THE DOUBLE AXE AND THE LABYRINTH.
IN the paper on ' Mycenaean Tree and Pillar Worship,' (above, pp. 99
foil.) and in the various discussions of the Cretan discoveries, several
theories and interpretations are put forth which have been too hastily
accepted.1 I do not propose to deal with the whole question here, but to call
attention to the fact that a great part of the evidence has been overlooked.
It is not unnatural that, in the enthusiasm of a great discovery, the happy
discoverer should be taken by an interpretation which is ingenious and in
many respects alluring, since it offers a key to mysteries long unexplained.
Nevertheless there are other facts to be reckoned with.
The theories I refer to are these: (1) that the double axes carved in the
Cnossian palace have a religious significance; (2) that they are the symbol of
Zeus; (3) that the pillar upon which several of these signs are carved was
worshipped; (4) that the Labyrinth derives its name from the word Xa/Spy?
the Carian name for an axe of this kind, and (5) that the palace of Cnossos
was the Labyrinth, which means the House of the Double Axe. These
theories are supported by the following evidence: (1) that the statue of
Zeus at Labranda in Caria was described as holding in his hand a double axe,
the local name for which was \afipv<s (Plutarch, Quacst. Gr. 45); (2) that
double axes of bronze were found in the Dictaean Cave, where Zeus was
worshipped; (3) Mr. Evans also collects a large number of facts to illustrate
the worship of pillars, and apparently of axes also.
Before adducing the evidence which I think is fatal to the whole series
of theories as applied to the Cnossian palace, I wish to say a word on the
question of divine symbols. It is unfortunate that ' symbol' is sometimes
used loosely in English, to mean either an attribute, that is an accidental
mark, or something which, when alone, can be treated as equivalent to that
which it symbolises, or as embodying its essence. Seeing that we shall have
to consider whether or not the axe was a symbol in the true sense, I prefer
to use the word attribute in the meanwhile, not to beg the question. Incidentally I note that in 'Pillar Worship' the point at issue is frequently
assumed in such phrases as ' divine axe,' ' symbol of Zeus/ and so forth. Now
we know that in the classical types of divinities certain attributes commonly
occur : Zeus holds a thunderbolt, Apollo a lyre, Poseidon a trident, Hermes a
caduceus, Athena spear and shield. On the other hand, these gods are often
represented without attributes. Many statues called Apollo have not so
1
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much as a stitch upon them ; the Hermes of Praxiteles has no caduceus ;
Athena is often not armed, Aphrodite is. How unnecessary the attributes
were to the conception of the deity, is clear from the votive statuettes discovered in many places. On the acropolis of Athens, the goddess appears
hundreds of times as a figure seated or standing without attributes, often
again with shield and without spear, holding a fruit, a bird, or what not.1 The
statuettes of Demeter found at Eleusis might often quite as well be Athena.
The same vagueness is seen in Tegea, where the discoverers hesitate between
Demeter and Athena.2 So too* with the heroes, ancestor-spirits, who appear
to have been worshipped by the rural population of Greece at the earliest
period, and may turn out to have been the Mycenaean gods : they have their
lance or sword, and their horse, but there is no uniformity of treatment; no
Pheidias fixed their type for ever. The attributes of heroes and gods are
things of every day: arms and armour, dress, a bunch of grapes, a cornbundle, a hat and boots, a musical instrument, a tool. The armed god or hero
represents the divine protector in his strength; Demeter and her sheaf, the
deity in her beneficent aspect; Poseidon, the fisherman, who speared his prey
with a trident as in the Aegean he does to this day, with a reminiscence
perhaps of the goad.3 The Greeks would be as likely to worship a trident or
a bunch of grapes as to worship a pair of top boots ; and to regard these things
as symbolically sacred would be to worship them. Savages may make a fetish
of a collar-stud or a knife, but there is no reason to doubt that such exaggerated superstition was alien to the Greek intellect.4 Isolated indications
of the ruder superstition cannot outweigh the general tendency of Greek
worship towards sanity and away from symbolism. Among these attributes
the single exception is the thunderbolt of Zeus. There seems to be little
doubt that the Greeks of the classical age believed that what he held in his
hand was the thunderbolt. It is possible that the original type held in his
hand a double three-pronged or two-pronged dagger, with a grip in the
middle; but I do not insist on this now. It is natural that Zeus, who was
certainly the Thundering God, should hold the thunder; but a figure holding
a war-weapon might convey the idea of the Thundering God, as Thor does
with his hammer; and this is the explanation which I suggest of Oarian
Zeus with the double axe. There is nothing holy or even recondite about
this kind of axe. It is the war-weapon of the Amazons, who hold it in
their pictures; it is held by the local heroes in Asia Minor, in place of the
sword or spear of the Dioscuri;6 also by Apollo himself in the same region ; 6
it was used to slaughter the sacrificial victim by the Hittites 7 and at
Pagasae;8 it was dedicated as war-spoil.9 The type is descended from
two-headed axes of the stone age, which are common enough, through a
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copper intermediary Moreover, it has no special connexion with Zeus:
it appears in the hands of Dionysus or one of his train; 2 it was dedicated to
Apollo as spoil of war in Delphi,3 and to Artemis at Lusoi in Arcadia,4 and is
carved on an altar from Coloe which was dedicated to Apollo Tarsis.5 A
female figure, explained as a priestess in a sacred place, holds one in each
hand, as figured on a metal belt lately found in Crete.6 Finally, it appears
on the coins of Pherae/ and of Tenedos, where no Zeus has ever been heard of,
and double axes of gold were found at Mycenae. It was therefore an article of
everyday use, in peace, ritual, or war; and its' occurrence on altars dedicated
to Zeus Labrandeus8 need not signify anything more than it appears to do
on the altar dedicated to Apollo,5 where it seems to commemorate the sacrifice
of an ox. Even if this be denied, all these altars are late and show late Asiatic
influence, so that no argument can be drawn from them for the early Greeks
or Mycenaeans. In drawing out this comparison, I would add, that all the
dedications mentioned fall in the post-Mycenaean period ; and so do those in
the cave of Dicte according to the explorer's estimate.
It will now easily be understood that the Greeks would not be likely
to regard attributes held by deities as sacred, or to worship them. It is
easy to say that axes here or wine-bowls there, represented on coins, are
symbolic and sacred; but that has never been proved, nor has it been proved
that these things were ever worshipped by the early Greeks.9 No tridentworship is recorded, no reverence or sacrifice paid to the sword or the
spear, the caduceus, the wine-jar, the torch, the hammer, or Hermes' wideawake hat as symbols of the deities who use them.10 If this were likely in
any case, it would be likely for the thunderbolt, which was not commonly used
by warriors of the earth ; yet there is nothing of the sort but the superstitious regard for meteoric stones and the like, which are often worshipped
by savages, and which the Greeks no doubt regarded as things of mysterious
origin and power, without reference to the attributes of any deity. If a
Zeus Keraunos is found in Arcadia,11 there are inscriptions to Athena Hygieia
at Athens; it is the deity who is worshipped in each case, and the noun added
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is merely a differentiation. If, in the Hellenistic age, divine honours were
shown in Asia Minor to the thunderbolt,1 what does that prove for Greece or
Crete a thousand years before ? It well suits a place and period which could
worship such monstrosities as Zeu? 'Oao<yw<; ZrjvoTroaeiSwv.2
I turn now to the second piece of evidence : the dedication of axes
in the cave of Zeus, which are supposed to have been there dedicated
because they were symbols of Zeus. If they stood alone this could not be
assumed, because there is no recorded instance of the dedication of a divine
attribute to a deity because it was his attribute. I can speak with confidence,
because it so happens I have been for some years collecting and classifying
votive offerings, and I set out with the expectation of finding many such ; I
thought then that these attributes must have something holy about them,
misled no doubt like others by the analogy of the Cross. But amongst many
thousands of dedications, collected from all sources, I have found not a single
one. Spears, helmets, and shields are dedicated to Athena, but only because
they are articles of use or spoil of war; wine may be offered to Dionysus,
and corn to Demeter, but as tithe or first fruit; and the offerings are not
confined to one particular deity. No thunderbolts are dedicated at all and no
caduceus.3 Axes were dedicated to Apollo, as I have shown, as war-spoil. An
axe is dedicated to Hera by a butcher, as tithe of his profits, which can
only mean that the axe was offered as an article of value.4 So Tenedos paid
an offering at Delphi in axes, as we should expect.5 For the same reason,
no doubt, they were offered in Crete. Some of the Cretan axes, like those
found at Olympia and in Arcadia, are in miniature. These may have been
toys, which were frequently dedicated; or they may have represented a
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fraction of the axe-unit ia value. Such is the use of miniature double axes
in Mexico.1 Miniature axes have been found in tombs at Hallstatt2 along
with other valuables.
I shall return to the cave of Dicte anon: but first a few words about the
pillars. It is not easy to believe that the baetylus, whether lingam or
meteorite, could have developed into a structural part of an edifice; and it
does seem to me that the pillars depicted by Mr. Evans are more likely to
have been meant simply to support the roof {e.g. Figs. 61, G6). But granting
their sanctity for the sake of argument, what does it prove for a square pillar ?
And is it not rather far fetched to suggest, by the epithet 'pillar-like,' that the
handles of the axes on p. 109 were sacred because of their resemblance to a
pillar ? It reminds one of Cleon's oracle, which was so satisfactorily interpreted by Demosthenes:
6 hpcttcwv yap iuTi fiaicpbv o T aXkas av fiaicpov.

All the evidence, then, vanishes on examination; and it would be easy
to point out other assumptions which need proof, but no proof is given.
What proof is there that Zeus Labrandeus was so named because he had a
labrysl Plutarch's opinion on etymological points does not go for much.
Labrandeus can only be derived from Labranda, the place of his worship.
The town indeed may have been named from the axe; but if I am told this
makes the axe sacred, I ask whether celery was sacred because Selinus was
named from it.3 Very likely axe-making was the trade of Labranda, as swordmaking was once of Damascus. Again, what proof is there of any connexion
between the Cretan and Carian worship ? Caria only comes late under
Mycenaean influence, and certainly was not the source of it. What proof is
there that Cnossos worshipped Zeus at all ? Zeus was no doubt postMycenaean there as he was at Olympia. If Mr. Evans' chronology is
right, and I do not question it, Cnossos was destroyed five hundred years
before we hear of a Zeus in Crete, and when he arrived Zeus no doubt took
over the Cave with the other fixtures, as Apollo did at Delphi. To cap all,
Mr. Evans has just found another fresco, which depicts a shrine, the roof
supported by ' sacred pillars' (why sacred ?), and containing no Zeus and no
double axe, but a female divinity.4 Further, why must the axe be regarded
as a sacred symbol whenever it appears on a vase, whether upright and tied
with string, or the head alone, and not equally the head of the sacrificial ox,
or indeed the cuttlefish and the lotus? Is there no such thing as a decorative
motive ? The string or fillet serves to connect "the offering with the god: so
in the case of Cylon's conspiracy, the conspirators who took refuge in the
shrine fastened themselves by a thread to the statue of Athena, but it has
never been maintained that they were sacred symbols on that ground.5
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Having shown, as I hope, the essential weakness of the theories, I now
proceed to the most serious argument of all: namely, that they neglect the
greater part of the evidence. To read the paper, one would imagine that the
palace at Cnossos was full of double axes, and nothing else; as a matter of
fact, there are in the corridor and adjoining chambers no less than eleven
different signs:

10

These are engraved in different positions, not only nor chiefly on ' corner
stones,' but without rule or regularity. They come together in groups : thus
we find the first seven all close together, 11 + 7 on one slab, 6 + 7 + 4 on
another, 11 + 11 on another, thus

and so forth.

In the

corridor and store-chambers axes occur seven times, other signs twenty-nine
times. Are all these divine symbols ? Is No. 3 the Cretan Poseidon, No. 7 the
star of the Cretan Dioscuri, No. 9 the thyrsus of the Cretan Dionysus ? It is
not legitimate to pick out one of those symbols, even if it occurs a dozen times
on one pillar, and explain it by a theory which takes no account of the rest,
especially as they are arranged precisely as they would be arranged if they
were letters or literary signs. Moreover, there is Phaistos to reckon with.
There last summer another palace was unearthed, exactly similar to this of
Cnossos, with corridor-chambers, courtyard, and gate, and with similar signs
engraved upon the blocks. This is not explained as another Labyrinth or
House of the Double Axe; but what are the axes and tridents and so forth
doing there ? Finally, nearly all these signs occur on the gems which have
already been found, and have been interpreted by Mr. Evans already as
literary signs; they may be seen on the tables given in vol. xvii. p. 384-6 of
this Journal; and some at least, including the double axe—perhaps all, I
have not access to the documents—occur on the inscribed tablets found at
Cnossos.1 It is even possible that all these signs were covered up with
plaster when the place was inhabited; one, in the bath, is seen just emerging
from behind a coat of it.
So also with the cave finds. The nineteen axes form but a small fraction
of the whole number of articles found : besides these were here found 20 lanceheads, 25 darts, 160 knives, with pins and tweezers, a car drawn by oxen, animals,
human figures in bronze and lead, draughtmen or something of the sort, and
1
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earthenware vases. There is no more reason for holding that the axes were
dedicated as the symbol of Zeus, than for calling the lance-heads symbolic
of Ares, or the hairpins of Aphrodite. All these offerings can be paralleled
elsewhere, and fall into well-defined classes; and the axes belong to the class
of things useful or valuable, the smaller ones may be models or toys or fractions
of the unit of value. All these were dedicated, and in that sense sacred:
but there was not one sanctity of the knife, and another of the lance, neither
did axe-head differ from hairpin in holiness.
It is clear, then, that whatever any one may think about the sanctity of
the things which deities hold in their hands, or are clothed in, that idea
cannot be brought in to explain the axes carved in the palaces of Cnossos and
Phaistos, nor those dedicated in the Dictaean cave. I wish to lay stress on
this, because I am aware that the sanctity of symbols is believed in by
many scholars; but if (absit omen) the whole of my argument on that
head were proved to be wrong by the discovery of a battalion of new
authorities, such a disaster would not make it lawful to isolate and sanctify the
axes of the Dictaean cave, or those of the Cnossian pillar. With that falls the
whole argument in a heap. No one would have dreamt of canonizing that
particular pillar but for the significance attached to the axes carved upon it;
no doubt it would have been regarded, like that exactly similar one which at
Phaistos stands in the store-corridor, without signs, as having served the
humble if necessary purpose of supporting a roof. But for these signs, the suggestion of Mayer that Labyrinth comes from labrys would have been allowed to
rest in its obscurity. All ancient authorities agree that the Labyrinth was a
kind of maze; and the palaces of Crete are the very last thing one would
describe as a maze. The visitor doubtless would be impressed with fine open
courtyards and straight corridors; for the rest, any house looks confusing
when the walls are just beginning to rise, and the place in its present condition looks like a collection of cellars. If the Labyrinth must be identified,
better dub with this name that series of tortuous caverns,like the 'Labyrinth'
at Gortyn, which exists three miles above Cnossos in the hill, but is now closed
by a landslip.1 There is nothing to suggest labrys in the legendary labyrinth,
except the sound of the name. No attempt is made to analyse the word
Labyrinth, to explain the ending, to justify the metathesis of v which is unexampled. On the same principle Fluellen undertook to prove that Alexander
the Great was a Welshman: there is a river in Monmouth, and there is a
river, look you, in Macedon also. Crete has yet ninety-eight cities left to
explore; it is too soon to explain everything.
W. H. D. BOUSE.
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