CENTRO DI ARCHEOLOGIA CRETESE - UNIVERSITA DI CATANIA
SCUOLA ARCHEOLOGICA ITALIANA DI ATENE

STUDI DI ARCHEOLOGIA CRETESE
I1

P1ETRO MILITELLO

GLI AFFRESCHI MINOICI DI FESTOS

ORAZIO PALIO

LA CASA TARDO MINOICO I
DI CHALARA A FESTOS

BOTTEGA D’ERASMO
92— ALDO AUSILIO EDITORE IN PADOVA



SOMMARIO DEL VOLUME

V. La Rosa, Prefazione Pag. 9

PARTE PRIMA

P. MuvrteLio, G/i affreschi minoici di Festos » 13

PARTE SECONDA

O. Pauo, La casa tardo minoico I di Chalara a Festos » 243



[199] GLI AFFRESCHI MINOICI DI FESTOS 217

ABSTRACT

The aim of this work is to present all the surviving plaster fragments from the old
and new excavations at Phaistos. Not only true frescoes, but also monochrome and unpain-
ted fragments are included, as well as plaster revetment on a nucleus of other material, as
in the so-called offering tables.

In chapter I (I palazzi e le abitazioni minoiche di Festis) a brief survey of the excavations
is presented, in order to help the reader to find indications of provenience in the complex
system of denomination of the Phaistos excavations. The Protopalatatial areas are indica-
ted with Roman numbers, the Neopalatial with Arabic numbers, the Mycenaean with
ordinal numerals, the Geometric with capital letters and the Hellenistic with lower-case
letters. Then a discussion of the chronological problems is offered. As far as the
Protopalatial period is concerned the new data seem to confirm the existence of only one
palace, a building with at least two storeys, and not one with three superimposed struc-
tures, as D. Levi supposed. It is true, however, that a first destruction by earthquakes in
late MM IIB, followed by local repairs and reconstruction (called the Fase dei sacelli by La
Rosa), preceded the last destruction, which happened at the very end of MM IIB.

Levi’s so-called III fase is synchronic with MM IITA at Knossos. It belongs to the
Second Palatial Period and not, as Levi thought, to the first, and it represents a period in
which attempts were made to reconstruct the Palace by people living in the surrounding
areas (as in the Casa a Sud della Rampa).

The debris and the destruction material coming from the reconstruction in the Palace
area, during MM III-LM I A, were used as filling material to raise the level of Court LXX
and the West Court, or were thrown to the west of the West Court forming the so-called
Grande Frana. After a few attempts, the Second Palace of Phaistds was finally built at the
beginning of LM IB.

The archaeological contexts of the fresco fragments are to be interpreted against the
background of this chronological frame. Unfortunately, for the pieces from the old exca-
vations there are only a few data which offer clues to their exact provenance, while much
more is known about the fragments from Levi’s soundings. Today the material is stored
partly in the Festos stratigraphical Museum (Levi’s excavations), partly in the Heraklion
Museum (Pernier’s excavations, and F 54°.1p from Levi’s soundings).

The introduction to the catalogue and the catalogue of the fragments constitute the
second chapter. Each fragment, or homogeneous group of fragments, is indicated by the
letter F followed by the indication of the area, and then by a progressive number. Roman
numbers, for typographical reasons, are substituted by ordinal ones, e.g. 87° for LXXX-
VII (for English readers: 54°, cinguantaguattresimo, means 54, fiftyfourth). Numbers in
brackets indicate that a fragment comes from that area but belongs to preceding strata
(e.g. F (40) is the indication for fragments found in excavations under Court 40).
Abbreviations for unnumbered areas include: BII (Bastione 11), BW (Bastione Ovest), CM
(China meridionale), GF (Grande Frana), KIII (Koulonra 111), N30° (North of XXX), SK
(Area South of Kouloure I-III), SW1° (SouthWest of Court 1). Abbreviations for frag-
ments without indications of provenience include: MD (fragments with decorative



motifs), MF (fragments of strips and borders), MM (monochrome fragments), MP (floor
plaster fragments), MR (relief fragments), MV (fragments with vegetal motifs). A small
letter at the end is added to indicate that the fragments are pigmented material (c), floor
decoration (p), offering tables (t), crude brick (m), or relief plaster (r). Stone tools with evi-
dence of having been used as polishing tools are also included.

The catalogue is organized chronologically and topographically. Following the broad
subdivisions in Prepalatial, Protopalatial and Neopalatial periods, the fragments from the
Palace are distinguished from those coming from private houses and from fills or dumps.
In the Palace, pieces from old and new excavations are catalogued separately. In order to
help the reader to orient himself in Levi’'s monumental Festos e la Civilta minoica, the mate-
rial from Levi’s soundings is organized according to his subdivision in three phases, even if
this subdivision is no longer valid, and the so-called Third phase (Levi fase IIT) is now con-
sidered Neopalatial. Where possible, the description of the architectonic structure for the
decoration left on the wall is given according to excavators’ description and to our survey.

The chronology of the fragments is in most cases self-evident: fragments from I and
II Protopalatial phase belonging to MM II, from IIT phase to MM IITA, from the Second
Palace to LM IB. According to the new data, fragments found in the Neopalatial floor
level under the floor of the last Palace can be considered also LM IB. On the contrary, only
an approximate dating can be given to those fragments coming from fillings. Those
discussed in the Protopalatial section can be dated sometimes MM II or to MM III only
because of their style, while those discussed in the Neopalatial sections are to be distribu-
ted to MM III-LM I without the possibility of further specification.

On the whole, about 430 items are catalogued. Only one is Neolithic (F (29). 1), whi-
le no fragment belonging to the prepalatial periods survives, even if red floors belonging
to this period were perhaps discovered by Pernier and by Levi (under Court LXX).

The great majority of the pieces come from Protopalatial levels, but only some of the
fragments from Levi’s Phases I and II are painted: the floor F 54°. 1p, the fragments F 53°.
1-2, F 62°. 1. Painted floors in red, white, and in one case black, were detected in soundings
under Court 40, and in the residential quarter to the West of the Piazzale Mediano. The
majority of the fragments from houses, however, come from the rooms in the China
Meridionale (F CM), and from the Casa a sud della Rampa (Room LXXXVI-XCIII, XCVI);
they can be dated back to Levi’s Phase III. The same chronology must be assigned to another
well-known piece, the meander floor from Chalara (F CHTh.1p). As far as the fragments
from fillings are concerned, we assign the material from over Corrile LXX and from Kowuloura
III to MM II. The plaster found in the debris scattered all over Cortile I (Areax a sud del
Piazzale I (SW1°); 2 Nord della Vasca XXX (N30°); Bastione Occidentale (BW)) and those from
the Grande Frana, to the west of it (GF) are more difficult to date. According to the asso-
ciated material, they both can belong to MM II and MM III. Through stylistic analysis we
propose to assign F N30°. 1, very similar to F 62°.1, to MM II, and all the offering tables,
F BW.1, with reed motifs, and SW1°. 2 perhaps also with the same pattern, to MM III.

In Neopalatial strata under the Second Palace some beautiful pieces with floral motifs
were found (F (806).1; F (85).1). The painted wall decoration from the Second Palace is well
known and was described by Pernier. The surviving pieces, stored in the Herakleion
Museum, are attributed to their original location, whenever possible, thanks to Pernier’s
publication. The most important findings are those from the niche of the Central Court
and of Corridor 41 (F 40.1-2; F 41.1), the moulded decoration from Room 49, and the
numerous fragments pertaining to different scenes from Room 79. The nature scene from
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Room 81 is known only by the description of the excavators. From neopalatial houses, the
most important finding is the foot of an offering table from Chalara quarter F CHZ . 1t.
The beautiful fragment F SK.2 from the area around the Palace must be added to them.
Moreover, a great bulk of material was excavated under the later Geometric houses. From
under Room Z the foot of an offering table with a papyrus motif was discovered (F Z.1t),
from under Rooms AA and CC, a long frieze with reeds (F AACC.1), and numerous lum-
ps of plaster with the impressions of beam-end structures (F AACC.12).

The last section of the catalogue includes the fragments without indication of prove-
nience. They are ordered according to the subject depicted: floral (F MV), geometric pat-
tern (F MD), strips (F MF), relief (F MR) and monochrome (F MM).

Chapter I (I/ repertorio decorativo) deals with the iconographic analysis of the best-pre-
served subjects. Due to the fragmentary state of the material, a real iconological analysis is
possible only in some cases. Among representational scenes two groups of fragments are
interesting insofar as they can attest the existence of scenes representing human activities.
F 49.1 is the moulded version of a beam-end frieze, very similar to the cornice of the Piccola
Processione from Ayia Triada; it could have belonged to a scene 34 ¢m high. F 73°.1 inclu-
des few relief pieces, which bear some resemblance with the High Reliefs scenes from
Knossos. Unfortunately, not enough material is preserved to confirm these suppositions.
Other figural paintings include papyri (F CHZ.1t; F Z.1t), nature scenes with reeds (F
79.1-2; F(86).1; FSW1°.2; FSK.2; F BW.1-2; F AACC.1; F AACC.10; F MV. 3), or other
not easily identifiable plants (F 79.3, F MV. 2, perhaps Oleander; F (85).1, F MV.1, a styli-
zed leaf). Different styles of execution can be identified, from standardized (F 79.3, F(85).1,
F MV 1-3), to more naturalistic ones (F AACC.1), with the best preserved examples being
F 79.1-2, SK 2. Outstanding examples are the feet of offering tables F CHZ'. 1t,and F Z.1¢,
without parallels in Phaistos, perhaps imported from Knossos. The nature scene with relief
dado from Room 81, known only from the description by Banti, seems to be so similar to
Ayia Triada composition B that it may be attributed to the same school of painters.

Only a few compositions preserve a complex decoration, which allows an iconographical
and stylistic analysis. Two of these are MM II: the floor decoration from Room LIV (F 54°.
1p), and the flamed mortif (a stylized palm?) F KIII.1-3. To MM IIIA can be assigned the floor
decoration with a meander F CHTh’.1p; the fragments with spiral and zigzag pattern F
CM. 1, and the rosettes or marguerites F CM 5-6. To LM I can be finally dated back the sty-
lized rosettes F 79.6-8, and the lattice patterns represented in F 40.1-2; F 41.1; F MD.2-5.

In all the other painted fragments only a single motif is preserved, and the last part of
chapter 4 is devoted to thematic related paintings: phytomorphic representations (F CM 1; F
86°. 1; F GE. 3t; F 51°.7); motifs imitating stone patterns (F 47°.1; F 46.2; F 79.10; F GFE. 1t.
Perhaps also F 62°.1, FN30°.1; F 70°.3), sponge patterns (F 79.2), and borders and strips.

Chapter IV (L'organizzazione dello spazio pittorico) develops the problems connected
with a more comprehensive level of interpretation than the iconographical one.

The way of locating pictorial elements within a single units of decoration (wall, floor,
niche or lintel) can follow different systems: in the first one, the elements radiate from a
central point (F 40.1-2, F 41.1, perhaps also F KIII.1), in the second one, they are distri-
buted paratactically along a horizontal axis, and can be connected each other in some ways
(FCHTh'.1p, F47°.1-2, F 86.1, etc.). A third system is completely a-structural, and it is
perhaps rooted in an older tradition (F 62°.1, F 30°.1, F 41.1, etc.).

In the distribution of paintings within the rooms, a difference can be detected
between the First and the Second Palace periods at Phaistos. In fact, during MM I-1I,
painted decoration extends itself across the whole room without consideration for the
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natural, architectural divisions (floor, walls, and ceiling); on the other hand, red and blue
pigments are used as focusing devices for niches and benches. Since MM IIIA, on the con-
trary, decorated strips are introduced to distinguish structural partitions of the architec-
tonic space, and scenes tend to organize themselves in panels.

In the distribution of painting within the palace, during MM I-II, an overall use of
plaster decoration together with a functional use of colours may be seen. Different pig-
ments stress the different importance of spaces: white or yellow colours are devoted to the
more common rooms, polished white, in association with red and blue pigments, to the
most important ones, and red plaster to storerooms. The same hierarchical use of material
can be detected in the choice between all-plaster floors, irregular stone slab paving, and
regular slab paving. A good example of this use of pigments and materials is their distri-
bution in the Southwest Quarter of the First Palace.

In the Second Palace period, on the contrary, stone facing for walls and floors becomes
the rule. The use of plaster facing is restricted to a few secondary rooms and corridors, or
to the figural decoration of some (but not all) public/religious spaces. Some kind of signi-
ficant distribution of decoration is suggested in the route from Court 40 to the Northeast
Quarter, where the only floral representations of the Second Palace were discovered.

Unfortunately, the deeper significance of the paintings escapes us. A religious func-
tion seems probable, but also a mundane one cannot be excluded, and we suggest that in
the Palace of Phaistos the role of painted decoration as a prestige item is overwhelming,
while a truly structured program seems to be lacking.

Technical aspects are discussed in chapter V (La recnica). The different elements of
mural painting are analyzed: the wall, the roughing-in, the rendering, and the pigments.
Chemical analyses (see Appendix I) demonstrate that the plaster is made with calcium car-
bonate as a major component (90%), but also with sand, terracotta tragments, and hair.
Colours are generally natural pigments obtained from ochre (red, yellow), burnt wood
(black), calcium carbonate (white, in some cases added as pigment in addition to the
already white surface of the plaster). Only blue is an artificial pigment (Egyptian blue).
Colours were applied with a brush when the plaster was still wert; a few floor pieces (F
54°.1p; F CHTh.1p) have been decorated in the incavo technique.

Floor facing included a kind of concrete (so called taratsa), red grout and slabs, red pla-
ster and irregular slabs, overall red plaster, plaster imitating a slab covering, and real painting.

A peculiar group of plaster fragments includes some pieces used as a filling material in
architecture. These fragments obviously preserve the negative imprint of the architectonic
pieces they were covering: perhaps fluted columns in F MR. 1, and beam-ends in F AACC.12.

As far as the painting technique is concerned, the elements at our disposal and the
results of chemical analyses seem to confirm that a true fresco technique was widespread,
with the additional use of «mezzo fresco» for additional details. Obviously, this does not
mean that the Minoans might not have known the tempera technique so common in the
contemporary Egyptian world.

Plaster offering tables are discussed in chapter VI (Le tavole da offerta). Not a single
whole table has survived, but from the existing fragments two main types can tentatively
be distinguished: a circular one, and a rectangular one with narrow rim or with broad rim.
The foot can be distinguished in a tronco-conical type and in a tronco-pyramidal one, the
first one most probably attached under the basin. The main problem is the way plaster was
added to a central nucleus of other material. A tentative simulation of the manufacturing
processes of an offering table has been made in Appendix II. The results suggest that the
nucleus was made from unbaked clay strengthened with a wooden framework; the plaster
was then applied in successive coats with a brush, waiting for each coat to dry.






