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Abstract 

 

Cultural Biographies of Cretan Storage Jars (pithoi): from Antiquity 

to Postmodernity. 

 

In a short story entitled ‘The Jar’ (La Giara, 1909), Luigi Pirandello narrates 

the cultural biography (making, breaking and mending) of a huge storage jar and the 

way it represents socio-political and economic realities in a traditional Sicilian village. 

Inspired by La Giara, and integrating material culture theory with 

ethnoarchaeological, art-historical and science-based approaches, this thesis treats the 

cultural biographies of Cretan pithoi from antiquity to postmodernity to reveal the 

intertwined lives of people and artefacts and the dynamics of a very powerful 

relationship, hinting at the many possibilities and stories which lie behind these 

vessels. 

The body of material discussed includes published and unpublished Cretan 

pithoi and fragments thereof, which date from the second and the first millennia BC, 

especially ca. 800-500 BC. This material is examined primarily in the form of case-

studies which contextualize the production, distribution and consumption of these 

vessels in their ancient and modern socio-cultural settings.  

In viewing ancient Cretan pithoi as the protagonists in the various episodes 

of their lives as well as of the lives of the people who interacted with them, this study 

illustrates the shifting meanings and symbolism of objects and highlights the fluid and 

ever-changing agency of archaeological artefacts as they move through different 

contexts. Ultimately, this work hopes to encourage future investigations on other 

types of durable archaeological objects and to centre discussions on the socially-

constituted processes that create meaning in the material world of people.  
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Samenvatting 

 

Culturele biografieën van Kretenzische voorraadpotten (pithoi): 

vanaf de oudheid tot de postmoderne tijd. 

 

In zijn korte verhaal De kruik (La Giara, 1909) presenteert Luigi Pirandello 

eigenlijk de culturele biografie (het maken, het breken en de reparatie) van een grote 

voorraadkruik, waarmee hij ook de sociaal-politieke en economische situatie van een 

traditioneel Siciliaans dorp verbeeldt. Geïnspireerd door La Giara behandelt dit 

proefschrift, door ‘material culture theory’ te integreren met ethnoarcheologische, 

kunsthistorische en natuurwetenschappelijke onderzoeksbenaderingen, de culturele 

biografieën van van Kretenzische pithoi (grote voorraadpotten) vanaf de oudheid tot 

de huidige postmoderne tijd. Dit legt bloot hoe levens van mensen en artefacten 

verstrengeld zijn, toont de dynamiek van die krachtige relatie, en biedt inzichten in de 

vele mogelijkheden en verhalen die deze potten met zich meedragen.   

Het corpus aan materiaal dat in dit proefschrift bestudeerd wordt omvat 

gepubliceerde en ongepubliceerde Kretenzische pithoi en pithosfragmenten uit het 

tweede en eerste millennium voor Christus, vooral uit de periode 800-500 voor 

Christus. Dit materiaal wordt vooral onderzocht via case studies die de productie, 

verspreiding en consumptie van deze potten in zowel hun historische als hun moderne 

sociaal-culturele setting contextualiseren.  

Door de Kretenzische pithoi uit de oudheid als ‘hoofdpersonen’ te nemen op 

verschillende momenten van hun eigen levensloop, maar ook van die van de mensen 

die met ze interacteren, laat deze studie zien hoe de betekenissen en symboliek van 

objecten verandert en belicht ze de vloeiende, steeds wisselende ‘agency’ van 

archeologische objecten die zich door verschillende contexten bewegen. Uiteindelijk 

hoopt dit proefschrift daarmee een inspiratie te zijn voor verder onderzoek naar 

andere soorten archeologische objecten, en de aandacht te richten op de sociaal 

bepaalde processen die betekenis geven in de materiële wereld van de mens.  
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Figure 131: Norbert Schimmel.  

Figure 132: Nikola Koutoulakis and his business card, with addresses of his shops in 

Paris and Geneva.  

Figure 133: Pithos from Aphrati, now in Louvre. 

Figure 134: Archaic pithos acquired through Sotheby’s for the Ashmolean Museum, 

Oxford.  

Figure 135: Cretan pithos fragment, said to be from Phaistos. New Carlsberg 

Glyptotek, Copenhagen. Acquired through the auction at Lucerne in 1966.  

Figure 136a-b: Cretan relief pithoi from Aphrati (?) auctioned by Christie’s in New 

York.  

Figure 137: Pithos fragment gifted to the Isreael Museum in Jerusalem by C. and D. 

Marks.  

Figure 138: Fragment of pithos, now at the Archaeological Museum of Aghios 

Nikolaos, confiscated by the Greek archaeological authorities in May 1965.  

Figure 139: Confiscated fragments of pithoi from Aphrati, Archaeological Museum of 

Heraklion.  

Figure 140: Confiscated pithoi from Aphrati, previously in Fygetakis’ ownership.  

Figure 141: One of the confiscated pithoi from Aphrati, Archaeological Museum of 

Thessaloniki.  

  



xiv 

 

Acknowledgments 

Though I spent many years enrolled as a PhD student at the University of 

Amsterdam, much of this time was devoted to pursuits and inquiries not always 

directly related to this thesis. Undoubtedly, my extracurricular entanglements and 

outside work have made life difficult for several people involved, but especially for 

my supervisors, Vladimir Stissi and Antonis Kotsonas. I have been extremely 

fortunate to receive their guidance and feedback which tirelessly sustained me over 

the years I toggled between research subjects and life-stages. Vladimir Stissi has 

afforded me his constructive criticism and moral support which energized much of my 

writing, especially during some very difficult personal times. His expertise in various 

fields including areas outside Crete equipped me with a wider intellectual lens to 

approach many topics covered in this thesis. Antonis Kotsonas has been an 

uncommonly generous and inspiring mentor for many years. Although I am certain I 

only managed to absorb a fraction of what he had to teach, I owe him my most 

unfeigned gratitude for introducing me to the potential of Cretan pithoi in the first 

place and for continuously nurturing the seeds of my curiosity for all related research 

subjects. As well as encouraging the completion of my research, his input has 

strengthened my love for archaeology and it has hardened my belief in other core-

values of life, including intellectual honesty, humility, and collegiality.  

This project would not have been possible without the generous funding of 

the University of Amsterdam. Additionally to the economic support granted by the 

faculty of Archaeology, all members of staff and fellow colleagues have helped me in 

every possible way. My gratitude extends to them and to all Amsterdammers for 

making me feel welcome and for helping me find a haven at my beloved Mokum.  

Funding and assistance by the University of Amsterdam has allowed me to 

benefit by travels to institutions outside the Netherlands and correspondence with 

associates abroad. My thanks are due to Ilaria Perzia and the Department of 

Antiquities of the Ashmolean, Katja Elizabeth Vinther from the New Carlsberg 

Glyptotek in Copenhagen, and Frank Hildebrandt from the Museum of Kunst und 

Gewerbe in Hamburg, for their help and for information on pithoi in their collections. 

During my research at Athens, Evangelia Kyriatzi has granted me the permission and 

space to conduct part of the petrographic analysis at the Fitch Lab and to absorb her 

advice on comparative Cycladic material. I am much obliged to her and to Marie 



xv 

 

Claude Boileau for allowing me to look at thin sections from Knossos. I am thankful 

to Irini Papageorgiou from the Benaki Museum who kindly allowed me to study 

pithos fragments at the museum. Also, the private investigator, Giorgos Tsoukalis, has 

generously supplied me with a copy of his book and gave me access to original 

information about looted antiquities, confiscations and police arrests.  

My work on Crete was accomplished though the contribution of several 

people and institutions. My sincerest gratitude goes to Angeliki Lebessi and to Dario 

Palermo for entrusting me to work on pithoi from Lyktos/Aphrati and Prinias 

respectively. I grow ever surer of the potential this material holds and I hope other 

colleagues will be the recipients of the same generosity to explore it further. In 

addition to Dario Palermo’s hospitality, my research at Prinias was made even more 

productive thanks to the interesting discussions and the company I enjoyed next to 

Rosella Gigli Patané, Eleonora Pappalardo, Hartmut Matthäus and Gisela 

Schumacher-Matthäus. I am also deeply thankful to the British School at Athens for 

granting me permission to study and to analyse pithos fragments from Knossos, 

Lyktos and Aphrati, stored at the Stratigraphical Museum of Knossos, and I 

acknowledge the role of H. Sackett, T. Whitelaw, and M. Haysom in this. 

A large body of the material studied in this thesis was accessed thanks to the 

vital assistance of colleagues and guards of the Archaeological Museum of Heraklion 

and the Ephorate of Antiquities of Heraklion. I owe much to the trust put in me by the 

directors, Vasiliki Sithiakaki and Stella Mandalaki, and to the appointed 

archaeologist, Maria Kyrimi, who provided me with the capacity to work on material 

stored at the museum. Also, my research on private archaeological collections was 

invaluably enriched through personal interviews with Theano Metaxa and Andreas 

Metaxas. I am appreciative for their hospitality and for allowing me to get a glimpse 

of the family’s fascinating history.  

A profound gratefulness is owed to the INSTAP Study Center for East Crete 

at Pacheia Ammos for providing me with technical and practical support. I am 

indebted to the director of the institute, Tom Brogan, who approved the funding and 

the making of the thin sections from Lyktos, Prinias and Aphrati and allowed my 

study at the Center. Especially, I owe my most heartfelt gratitude to Eleni Nodarou 

who has patiently dedicated time to guide me through my petrographic research and 

other academic endeavours since my master studies. I consider myself extremely 

lucky to have gained a microscopic fragment of her wide knowledge and to have 



xvi 

 

witnessed her capacity to show compassion in academic affairs and more. For my 

research at Pacheia Ammos, I am also grateful to Lily Bonga for giving me a warm 

place to stay during a very cold winter but, most of all, for being a loyal friend.  

Last but not least, I thank Katerina Kopaka for her dedicated teaching during 

my bachelor studies at the University of Crete and for sharing her thoughts from her 

long research on Minos Kalokairinos. I am also very grateful to Helene Semanderes 

of the Pancretan Association in the USA, for all the gems she has compiled in her 

photographic archive of past and modern life in Crete and for her information on the 

postcard which features as the cover of this work and in figure 127.  

While the people I have thanked are in no way responsible for the 

inadequacies of this study, it would have been far a lesser work without them. 

Whether with their active support or with their discrete patience, many of those who 

entrusted me have afforded me both the time and space to overcome the 

complications of my pregnancy and the luxury to fully devote myself to my daughter 

for the first years of her life. It is an honour to be so fully in their debt and I dedicate 

this thesis to them as a token of my appreciation and gratitude.  

Above all, this thesis is for my girl, Cybele. Her determined obstinacy in 

learning how to walk, despite her spectacular and scary falls, has inspired me to learn 

how to walk in life anew. May her strength in exploring last and preserve her through 

all her days.  

 


