PSEIRA, CRETE:
THE ECONOMIC BASE FOR A BRONZE AGE TOWN

The Minoan settlement of Pseira Island must be understood in regard to two
interrelated regions: a closely packed cluster of buildings making a town, and a more open
countryside. Both of these parts have been investigated by the Pseira Project !, and all
evidence indicates the two aspects of the island were interdependent. Neither one can be
understood in isolation.

In its earliest period in the Final Neolithic, and probably until the end of Middle
Minoan, Pseira can best be described as a rural village. In Late Minoan I it expanded in
size, becoming a town of over fifty buildings. The presence of a cemetery with several
tombs from the very beginning of Pseira’s history shows that it was always either a
permanent settlement or that it was at least inhabited for many months of the year. The
absence of a cemetery from LM I is still unexplained, but one possibility is that the town
was reorganized with new settlers who were taken elsewhere (back to their native soil?)
to be buried. The location of the village on the island’s best harbor suggests seafaring was
a factor in the site’s location in all periods of its history.

The village was laid out to occupy the entire peninsula (Pl. XXII). A Town Square
(like the Plateia in modern Cretan villages) seems to have been present as an open space
from the beginning. The buildings were arranged in irregular blocks following the
topography of the land 2. Houses varied from small structures with only a few rooms to
large buildings with over thirty interior spaces. A large staircase led up into the village
from the small Pseiran beach, terminating near the southwest corner of the Plateia. Ships
could either have anchored in the harbor, or they could have been drawn up on the beach.

We know very little of the early centuries of Pseira because of the local practice of
building in stone rather than mudbrick. New constructions were made by re-using the
materials of older, ruined or outmoded structures, and new foundations were often laid on
bedrock after removing earlier walls. The town was expanded in LM I, and it spread to the
other side of the harbor. The visible settlement is mostly from the end of LM IB when it
was destroyed and abandoned. Only a small part of the town was resettled in LM III, so
that most Pseiran houses were left undisturbed after the town was destroyed.

The economy of LM IB Pseira can be reconstructed in some detail. In its final period,
the town consisted of a series of irregular blocks of buildings separated by narrow streets,
with each building having several rooms. Most buildings seem to have been houses, but
other functions can be identified as well. The Plateia, near the center of the community,
must have been the economic, social, and psychological center as well as the architectural
focal point. The largest building in the town, the Plateia House, occupied the entire
northern side of the square. Its impressive stone facade facing south and its elaborate
entrance portico suggest it might have been the home of the town’s ruler. At the entrance,

1 For the excavation, see P.P. BETANCOURT and C. DAVARAS, “Excavations at Pseira, 1985 and 1986",
Hesperia 57 (1988), 207-225; “Excavations at Pseira”, Cretan Studies 1 (1988), 35-37; * 'Apyonoloyikég
Epevveg othv Weipa- Mepiodor 1987-1989", 'AudABeia 82-85 (1990), 20-37.

2 For architectural study the writer is indebted to the researches of John McEnroe.


















