Mycenaean “Peak Sanctuaries” on the Late Bronze Age Greek Mainland

Some of the most distinctive phenomena of Minoan religion and ritual on Crete are peak
sanctuaries, termed for their position atop mountains. Especially notable is the intervisibility
between the sanctuary and a nearby settlement, creating a unique visual relationship between the
two sites. In the early 20th century, many archaeologists termed any Minoan shrine situated on a
mountain a so-called “peak sanctuary,” but they did not specify archaeological features of these
sites which might also distinguish them from other religious phenomena on Crete. Peatfield
(2001; 1994; 1990), largely in response to the increasing number of sites called peak sanctuary in
the early 20th century, has noted that in addition to the distinct topographical location of peak
sanctuaries, there are also noticeable parallels in the material evidence of these sites, which he
later calls “criteria” of Minoan peak sanctuaries. For example, figurines, pottery, and pebbles are
consistently present in large quantities at all peak sanctuaries on Crete.
Still relatively unexamined, however, is a full exploration of open-air sanctuaries on the
Mainland and their relationship to the Minoan tradition of peak sanctuaries. Using the
archaeological records of three known Mycenaean open-air sites, Mt. Kynortion, Mt. Lykainon,
and Mt. Konstantinos, as case studies, this paper questions whether certain Late Bronze Age
(LBA) open-air sites on the Greek mainland could also be called peak sanctuaries. Through a
close examination of the topographical and material remains of these sites, I reveal parallels
between Minoan peak sanctuaries on Crete and Mycenaean open-air sanctuaries on the mainland.
While there is not necessarily intervisibility between these mainland sanctuaries and a nearby
site like that of the peak sanctuaries on Crete, they do exhibit similar archaeological remains.
Pottery and figurines, for example, have been uncovered at each of the three mainland sites.

While applying Peatfield’s criteria to the archaeological remains of these three sites
reveals clear parallels between LBA open-air sites and Minoan peak sanctuaries, also evident are
some topographical and archaeological distinctions. These differences can be explained through
an understanding of both local Mycenaean traditions and also of the broader relationship
between Crete and the Mainland in the LBA. These sanctuaries are Mycenaean in character
(Hägg 1996), developing out of longstanding Mycenaean cultic activity on the mainland
(Whittaker 2002; 1997), but do appear to also exploit specific Minoan cultic practices of the peak
sanctuary. These mainland open-air sanctuaries are thus representative of the convergence of
mainland and Cretan traditions in the LBA. Applying such contextually specific terminology that
is the name “peak sanctuary” to Mycenaean religious phenomena would not suffice, and indeed
should not be done. By understanding these mainland sanctuaries in their appropriate contexts,
however, and adjusting the criteria of peak sanctuaries accordingly, then one can indeed call
them “Mycenaean peak sanctuaries.”
Bibliography
Hägg, R. 1996. “The religion of the Mycenaeans twenty-four years after the 1967 Mycenologica
Congress in Rome.” In Atti e memorie del secondo Congresso internazionale di
micenologia, Roma-Napoli, 14-20 ottobre 1991. Vol. 2: Storia, edited by E. De Miro, L.
Godart, and A. Sacconi, 599–612. Incunabula Graeca 98. Rome: Gruppo editoriale
internazionale.
Peatfield, A., 2001. “Divinity and performance on Minoan peak sanctuaries.” In Potnia: Deities
and Religion in the Aegean Bronze Age. Proceedings of the 8th International Aegean
Conference / 8e Rencontre égéenne internationale. Göteborg, Göteborg University, 12-

15 April 2000, edited by R.Laffineur and R. Hägg, 51–55. Aegaeum 22. Liège:
Université de Liège.
________, 1994. “After the “Big Bang” - what? or Minoan symbols and shrines beyond palatial
collapse.” In Placing the Gods. Sanctuaries and Sacred Space in Ancient Greece, edited
by S.E. Alcock and R.Osborne, 19–36. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
________, 1990. “Minoan peak sanctuaries: History and society.” OpAth 18:117–132.
Whittaker, H., 2002. “Religion and power. The nature of Minoan influence on early Mycenaean
religion.” Opuscula Atheniensis 27: 151–157
________, 1997. “The Relationship Between the Mycenaean Cult Buildings and the LMIII
Sanctuaries.” In Mycenaean Cult Buildings: A Study of Their Architecture and Function
in the Context of the Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean. Monographs from the
Norwegian Institute at Athens 1. Bergen: The Norwegian Institute at Athens.

