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Religious Interaction between Egypt and
the Aegean in the Second Millennium Bce

Nanno Marinatos

It is well-accepted fact that Egypt was the dominant high culture in the eastern
Mediterranean for almost three thousand years and that her influence reached
the Aegean already during the third millennium BCE. However, the Egyptian
impact was not equally strong during all periods of history. It depended on
various factors, of which the level of political unity within Egypt, the stability
of institutions in Crete, and the compatibility of religious ideas as conceived
by the ruling dynasties are important. If these factors are taken into consider-
ation, it is no great wonder that the peak of Egypto-Minoan contacts coincided
with two powerful dynasties in Egypt, the twelfth and the eighteenth; the corre-
sponding periods are important also for the palace at Knossos, since they mark
its foundation and expansion: there is thus a correlation between Egyptianizing
features in Cretan art and religion and strong kingship in both lands.

What conclusions may we draw from this? It will be suggested that a visual
and religious vocabulary that included features common to both cultures was

created early on; and that such a visual vocabulary would have been a useful

tool for inter-state diplomacy. A “club of great powers,” as one scholar has
put it, needs a language of communication even on the religious level (van de
Mieroop 2003, pp. 121-40). -

That religion was used for international diplomacy is made clear in the
Amarna correspondence where we learn that statuettes of gods were trans-
ferred from one royal court to the next. The Mitanni king Tushratta sent his
daughter as a bride to pharaoh Amenhotep IV together with an image of the
Hurrian-Hittite goddess Shauska. It is reported in the letter that the goddess
said: “I wish to go to Egypt, a country that I love, and then return” (EA 23;
Moran 1987, p. 61). Conversely, we learn from another letter that Aman (that
is, Amun) was asked to bless Tushratta with good fortune (EA 20; Moran 1987,

229
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p- 48). It is clear that the gods of Mitanni were perceived as having the power
to bless the people of Egypt and vice versa.

Of course, a foreign religious element may also be an impediment to state
policy, in which case a king may choose to isolate himself from the cult prac.
tices and symbols of his neighbors and to claim divine support for his decision_
In the Book of Kings, God warns his favorite king Solomon not to accept other
gods. “The Lord was angry with Solomon because he not only married many
foreign wives but followed their gods” (1 Kings 11:5-9; Graf 2004, pp. 3-16 at
6). Religious osmosis, then, is not to be taken for granted but depends on the
tone of the political climate, on the one hand, and personal contacts between
royal houses, on the other.

The question may arise: do we have any evidence regarding the relation

{ of Egyptian pharaohs and Cretan kings? Indeed, we do. A statuette of ap
Egyptian official inscribed with the name “User” (Twelfth or early Thirteenth
Dynasty, Middle Minoan II B stratum) was found by Arthur Evans at Knossos,
User may have visited the Knossian king and may have left his likeness as a gift
and a remembrance of his visit. If this is indeed what happened, it is almost
certain that User brought with him other precious objects, among which may
have been amulets and symbols of protective divinities.

Another royal contact between Egypt and Crete occurred when the Hyksos
pharaoh Khayan (Khyan) of the Second Intermediate Period (equivalent to
Middle Minoan III) was in power. Note that he was a powerful king who suc-
cessfully reunited Egypt, and for this reason it is reasonable to suppose that he
sought relations with allies abroad, especially a naval power such as Knossos,
Khayan sent his Knossian colleague a stone vase inscribed with his cartouche, a
personal gift that no doubt represents an act of good will and possibly cemented
an agreement between the two royal houses. Did Khayan send many other gifts
besides, including religious objects? This is, of course, pure speculation. And
yet there is very strong evidence that the island was receptive to Egyptian reli-
gious ideas during the First as well as the Second Palace Periods, and we shall

| return to this topic shortly.

But first we must note that ideas are not likely to travel through the mere
exchange of objects, or trade. Religious syncretism becomes most easily embed-
ded in a tradition when there is official recognition of foreign deities. We may
imagine various acts of performance encouraged and organized by the pal-
aces: song, dance, processions, and recitals of mythical texts. Many of these
would have been carried out in the courts, and as I have argued elsewhere, the
Minoan king and his queen would have performed the role of high priests, a
role that is well paralleled in Hittite and Egyptian societies.

This is a useful frame to problematize Cretan religion and its relation to
Egyptian but what is the actual evidence? The most striking proof that for-
eign ideas were accepted on the level of official religion is the incorporation
of Egyptian ideograms and pictograms in the hieroglyphic script of the First

B e
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FIGURE 12.7 Sacral Knot.

Palace Period. Consider first the Egyptian ankh. We know that it signifies “life”
in Egypt, but its form is too abstract to be comprehended without explication.
It is therefore more than likely that the meaning of the sign was transferred
along with its form. During the Second Palace period, a fetish of religious sig-
nificance was developed by the Minoans, the so-called sacral knot (fig. 12.7). It
is a folded piece of cloth that forms a loop at the top and either stands on its
own or constitutes an adornment of royal and priestly garments. It also bears a
resemblance to the Egyptian fetish known as “knot of Isis” or “blood of Isis”
(pl. 9); on the basis of this, it seems quite certain that Egyptian and Minoan
ideas converged both during the Twelfth and during the Eighteenth Dynasties.

Another Minoan hieroglyph of the First Palace Period is likely to have
derived from Egypt: the sign of the horizon, the akhet (fig. 12.8). Oddly enough,
Evans did not recognize the Minoan sign as such and interpreted it instead as
the horns of a bull. This explanation has prevailed in the literature and has sent
many researchers in the wrong direction to look for concepts of bull-worship
or sacrifice. And yet, the similarity between the Minoan and Egyptian sign is
too striking for coincidence. Besides, if the so-called sacral horns represent the
twin peaks of the horizon, this might explain why the Minoan objects (made



e

232 { Nanno Marinatos

\

d b &~

FIGURE 12.8 'The sign of the two mountains of the horizon: a. Minoan; b. Egyptian.

FIGURE 12.9 Vase from Pseira, Crete.

of stone or clay) were consistently placed high up, on top of buildings. As in
Egypt, Minoan sacred buildings represent aspects of the cosmos, and what is
high up is considered to be close to the sky. The point cannot be belabored here
any further, but suffice it to say that it is not just the similarity of form between
the Minoan and Egyptian signs that is suggestive but also their location.
Having just argued that the so-called sacred horns in Minoan art and reli-
gion represent the Egyptian idea of the horizon akhet, I will admit that Evans
had also seen something very important when he spoke of sacral horns, because
although the twin peaks are not horns (for reasons delineated above), it is nev-
ertheless true that the U-shape of the Egyptian akhet resembles the horns of
an ox. It is also true that the head of the ox plays a role in Minoan religious
symbolism. Its Egyptian origins will become evident, but first we must look at
some examples of animal heads in Minoan art and reflect on their meaning.
On a vase from Pseira, dating to Late Minoan I (early Eighteenth Dynasty),
the main scene shows a series of bovine heads among olive sprays (fig. 12.9).
In between the horns of each animal head is a double ax, the emblem of the
Minoan divinity. That this scene is symbolic, rather than naturalistic, cannot
be doubted. Its most stunning feature is the dual identity of the double ax as an
object and a lily plant simultaneously. But also the ox head deserves attention,
since it is obvious that it could not represent the head of a sacrificed animal




Religious Interconnections: Egypt and the Aegean } 233

in the above scene: its eyes are wide open and it bears the double ax and lily
between its horns. A clue as to its significance is supplied by a scene on a gold
ring of Cretan origin found in the Peloponnese, at Vapheio. A ritual takes place
near a sacred tree; in the center is a dancing woman performing a twirl, and,
above her, we see the ox head. Whatever our interpretation of the ritual by the
tree (this author has suggested an ecstatic dance leading to prophetic visions),
the animal head above the dancing female requires some explanation. And
there is no way to escape the conclusion that the ox head is a divine sign in
heaven, since next to it we see a shooting star (or comet) as well as the sacral
knot/ankh. It will be argued next that the ox head has Egyptian origins and
refers to the divine cow or bull in heaven.

Since the Pyramid Age, the Egyptians believed that a cow goddess of the
flood, Mehet-Weret, gave birth to the sun god and carried the disk as a crown
between her horns. She eventually assimilated with Neith, Hathor, and Isis dur-
ing the Eighteenth Dynasty. Hathor bears the solar disk between her horns,
and so does the bull of Re. Is this iconographical scheme not reminiscent of the
Minoan ox head bearing the divine emblem of the double ax on the Pseira vase
(fig. 12.9)? If so, this motif bears the ineluctable stamp of Egyptian religion.

Consider next a glyptic scene on a seal impression from Zakros where a ram’s
head is flanked by two birds (a sign of the heavenly realm); above the head is a
sacred object that looks like a budding pair of horns; above the latter is a solar
disk that constitutes the center of the composition (fig. 12.10). Because of its
cryptic nature, this strange iconography cannot be read without decipherment.
Behind its conception is Egyptian astral theology because the ram and the sun
disk are associated in Egyptian religious iconography where a ram deity carries
the solar disk between his horns and embodies the nocturnal manifestation of

FIGURE 12.10 Seal impression from Zakros.
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FIGURE 12.11 Ram-headed deity from KV 14, W. Thebes.

Re as Osiris. One example of this ram deity is furnished by tomb KV,14 (origi-
nally built for the last ruler of the Nineteenth Dynasty, Queen Tausret); it takes
% the form of a creature, a bird with spread wings and a ram’s head (fig. 12.11).
: The demon gives rise to the sun disk, the birth of which is represented above
its horns taking several guises as a child, a scarab, and as a disk. The associa-
tion of the ram’s head with the sun disk cannot be a coincidence in both the
religions of Crete and Egypt; we can best explain it by applying Egyptian solar

ideas to the Minoan visual vocabulary.
Indeed, a lot more becomes understandable in this fashion. We may bet-
I ter understand why two lions, or possibly dogs, flank and guard the sun disk
i on a seal from Knossos (Corpus der minoischen und mykenischen Siegel II
8, 326); the composition mirrors the Egyptian lions that guard the akhet in

Egyptian art.

Consider also the Minoan hybrid creature commonly known as “the
Minoan genius” in Minoan iconography. It is clearly inspired by the Egyptian
goddess Taweret and was introduced in this form to Crete already during the
First Palace period, at about the time of the Twelfth Dynasty. At first, this
Cretan demon had an Egyptian form but later it changed, as the work of Judith
; Weingarten has shown. During the era of the New Palaces, corresponding to
i the early Eighteenth Dynasty, it becomes transformed into a lion, and greater
emphasis is placed on his (or her) predatorial aspect. Stjll, Egyptian ideas lin-
ger behind the imagery. And yet, there is also convergence of ideas during the
Eighteenth Dynasty. A striking example is Taweret as Isis or 77 on the ceilings
of Theban tombs (Tharwas [TT 232}, Senenmut [TT 71], and Sety I [KV 17]).

Pete L
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Her role there is to control the Sethian foreleg of a bull, the constellation of
the Big Dipper. The foreleg of Seth in the northern sky is tied by a chain to
two mooring posts of- flint, and Taweret/Isis holds the chain, ensuring that
the universe remains in good order. The imagery persists into Ptolemaic times
(fig. 12.12a). We find precisely the same astral context of the Minoan genius on
a seal from Knossos contemporary to the Eighteenth Dynasty (fig. 12.12b). He
is carrying a convoluted deer on his shoulders, a form that may be a reference to
a constellation because its contorted position is artificial. Be that as it may, the

(a)

FIGURE 12.12a Taweret controlling the leg of Seth. Ceiling of the temple of Isis at Philae;
Ptolemaic Period.

FIGURE 12.12b Minoan seal now in Berlin.
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important point is that the genius is depicted among the stars and is therefore
certainly a reference to the nocturnal sky.

A further insight into Egypto-Minoan relations has been brought about by
the excavations of Manfred Bietak at Tell el-Dab’a in the Egyptian Nile Delta,
where a palace of the time of Thutmose IIT or Hatshepsut has been brought
to light. The big surprise of this excavation was that parts of the palace were
decorated with Minoan murals. Skepticism regarding the style of the frescoeg
as products of local or Levantine artists has been expressed but is not just-
fied: their technique (string impressions on the still wet plaster, for example)
and the semantic value of their motifs (such as a Minoan seal worn around the
wrist of a bull-grappler) betray the genuinely Minoan pedigree of the painters,
Some of the fragments depict processions, acrobats within a palm grove, bull-
leaping, and predatory chase (leopards and lions hunting bulls and deer). But
there is also a purely Minoan symbol among the murals that merits our attei-
tion because it reveals how a religious motif was internationally recognizable,
I 'am referring to a frieze of half rosettes painted below the bull-leaping and -
grappling scene at Tell el-Dab’a. Some viewers may have known that the frieze
of half rosettes replicated the stone frieze of the west fagade of the palace of
Knossos; others may have recognized that the rosette is not unique to Knossos
but an international emblem shared by Egyptian, Anatolian, and Syrian iconog-
raphy. Here is one example from Egypt: a rosette, representing the sun, is shown
between the horns of a Hathor cow head in a ceiling painting of Amenhotep III
at Malkata. Thus, the half-rosette frieze of the Tell el-Dab’a taureador painting
illustrates the commonality of symbols and supports the hypothesis that the
palaces played a vital role in the dissemination of religious ideas.

Conclusion: The Impact of Egyptian Solar Theology
on Minoan Crete

Egyptian pictograms and ideograms are of great importance for a new appre-
ciation of Minoan religious concepts. It has been argued here, first, that the
transmission happened on the level of literate elites and the palace and not
on the popular level; second, that the affinities between Minoan and Egyptian
religion were based on concepts of solar mythology and imagery. The ankh,
the akhet (twin mountain of the horizon), the ox head bearing the solar disk or
double ax, the ram’s head, the twin lions or dogs as guardians of the sun disk,
the Minoan genius/Taweret, and the Minoan half rosette have been considered
as part of this vocabulary. Most of these signs appear in Minoan Crete already
during the era of the First Palaces, some taking the form of hieroglyphs.

For lack of space, the rest of the Minoan motifs with obvious Egyptian origins
will receive only a short mention. The list is nevertheless impressive: griffin, cat,
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monkey, cow and calf, palm, papyrus, reeds, rosette, wadj plant. Interestingly
enough all these motifs have some connection with solar religion.

The same phenomenon, the spread of Egyptian solar cult, is attested in
Syria on seals dating to the period of the Twelfth Dynasty (corresponding to
the Middle Bronze Age in Syria). They attest to a rich visual vocabulary of
Egyptianizing religious motifs, and the list is long: winged sun disk, rosette,
ankh, Hathor- or Isis-type goddess, Horus-type falcon god, lions, griffins,
sphinxes, palm trees topped with rosette. Also demonic creatures, similar to
Bes or Taweret, make their appearance at that time. Is it a coincidence that the
aforementioned motifs penetrate Crete at about the same time? Or is it rather
the case that Egyptian influences were disseminated from one royal house to the
next especially during the Twelfth Dynasty? In any case the religious influence
of Egypt in the entire region cannot be doubted.



