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TTOOWWAARRDD AA DDEEFFIINNIITTIIOONN OOFF TTHHEE MMIIDDDDLLEE MMIINNOOAANN IIIIII  CCEERRAAMMIICC SSEEQQUUEENNCCEE

IINN SSOOUUTTHH--CCEENNTTRRAALL CCRREETTEE::  RREETTUURRNNIINNGG TTOO TTHHEE TTRRAADDIITTIIOONNAALL

MMMM IIIIIIAA AANNDD IIIIIIBB  DDIIVVIISSIIOONN??

IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN

This article will discuss pottery and terminology: its
delicate subject and pretext is the Middle Minoan
(MM) III period, the period before LM IA on Crete.
When dealing with MM III it must be clearly under-
stood that pottery and terminology are inseparable
concepts. Many aspects of the intricate debate about
the definition and division of MM III arise from a
confusion in applying competing terminologies to
pottery. This paper cannot hope to provide a defini-
tive answer to this subject, hence the question mark
at the end of the title.

A great deal of attention has been focused over the
last few decades on attempts to distinguish MM III
ceramics on stratigraphic and stylistic grounds, but
difficulties have been encountered in establishing
whether any division can be made within the material,
and whether there is any chronological distinction
between MM III deposits toward the end of the period
and deposits from the beginning of LM IA (the so-
called MM IIIB/LM IA transitional phase). The back-
ground to this question is twofold, as it is concerned
with the intersection of a problem of chronological
distinction that affects all of Crete and the clarification
of a specific ceramic situation within a single region.

The complicated debate about the MM III sequence
in Crete can be summed up as follows: most scholars

have rejected any substantial division within MM III,
while acknowledging the existence of possible strati-
graphical distinctions.1 Others, since the publication of
a few deposits from Knossos, have pointed out the exis-
tence of one final stage of the period, which has been
called MM IIIB/LM IA transitional (or, more recently,
“Early LM IA”).2 There has recently been a sense of
unease with this transitional phase, and a few scholars
have returned to Evans’s traditional division into MM
IIIA and MM IIIB.3 All of these chronological uncer-
tainties reflect the fact that the condition, form and
status of the palaces and settlements are uncertain in
MM III. The debate has, however, focused so far almost
exclusively on north-central Crete, largely because of
the comparative lack of pertinent published material
from the other regions of Crete, in particular the west-
ern Mesara. Nevertheless, the western Mesara contains
a rich series of MM III deposits, only partly published,
and it is one of the few areas of Crete that possesses a
complete range of ceramic evidence, since palatial, pri-
vate and funerary contexts are all represented.

TTHHEE VVAALLUUEE OOFF SSOOUUTTHH--CCEENNTTRRAALL CCRREETTEE::
PPRREESSEENNTT DDEEBBAATTEE AANNDD PPRROOPPOOSSAALLSS

The present status of the MM III chronological
sequence of the western Mesara is defined by a series
of issues concerning the synchronization of the differ-
ent ceramic assemblages. The stratigraphical
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sequence of Phaistos has been a subject of long
debate, ever since Doro Levi produced a new historical
sequence that was quite different from that proposed
by Arthur Evans for Knossos. The result was the will-
ful creation of a new terminology, which was soon
challenged by Levi’s diligent collaborator and archi-
tect Enrica Fiandra.4 This complex debate made it
very difficult for researchers to compare the material
from Phaistos with that from Knossos and the other
centres of Crete.5 Levi presented his “protopalatial
phase III”’ as a homogeneous building phase both in
the palace, where phase III pottery was scarcely
attested, and in the settlement. This allowed him to
propose a substantial unity in the succession of con-
nected building periods and pottery styles. A complete
collection of all the ceramic forms and decorations of
his third phase was provided by the extremely rich
finds of two tholos tombs not far from the village of
Kamilari.6 Filippo Carinci’s papers on MM III pottery
deposits of Knossos and Phaistos have stressed the
limits of subdivisions of this period, and they also
have put phase III in a more clear chronological
framework, as the scholar has interpreted phase III as
the first stage of Neopalatial period, equivalent with
MM III.7 To similar conclusions arrives Aleydis Van de
Moortel, who has offered an useful overview of phase
III pottery deposits from Phaistos.8 Thanks to re-
examinations of stratigraphical sequences and results
from new excavations Carinci has recently supposed
the possible existence of a subdivision within MM III.9

So far, the ‘protopalatial phase III’ has been regarded
as a single ceramic period equivalent to MM IIIA, and
the Kamilari deposits have been considered as candi-
dates for a possible advanced stage of MM III.

Excavations at Ayia Triada and Kommos have
greatly expanded the number of MM III deposits:
the new cycle of excavations at Ayia Triada, begun
by Vincenze La Rosa in 1977, has brought to light a
substantial series of MM III deposits that attest the

existence of a later stage of MM III,10 and the exca-
vation program at Kommos has resulted in publica-
tion of a great mass of MM III pottery by Philip
Betancourt.11 This work has been recently augment-
ed by Aleydis Van de Moortel. She has again denied
the possibility of a distinction being made within MM
III and, as a result of recent excavations, she has dis-
tinguished three LM IA chronological subphases
(“Early”, “Advanced”, and “Final”) and two LM IB
subphases (“Early” and “Late”).12

Preliminary results from the study of MM III
material at Phaistos and Ayia Triada suggest that it
is possible to distinguish two phases within this peri-
od, as well as to understand the transition between
MM III and LM IA in this region. A substantial con-
firmation of this sequence, to be discussed in this
paper, comes from Kommos, based for the most part
on the evidence of the original publication of the
Kommos MM pottery by Betancourt, supplemented
by the important stratigraphical observations of
James Wright.13 Van de Moortel and Jeremy Rutter
have presented further assessments.14

My previous reexamination of the ceramic
deposits from Phaistos showed that there are some
grounds for defining separate MM IIIA and IIIB
phases, though the latter period is scarcely attest-
ed.15 The deposits from Ayia Triada, on which I have
also worked, document a clear presence of MM IIIB
at this site.16 At the risk of anticipating my conclu-
sions, I should state in advance that through the
combination of stratigraphical and stylistic evi-
dence alone from Phaistos, Ayia Triada, and Kom-
mos we are in a position to propose a sequence that
is valid for the entire south-central area of Crete. An
important obstacle to our sequence is the terminolo-
gy: after 100 years of excavations and research, we
still are not able to propose a single terminology
(Fig. 1). But to what extent is the present debate on
the MM III terminology a real or unfounded prob-
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lem? In recent works on Kommos, for instance, one
might note the problems that arise from combining
the traditional chronological division with the dif-
ferent terminology used by the Canadian mission.
To my mind, comparison with the Kommos data
does not risk a danger of misrepresenting the
ceramic composition of the deposits. Moreover, the
different terminology used by Van de Moortel and
Rutter does not at all compromise the sequence here
presented, but rather, on my interpretation, in fact
corroborates the “traditional” terminology as iden-
tified by Evans at Knossos. On the basis of that
interpretation, I propose the following synchro-
nisms for the western Mesara in Fig. 1.

Through this synchronization it will be possible to
gain a much deeper understanding of the complex
and changing ceramic production and ceramic style
of the western Mesara in MM III, as well as to pro-
vide a key contribution to the current debate about
the phasing of MM III on Crete as a whole. The main
goal of this reassessment will be not only to clarify
the local sequence in south-central Crete, but also to
facilitate comparison with the other centers of the
island, as well as those of the north and southeast
Aegean in which MM III pottery (as imports or local
imitations) has been found.

TTHHEE EEVVIIDDEENNCCEE FFRROOMM PPHHAAIISSTTOOSS AANNDD AAYYIIAA TTRRIIAADDAA::
TTHHEE SSTTRRAATTIIGGRRAAPPHHYY

The rich series of Levi’s phase III pottery from
Phaistos appears to comprise a single horizon of
deposits, with the consequence that these have been
pulled in earlier or later directions on the basis of dif-
ferent parallels. A brief discussion of the ceramic evi-
dence is necessary to understanding the topographi-
cal distribution of the deposits as well as their strati-
graphical situation. The following data has been
obtained from the preliminary publications of Luigi
Pernier and D. Levi. I have also included ceramic and

stratigraphical observations on the deposits on which
I have worked (Fig. 2).17

In the palace, MM III ceramic deposits are scarce-
ly attested. The MM IIIA foundation deposit of
room 50 was recovered under the alabaster slabs of
the Second Palace. The MM IIIA floor deposit of
room 18 was stratified below a previous layer of LM
IB; the MM IIIA vases were found on a paved area.
From the oldest excavations of the palace two other
possible MM IIIA contexts are known: the first is a
fill dumped in a lustral basin, below room 70 of the
Second Palace. The floor deposit of room XLV-22
was sandwiched stratigraphically between two floors
of MM IB–II and LM I. In the northeast area of the
palace another complex of buildings was explored by
Pernier. Only the central sector (room 103) was mod-
ified in LM I, while the eastern and western blocks
were in use and abandoned during MM III. The scant
stratigraphical information does not allow us to
clearly interpret the deposit of room 101 (i.e., floor
deposit, collapsed deposit, or fill), while the pottery
assemblage from rooms 102 and 104 belongs to a floor
deposit. There are no trace of subsequent occupation
in these three rooms until LM III.

Two main areas were intensely occupied in the set-
tlement during MM III. The homogeneous deposit
from the north room of the Bastione Ovest was pre-
sumably an original MM IIIA floor that collapsed
from an upper level of the building. A little to the
south, a MM IIIA floor level was represented in the
small room CIV, which is connected with the Bastione
Ovest. The Casa a Sud della Rampa (rooms
LXXXVI–XCIII, XCVI), connecting the lower and
the upper court, is represented by the basement of a
large building, with homogeneous MM IIIA floor
deposits covered by stones and slabs that have fallen
from upper floors. An almost complete sequence is
documented in the southern area. Underneath LM IA
or IB floors are the stratified MM IIIB floor deposits
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Fig. 1  Proposed synchronization of MM III stages in the western Mesara

233_256 Girella.qxd  14.02.2007  18:41  Seite 235



Luca Girella236

Fig. 2  MM IIIA and IIIB deposits at Phaistos and neighbouring sites
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of rooms LXXI and LXXIII and that below the Geo-
metric room CC. The floor deposit north of this Geo-
metric room was found at the same level, but, in this
part, the MM IIIB floor was stratified above a MM IIB
level. Likewise, a LM IA fill covered a similar deposit
containing MM III vases. Underneath the Geometric
level of room AA were two MM IIIA floor deposits
(rooms LXXV–LXXVI). The MM IIIB floor deposits
of the Acropoli Mediana, which were found in 1966 and
1969, were without any stratigraphical indication. The
MM IIIA floor deposits of rooms i, k, l–l', in the
northern area of the Chalara quarter, were covered by
Geometric and Hellenistic levels. From the southern
part, a dump was pushed into a MM IIB–IIIA build-
ing for leveling operations during the construction of a

LM I mansion, and included a great deal of fine pot-
tery, primarily MM IIB and IIIA.18

A re-examination of the stratigraphical sequence
of the Levi excavations was carried out during 2000
and 2001 in the Casa a Sud della Rampa.19 The most
surprising result was the discovery that the house
had already been a large structure in MM IIB, and
that during MM IIIA it was simply modified by the
addition of more rooms. Observations about the
architecture and the stratigraphy now make it pos-
sible to distinguish between different architectural
phases, all of them within MM IIIA. Some of the
stratigraphical data are considered useful in under-
standing the date of the MM IIIA modification of
the house.20 The most important gain is the identifi-
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Fig. 3  MM IIIA and IIIB deposits at Ayia Triada
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cation of the layers of preparation and the founda-
tion deposits of four rooms of the house, just after
MM IIB (that is, the initial stage of MM IIIA). The
well-known groups of pots found on the floors rep-
resent the destruction deposit of the house at the
end of MM IIIA. After this event, the entire house
appears to have been abandoned.

In marked contrast with Phaistos, MM III was
represented at Ayia Triada by a much smaller num-
ber of discrete deposits (Fig. 3).21 In the area of
Sacello, MM IIIA deposits were stratified above
MM II (room a: layer IV) and below LM IA (room g:
layer III) deposits. Underneath the LM IA plaster
floor of the Sacello another MM IIIA deposit was
isolated by Luisa Banti. The evidence for the main
Villa is represented by two fundamental deposits.
The first is a foundation deposit of purely MM IIIA
date; it provides the evidence for the Villa’s initial
use in MM IIIA. The MM IIIB fill below rooms 62,
65 and 66 was associated with a partially preserved
structure. This dumped fill is covered by a second
layer (VI), containing LM IA ceramic debris. A MM
IIIB fill under the slabs of room 14 was found in
1913.22 In the north sector of the settlement the
destruction deposit of the Casa della Soglia Alaba-
strina was associated with use of the room during
MM IIIB.23 The precise interpretation of the fills
below the Edificio Ciclopico remains at present
uncertain. Until a thorough study is undertaken of
the pottery and stratigraphy of the fills, there is no
objective evidence for determining the date with
precision.

In the northeast sector, the recent cycle of exca-
vations has brought to light a series of MM IIIB fills
stratified below LM IA (trench M/4) and LM IB lay-
ers (room a).24

We are now in a better position to return to the
question of a possible division within MM III. It is
clear that, at Phaistos and Ayia Triada, in no case

does there appear to be evidence of a sequence of
superimposed floors assignable to MM IIIA and
IIIB. This anomaly could be explained as a conse-
quence of the different strategy of reconstruction
after the hypothetical earthquake destruction at the
end of MM IIIA. None of the MM IIIA floors at
Phaistos was modified or repaired after the impres-
sive destruction. Also of significance are the MM
IIIB floor deposits and fills followed shortly after-
ward by a second destruction horizon. More specifi-
cally, the series of MM IIIB fills at Ayia Triada
show the great magnitude of the event and the new
reorganization of the settlement within LM IA. 

TTHHEE EEVVIIDDEENNCCEE FFRROOMM KKOOMMMMOOSS::  TTHHEE SSTTRRAATTIIGGRRAAPPHHYY

Important evidence for a stratigraphical distinction
within MM III comes from Kommos (Fig. 4).25 Exca-
vations since 1976 have brought to light an excep-
tional number of MM III deposits. The published
data allow us to fill the gap at Phaistos and Ayia
Triada. The large collection of collapsed or aban-
doned floor deposits comes from the four main areas
so far explored: the Hilltop, the Central Hillside, the
area north of House X and the Civic Centre. The evi-
dence suggests that the MM III site suffered a dev-
astating destruction.26 Most of these deposits have
been assigned to MM III.27 This date corresponds to
MM IIIA as it used for both stratigraphical and
ceramic observations in the present article. As argued
by both Betancourt and Wright, theren is no evi-
dence for the immediate reoccupation of the majori-
ty of the buildings after the earthquake. Neverthe-
less, some of the rooms (rooms 29, 38, 44, and 51)
exhibit evidence of architectural modifications
(blocked doorways, raised floor levels) and preserve
floor deposits.28 Aside from the rooms constructed
after the earthquake (rooms 7b, 8, and 9, spaces 1A
and 33S of the Central Hillside Area, and rooms 23,
24, 28 of Southern Hilltop Area), these secondary
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29 See also RUTTER 2006, 385–9. Rutter is uncertain whether
to consider the deposits contemporary with the “Early LM
IA” period or whether they represent an intermediate
phase between “MM III” and “Early LM IA”.

30 VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, 26, 721–6. RUTTER 2006 (Groups
1–14), 381–8.

Fig. 4  MM IIIA and IIIB deposits at Kommos (deposits with * are fills)
(B: BETANCOURT 1990, VDM: VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, R: RUTTER 2006)

floor deposits represent, in my opinion, a MM IIIB
modification of MM IIIA floors, following the earth-
quake in MM IIIA.29 New preliminary data from the

Civic Centre have been published by Van de Moortel;
a complete list of MM III and Early LM IA deposits
is now published in details by J. Rutter.30 We are able
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Fig. 5  Typology of MM IIIA handleless cups of South-Central Crete. References: Type 1: F 4843b, F 4779c, F 4779a (LEVI

& CARINCI, 1988, pl. 101: r, t, x); Type 2: F 4974b, F 714b (LEVI & CARINCI, 1988, pl. 101: i, l); Type 3: F 4972b, F 716a (LEVI

& CARINCI, 1988, pl. 102: n, q); Type 4: F 4974c, F 4914a (LEVI & CARINCI, 1988, pl. 102: r, s); Type 5: F 5243, F 4979 (LEVI &
CARINCI, 1988, pl. 103: g, d); Type 6: F 5249c (LEVI & CARINCI, 1988, pl. 103: i); C 4529 (BETANCOURT 1990, fig. 67) (scale 1:3)
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34 A. Van de Moortel has presented a thorough typology
showing various type of cups through MM II, MM III, LM
IA, and LM IB phases. VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, 32–81, fig.
5–10. Van de Moortel’s work has been useful to me as a
frame of reference. The present typology is largely based
on my own work on the handleless cups from Chalara
(Phaistos) and Ayia Triada, and it aims to offer a more sim-
plified typology, as well as to stress the existence of region-
al variants among the three main sites of the Mesara. As far
as the first aspect is concerned, type 1 corresponds to VAN

DE MOORTEL type B, type 2 comprehends types D, E, F (as
these last two are ovoid and semiglobular variants of D),
type 3 corresponds to types C and N (the latter is a variant
of C), type 4 is A in Van de Moortel’s typology, and type 5
comprehends types J and M (the latter is a variant of J).

Type 6 is here considered a handleless cup, whereas Van de
Moortel describes it as tumbler (VAN DE MOORTEL 1997,
117–8). Finally, types 7 and 8 of MM IIIB comprehend
respectively types P and V at Kommos.

35 I prefer to retain the term “handleless cup”, even though it
is not as widespread as the term “conical cup”. The first
describes better than the second the whole shapes of the
form (conical, semiglobular, ovoid). The present typology
takes into consideration previous works that have involved
an establishing of the classification of Minoan handleless
cups (FIANDRA 1973; BETANCOURT 1986; GILLIS 1990; VAN

DE MOORTEL 1997, figs. 6, 7), but is largely based on my
own work on the handleless cups from Chalara (Phaistos)
and Ayia Triada.

36 So, for example, type 8 is attested during MM IIIA at Kom-
mos by two examples, but is more frequent during MM
IIIB. At the time of this writing, Kommos is the only site
that attests the presence and the evolution of this type.

37 For Phaistos: LEVI 1976, pls. 198d–f; 200m; 206b, h; 207a–i,
l; 211n. For Ayia Triada: LA ROSA 1977, fig. 19a. For Kom-
mos: BETANCOURT 1990, figs. 25, 30, 31, 34, 37; pls. 29, 42, 46.

to recognize here the same stratigraphical situation
as at the Central Hillside Area, that is, a series of MM
IIIA floor deposits and fills stratified underneath
others of MM IIIB.31 These two periodizations are
presented in Van de Moortel’s publication as MM III
and Early LM IA; her entire Early LM IA ceramic
assemblage is here considered a MM IIIB phase, well
documented at Kommos and with a homogeneous
and diagnostic number of stylistic features. 

TTHHEE EEVVIIDDEENNCCEE FFRROOMM PPHHAAIISSTTOOSS,,  AAYYIIAA TTRRIIAADDAA AANNDD

KKOOMMMMOOSS::  TTHHEE MMMM IIIIIIAA  CCEERRAAMMIICC PPEERRSSPPEECCTTIIVVEE

Taking up the second goal of this paper, we arrive at
pottery, aiming to delineate the main stylistic charac-
teristics that distinguish MM IIIA from IIIB. Mor-
phological, decorative and manufacturing aspects of
MM III ceramic production have been extensively
discussed by various scholars.32 The quality and
quantity of the ceramic assemblages of the period
allow us to identify strong similarities among the
assemblages of all three sites. Some of the changes
pointed out here have already been discussed by
Betancourt and Van de Moortel.33

The most notable changes from MM IIB concern
the remarkable increase in ordinary vases and the
decrease in the variety and quality of high-quality
pottery. Whereas morphological changes are less pro-
nounced among the pouring and closed vessels, there
is a high variability among the open shapes. The han-
dleless cup production illustrates this variability.
Handleless cups are as frequent in MM III as in
MM II, but are now badly made, showing an irregu-

lar range of shapes, variable wall thickness, diameter,
height, and capacity and a number of faults:
deformed and irregular walls, mostly small but some-
times medium and large nonplastic inclusions, fre-
quent fingerprints left on the cups, marks from lifting
the cup from the hump, sloped bases from uneven
cutting of the cups from the hump. Characterization
of the evolution and typology is desirable.34 Six types
(1–6) may be distinguished for MM IIIA on the basis
of technological criteria and dimensions; another two
types (7, 8) represent developments newly introduced
in MM IIIB (Fig. 5).35 One important point must be
stressed: we must rid ourselves of the impression that
designated types occur in only one ceramic phase.
Some MM IIIA types are attested during MM IIIB,
but they represent different developments, and other
types that occur in MM IIIA show some changes in
MM IIIB (Fig. 6).36

A second significant criterion for distinguishing
MM IIIA and IIIB types is the system of light-on-
dark and polychrome decoration, which has so far
been considered to be remarkably uniform over a
variety of shapes. Among the striking features, in
general, is the simplification in the color schemes and
motives, as well as the almost total disappearance of
impressed decoration on the table ware. The syntac-
tic arrangements are limited to the upper part of the
vessels, and include few auxiliary motives. A key pat-
tern of MM IIIA is the thin spirals that usually run
on the upper part of straight-sided cups and on the
shoulder or belly of the bridge-spouted and open-
mouthed jars.37 Two important MM IIIA key types
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are the straight-sided cups with a series of horizontal
grooves cut in the side at regular intervals, and the
type with a rounded horizontal bulge in the middle.38

Both types are very rare in south Crete, but common
in Knossos deposits of MM IIB–IIIA, such as the so-
called West Polychrome deposit.39 The first of these
types, coated in black with white dots in the rim zone
(the so-called “White-Spotted Style”), is one of the
main hallmarks of MM IIIA at Knossos.40 The
“White-Spotted Style” in southern Crete is charac-
terized by a spraying of the entire surface of the cup
with white paint. Examples from Phaistos suggest
that this style begins in MM IIB, when the surface is
carelessly sprayed; but, as far as I can see, it also
occurs during MM III, and no clear distinction is
apparent between the IIIA and IIIB phase.41

The main characteristics that I have summarized
occur at Phaistos and Kommos, in differing percent-
ages, but not at Ayia Triada, which does not yet show
a clear MM IIIA phase. At Phaistos and Kommos, the
varied nature of the deposits (fills, dumps, destruction
floor deposits, and foundation deposits) allows us to

identify on stylistic grounds the initial and final stage
of MM IIIA. At Phaistos this first subphase can be
recognized primarily from the deposits of the eastern
rooms LXXXVI–LXXXVII and from the foundation
deposits below rooms XCI and XCIII of the Casa a
Sud della Rampa (Fig. 7). I would assign the assem-
blage from the collapsed floor of the West Bastion and
the deposits of rooms 18 and 50 in the palace to the
same subphase.42 The key feature of this initial stage is
the persistence of the MM IIB light-on-dark pattern
tradition, clearly noticeable in the table ware. In
north-central Crete the major comparanda for this
subphase come from group E at Knossos and from the
destruction deposit at Anemospilia/Archanes. In
respect to the decorated pottery, the subdivision of
the surface into two or three horizontal zones and the
use of motives originated during the MM II period are
two decisive aspects. The motives are: spiky foliate
bands, rows of dots, interlocking S-spirals, crescents,
chevrons, solid arcs, quirks, cross-hatchings, rows of
arcs, and the heavy open running spirals in which
closed spirals resemble crashing waves. This last pat-
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38 LEVI 1976, pl. 209p (F 4755); pl. 212s, t (F 3202, 3708).
39 MACGILLIVRAY 1998, 71 (types 11, 12), fig. 2.10, pls. 17, 18,

79, 81, 156. The provenience of the cups from mixed con-
texts at Knossos (groups E and P) leaves open the chronol-
ogy between the close of MM IIB and early MM IIIA, but
the occurrence of this type from deposit B of the Acropo-
lis Houses indicates that, produced before the end of the
MM IIB, it was a key form of MM IIIA (CATLING et al.
1979, fig. 18.49, 95–8). There is one example of a straight-
sided cup with horizontal bulge from Knossos, which is
attested in a possible MM IIIA context; see MACGILLIVRAY

1998, 72 (type 13), pls. 17, 79.

40 The type is also attested in large numbers from the Anemo-
spilia/Archanes deposit and, for this reason, is known in the
recent literature as the “Archanes Cup”. SAKELLARAKIS and
SAKELLARAKI 1997, fig. 383l, m. For a recent discussion of
the Anemospilia assemblages, see GIRELLA 2001. Recent
considerations of the “Archanes Cup” are in MACDONALD

2004, fig. 18.1a, d.
41 LEVI 1976, pl. 210e–m.
42 For a preliminary definition of this early MM IIIA phase

see CARINCI 2001; GIRELLA 2001.

Fig. 6  Proposed typology of MM III handleless cups
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Fig. 7  MM IIIA vessels from  Casa a Sud della Rampa (Phaistos) (scale 1:3)
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tern, which originated in the MM IIB period at Phais-
tos, appears also in MM IIIA at Phaistos and at Knos-
sos. The assessment of its chronological position is cru-
cial for understanding the date of Minoan and
Minoanizing vases outside Crete, such as the small jug
from the Troy V cist grave.43

The second subphase of MM IIIA is marked by a
general horizon of destruction and is recognizable at
both Phaistos and Kommos. Three important new
patterns, which seem to exemplify a general stylistic
trend of MM IIIB, are (1) the thick retorted spirals,
(2) the pictorial style, represented by polychrome veg-
etal motifs presented in naturalistic manner (lilies,
crocuses, palm trees) and (3) the “finicky” style, which
occurs on serving vessels, represented by conglomer-
ate patterns, dot rosettes, rows of arcs, lozenges, and
triangles. The most important evidence for this sec-
ond subphase is illustrated by the rich floor deposit of
room CH 25 at Kommos (the Pithos Room) and those
from the Casa a Sud della Rampa at Phaistos (Fig. 8).44

The three new patterns, which appear in the mature
stage of MM IIIA, continue during MM IIIB (as the
common light-on-dark motives of the period), but
they seem to drop out in LM IA.

Apart from the strong similarities between the
ceramic assemblages at Phaistos and Kommos, I
would point out some internal differences that, far
from being purely accidental, could reflect different
rhythms of ceramic production. First, the rise in the
frequency of ordinary vessels is much more pro-
nounced at Kommos than at Phaistos. This trend is
observable, for instance, by the occurrence at Kom-
mos of medium-coarse bridge-spouted jars, which are
absent at Phaistos.45 In addition, I stress the presence
of small non-local ceramic fragments decorated with
thick tortoise-shell ripple lines, which come from MM
IIIA deposits and fills at Kommos.46 These are the
only examples of lustrous dark-on-light patterned
designs found in MM IIIA contexts of the western
Mesara. I believe that this speaks in favor of a capac-
ity for Kommos to maintain long-distance relation-
ships. At Phaistos we do not have lustrous dark-on-

light patterned pottery, and the ribbed Vapheio cup
F 5219a with tortoise-shell ripple, from room XCIII
of the Casa a Sud della Rampa, is the only example of
a light-on-dark version of this class.

TTHHEE EEVVIIDDEENNCCEE FFRROOMM PPHHAAIISSTTOOSS,,  AAYYIIAA TTRRIIAADDAA AANNDD

KKOOMMMMOOSS::  TTHHEE MMMM IIIIIIBB  CCEERRAAMMIICC PPEERRSSPPEECCTTIIVVEE

If we leave behind MM IIIA in order to concentrate
on MM IIIB, the apparent lack of evidence may seem
awkward. As was mentioned above, the identification
of MM IIIB has been seriously obscured by the use of
different terminologies. My present opinion is that
deposits with the same composition have been labeled
with diverse terminologies on the basis of the absence
or presence of characteristics considered to be ele-
ments of a lower chronology (that is, LM IA), such as
the occurrence of the lustrous dark-on-light pat-
terned vases.47 The significance of the diverse and
assymetrical distribution of these characteristics lies
in our ability to understand whether the characteris-
tics are contemporary. It is proposed here that the
validity of using one single terminology for MM IIIB
is supported by the similarities of the three sites,
despite some internal differences. The variations in
the composition of the deposits are here interpreted
as local differences in ceramic production that are
much more pronounced in MM IIIB than in MM IIIA.
In fact, MM IIIB presents an unstable picture, rela-
tive to MM IIIA, in the distribution of ceramic fea-
tures. The presence or the absence of such character-
istics, taken here to reflect crucial changes in ceramic
production, also have relevant consequences for dis-
tinguishing MM III from LM IA. So, for example, the
occurrence of lustrous dark-on-light decorated pot-
tery may not be a reliable criterion for identifying MM
IIIB in the western Mesara. This new class is rare and
has an unusual fabric that may come from outside the
Mesara and may be primarily Knossian.48

More useful to our analysis are the changes  in
production between MM IIIA and IIIB. Here, there
are no remarkable differences in manufacturing prac-
tices, but noticeable changes in respect to the mor-
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43 KORFMANN 1997, 32–8, pls. 31, 32.
44 BETANCOURT 1990, 101–12; WRIGHT 1996, 182–4; VAN DE

MOORTEL 1997, 703–7; CARINCI 2001.
45 VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, 143, figs. 38, 39.
46 BETANCOURT 1990, fig. 27 (C 2578), 38 (C 489), 61 (C 2159,

C 4929), 62 (C 1285), 63 (C 644); VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, fig.
81 (C 9033).

47 A relevant summary of the problem is in WARREN 1999,
895–6. See also GIRELLA forthcoming b.

48 Otherwise, as Driessen and Macdonald clearly pointed out

in a brief, incisive guide to the identification of MM III to
LM IB pottery, “It [MM IIIB] is the period par excellence of
tortoise-shell ripple, and it may be that close study would
reveal that certain kinds of tortoise-shell ripple belong here
rather than earlier or later” (DRIESSEN and MACDONALD

1997, 19). The role of Knossos in the diffusion of lustrous
dark-on-light vessels in south Crete at this stage is very
important, but is not yet entirely clear in terms of imports
and local production. See also GIRELLA forthcoming b.
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49 VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, 63–5, 73–4; SHAW et al. 2001, 43, 66–7.

Fig. 8  MM IIIA vessels from  Casa a Sud della Rampa (Phaistos) (scale 1:3)
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F 5207c F 5219a
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phological and decorative repertoire. For example, in
handleless cup production we observe a reduction in
size of types 1 and 5 and thinner walls in type 4, and
while no changes are apparent for types 2 and 3, the
occurrence of monochrome cups with thick retorted
spirals (types 7 and 8) is among the striking features
of the production in MM IIIB (Fig. 9). As has been
argued elsewhere, the new types 7 and 8 could be a
replacement for coated straight-sided cups with han-
dles, whose production seems henceforth less com-
mon. However, because the strong similarities
between the MM IIIB and the subsequent LM IA
production do not always allow us to distinguish

between the two stages, this criterion is most reliable
when applied to large assemblages or in combination
with other criteria. There are no obvious morpholog-
ical changes in vessel types, in spite of the occurrence
of several regional differences such as the production
at Phaistos of pedestal vases, mostly the bridge-
spouted jars, which are rare at Kommos. These ves-
sels now have a more elongated profile, coarse coil
handles, narrower spouts and pedestal bases. In con-
trast, among the handleless cups, the type 8, with
thick retorted spiral in white paint, represents a typ-
ical Kommian feature, as is indicated by the diffusion
of this type during the subsequent stage.49
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Fig. 9   Typology of MM IIIB handleless cups of South-Central Crete. References: Type 1: C 1044 (BETANCOURT 1990, fig. 40);
C 7443, C 6651 (VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, fig. 7); HTR 2555 (unpublished); Type 2: C 232 (BETANCOURT 1990, fig. 59); C 7613 (VAN

DE MOORTEL 1997, fig. 7); Type 3: HTR 2554, HTR 2495 (unpublished); Type 4: C 6775, C 7746 (VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, fig. 27);
Type 5: HTR 2566 (unpublished); C 6609 (BETANCOURT 1990, fig. 67); Type 7: C 6648 (RUTTER 2005, pl. 3.27); 

Type 8: C 168 (VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, fig. 7) (scale 1:3)
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A general trend in  the occurrence of dark-ground
painted pottery is observable at the three sites. The
monochrome coated vessels are more frequent than
before, and are associated with a strikingly simple
decorative repertoire. Indeed, the polychromy is
reduced to marginal and subsidiary motives and the
range of light-on-dark patterns is largely restricted
to thick retorted spirals, horizontal or wavy lines, and
veining. A possible successor to the MM IIIA pictori-
al group is the so-called “lyrical floral” style, present-
ly reported from Kommos, Ayia Triada, Phaistos,
Kamilari (tholos A), and Kouses, but in uncertain or
disturbed contexts between MM III and LM IA.50

Marked by a high quality of manufacturing, this new
style, which is also attested in transport vessels,
shows strong links with the vessels in the “finicky”
and pictorial style of MM IIIA.

Lustrous dark-on-light patterned vessels are
more common in MM IIIB than before. The slight
presence of this class at Ayia Triada and Kommos is
a notable change of this period; its presence at
Phaistos is relatively less than at these two sites.51 In
spite of the asymmetrical composition in the ceram-
ic assemblages at Ayia Triada and Kommos, com-
mon motives and techniques can be identified. The
decoration consists of tortoise-shell ripple, executed
with finer lines and more lustrous dark color than
before, but other motives (diagonal and horizontal
bands, running spirals, lunettes and solid waves) are
represented from this point on. The patterns are
restricted to cups, bowls and small pouring vessels.
Though we cannot at present identify the centre of
production of this new class, Ayia Triada, where the
motives show more variety, may be a good candi-
date. In addition, the non-local fabric of some frag-
ments from Kommos has revealed the existence of
imports from north and east Crete. 

A number of deposits that illustrate in different
combination the characteristics summarized above

can be used to define the MM IIIB ceramic phase in
south-central Crete, bearing in mind the problems of
the quality and composition of each assemblage.
These deposits are currently characterized under dif-
ferent terminologies: MM III or “III protopalatial
phase” for Phaistos, MM IIIB/LM IA for Ayia Tria-
da, and MM IIIB/LM IA or Early LM IA for Kom-
mos. Likewise, A. Van de Moortel, using the Kommi-
an criteria, has considered the two Phaistian
deposits, discussed below, having an Early LM IA
rather than MM III date.52I propose, nevertheless,
that these deposits show the existence of separate
MM IIIB and LM IA phases, since their overall char-
acter appears to support a MM IIIB date. Most of
the vessels that come from the Kamilari tombs could
be dated to MM IIIB. The occurrence of mono-
chrome decoration, the limited variety of white pat-
terned vessels (largely limited to thick retorted spi-
rals, veining, vertical reeds and splashes), the fre-
quency of elongated shapes and bridge-spouted jars
with pedestal bases are the main indicators for the
MM IIIB chronology.53 These criteria for dating can
only be confirmed, however, on the basis of further
investigation of their stratigraphical position.

Phaistos

Northeast sector of the palace: room 104. The deposit
comes from an unstratified context. Nonetheless, it
presents a homogeneous composition that is valuable
for our analysis.54 The deposit comprises mainly
table ware, coated in dark brown, red brown and red
paint, with one main motive in white paint: the large
and thick retorted spirals. The shapes in use include
large straight-sided cups, tall and deep hemispheri-
cal cups, tall and elongated oval-mouthed amphoras,
small jugs with rounded or cutaway neck, and
bridge-spouted jars with pedestal bases. Despite the
lack of stratigraphical evidence, the deposit may
belong to MM IIIB. The main indicators are the

247

50 The most famous example is the amphora F 2723 from the
Kamilari tholos tomb: LEVI 1961–62, 119, fig. 169; LEVI

1976, pl. LXXVII, 189 b. On the Lyrical Floral Style see
also VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, 291–3.

51 Two neglected lustrous dark-on-light decorated vessels
that come from the floor deposit of room LXXIII at Phais-
tos, cups F 2709 and F 2822, are decorated with horizontal
bands on the exterior and tortoise-shell ripple and horizon-
tal bands on the interior (see Fig. 10). At Ayia Triada, in
addition to the sherds from the Casa della Soglia Alabastri-
na (D’AGATA 1989, pl. XXIe, g; XXII), we mention the
unpublished cup HTR 713 from the dump below rooms 62
and 65a of the Villa and the jug HTR 2559 from trench M/4

in the northeast sector. Lustrous dark-on-light vessels of
Kommos, which come from stratigraphical contexts, are
the askoi C 1045, C 1066 from room 24 of the Southern
Hilltop (BETANCOURT 1990, fig. 40.847, 848), the fragment
of closed vessel C 10033 from room 23 of Building T and
the stirrup jar C 6654 from room 19 of the same complex
(VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, 236–7, fig. 81); the latter is consid-
ered to be imported from Knossos.

52 VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, 388–9.
53 LEVI 1961–62, figs. 49–53, 55i, 55m, 67, 73a–c, e, f, 74, 79,

82, 84, 95, 100, 102, 109, 113, 154–7. 
54 PERNIER 1935, figs. 221–4.
55 LEVI 1961–62, fig. 160; LEVI 1976, 432–6.
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oversized straight-sided and hemispherical cups; the
more elongated form of the closed vessels, in partic-
ular that of the oval-mouthed amphoras; the use of
the pedestal base with a plastic ring as link; and the
markedly high proportion of thick and retorted spi-
ral decoration. 

Area south of the palace: room LXXIII. The floor
deposit of this room is currently labeled MM III, but
it resembles more clearly the composition of the MM
IIIB pottery style at Phaistos (Fig. 10).55 We can dis-
tinguish two new types of handleless cups: the low,
ledged-rim cup and the large semiglobular cup dark-
slipped in and out. Second, the deposit boasts at least
two in-and-out bowls: one decorated with bands out-
side and tortoise-shell ripple inside (F 2822), the sec-
ond with bands in and out (F 2709). This decoration
is one of the main hallmarks of the MM IIIB deposits
at Knossos. Other diagnostic features are the elon-
gated outline of the jugs and bridge-spouted jars; the
use of the pedestal base in the small jars; the ovoid
body of the ewers, with concave flaring neck, sloping
rim and a single handle with circular section encom-
passing the rim. The type was decorated with dark
monochrome paint or with light-on-dark thick
retorted spirals. The polychromy is rare, and the
range of light-on-dark motives is largely restricted to
thick retorted spirals, white splashes on dark ground
and veining, the last one of which I believe to be a
MM IIIB introduction. At Knossos, this motive is
found on MM IIIB/LM IA transitional vessels.56

Ayia Triada

The material from the first three deposits discussed
below has been labeled as MM IIIB/LM IA for many
reasons: the first two, by La Rosa, because of the
mixed composition of MM IIIB and LM IA pottery,
and the third by A. L. D’Agata, after the publication
of the Unexplored Mansion by M. Popham. The pub-
lication of a large deposit from the Stratigraphical
Museum excavations at Knossos by P. Warren
assigned all of these deposits to the “MM IIIB/LM
IA transitional” phase. 

Villa: foundation deposit from corridor 74. The
deposit presents a small set of vessels: two bridge-
spouted jars, six handleless cups, one saucer and one
brazier.57 I have examined the pottery, with the kind

permission of La Rosa, and I am not altogether con-
vinced that it belongs to a later period. On the con-
trary, it seems clearly assignable to MM IIIA,
because of the absence of dark-on-light patterned
pottery and, mostly, the close connection with the
Phaistian deposits of the same period. The date of
the context in any case suggests an important, even if
modest, building operation at the site.

Villa: deposit from rooms 62, 65a, 66a. The trench
along the northern foundations of the Megaron has
revealed several stages in the building of the villa, of
which the earliest was a dump containing MM III
pottery, mostly handleless cups. 58 The dump con-
sists of about 200 handleless cups, straight-sided
cups, saucers, fruit bowls, milk jugs, juglets, small
open jars, bridge-spouted jars and a rare shape of
alabastron. The dark-on-light patterned pottery is
rare, limited to few examples and restricted to
dipped rims and tortoise-shell ripple. In contrast,
the most frequent monochrome decoration, in con-
junction with isolated cases of light-on-dark decora-
tion, shows that we are justified in identifying the
deposit as MM IIIB rather than MM IIIB/LM IA.
The MM IIIB date is also supported by the handle-
less cups of the deposit, which are different in shape
as well as in size from those of MM IIIA. Type 1
tends to be strictly conical, with narrower base and
thick and flattened rims. We note also examples
with faintly everted rims and a variant with gently
ogival profile. Type 5 with everted and dipped rim is
on the average smaller and narrower than the
MM IIIA examples. Type 2, with semiovoid profile,
is taller than before and the variant with belled out-
line does not appear.

North sector: burnt destruction level below room Q,
Casa della Soglia Alabastrina. This deposit continues
to be the subject of discussion.59 In the preliminary
publication, A. L. D’Agata concluded that the
deposit does not yet belong to the mature LM IA,
but she added that it cannot be defined as typical of
MM III at Phaistos. The MM IIIB/LM IA date sup-
ported the definition of Warren’s transitional phase.
The core of the problem lies in the nature of the
deposit, a secondary deposit of destruction material
used as fill at the beginning of LM IA. If LM IA is
the date of its deposition, that dating does not apply
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56 WARREN 1991, figs. 8E, F, 9B, C; POPHAM et al. 1984, pls.
142.3, 144.11, 13, 19, 145.3. See also VAN DE MOORTEL 1997,
389, note 239.

57 LA ROSA 1977, figs. 10–2.

58 LA ROSA 1985, 191–2, pl. Ib–f; LA ROSA 1989, 82–3, pl. XVI.
59 For a date to the Advanced LM IA see VAN DE MOORTEL

1997, 282–5.
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Fig. 10  MM IIIB vessels from the floor deposit of the room LXXIII (Phaistos), a–d, F 2831a, F 2718, F 2659 are unpublished (scale 1:3)
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to the overall character of the deposit, which should
be considered MM IIIB, even though it exhibits new
characteristics. 60

Light-on-dark patterning is most frequent decora-
tion, followed by monochrome and polychrome deco-
ration. Light-on-dark is found on handleless cups,
straight-sided cups, hemispherical cups, bowls,
basins, small miniaturistic jars and bridge-spouted
jars. The motives are restricted to bands, dots or
curvilinear lines. The polychromy consists of white
and red bands or rosettes. Dark-on-light patterned
pottery is less common, limited to rounded cups, han-
dled globular cups, handled bowls with ledged rim,
one Vapheio cup, and bridge-spouted jars. Motives
are largely restricted to running spirals and, more
frequently, tortoise-shell ripple, the latter quite com-
mon on the rounded cups and bowls with everted
rims. The composition of the deposit, with its pre-
dominance of light-on-dark and monochrome pot-
tery and the narrow range of dark-on-light motifs,
best represents the characteristics of the MM IIIB
period. I do not want to understate the presence of
hints of LM IA, mostly in dark-on-light patterned
pottery, but we cannot forget that these features rep-
resent the date of the deposition of the material,
after MM IIIB.

Northeast sector: trench M/4. The study of this MM
IIIB pottery dump, uncovered in 1993 and in 1995,
further expands our understanding of this phase at
Ayia Triada.61 The jumbled condition of material, the
packing of the vessels, and the semicomplete preser-
vation of large and small vessels indicate the sec-
ondary nature of the deposit, which is likely the
result of a cleaning operation. The deposit contains
small, medium and large-sized vessels; the material
yielded at least 470 handleless cups, of which 105 are
catalogued (see, in Fig. 8, HTR 2554, 2555, 2495,
2566). Other common shapes in use are straight-sided
and hemispherical cups and bridge-spouted and open-
mouthed jars. The domestic character of the deposit
is corroborated by the presence of large bowl, jugs of
various sizes, oval-mouthed amphoras, cooking pots
and pithoi.62 There is a great amount of simple plain
pottery, and the dark coating has a dilute appearance
and is frequently fired red or dark brown. The main
characteristic of the deposit is the enormous frequen-
cy of monochrome pottery, with an interesting trend

toward simplicity in the dark-ground decorative
repertoire, which is restricted to horizontal or diago-
nal bands and rare thick retorted spirals. Polychromy
is largely restricted to auxiliary bands. The range of
dark-painted motives is very small, consisting mostly
of tortoise-shell ripple, horizontal bands and running
spirals, surprisingly on just two vases. My prelimi-
nary view is that the deposit could be placed in MM
IIIB. The restricted use of dark-on-light patterned
pottery, as well as the unusual reduction in light-on-
dark decoration, clearly shows that the deposit is
antecedent to the LM IA period, but subsequent to
MM IIIA production. In addition, I would point out
the poor fabric of the vessels; the dilute character of
the dark paint; the scarcity of polychromy; the sim-
plicity of light-on-dark motives in comparison to the
range of Phaistian deposits; the presence, even
though restricted, of dark-on-light patterned pot-
tery; and the presence of few important hallmarks of
the phase, such as the low version of the type 1 han-
dleless cup, the semiglobular type dark-coated in and
out (type 7), and the plain semiglobular cup with
lower and thicker walls (type 2).

Kommos

Twenty-four MM IIIB deposits have been isolated at
Kommos (Fig. 4).63 Given the homogeneous composi-
tion of their assemblages, I shall sum up here the
overall ceramic features. Kommos presents for this
period, in general, small-sized and primarily frag-
mentary deposits. While the large percentage of han-
dleless cups and plain table vessels allows the identi-
fication of diagnostic features, there are no obvious
changes among the pouring and storage vessels.
Thanks to the initial characterization by Betancourt
and the further review by Van de Moortel, we are now
in a position to isolate these principal characteristics: 

1) The occurrence of morphological changes in the
production of handleless cups similar to that at
Phaistos and Ayia Triada, but with a well-docu-
mented appearance of two new types of cups (7
and 8) (Fig. 8).

2) A sharp reduction in light-on-dark patterned
motives, accompanied by a drastic decrease in
polychromy and a reduction in motives to a single
motive (thick retorted spirals).
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60 D’AGATA 1989, pls. XXI, XXII.
61 Preliminary notices are in ASAtene LXXI–LXXIII (1998),

418–9, figs. 16, 18, and GIRELLA 2003b; GIRELLA forthcom-
ing b.

62 GIRELLA forthcoming a.
63 BETANCOURT 1990, 41–8; VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, 235–44,

721–30. RUTTER 2006, 387–8, 409–13.
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3) A large diffusion of monochrome decoration
among both the open and the closed shapes.

4) A relative abundance of lustrous dark-on-light
patterned vessels with a range of motives herald-
ing the LM IA production (tortoise-shell ripple,
diagonal and horizontal bands, running spirals,
isolated semicircles, lunettes and solid waves),
found in fragmentary condition and in a limited
range of shapes.

5) The existence of a great quantity of imports,
mainly from north Crete, but also from east Crete,
Gavdos and Cyprus.64

This summary touches on one of the main prob-
lems of the MM III chronological sequence. If we
assume that the MM IIIB deposits from Phaistos,
Ayia Triada and Kommos are contemporary to each
other, we have to admit variation in the distribution
of dark-on-light patterned pottery and in the pro-
portion of light-on-dark and dark-on-light pat-
terned vessels. The explanation of this lack of uni-
formity lies in the nature of the deposits themselves
and also in the regional character of the pottery pro-
duction. In the Phaistos assemblages, this regional
variation seems wider. The isolated occurrence of
dark-on-light patterned pottery, in comparison with
the markedly high proportion of the white thick
retorted spirals style, rather than being a casual
occurrence, seems to indicate a more impressive dif-
ference in pottery production between Phaistos and
the other two centers.

As we have stressed above, in this stage the three
sites develop some characteristics that appear to be
unique for any site. Phaistos shows the persistence of
the old production, with maintenance of the light-
on-dark style and polychromy. It seems impervious
to the new ceramic trends, represented by the lus-
trous dark-on-light vessels. Ayia Triada illustrates an
asymmetrical picture, represented at the moment by
different deposits that do not at all show the aban-
donment of the MM IIIA tradition, but which prob-
ably present the first local production of lustrous
dark-on-light pottery. Finally, the Kommian MM
IIIB assemblages illustrate the growth of plain pro-
duction and the lack of lustrous dark-on-light pat-

terned vases in local fabric. Thus there is enough evi-
dence to propose the existence of two or three differ-
ent but contemporary pottery productions.

As far as we can observe, the MM IIIB phase is
distinguished from MM IIIA by several characteris-
tics. These new features are more subtle than the dif-
ferences between MM IIB and MM IIIA, suggesting
that the time lapse was not very long. A preliminary
sketch of these features is presented here:

1) A new dark paint, fired red or brown in color
instead of the black that is common in MM IIIA.
The paint seems to be more dilute and its varied
texture might be related to changes in firing; for
example, the diffusion of a red-fired dark paint
could be explained by a more oxidizing atmos-
phere in the pottery kiln.

2) A new range of handleless cups, with the
inevitable presence of some MM IIIA vessels and
hints of LM IA.

3) Variations in straight-sided cups, with molded
base and, in several cases, elimination of the bevel
at the base of the wall.

4) Frequency of monochrome decoration.

5) A substantial amount of light-on-dark decora-
tion, continuing the MM IIIA tradition, but with
a restricted range of motives: speckles, horizontal
bands, thick and retorted spirals, quirks, diagonal
bands, wavy lines, semicircles.

6) A restricted use of polychrome decoration, main-
ly floral stylized motives in red and white on dark
ground, occurring on cups and bowls. Simple aux-
iliary red bands on closed vessels.

7) The first occurrence of lustrous dark-on-light pat-
terned vases, with a non-homogeneous distribution
of new motives (tortoise-shell ripple, diagonal and
horizontal bands, running spirals, isolated semicir-
cles, lunettes and solid waves). In-and-out bowls
with bands, wavy lines and tortoise-shell ripple.
Tortoise-shell ripples on cups and bowls. Spirals,
some solid-centre, and crescents rarely occur. The
vessels with this technique have well-fired clay and
are coated with a pinkish, pinkish/yellow slip and
with dark or reddish lustrous paint.
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64 For the problem of the imported vessels at Kommos see
BETANCOURT 1990, 191–2. Other imported vessels come
from Building T of the Civic Centre: a stirrup jar and a
teacup from Knossos, other teacups decorated with dark-
on-light spirals from an unknown Minoan production cen-

tre, a collar-necked jar from east Crete, a large convex-sided
cup from Gavdos, and a jug from Cyprus. Apart from the
stirrup jar published in VAN DE MOORTEL 1997, fig. 81, the
above-mentioned vessels are now published in RUTTER

2006, pl.3.29 (8/3), pl. 3.30 (9b/2), pl. 3.28 (8/6).
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The assemblages from these three major sites appear
to reveal an unstable state of the MM III sequence,
although much work remains to be done in order to
properly reassess all the deposits. Indications exist
for justifying a MM IIIA and IIIB subdivision, and
although these are not as substantial as could be
desired, the subdivision is supported by stratigraphi-
cal and stylistic observations. On the basis of the evi-
dence, the first stage is marked by a great destruc-
tion, perhaps a seismic event; this event could be the
same as that affecting Knossos, Galatas and Anemo-
spilia in north Crete. A MM IIIA destruction has
recently been identified at Palaikastro, in eastern
Crete.65 Furthermore, the overall impression given by
the deposits assigned to MM IIIB is that this second
stage was marked again by a great destruction. I
think that it is reasonable to accept the suggestion
that the so-called Great Destruction at Knossos and
damage elsewhere in the island was caused by a sin-
gle earthquake datable to MM IIIB and that this
event might be considered contemporary with the
seismic destruction on Thera (Early LC I).66

As I outlined at the beginning, I believe in the
value of the traditional division of MM IIIA and MM
IIIB. In spite of regional differences on the island, I
have come to the conclusion that these two phases are
sufficiently recognizable, bearing in mind the previ-
ous and subsequent character of the pottery produc-
tion of each region, since the impression given by
deposits assigned from MM IIIA to LM IA is one of
uninterrupted development over a short time span

and relative continuity in production showing a nar-
row range of innovations.

The use of Evans’s terminology helps to under-
stand the local sequence of each region and facili-
tates the establishment of links across the whole
island. The synchronisms between the western
Mesara and Knossian subdivision needs to be further
worked out, but a number of issues can already be
raised. The composition of the large deposit from the
Stratigraphical Museum at Knossos indicates, to my
mind, that the label MM IIIB is preferable to the
cumbersome MM IIIB/LM IA transitional stage.
Two other deposits outside the palace, as has been
recently pointed out by C. Macdonald, could be fitted
in the same label: that from the South Corridor of the
Unexplored Mansion, and the deposit from the Hel-
lenistic Kilns Area.67 These three deposits are sec-
ondary in the nature of their contexts and they
belong to the same destruction horizon that affected
the palace at the end of MM IIIB.68 The same isola-
tion of MM IIIB and LM IA deposits has been
recently observed at Palaikastro, where the identifi-
cation of MM IIIB deposits has been possible on the
basis of stratigraphical and stylistic grounds.69 The
MM IIIB deposits from Palaikastro show a corre-
spondence with the MM IIIB at Knossos, and sur-
prisingly even with those from south Crete. They
include light-on-dark and dark-on-light patterned
pottery. The light-on-dark motives are horizontal
bands, retorted and running spirals, and pendant fes-
toons, but also foliate scrolls, which are very rare in
central Crete. The polychromy is almost absent and
the monochrome decoration is widespread; the dark-
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65 MACGILLIVRAY et al. 1998, 254–5; KNAPPETT and CUNNING-
HAM 2003, 111.

66 The problem lies in the interpretation of the secondary
deposits from Akrotiri, where there appears to be a number
of sherds that could date to MM IIIB: MARTHARI 1984, fig.
7 and MARTHARI 1990, 66–7. Aside from the possibility of
unifying Warren’s transitional phase with MM IIIB, the
chronology of the seismic destruction level at Akrotiri is still
open and the material from that level does not completely
satisfy any direct synchronism with MM IIIB in Crete. From
the photographs in Marthari’s articles it is clear that the
dark-on-light sherds decorated with ripple and spiral pat-
terns, as well as the rare light-on-dark spotted ware, corre-
spond with the composition of MM IIIB Knossian deposits,
but, as far as we can observe, there is no clear deposit at
Akrotiri that is strictly dated to the MM IIIB in Cretan
terms that overlies the deposits that contain MM IIIA pot-
tery: I. Nikolakopoulou (pers. comm.). For this reason, it
would be wiser to maintain the Cycladic terminology of

Early LC I until the synchronisms with the final stage of the
MM period can be clarified. For the MM III comparisons at
Akrotiri see KNAPPETT and NIKOLAKOPOULOU 2005.

67 For the Unexplored Mansion see POPHAM et al. 1984, 94–7,
158, pls. 141, 142, 144, 145, and MACDONALD 2004, 241–2.
For the Area of the Hellenistic Kilns see MACDONALD 1996,
pl. 3A; MACDONALD 2002, pl. VIIIe (right), IX; MACDONALD

2004, 242, 248, fig. 18.1e, 18.2a, e, 18.3 ii, and HATZAKI in
this volume. For the MM IIIB date of the deposits from the
palace see HOOD 1996 and MACDONALD 2002.

68 For a different approach to the MM IIIB pottery of Knos-
sos, mainly based on the identification of “pottery groups”
rather than the “traditional” nomenclature, see the contri-
bution of E. HATZAKI in this volume.

69 The most recent works on Neopalatial pottery are BERNINI

1995 and KNAPPETT and CUNNINGHAM 2003. The latter
makes some corrections to Bernini’s paper and shows
stronger arguments for separating the MM IIIB and LM IA
phases at Palaikastro.
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on-light patterned motives are not very common, and
are restricted to dipped rims, tortoise-shell ripple,
wavy lines and spirals.

In light of these observations, here necessarily
summarized, our present analysis shows that
MM IIIB in south-central Crete (variously labeled
as MM IIIB/LM IA or Early LM IA) corresponds in
date and in ceramic composition to MM IIIB in
northern as well as in eastern Crete. These synchro-
nisms suggest close contacts among the diverse
areas, as well as imitation within Mesara pottery
production, but suggest also sufficient differences to
demonstrate that north, south and east Crete
belonged to different ceramic traditions.

Reassessing the MM III sequence of south-central

Crete is probably the first step that we need to take
toward the acceptance of a single terminology for the
whole island. Such an effort would help us to build a
systematic chronological framework valid for all of
the Aegean, although, for the time being, the scrupu-
lous employment of Evans’s terminology remains one
of the most pressing unsolved problems. As long as
ceramic styles are equated with ceramic periods, the
frustrating debate on MM III will continue to be mis-
understood. Ceramic styles may continue for some
time, but ceramic periods are identified by a restrict-
ed number of shapes and decorations that constitute
the type fossils. Thus we can find MM IIIB as a style
in the LM IA period, and vessels stylistically datable
to MM IIIB that possibly were produced in LM IA.

253

BBiibblliiooggrraapphhyy

BERNINI, L.E.

1995 “Ceramics of the Early Neo-Palatial Period at
Palaikastro”, BSA 90:55–82.

BETANCOURT, P.P.

1985 The History of Minoan Pottery. Princeton

1986 “The Chronology of Middle Minoan Plain Cups in
Southern Crete.” In: Philia epi is G. Mylonas, 284–92.
Athens.

1990 Kommos II. The Final Neolithic through Middle Minoan
III Pottery. Princeton. 

CARINCI, F.

1983 “Sulle suddivisioni del MM III. Alcune osservazioni su
un saggio di scavo a Cnosso.” ArchCl 35:118–37.

1989 “The ‘III fase protopalaziale’ at Phaestos. Some
Observations.” In: Transition. Le monde égéen du bronze
moyen au bronze récent, edited by R. LAFFINEUR,
73–80. Aegaeum 3.

2001 “La casa a sud della rampa e il Medio Minoico III a
Festòs.” In: I cento anni dello scavo di Festòs, Giornate
Lincee, Roma, 13–14 dicembre 2000, 203–41. Roma.

2003 “Haghia Triada nel periodo Medio Minoico.” Creta
Antica 4:97–143.

CATLING, E.A. et al.

1979 “Knossos 1975. Middle Minoan III and Late Minoan I
Houses by the Acropolis.” BSA 74: 1–80.

D’AGATA, A.L.

1989 “Some MM IIIB/LM IA Pottery from Haghia Tria-
da.” In: Transition. Le monde égéen du bronze moyen
au bronze récent, edited by R. LAFFINEUR, 93–7.
Aegaeum 3.

FIANDRA, E.

1961–62 “I periodi struttivi del primo palazzo di Festòs.”
CretChron 15–6:112–26.

1973 “Skutelia MM a Festòs.” In: 3th Diethnes Kritologhiko
Synedrio, Rethymno. 1971, 84–91. Athens.

GILLIS, C.

1990 Minoan Conical Cups, SIMA 89. Göteborg.

GIRELLA, L. 

2001 “Alcune considerazioni in margine al MM III: Archa-
nes e Festòs.” Creta Antica 2: 57–69

2003a La produzione ceramica del MM III e l’inizio dell’età
neopalaziale a Creta, Ph. D. diss., Udine Univesity.

2003b “Un pitharaki MM III dal nuovo “Settore NE” di
Haghia Triada.” Creta Antica 4: 343–58.

2005 Un deposito ceramico del MM III nel settore Nord-Est di
Haghia Triada. Tesi di Specializzazione. Athens.

forthc. a “Ceramica da cucina dal sito di Haghia Triada. Rap-
porto preliminare da un deposito ceramico del MM
III.” ASAtene 83.

forthc. b “A new MM III deposit from Ayia Triada and the
problem of the MM III B in south-central Crete.” In:
10th Diethnes Kritologhiko Synedrio, Khania. 1–8 Octo-
ber 2005. Athens.

HALBHERR, F. et al.

1977 “Haghia Triada nel periodo tardo palaziale.” ASAtene
55, 13–296.

HOOD, S.

1996 “Back to Basics with Middle Minoan IIIB.” In: Mino-
taur and Centaur. Studies in the Archaeology of Crete

233_256 Girella.qxd  14.02.2007  18:41  Seite 253



and Euboea presented to Mervyn Popham, edited by
D. EVELY et al., BAR IS 638, 10–6. Oxford.

KNAPPETT, C. and CUNNINGHAM, T.F. 

2003 “Three Neopalatial deposits from Palaikastro, East
Crete.” BSA 98:107–87.

KNAPPETT, C. and NIKOLAKOPOULOU, I. 

2005 “Exchange and Affiliation Network in the MBA
Southern Aegean: Crete, Akrotiri and Miletus.” In
Emporia. Aegeans in Central and Eastern Mediter-
ranean, edited by R. LAFFINEUR and E. GRECO,
175–84. Aegaeum 25.

KORFMANN, M.

1997 “Troia-Ausgrabungen 1996.” Studia Troica 7:1–71.

LA ROSA, V.

1977 “La ripresa dei lavori ad Haghia Triada: relazione pre-
liminare sui saggi del 1977.” ASAtene 55, 297–342.

1979–80 “Haghia Triada II: relazione preliminare sui saggi
del 1978 e 1979.” ASAtene 57–58:49–164.

1985 “Le nuove indagini ad Haghia Triada.” In: 5th

Diethnes Kritologhiko Synedrio,  Ag. Nikolaos: 190–8.
Iraklio.

1989 “Nouvelles données du bronze moyen au bronze
récent à Haghia Triada.” In: Transition. Le monde
égéen du bronze moyen au bronze récent, edited by R.
LAFFINEUR, 81–92 Aegaeum 3.

1992–93 “La cd. Tomba degli Ori e il nuovo settore Nord-Est
dell’insediamento di Haghia Triada.” ASAtene
70–71:121–74.

1995a “A Hypothesis on Earthquakes and Political Power in
Minoan Crete.” Annali di Geofisica 38:881–91.

1995b “Le campagne del 1986–91 e la conclusione del primo
ciclo dei lavori ad Haghia Triada.” In: 7th Diethnes
Kritologhiko Synedrio, Rethymno 1991, 523–42.
Rethymno.

1997 “La ‘Villa Royale’ de Haghia Triada.” In: The Func-
tion of ‘Minoan Villa’. Proceedings of the 8th Interna-
tional Symposium at the Swedish Institute at Athens, 6–8
June, 1992, 79–89. Stockholm.

2002a “Pour une révision préliminaire du Second Palais de
Phaistos.” In: Monuments of Minos. Rethinking the
Minoan Palaces. Proceedings of the International Work-
shop ‘Crete of the Hundred Palaces?’ held at the Univer-
sité Catholique de Louvain, Louvain–la–Neuve, 14–15
December 2001, edited by J. DRIESSEN et al., 71–97,
Aegaeum 23.

2002b “Le campagne di scavo 2000–2002 a Festòs.” ASAtene
80:635–869.

LA ROSA, V. and CUCUZZA, N. 

2001 L’insediamento di Selì di Kamilari nel territorio di Fes-
tòs, Studi di Archeologia Cretese I, Padova.

LEVI, D.

1961–62 “La tomba a tholos di Kamilari presso a Festòs.”
ASAtene 39–40:7–148.

1967–68 “L’abitato di Festòs in località Chalara.” ASAtene
45–46:55–166.

1976 Festòs e la civiltà minoica, I. Incunabula Graeca 60.
Roma.

LEVI, D. and CARINCI, F. 

1988 Festòs e la civiltà minoica, II2. L’arte festia nell’età pro-
topalaziale. Ceramica ed altri materiali. Incunabula
Graeca 77. Roma.

MACDONALD, C.F.

1996 “Notes on Some Late Minoan IA Contexts from the
Palace of Minos and its Immediate Vicinity.” In:
Minotaur and Centaur. Studies in the Archaeology of
Crete and Euboea presented to Mervyn Popham, edited
by D. EVELY et al., 17–26. BAR IS 638. Oxford.

2002 “The Neopalatial Palaces of Knossos.” In: Monuments
of Minos. Rethinking the Minoan Palaces. Proceedings of
the International Workshop ‘Crete of the Hundred
Palaces?’ held at the Université Catholique de Louvain,
Louvain–la–Neuve, 14–15 December 2001, edited by J.
DRIESSEN.et al., 35–54. Aegaeum 23.

2004 “Ceramic and contestual confusion in the Old and
New Palace periods.” In: Knossos: Palace, City, State.
Proceedings of the Conference in Herakleion organized
by the British School at Athens and the 23rd Ephoria of
Prehistoric and Classical Antiquities of Herakleion, in
November 2000, for the Centenary of Sir Arthur Evans’s
Excavations at Knossos, edited by G. CADOGAN et al.,
BSA Studies 12, 239–51. London.

MACGILLIVRAY, J.A.

1998 Knossos: Pottery Groups of the Old Palace Period, BSA
Studies 5, London.

MACGILLIVRAY, J.A.et al.

1998 “Excavations at Palaikastro, 1994 and 1996.” BSA
93:221–68.

MARINATOS, SP.

1927 “Mesominoikì ikìa en kato Mesarà.“ ArchDelt 9,
1924–25:53–78.

MARTHARI, M.

1984 “The Destruction Town of Akrotiri, Thera, at the
Beginning of LC I: Definition and Chronology.” In:
The Prehistoric Cyclades: Contributions to a Workshop
on Cycladic Chronology, edited by J.A. MACGILLIVRAY

and R.L.N. BARBER, 119–33. Edinburgh.

1990 “The Chronology of the Latest Phases of Occupation
at Akrotiri in the Light of the Evidence from West
House Pottery Groups.” In: Thera and Aegean World.
Proceedings of the Third International Congress, San-
torini, Greece, 3–9 September 1989, III.3, edited by
D.A. HARDY and A.C. RENFREW, 57–70. London.

NIEMEIER, W.-D.

1994 “Knossos in the New Palace Period (MM III–LM
IB).” In: Knossos. A Labyrinth of History, edited by R.
EVELY et al., 71–88. Athens.

PERNIER, L.

1902 “Scavi della Missione Italiana a Phaestos, 1900–1901.
Rapporto preliminare.” MonAnt 12: 5–142.

1935 Il palazzo minoico di Festòs, vol. I, Roma.

Luca Girella254

233_256 Girella.qxd  14.02.2007  18:41  Seite 254



Toward a Definition of the Middle Minoan III Ceramic Sequence in South-Central Crete 255

PERNIER, L. and BANTI, L. 

1951 Il palazzo minoico di Festòs, vol. II, Roma.

POPHAM, M.R. et al.

1984 The Minoan Unexplored Mansion at Knossos, BSA
Suppl. 17. London.

RUTTER, J.B. 

2006 “Minoan Pottery from the Southern Area: Neopalatial
and Late Minoan Pottery.” In Kommos V. The Monu-
mental Minoan Buildings at Kommos, edited by J.B.
SHAW and M.C. SHAW, 377–630. Princeton.

SAKELLARAKIS, Y. and SAPOUNA-SAKELLARAKI, E. 

1997 Archanes. Minoan Crete in a New Light, Athens.

SHAW, J.W. and SHAW, M.C. 

1993 “Excavation at Kommos (Crete) during 1986–1992.”
Hesperia 62:129–90.

SHAW, J.W. et al.

2001 A LM IA Ceramic Kiln in South–Central Crete. Func-
tion and Pottery Production, Hesperia Suppl. 30.

STÜRMER, V.

1992 MM III. Studien zum Stilwandel der minoischen
Keramik, Mainz.

VAN DE MOORTEL, A.

1997 The Transition from the Protopalatial to the Neopalatial
Society in South–Central Crete: A Ceramic Perspective,

Ph.D.diss. Department of Classical and Near Eastern
Archaeology, Bryn Mawr College.

2001 “The Area around the Kiln, and the Pottery from the
Kiln and the Kiln Dump.” In: SHAW, J.W. et al. 2001,
25–110.

WALBERG, G.

1976 Kamares. A Study of Character of Palatial Middle
Minoan Pottery,Uppsala.

1992 Middle Minoan III: A Time of Transition, SIMA 47,
Jonsered.

WARREN, P.M.

1991 “A New Minoan Deposit from Knossos, c. 1600 B.C.,
and its Wider Relations.” BSA 86:319–340.

1999 “LMIA: Knossos, Thera, Gournia.” In: Meletemata.
Studies in Aegean Archaeology presented to Malcom H.
Wiener as He Enter His 65th Year, edited by P.P.
BETANCOURT et al., 893–903. Aegaeum 20.

WARREN, P.M. and HANKEY,V.  

1989 Aegean Bronze Age Chronology, Bristol.

WRIGHT, J.C.

1996 “The Central Hillside at Kommos, 2. The Middle
Minoan Period.” In: Kommos I. The Kommos Region
and Houses of the Minoan Town, Part 2. The Minoan
Hilltop and Hillside Houses, edited by J.W. SHAW and
M.C. SHAW, 140–99. Princeton.

233_256 Girella.qxd  14.02.2007  18:41  Seite 255



233_256 Girella.qxd  14.02.2007  18:41  Seite 256


