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The concept of “the Cretan Odyssey”—or, better, “a Cretan Odyssey”—is reflected in the “lying tales” of

Odysseus in the Odyssey. These tales give the medium of Homeric poetry an opportunity to open windows
into an Odyssey that we do not know. In the alternative universe of a “Cretan Odyssey,” the adventures of

Odysseus take place in the exotic context of Minoan-Mycenaean civilization as centered on the island of Crete.

Introduction

§0.1. The concept of “the Cretan Odyssey”—or, better, “a Cretan Odyssey”—is reflected in the “lying tales”
of Odysseus in the Odyssey. These tales give the medium of Homeric poetry an opportunity to open
windows into an Odyssey that we do not know. In the alternative universe of a “Cretan Odyssey,” the
adventures of Odysseus take place in the exotic context of Minoan-Mycenaean civilization as centered on
the island of Crete. That is my thesis for this posting of 2015.09.17.

§0.2. As in my postings for 2015.08.26, 2015.09.03, and 2015.09.10, I say “Minoan-Mycenaean
civilization” here, not “Minoan” and “Mycenaean” separately. That is because, as we saw in those three
postings, elements of Minoan civilization become eventually infused with elements we find in Mycenaean
civilization. And such an infusion has to do with the fact that Minoan civilization, which had evolved in the
context of a "Minoan Empire,” was eventually taken over by a “Mycenaean Empire.” This takeover, as I
argued, is reflected not only in the evidence of material culture but also in the evidence of mythological
traditions as reflected in visual and verbal narratives. More specifically, I argued that the takeover from
Minoan to Mycenaean civilization resulted in modifications of myths about the Minoan Empire by way of
myths about the Mycenaean Empire.

§0.3. I must stress here again that the myths stemming from Minoan-Mycenaean civilization need be
studied from a diachronic as well as a synchronic perspective.l I will consider here primarily from a
diachronic or evolutionary perspective not only the relevant Minoan-Mycenaean myths but also, more
specifically, the kaleidoscopic world of Homeric mythmaking as a medium that actually conveyed some of
these myths.

§0.4. From a diachronic or evolutionary perspective, the system of mythmaking that we know as Homeric
poetry can be viewed, I argue, as an evolving medium. But there is more to it. When you look at Homeric
poetry from a diachronic perspective, you will see not only an evolving medium of oral poetry. You will see
also a medium that actually views itself diachronically. In other words, Homeric poetry demonstrates
aspects of its own evolution. And I should add that references to Minoan-Mycenaean myths in Homeric
poetry can reveal also the evolution of these myths as they existed independently of Homeric poetry.

Minoan-Mycenaean Crete as viewed in the Odyssey

§1. In the Third Cretan Tale of Odysseus, the hero assumes the “false” identity of a Cretan prince who is a
grandson of the king Minos himself. Here is how the Tale gets started:

|172 KpAtn Tig yal’ €omi péow &vi olvoni novTw, |173 KAAN kdi niipa, nepipputog: &v &’
AvBpwrol |174 MOANOI AneipEalol, Kdl EvvrKovTa NOANEG: | 175 AAAN &’ AWV yA@dooa
HEPIYHEVN- €V PEV AXQIOi, |176 &V &' ETEOKPNTEG HEYAANTOPEG, €V OE KUBWVES | 177 AwpIEeg
Te Tpixaikeg dloi Te MeAaoyoi- |17g THol &' &Vi Kvwoog, PeydaAn noAig, £vBa Te Mivawg | 179
£VVEWPOG Bacileue AIOG peyaAou 6apioThG, |1gg NATPOG €polo nathp, peyabupou
AguKaN®VOG. |1g1 Agukaliwv & EpE TikTe Kdi ‘IBopeviia AvakTa: |1g> AAN' O p&v év vreaol
Kopwviolv "IAiov glow |1g3 OXEO’ G’ ATpEIdNoIv: £uoi &’ Gvopa KAUTOV AlBwV, |1g4
ONAOTEPOG YeVeR: 6 &' Apa NpodTEPOG Kal dpeiwy.

|172 There’s a land called Crete, in the middle of the sea that looks like wine. |173 It's
beautiful and fertile, surrounded by the waves, and the people who live there |174 are so
many that you can’t count them. They have 90 cities. |15 Different people speak different
languages, all mixed together. |17 There are Eteo-Cretans, those great-hearted ones. And
Cydonians. |177 There are Dorians, with their three divisions, and luminous Pelasgians.
|17g In this land [plural]g is Knossos, a great city. There it was that Minos, |79 who was
renewed every nine years [ennedros], ruled as king. He was the companion [oaristés] of
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Zeus the mighty. |1g9 And he was the father of my father, Deukalion, the one with the big
heart. |1g1 Deukalion was my father, and the father also of Idomeneus the king. |1g> That
man [= Idomeneus], in curved ships, went off to Ilion [= Troy], |1g3 yes, he went there
together with the sons of Atreus [= Agamemnon and Menelaos]. As for my name, which is
famous, it is Aithon. |1g4 I'm the younger one by birth. As for the other one [=
Idomeneus], he was born before me and is superior to me.

Odyssey 19.172-184

There are many details in this remarkable passage that I cannot analyze right now, and I will return to
them in later postings. Here I concentrate simply on the synthesizing of Minoan and Mycenaean
“signatures.” A clearly Minoan signature is the detail about Minos as the grandfather of the Cretan speaker
Aithon. And a clearly Mycenaean signature is the detail about Idomeneus as the older brother of the same
speaker: this king Idomeneus is of course one of the most prominent Achaean warriors in the Homeric Iliad
as we know it.

§2. And here, at this confluence of Minoan-Mycenaean signatures, is where the hero of the Odyssey enters
the stream of mythmaking:

| 185 £vB’ 'Oduciia eywv 1dounv kdi Egivia ddKa. |1gg Kdi yap TOv KpATnvde katryayev 1
Avepolo |1g7 Lépevov Tpoinvde, napanAay&aca Malei@dv: |;gg oTAoE &' év Apvio®, 681 Te
onéog ElAe1uing, |1gg9 &v Aipéaiv xalenolaol, poyig &’ UnaAugev A€ANAG. |1g9g alTika &’

ISopeviia peTaAAa AoTud’ AveABmV: |191 EElvov yap ol Epaoke pilov T’ Epev atdolov Te.

[192 T® 3’ AN dekATN f EvBeEKATN NEAEV AWG | 193 OLXOHEVW OUV vNUGT Kopwviolv “IAiov glow.

|185 There [in Crete] is where I [= Aithon] saw Odysseus and gave him gifts of guest-host
friendship [xenia]. |1g¢ You see, he had been forced to land at Crete by the violent power
of a wind. |1g7 He was trying to get to Troy, but the wind detoured him as he was sailing
past the headlands of Maleiai, |1gg and he was dropped off [by the violent wind] at
Amnisos, exactly where the cave of Eileithuia is situated. |1g9 It was a harsh landing, and
he just barely avoided being destroyed by the blasts of the sea-gales. |19g Right away he
asked to see Idomeneus as soon as he came to the city [= Knossos].|191 You see, he was
saying that he was a guest-friend [xenos] [of Idomeneus] and that they had a relationship
of mutual respect. 19> But it was by now already the tenth or eleventh day since he [=
Idomeneus]| 193 had departed, sailing off with a fleet of curved ships on his way to Ilion
[Troy].

Odyssey 19.185-193

I highlight here line 188, where we learn about the place in Crete where Odysseus landed. That place is
Amnisos, and we also learn that the cave of Eileithuia is located there. As we know from the reportage of
Strabo, who flourished in the first century BCE, Amnisos was reputed to be the sea harbor of Minos the
king:

Mivw 3¢ paciv émveiw xpriocacdar T® Apvio®d, 6nou To Thg EtheiBuiag tepov.

They say that Minos used Amnisos as his seaport, and the sacred space of Eileithuia is
there.

Strabo 10.4.8 C476

According to Pausanias 4.20.2, as we saw in the posting for 2015.02.20, the priestess of Eileithuia at
Olympia makes a regular offering to this goddess as also to her cult-hero protégé Sosipolis, and this
offering is described as mazas memagmenas meliti ‘barley-cakes [mazai] kneaded in honey [meli]’. In
Laconia and Messenia, Eileithuia was known as Eleuthia, and this form of the name for the goddess is
actually attested in a Linear B tablet found at Knossos.2 Here is my transcription of the relevant wording in
that tablet:

a-mi-ni-so / e-re-u-ti-ja ME+RI AMPHORA 1
Amnisos: Eleuthiai meli [followed by the ideogram for “amphora”] 1
Amnisos: for Eleuthia, honey, one amphora’

Knossos tablet Gg 705 line 1
Cherchez la femme

§3. And how should we imagine such a goddess in the era of the Minoan sea-empire, in the middle of the

second millennium BCE? One aspect of the answer is this: we should look not only for goddesses but also

for human votaries of goddesses. An ideal case in point is Ariadne, who figures in myth as the daughter of
Minos the king of Crete.

84. Here is an essential piece of evidence, to be found in the Alexandrian dictionary attributed to Hesychius,
where we read: advov- Ayvov Kpfteg ‘the Cretans use the word hadno- for hagno-’. So, since hagno-
means ‘holy’, Ariadné means ‘very holy’.
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§5. Elsewhere in the dictionary of Hesychius, we read: KaAAixopov- €v Kvwoo® £ni Td Tfig Apiadvng Tonw Archivesm
*Kalli-khoron was the name of the place of Ariadne in Knossos’. And the meaning of this ‘place of Ariadne’,

Kalli-khoron, is ‘the place that is beautiful’. The word khoros here can designate either the ‘place’ where USGI'S

singing and dancing takes place or the group of singers and dancers who perform at that place. Such a

beautiful place is made visible by the divine smith Hephaistos when he creates the ultimate masterpiece of

visual art, the Shield of Achilles:

I500 'EV BE X0pOV NOIKIAAE NEPIKAUTOG GUPIYUREIG, [591 T@ (keAov 0lov noT’ &Vi Kvaod Log out
€UpEin |s92 Aaidalog AoKNOEV KAANINAOKAH® Apiadvy.

|s90 The renowned one [= the god Hephaistos], the one with the two strong arms, pattern-
wove [poikillein] in it [= the Shield of Achilles] a khoros. |59 It [= the khoros] was just
like the one that, once upon a time in far-ruling Knossos, |59, Daedalus made for Ariadne,
the one with the beautiful tresses [plokamoi].

Iliad 18.590-592

§6. Then, at lines 593-606 of Iliad 18, we see in action the singing and dancing that happens in the
picturing of the divine place. So the ultimate place for the singing and dancing becomes the ultimate event
of singing and dancing, the word for which would also be khoros—this time, in the sense of a ‘chorus’, that
is, a grouping of singers and dancers. And the prima donna for such singing and dancing can be visualized
as the girl Ariadne, for whom Daedalus had made the ultimate place for song and dance.

§7. The Minoan painting that I previewed in the previous posting captures a moment when a girl like
Ariadne engages in such song and dance.

Detail from a fresco found at Hagia Triadha in Crete.
Reconstruction by Mark Cameron, p. 96 of the catalogue
Fresco: A Passport into the Past, 1999 (for an expanded

citation, see the Bibliography below). Reproduced with the
permission of the British School at Athens. BSA Archive:

Mark Cameron Personal Papers: CAM 1.
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Notes

1 I elaborated on these terms synchronic and diachronic in my posting for 2015.09.10, with reference to
Saussure 1916:117. See also Nagy 2003:1.

2 The pronoun Tfol that refers to the land of Crete here in Odyssey 19.178 is in the plural, not in the
singular, as we might have expected. I will offer an explanation in the posting that follows this one.
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3 I first made this argument, with further documentation, in Nagy 1969. For a brilliant analysis of Odyssey
19.185-193, along with a wealth of still further documentation, see Levaniouk 2011:93-96. For more on

what is said by Pausanias 4.20.2 about Eileithuia, see Nagy 2015.02.25.
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