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ABSTRACT

In the 2" millennium B.C. Aegean and Egyptian relations are well attested by a variety of artifacts. In this article, the depiction of an

emblematic falcon rogether with a libation scene combining principal Aegean cult elements on a jug from Akrotiri, Thera, is explored as probable

corroborating evidence for sun worship in the Aegean, analogous but not identical to its Egyptian counterpart.

THE JUuG NO 8960

In a paper entitled “Minoan Horns of Consecration
Revisited: A Symbol of Sun Worship in Palatial and Post-palatial
Crete?”, 1 have explored the possibility of Minoan horns of
consecration representing both a practical device of time
measurement and an abstract symbol related to the sun and
embracing many aspects of Minoan cult as inferred by the relevant
iconography; this hypothesis was mainly based on analogies with
the Egyptian symbols for the “mountain’ and the ‘horizon’ and
points to the possibility of specific Egyptian religious influence in
the Aegean already in the first half of the 2™ millennium B.C.!

The jug No 8960 from Akrotiri, Thera is examined here as
probable corroborating evidence for this Egyptian influence in the
Aecgean. It was brought to light during excavations in the
foundation shafts for the supporting pillars of the new shelter of
the Theran settlement; along with some other vessels and sherds
found on the same occasion and depicting pictorial scenes, it
stands out as an impressive example of the creativeness and
individuality of Theran potters in the MClate period,? before they
turned to wall painting in Late Cycladic I.> More than anything
clse, these vessels show that towards the end of the Middle
Cycladic period, Akrotiri was prepared to accept and absorb
influences coming from areas far beyond Minoan Crete.’

The jug No 8960 has a tubular spout and it is 0.361 m. high.
A wavy line encircles the base of the vase. A series of dots encircles
its neck. A rock pattern in outline decorates the rim. On one side
of the body of the vessel is depicted a bird standing on its tail, with
its feathers extended, holding a smaller bird in its talons. Judging
by the similarity of the two birds, visible both in the treatment of
the head and the feathers, and their relative size, the smaller bird

must be a nestling (Figure 1).> On the other side of the vase are
shown two men, facing cach other. Their exactly similar
appearance is illustrated by their loincloth and their headdress,
consisting of curls ending in spirals. One of the two men holds a
beak-spouted nippled ewer in front of his chest. The other one
stretches a straight-sided cup towards the ewer; the two men are
presumably performing a libation. Between them is depicted a
branch with a wavy stem and pointed leaves, growing out from the
crossing legs of the two men. Below their feet, and above the wavy
line encircling the base of the vase, is depicted a solid rock pattern
motif, probably indicating the landscape where the libation act is
performed (Figure 2). The scenes of the two sides are separated
with branches. Above these branches and around the two scenes
are depicted rosettes, in the form of large red circles with smaller

black dots around them (Figure 3).
THE BIRD SPECIES DEPICTED ON THE JuaG

The vase has been described in detail by Papagiannopoulou;®
focusing on the scene with the two men, she interpreted the bird
as a possible “animation of a divinity with upraised arms, like the
well-known Minoan figurines™ or as a divine epiphany related to
sun-cult, in comparison with the well-known silver diadem of
Early Cycladic II date from Chalandriani on Syros.® In a later
paper, she discussed the possibility of the bird representing a falcon
deity related to fertility, as demonstrated by the nestling, but also
to the sun, and possibly also associated with the local mythology,
without going into details.” Boulotis, who also discussed the scene,
spoke of a hybrid creature in form of a falcon or eagle, a “daemon”
representing a deity of nature, and brought it in connection with
the popular Cycladic breasted ewers on which bird and female
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Figure 1: The bird scenc on jug 8960, Akrotiri, Thera (after:
Papagiannopoulou 2008, 441, Figurc 40.15)

features are combined.'” Doumas and Vlachopoulos referred to
the bird as an eagle, without further discussing its species.!

In a recent article by Porter, however, an attempt was made
to closely identify falcon representations in Egyptian art, based on
a detailed analysis of real falcon traits.'? Porter further identified a
category of birds occurring in a series of Middle Cycladic
“Bichrome” pots, to which the jug from Akrotiri belongs, also as
falcons."?

He states that the basic facial features of Egyptian falcon
representations indispensably and consistently depicted from the
Late Dynasty I period to the Ptolemaic period are the rear black
facial hook strongly contrasting the whitish rendering of the
cheek, throat and neck, the hooked beak with the tomial tooth
clearly shown, and the large round black eyes. Other traits of the
falcon face regularly represented include the malar stripe and the
fleshy cere holding the nostril. As far as the body is concerned,
Egyptian artists very frequently depicted the thighs of the bird
with their cover of rectangular feathers and its strong claws; they
also paid close attention in depicting its rich and variegated
feathers.!

Turning to the bird representation of the Theran jug,
notwithstanding its schematic representation compared to
Egyptian ones, it becomes clear, I believe, that all the
aforementioned main facial traits of falcon depictions as known
from Egyptian art are here present: the large eye with the black
round iris which dominates the face, the sharply hooked beak, the
lower and the upper mandibles ending at the tomial tooth
depicted as a short extension painted against the beak; even the
rear black facial hook backed by the nape and the crown, shown as

Figure 2: The libation scene on jug 8960, Akrotiri, Thera
(after: Papagiannopoulou 2008, 441, Figure 40.14)

a continuous stripe of solid black color surrounding the face, is
present. Furthermore, the thighs of the bird are stressed through
their solid black color, since the feathers of this part of the body
are not shown in detail, and its tail is depicted long and narrow.
The strong left talons of the bird are shown extended on the back
of the nestling. As far as the feathers are concerned, their length
and pointed shape are also clearly depicted; and the layering of the
underwings is discernible in the alteration of longer and shorter
stripes ending in rounded tips.”” Summing up, the bird on the

Theran jug may be identified as a falcon.

THE BIRD AND THE SUN

In the second of his two aforementioned papers, after
summarizing the relative evidence of Horus falcon influence on a
variety of Aegean artifacts with cultic significance, such as the well-
known signet ring from the Tiryns Treasure and the Ayia Triada
sarcophagus, Porter turns to a well-known category of “Black and
Red” (or “Bichrome”) pottery from Melos depicting prey birds,
which he identifies as falcons, according to his detailed analysis of
real falcon traits referred to above.!® He continues by rightly
emphasizing the most prominent iconographic element of these
representations, namely the big red discs making up those birds’
bodies, thus contrasting with the careful rendering of their head
features — and places them in connection with the red solar disc of
Egyptian religion.'” He also points to a series of such jugs found in
the Templc Repositories at Knossos, on which the falcons are
accompanied by small red circles arching over them, indicating the
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Figure 3: Drawing of the whole scene on jug 8960, Akrotiri, Thera (after: Papagiannopoulou 2008, 442, Figure 40.20)

sun movement in the sky.'® Following his argument, falcon and
sun may be considered as identical concepts.

Turning to the Theran jug, its iconographic connection with
the aforementioned series of jugs becomes stronger if one
considers the two big dot rosettes, with their interiors painted
dusk red, flanking the bird." Moreover, the fact that the scenes on
both sides of the Theran jug, apart from some details painted
black, are rendered in the same duck red color, may be of special
significance in this respect. Thus, a similar connection of the
Theran falcon with the sun may also be assumed.

THE BIRD AND THE LIBATION SCENE

The size and the posture of the bird on the jug from Akrotiri
clearly demonstrate its emblematic appearance, as rightly
emphasized by Papagiannopoulou®® This means that we are
dealing with a symbolic representation, i.c. a divine symbol; not
necessarily, however, with a deity epiphany, as is commonly stated
for bird representations on Aegean cultic scenes.”

On the other hand, the structural and iconographic
connection of the two scenes depicted on the Theran vase is
exemplified by the equal size of the main figures, bird and men,
dominating the body of the vessel, and the spiral motifs framing
the two scenes, as well as the simplistic manner in which the main
figures are rendered; this connection apparently envisages a
content relation of the two scenes too, emanating from their
correlative meaning within a common cognitive framework. In
other words, the falcon as a divine symbol was perceived as
cognitively connected to the libation scene.

The heraldic syntax of the libation scene, with the two men
flanking the branch, is well attested in the Aegean iconography,

from the monumental representation on the relief triangle of the
Lion Gate at Mycenac to the numerous scenes and compositions
carved on seals. Interestingly, on some of the latter depicting
branches such as the one represented on the Theran jug, these are
flanked by leonine demons holding jugs to water them,
presumably performing a libation (Figure 4).** More often, the
branches are depicted springing out of horns of consecration,*
sometimes placed on an altar.? This association may also take the
form of foliated horns of consecration, and so are emphasized.”®
Moreover, the connection of these two elements with the act of
libation is established through their frequent depiction beside a
jug or a kantharos, through the replacement of the branch (or
branches) by a jug or a kantharos,”® or even through the
combination of all three elements.” It is reasonable to assume
therefore that such a crossing relationship of elements would allow
for the projection of the meaning of one image to the other, even
when not all elements were present. To return to the Theran jug,
this would mean that the falcon on the one side of the vessel could
be easily conceptually associated not only with the branches or the
libation jugs but also with the horns of consecration, although the
latter are not depicted.”

But are these really absent? Moving along the same lines of
argumentation, it is noteworthy that the soles of the two men
performing the libation are depicted crossed, with their legs
forming a V-shape, recalling the scheme of the horns of
consecration flanking a branch, as seen on many representations,
several of which are mentioned above. If so, then the falcon on the
one side of the jug was also conceptually associated with the horns

of consecration.
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CONCLUSION

Putting together the arguments presented above, the idea
underlying the proposed association of the falcon with the horns
of consecration would be that of sun worship; this idea would be
also supported by the marked presence of the rosettes flanking the
bird and the rock pattern depicted just under the two men’s legs,
recalling the mountainous landscape to which the horns of
consecration are symbolically but also actually connected.”

Given that in Egypt in the 2nd millennium B.C. the sun was
worshipped in the form of the falcon god Horus, considered the
principal falcon god of the Egyptian pantheon and one of the most
prominent deities altogether,” it is reasonable to assume thar this
Egyptian association reached the Aegean at a time when contacts
between the two regions are widely attested.” Such an influence
does not imply, however, that the religious concepts or the cult
associated with sun worship between the two regions were
identical.* On the Theran jug emphasis is put on the engendering
or regenerating power of the sun in nature as exemplified by the
nestling and the growing branches.*> One would therefore speak
of the free adapration of an Egyptian idea by the people of
Akrotiri, incorporated in their own religious vocabulary, and
favored by the cosmopolitan environment of their island in the
middle of the 2™ millennium B.C.

Figure 4: Drawing of a scal from the tholos tomb of Vapheio,

Laconia, depicting leonine deamons flanking an altar
and watering a three-branch plant springing out of
horns of consecration placed on an altar. On this
scene all elements of the heralding syntax of the
libation scene discussed in the paper are present

NOTES
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