-
Sakellaraki 2011, 143). The pottery record from Inatos 
Cave is richer (Kanta and Kontopodi 2011a, 47, 68-79; 
Grigoropoulos 2011), but the impression of a limited in-
terest in the offering of clay vessels is enhanced by the 
overall paucity of ceramic imports from overseas. There 
are only few Proto-Corinthian vessels (of the late 8th and 
7th century B.C.) in the Idaean Cave (Sakellarakis 1988, 
191), the Psychro Cave (Watrous 1996, 44 nos. 137-138) 
and the Inatos Cave (Papasavvas 2003, 74; Kotsonas 
2008, 262; Kanta and Kontopodi 2011a, 76). This paucity 
is in marked contrast to the influx of ceramic imports in 
Crete of the 9th to 7th century B.C. (Kotsonas 2005, 234-
266; Kotsonas 2008, 256-294) and the deposition of im-
ported objects made in other materials in cave sanctuaries 
within this time-span (see below). Pottery of this date is 
relatively limited in quantity in extra urban, open-air 
sanctuaries as well (Prent 2005, 347). On the contrary, it 
is very common in other types of sanctuaries, such as 
those at Kommos (Shaw and Shaw 2000) and the Gortyn 
Akropolis (Johannowsky 2002). 
 
Terracotta figurines are exceptionally numerous in Meli-
doni Cave in the 7th century B.C. (Tzedakis and Gavrilaki 
1995, 892), while other sites have mostly yielded pottery, 
along with some terracottas and bronzes (Tyree 1974, 
125, 133-134, 140). The Inatos Cave and mostly the 
Idaean Cave have produced exceptionally rich assem-
blage of votives of various materials and types (pottery 
vessels; clay and bronze figurines; bronze vessels, tripods 
and other utensils; gold, silver and bronze ornaments; 
sealstones; iron weapons, ivories and exotica in glass and 
faience), including finds which are otherwise unknown in 
such contexts (Idaean Cave, Halbherr and Orsi 1888; 
Sakellarakis 1987, 1988; εatthäus 2011; Sakellarakis and 
Sapouna-Sakellaraki 2011, 143-211; Inatos Cave, Kanta 
and Davaras 2011). The rich collection of finds from the 
Inatos Cave includes a considerable number of Proto-

Geometric to Archaic (10th – 7th century B.C.) figurines in 
different materials showing kourotrophic deities, hetero-
sexual couples and pregnant females. On this basis, the 
deity worshipped in the cave is identified with Eileithyia, 
the Greek goddess of childbirth, the name of which is 
mentioned in a Roman inscription from Inatos (Prent 
2005, 331-332; Kanta 2011, 29-32). This is the earliest 
case in which the deity worshipped in a Cretan sacred 
cave can be identified on exclusively archaeological 
grounds. 
 
Cretan cave sanctuaries of the Early Iron Age show a 
concentration of images of Near Eastern deities which is 
unparalleled in other Cretan sanctuaries or other contexts 
[thisΝ excludesΝ theΝ “nudeΝ females”,Ν whichΝ occasionallyΝ
Prent (2005, 407-411) considers as goddesses]: A bronze 
figurine of Reshef was deposited in the Patsos Cave in 
the transition from the Bronze to the Early Iron Age. An-
other figurine of possibly the same god and a bronze 
statuette of Amun Re were deposited in the Psychro Cave 
at a later date (for the artifacts, see Hoffman 1997, 24-27, 
for some discussion of the phenomenon, see Prent 2005, 
207-209). A “Master of the Animals” of Near Eastern 
style is depicted on a bronze tympanum from the Idaean 
Cave (Fig. 11.6) (Prent 2005, 602; Stampolidis 2005-
2006; Stampolidis 2011), while a series of Egyptian fa-
ience figurines of various deities (mostly Isis and Bes) 
comes from Inatos Cave (references are collected in 
Stampolidis and Kotsonas 2006, 345, ns. 34-35, also, 
Papasavvas 2003, 73-75; Kanta and Kontopodi 2011b). 
Similar finds are not entirely unknown in other Cretan 
contexts, but they are much rarer than in sacred caves. 
The discovery of these images in deep-rooted sanctuaries 
may seem surprising at first glance, but Cretan caves (and 
other extra urban sanctuaries) have a long tradition of at-
tracting images of foreign deities extending back to the 
Middle Bronze Age (Watrous 1996, 81). The images of 
Near Eastern deities found in Cretan caves in the Early 
Iron Age are often rendered on rare and exotic materials, 
such as ivory and faience, which are imported from the 
Near East and are otherwise very rarely found on the is-
land (for the distribution of items from ivory and faience 
in Early Iron Age Crete, see Stampolidis and Kotsonas 
2006, 343-346, for exotica from the Inatos Cave, see 
Kanta and Kontopodi 2011b). In the case of the Idaean 
Cave, such imports have even been taken as evidence for 
the introduction of particular Near Eastern rituals (Sakel-
larakis 2006; Galanaki 2006; Stampolidis 2011). None-
theless, the notable impact of the Near East in Cretan 
cave sanctuaries disappears after the Proto-Archaic pe-
riod. 
 
Any study of later Archaic to Roman votive offerings 
from Cretan caves is hampered by the relative dearth of 
finds (which is not always the case) and - mostly - by the 
overall paucity of publications (Sapouna 1998 is a nota-
ble exception). It appears, however, that investment in of-
ferings dwindles after the Proto-Archaic period for rea-
sons discussed above. Votive offerings of the Archaic and 
Classical periods are largely limited to ceramic vessels 
and clay figurines (Tyree 1974, 130-131, 147-155, in-
cluding a few bronzes). The near exclusivity of clay finds 
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persisted until the abandonment of sacred caves in Late 
Antiquity (Tyree 1974, 159-161, 170, Note, however, that 
inexpensive non ceramic objects of late date often receive 
limited attention, see, e.g., the items in Watrous 1996, 55) 
and is largely paralleled in other types of Cretan sanctuar-
ies (Sporn 2002, 350-356). More varied finds, including a 
considerable number of Late Hellenistic to Roman coins 
and a group of iron rings with inlaid gems, have been 
found in the Idaean Cave (Sporn 2002, 220; Lagogianni-
Georgakarakou 2003; Moustaka 2004, 234; Melfi 2006, 
218-221; Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 2011, 
210). They suggest a change in dedicatory practices at 
approximately the time of the Roman conquest of Crete. 
The conquest brought about renewed interest in Cretan 
caves (as described above) and an increase in investment, 
the most notable manifestation of which is the erection of 
two bronzes statues before the entrance of the Idaean 
cave (Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 2011, 81). 
During the Roman period, cave sanctuaries cease to at-
tract figurines, which had been dedicated for two millen-
nia (Tyree 1974, 172), but show a notable increase in the 
deposition of lamps. Lamps first appear in Classical 
times, gain in popularity in the Hellenistic period and be-
come ubiquitous in the Roman (Tyree 1974, 155-156, 
163-164, also Betancourt and Marinatos 2000, 214-227). 
The role of lamps was practical, as much as ceremonial, 
as confirmed by their deposition in the innermost part of 
the Idaean Cave (Sapouna 1998, 17-20 and also 171-172; 
Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 2011, 210-211, 
nonetheless, most coins of similar date also turned up in 
the innermost part of the Idaean Cave, see Lagogianni-
Georgakarakou 2003, 32-37) and Psychro Cave (Board-
man 1961, 4-5, 56-57; Watrous 1996, 46, 55). Lastly, an 
interesting phenomenon of the Roman period, hitherto 
thinly documented only in the Idaean Cave, involves the 
rededication of much older votives (Alcock 2002, 127). 
 
In sum, dedicatory practices in Cretan cave sanctuaries 
show notable fluctuations from the Early Iron Age to the 
Roman period. Votive assemblages largely consist of 
relatively few classes of finds, particularly pottery, for 
most of the period discussed, but a much wider range of 
objects occurs in several caves from the 9th to the 7th cen-
turies B.C. The broad trends identified suggest that the 
dedication of votive offerings was mostly unrelated to the 

character of the deity worshipped and did not depend on 
other site-specific considerations. 
 
Conclusions 
 
The innumerable karst formations which dot the primor-
dial Cretan landscape resemble wounds on a shattered, 
aged body. Their morphology, which is generally consid-
ered to have impressed and awed the ancient Cretans, en-
couraged the establishment of cults. The spiritual appeal 
of the caves is evidenced by the role they are credited 
with in ancient mythology, as well as by references of 
Medieval and later sources. Also, the appeal of the caves 
to archaeologists, which has shaped the history of re-
search in these sites, is explicit in documents which range 
from reports of the 19th century A.D. (see, e.g., the quote 
from Taramelli cited in Watrous 1996, 23-24) to recent 
publications (Sakellarakis 1987).  
 
Because of their long history and impressive archaeologi-
cal record, the cave sanctuaries of Crete have received 
considerable attention in archaeological literature. Yet we 
still miss a formal set of criteria for the identification of a 
cave used in Antiquity as a sanctuary and cultic use is of-
ten inferred empirically. Cretan caves were regularly used 
for cult purposes in the Bronze Age. By the Greek and 
Roman period, cave sanctuaries occur over most of the is-
land excluding its eastern and western ends. The number 
and distribution of these sanctuaries shows considerable 
fluctuation through time. Despite their stable - albeit di-
verse - geography and geomorphology, sacred caves were 
set in changing political landscapes, the transformations 
of which affected dedicatory practice in the caves. Votive 
assemblages are generally fairly homogeneous within 
each period, but there is a clear peak in the variety and 
quality of offerings during the 9th to 7th centuries B.C. 
The chronological patterning of dedicatory practice sug-
gests this practice was largely shaped by the concerns of 
the votaries and wider socio-political developments, 
rather than by the identity of the gods venerated. In any 
case, Cretan cave sanctuaries and their gods fell into de-
miseΝ afterΝ theΝ introductionΝ ofΝ ωhristianityνΝ theΝ island’sΝ
karst formations, however, never ceased to attract and in-
spire visitors. 
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Figure 11.1. Map of Crete showing sites mentioned in the text: caves are underlined. Regional borders are modern. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 11.2. Previously unpublished photograph   from  
D.G. Hogarth’s   excavations  in the  Cave of Psychro in 
1899 (Courtesy of the British School at Athens). 

 
Figure 11.3. Photograph of the rock-shelter at   Patsos,  oc-
cupied  by  the  small  church  of  Hagios Antonios (photo-
graph by A. Kotsonas) 
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Figure11.4. Plan of the Idaean Cave showing the grid system of the excavation and the  distribution of some types of finds (re-
produced from Sakellarakis 1988, 186 with permission by G. Sakellarakis). 
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Figure 11.5. Photograph of the mouth of the Idaean Cave 
(reproduced from Sakellarakis 1987, 240 with permission by 
G. Sakellarakis).  

Figure 11.6. Detail of the central part of the bronze tympa-
num from the Idaean Cave showing a deity of Near Eastern 
style; diameter 0.55m. (reproduced with  permission by N. 
Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki).


