“Stone Vessels of Pseira”

The Stone Vessels

“Never...have I seen so many stone

vases in so short a time.”
Richard Seager, letter to Edith Hall
from Pseira, 24 May 1907

ike a great many islands in
other periods of history, the

small Minoan islet of Pseira
seems to have depended on its
harbor and trade relations to com-
pensate for poor land, few natural
resources, and a hungry population.
Pseira is only about 2 kilometers
long. It is located just off the coast of
northeast Crete, at the eastern end of
the Gulf of Mirabello (Fig. 2). The
Bronze Age town, set around the
island’s most protected cove, was a
prosperous village with over 60
buildings at its greatest size. Imports
of pottery and other goods show
that it had far-flung trading con-
nections at the time it was destroyed
in Late Minoan IB (about 1550 or
1450 B.C. depending on one’s choice
of high or low chronologies for the
Minoan period). In order to add its
own products to the trading net-
work, Pseira seems to have de-
veloped a series of local manufac-
turing traditions. Among the most
interesting of the local products was
an attractive selection of stone vases.
The use and manufacture of ves-
sels in stone began in Crete in Early
Minoan II (the middle of the 3rd
millennium B.C.). From the begin-
ning, the motivation may have been
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Figure 1. Bird’s nest bowl shown in situ in Tomb 2 at Pseira. It dates from
the Early Bronze Age. The communal tombs at Pseira held many burials, and
small stone vases like this one were frequent offerings. The small size of the
vase suggests it held a precious commodity that was used in small quantities,
such as a perfumed unguent,
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Figure 3. A small spouted cup with a lid and one vertical handle. This
unusual shape is found only Pseira, Gournia, and the Cycladic island of Kea.
The group may have all been made at Pseira.

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion, no. 1113

more aesthetic than practical; with a
few notable exceptions, such as
lamps, stone containers offered few
advantages over their counterparts
in clay, and they were much more
time-consuming to produce. Worked
carefully by hand using abrasion
techniques rather than carving, a
vase could require many hours of
drilling, rubbing, and polishing be-
fore it was completed.

In Pseira, a taste for stone vases

was already present by Early
Minoan II, the middle phase of the
Early Bronze Age in Crete. Tombs
in the Pseiran cemetery from this
period contain fine examples of the
stone-worker’s art. Most Pseiran
tombs were small by Minoan stan-
dards. Measuring less than three
meters across, and often less than
two meters, they were used for
dozens of burials over a period of
centuries. Perhaps they were used
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by families. Only a few objects were
buried with the dead, but stone
vases were regular offerings.

A burial illustrated here (Fig. 1) is
part of a small house-tomb in the
Pseiran cemetery. Beside the frag-
ments of bones is a small vase called
a bird’s nest bowl because of its
resemblance to a small nest. Made of
mottled dark green and pale green
serpentine, bird’s nest bowls were
common offerings in the Pseiran
cemetery. They were given tightly
fitting lids, with vase and lid usually
made as a set out of the same
material. The interiors are small, and
the walls are rather thick, making a
stable, heavy vessel. Unfortunately,
no deposits have been found in the
interior of vases that might give clues
to the contents. The most likely
theory for the vessels’ use is that they
contained perfumed unguents, thick
oils prepared with scents to anoint
the body and offer protection
against the hot Mediterranean sun as
modern sun-tan creams do. Bird’s
nest bowls are found in the town as
well as the cemetery, so they were
objects of everyday use in addition
to being offerings to accompany the
deceased into the next life.

The industry expanded in the
Middle Bronze Age. It is possible
that vases were already being pro-
duced locally by the Early Bronze
Age, but certainly there were already
local products by Middle Minoan
times. Shapes were now more
varied, and walls were thinner and
more finely formed. The small cup
in Figure 3 is an example from the
Middle Bronze Age. Attractive open
bowls, closed containers in several
designs, and even vases with com-
plicated spouts were made on a
regular basis. The Minoans de-
veloped several typical vase shapes,
especially for pottery, and these
were sometimes imitated in stone.
Other vessels were designed exclu-
sively as products in stone.

The height of the stone vase tradi-
tion at Pseira, both in quantity of
vases and in skill of manufacturing,
was in Late Minoan L. It is difficult
to be sure how many of the Late
Minoan I vases were actually made
on the island, but certainly many of
them were local products. Among
the stone vessels found at Pseira are
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some of the more attractive products
of the stone-worker’s craft.

The recent excavations have con-
tributed substantial evidence for the
lapidary industry at this period.
Besides dozens of examples of the
finished products, the site has
vielded unworked pieces of raw
material up to boulder size, frag-
ments of emery used in drilling,
cylindrical stone cores formed inside
the drills during drilling, and several
broken and discarded pieces from
unsuccessful vases. As a result, the
industry can be traced from raw
material through manufacturing to
the use of the final products.

A wide variety of materials were
used by the Pseiran stone workers,
but all were relatively soft. So far, no
evidence has appeared for the
working of the quartz family of
stones except for miniature objects,
and it seems likely that stones with a
hardness above six on the Mohs
scale—like the quartz crystal vases
occasionally found at other sites in
the Aegean—were seldom if ever
used on Pseira. By far the most
favored material was serpentine.
The Pseirans were fortunate that a

Figure 4. Serpentine goblet consisting
of a conical bowl and complex
pedestal. Such vases are very rare in
Minoan Crete, and some scholars
suggest they were used for rituals or
ceremonies.

Archagological Museum, Herakleion, no. 1123

large deposit of compact material
existed just east of the modern vil-
lage of Mochlos, within easy reach
of Pseira by small boat. The serpen-
tine occurs in a large formation in a
ravine that extends down to the sea
to a small beach, easily accessible by
sea. The color of the serpentine from
this outcrop is mottled gray to dark
green, exactly matching the color of
both finished vases and blocks of
unworked stone found at the Minoan
town.

Other materials, including several
serpentines different from that of
Mochlos, are also found among the
Pseiran vases. The material called
serpentine is a family of minerals,
not a single substance, and it almost
always occurs with many impurities,
so the color can vary widely. Colors
at Pseira extend from gray to green
to black to brown, usually with some
variegation even if the material is
solid and compact. Probably several
sources were exploited for raw ma-
terial, and occasional finished pro-
ducts from other Minoan towns were
probably imported for their contents
or for other reasons, making for a
complex archaeological record.

Some of the raw materials were
brought in from distant areas. Finds
of small waste pieces of white-
spotted obsidian from the island of
Ghyale, in the Dodecanese, show
that this exotic material was occa-
sionally made into objects at Pseira.
Obsidian from Ghyale is one of the
few materials for which scientific
analysis has confirmed that only a
single geological source was ex-
ploited in the ancient Aegean. 301'
most of the materials used at Pseira,
either no scientific provenance work
has been done yet or the results have
not been conclusive. Finished vases
have been found at Pseira of marble
breccia, white and gray banded
marble, brown limestone, red lime-
stone, snowy white calcite, banded
white and golden brown travertine,
aeolian sandstone, and chlorite
schist. Of these stones, only chlorite
schist, red and brown limestones,
and sandstone have been found as
raw materials, but it is likely that all
these stones were worked at Pseira
because many of the finished pro-
ducts appear to be related stylis-
tically.

The inventory of shapes expanded

Figure 5. A rhyton made of colorful red and black marble breccia. The vase
has two openings, one at the top for filling and a second, smaller hole at the
tip which would cause the liquid to run out. The exact function of the vessel
is not known, and suggestions include use as a filter, as a funnel, or for adding
flavors by pouring a liquid over spices or other materials placed inside the
vase. Some scholars suppose it might have been used in rituals.

Archueological Museum, Herakleion, no. 1126
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Figure 6. Teresa Howard, chief artist for the Pseira excavations, holds a large
serpentine lamp. The lamp was found in the Plateia House, the largest
building discovered on Pseira, where it had fallen from the second story. The
reservoir in the upper surface of the lamp would be filled with fat or olive

oil, and a burning wick added to create the light.

Sitia Museum, Pseira, no. PS 789

greatly in Late Minoan I, the time
when the Pseiran town reached its
greatest size. Although utilitarian
vases continued to be used in large
numbers, they were now joined by
several unusual shapes that might
have been used in rituals or other
ceremonies. Goblets on graceful
pedestals (Fig. 4), large open basins,
and rhyta are often regarded as
religious vessels among the Minoans.
A rhyton is a characteristic Minoan
vase. Made with a small hole in the
base so that liquid would flow out
continually, it occurs in a variety of
different shapes. An example from
Pseira is shown in Figure 5. This
vessel has a tall oval shape, with a
small mouth and a tiny hole at the
base; it could not stand without
support, and it might have been
designed only for carrying and
holding or pouring, as it would not
sit on a flat surface and no stands for
the vessel occur in the archaeological
record. The material of this example,
an attractive red and black marble
breccia, is known from several
smaller vases found at Pseira.

In contrast with this unusual shape
whose purpose is not really agreed
upon, some stone vases were strictly
utilitarian. Among this latter class
are the lamps. Stone was particularly
well suited for the manufacture of
lamps because of its weight. Minoan
lamps burned fat or olive oil, sub-
stances that give only a little illu-
mination, so most lamps had two
wicks placed across from one an-
other to provide more light. The
wicks would soak up oil from a
reservoir, and lighting them would
cause the oil to burn, giving off light.
In order to raise the light in the room
above floor or table level, Minoan

Archaeological Work at Pseira

Pseira has been excavated in two periods. The first
two campaigns, in 1906 and 1907, were directed by
Richard Seager and were sponsored by the American
Exploration Society, a private organization with ties to
The University Museum. Seager uncovered more than
40 houses and opened 33 graves in the nearby ceme-
tery. Many objects from his excavations, including a
number of stone vases, were presented to The Univer-

sity Museum by the Cretan authorities at the con-
clusion of the excavations. New archaeological work
began in 1985 and is still continuing today under the
direction of the writer and Costis Davaras. The new
excavations are sponsored by Temple University, the
Archaeological Society of Crete, and the Archaeologi-
cal Institute of Crete. Substantial new information has
been discovered in the new campaigns, and an impor-
tant observation of Seager’s has been confirmed:
Pseira was a center of the stone vase industry in Crete,
and its residents used stone vessels in many materials
and in a wide variety of shapes.

lamps often had tall pedestals, but
even lamps with low bases needed
to be as stable as possible to avoid
the danger of tipping and causing a
fire. A heavy material like stone had
obvious advantages.

The lamp in Figure 6 was found in
the Plateia House, a large building at
the north of the town square at
Pseira. Made of mottled dark and
pale green serpentine, it is well
smoothed and carefully finished. It
had been used on the second story of
the building, in a large room that
was paved with stone slabs. Other
finds from the upper room included
cooking pots and charcoal bits, sug-
gesting a kitchen area, and loom
weights, suggesting an area for
weaving. The lamp would have pro-
vided light for activities carried on
in the upper story.

Among the more striking materials
used for the vases was a compact,
dark red limestone. Although the
material is not native to Pseira, it was
used for a number of objects at the
site. Two lamps carved from this
material are among the most attrac-
tive of the Pseiran vases. One ex-
ample is extremely flat, with a wide,
shallow oil reservoir (Fig. 7). The
lower part is carved with the petals
of a lotus flower. The second red
limestone lamp is taller, with a
slightly higher base (Fig. 8). It, too,
has carved floral ornament, a band
of leaves on the upper shoulder.
Both of the vases date to Late
Minoan I.

The Plateia House seems to have
been a center for stone working in
Late Minoan I. A large number of
broken fragments from stone vases
were in and near the structure, along
with debris from manufacturing and

Figure 8. A red limestone lamp
decorated with a half foliate band on
the shoulder, carved in high relief. It
was discovered in Seager's House B
along with a cup made by carving out
and removing the inside of a triton
shell. The two objects were found in
a room with a rhyton decorated with
palm trees and a clay rhyton shaped
like a bull's-head, an exotic
assemblage that has suggested to
some people that the group
represented the contents of a
household shrine.

Archueological Museum, Heraklision, no. 1108

Figure 7 (above). A red limestone lamp carved with flower petals on its
lower part, one of several stone vases from Pseira made from this material.
Several deposits of red limestone are known from eastern Crete, including
one from near Pacheia Ammos, on the coast opposite Pseira. The material is
compact and uniform in texture, making it very suitable for stone vases. This
is one of the most attractive lamps found at Pseira,

Archavologival Musenm, Herakleion, no. 1108
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a few complete pieces. In terms of
style and manufacturing skill, the
nicest of the complete vases is a
small spouted jar (Fig. 9). Like the
red limestone lamps, it is decorated
with carved petals. The jar was
found in one of the ground floor
rooms where it had fallen and bro-
ken at the spout and rim. Its shape,
with two small handles at the rim
and a tiny spout, is unique: petals
enclose the small jar's body as if the
entire shape were intended as the
blossom. The material is mottled
serpentine.

The Plateia House is the largest
building known from Minoan Pseira
(Fig. 10). It extended across the
northern side of the Town Square, in
Greek called a plateia, and one room
extended south along the eastern side
of the square. Its entrance, at the
plateia’s northeast corner, was
shaded by a small portico where
stone benches sat. The importance
of the structure is indicated by its
impressive architecture, with a fa-
cade of large squared blocks across

- -

Figure 9. Small spouted jar with h;vo delicate handles. It is made of highly

the northern side of the square, as
well as by its decoration which
included painted plaster (small bits
with red and blue color were found
in the modern excavations).

One of the most important aspects
of the building is the evidence it
provides for manufacturing. Besides
the obsidian tool making and food
preparation one might expect from
any Minoan household, the Plateia
House also provides evidence for
weaving (loom weights), the work-
ing of triton shells (a complete
example and many fragments), the
working of quartz crystals (over 20
crystals and a complete pendant),
and the making of stone vases.

In the Plateia House the evidence
for stone vase manufacture included
finished vases, materials that could
have been used in their manufacture,
and debris discarded from stone
vase making. The evidence came
from occupation debris scattered
through several rooms, so that a
specific workshop could not be
isolated. Over 20 whole and frag-

polished green serpentine, and the exterior is carved like the petals of a
flower. This unique vase was found in the Plateia House, the largest building

in Minoan Pseira.

Pencil drawing by Teresa Howard. Sitia Museum, Pseira, no. PS 656

mentary stone vases were found in
the building itself, and other pieces
were in debris from its collapse into
the adjoining streets and plateia. A
drill core, formed inside a tubular
drill during the drilling process, was
also found in the building. Materials
that might have been used in the
manufacturing process, like pumice
and emery, are also found at Pseira,
although there is no way to prove
that a particular piece was used in
the making of stone vessels.

The vase industry of Minoan
Pseira can be completely recon-
structed. From the types of raw
material found, it appears the
Pseirans preferred to pick up
rounded pieces of attractive stone
from a stream or beach in preference
to quarrying their material from
outcrops. Some of the rounded
pieces brought to the town were
fairly large, while others were hand-
sized specimens. Perhaps the
workers felt that by careful selection
they could choose a piece of raw
material that was near the size of the
intended product, saving time in the
working of the stone.

The first step was a general
working of the external shape. This
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Figure 10. Benches in the portico in front of the Plateia House, a center of stone-working at Pseira. This is the entrance to
the building as seen from the Town Square. Bedrock in the square was used as a surface, so paving was not necessary

except in a few spots. The building was built in Late Minoan I, and it was destroyed at the end of the same period, in the
middle of the second millennium B.C. The lamp illustrated in Figure 5 was found just inside the entrance to this building

e

in refuse from the collapsed upper story.

vases show rotary marks inside them
from the drills, but by the Middle

other sites might not have originated
at Pseira. An elaborate cup with a
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other flaws before the time-con- fully smoothed. Vases were com- angles to the spout, decorated with o

suming process of drilling the in-
terior. The top was then flattened,
and the interior was drilled. The
flattened top, necessary so the drill
could begin with a good purchase,
shows up clearly on the cores dis-
carded after drilling.

The Aegean drilling system was
similar to the process used in Egypt.
The drill was a hollow reed that was
turned with a rotary motion, The
cutting was accomplished not by the
drill itself but by a powdered abra-
sive whose tiny particles would catch
in the end of the drill and wear away
the stone. As the drill moved lower
into the stone, a drill core would be
created inside the hollow drill, to be
broken and thrown away when the
cavity was as deep as was desired.
Fragments of emery have been
found at Pseira, and powdered
emery, with a hardness second only
to diamond, would have made an
excellent cutting powder.

After the interior was complete,
the vase could be finished. Early

pleted by polishing, bringing out the
pattern of the stone and producing a
smooth final surface. A material like
pumice would be very useful in
polishing vases, and one wonders if
some of the over 50 pieces found in
the Plateia House were destined for
this use.

Pseiran vases were probably
traded widely. It is hard to identify
most of the sources for Cretan stone
vase manufacture because individual
workshops are difficult to classify in
ways that would distinguish the
products of one town from those of
another. A twin to the rhyton of red
and black breccia was found at
Knossos, and it is tempting to sup-
pose that it was imported there from
Pseira because Pseira is near the
source of the raw material, and
several other breccia vases are
known from the island. So many
vases from Pseira have carved petals
on their exterior surfaces that one
wonders if some of the vases found
with this careful decoration from

nicks and horizontal grooves, is
known only from three Pseiran ex-
amples, one from nearby Gournia,
and a fifth piece exported to Kea in
the Cyclades, a certain Cretan ex-
port. Pseira seems the most likely
source for this distinctive group
(Fig. 3).

Perhaps the lapidary industry
helped to compensate for the ab-
sence of clay on Pseira where pot-
tery was probably never made lo-
cally (neither good clay nor an
abundance of fuel for ceramic kilns
was ever available on the island).
Because large amounts of pottery
were used on a daily basis, and it all
had to be imported, one must sup-
pose the Pseirans needed local pro-
ducts to exchange, plus at least a few
locally made containers to act as
substitutes. As one solution, the
Pseirans turned to an alternative
material, with the result that they
created a lively tradition of inter-
esting, attractive, and useful con-
tainers. 24

1983. Minoan Objects Excavated
from Vasilike, Pseria,
Sphoungaras, Priniatikos Pyrgos,
and Other Sites. University
Museum Monograph 47.
Philadelphia.

Betancourt, Philip P., and Costis
Davaras

1988. “Excavations at Pseira, 1985
and 1986.” Hesperia 57:207-225.

Seager, Richard B.

1910. Excavations on the Island of
Pseira, Crete. Anthropological
Publications, vol. 3, no. 1,
University of Pennsylvania, The
Museum. Philadelphia.

Warren, Peter

1969. Minoan Stone Vases.
Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.




