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Adrien Delahaye
27  Regional Markets and Distribution Patterns of Laconian 

Pottery in Crete and Beyond: The Aeginetan Hypothesis  
(6th–5th Centuries B.C.)

Abstract: While Crete has been strangely absent from distribution maps of Laconian pottery in the Mediterranean, the 
renewal of archaeological evidence on the island appears to show that it played a pivotal role in the organization of 
Laconian exchanges as part of a larger regional market that extended from the Peloponnese to Cyrenaica but was also 
connected to Egypt and the West via Kythera. The aim of this chapter will be to propose an overview of the underlying 
distribution networks, their actors, and their successive reorganizations. Beyond the use of the concepts of networks and 
connectivity, the chapter emphasizes the value of the regional market scale, the still-useful Braudelian long-term perspec-
tive, and the need for a careful consideration of physical parameters and human savoir-faire in mercantile interactions. 
In the end, the goals will be, first, to put Crete on the distribution map of Laconian pottery and, second, to propose a new 
vision of a Spartan Mediterranean, connecting regional markets at different geographical scales and drawn extensively 
from archaeological data.

Introduction
The so-called austerity turn in Sparta during the Archaic period and the Cretan Dark Ages gap of the 6th century B.C. may 
theoretically prevent any research about the diffusion of Laconian pottery in Crete.1 Crete was indeed a blank spot on the dif-
fusion maps of Laconian vases in the Mediterranean until recently. The recent progress in the available archaeological data, 
though, has shed new light on the island and its role in the circulations of wares that formed a much larger regional market 
extending from the Peloponnese to Cyrenaica, Egypt, and the West via Kythera, the southern Cyclades, and the Dodecanese.2

Beyond ceramology stricto sensu, imported pottery can be used as a primary source to reintegrate Laconian and 
Cretan territories into the Aegean exchange system. Even if pottery can potentially be considered a residual commodity, 
and even if Laconian productions are of secondary importance compared with the volumes of Corinthian, Attic, and even 
Ionian wares circulating in the Mediterranean at the time, these objects are nevertheless what remains of exchanges and 
can therefore be used as a proxy in approaching wider phenomena.3 

In order to be used as proxies, these artifacts need to be interpreted beyond their place of discovery, within the frame-
work of theoretical concepts such as trade, market, connectivity, or networks.4 Although useful, we know that these tools 
must be used with caution in the study of the past, especially in archaeology. Apart from the problem of representative-
ness inherent to archaeological artifacts, another difficulty is to establish the exact nature and extent of widescale-struc-
tured institutions, or the information that the actors had at their disposal to make rational decisions. These limits shall 
therefore prevent us from elaborating overly generalizing models; otherwise, we risk attributing mercantilist behaviors 
to ancient actors.5 The use of these concepts has fortunately become much more refined in recent years, acknowledging 

1 I would like to express my gratitude to the organizers in Turin (Diego Elia, Eleni Hasaki, and Marco Serino), the École française d’Athènes, which 
funded this research, Isabella Bossolino and the Scuola archeologica italiana di Atene, the Connected Past network, the Museum and Ephorate of 
Heraklion who offered me the opportunity to improve my work, the Ephorate of Western Attica, Piraeus and the Islands which granted me the 
permission to study material in Aegina, and to Gudrun Klebinder-Gauß, who provided useful comments as well as the Fig. 5. Heartfelt thanks 
also to Athena Tsingarida, Didier Viviers, Conor Trainor, Antonis Kotsonas, Carl Knappett, Thomas Brogan, Tom Brughmans, Leonidas Souchleris, 
Katerina Tzanakaki, Pascal Arnaud, Franck Wojan, Donald Haggis, Margaret Mook, Gerald Schaus, Maria Pipili, Yannis Nakas, Catherine Bouras, 
Roberto Melfi and Despoina Nika for their help, their time and their helpful remarks.
2 Erickson (2005), (2010) for a synthesis about this renewal.
3 Cook (1959) 114–123 questioned the value of using pottery as an indicator trade. Vallet/Villard (1961) 295–318 have developed the link between 
pottery and trade. Contra Osborne (2007); Chankowski (2013) about the value of pottery and its importance in trade. 
4 For a reflexive synthesis of the uses of these concepts in archaeology: Gras (2012); Moatti (2012); Zurbach (2012); Collar et al. (2014), (2015); 
Leidwanger/Knappett (2018); Foxhall (2021).
5 Gras (2012) 13.
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the diversity of economic behaviors and the variety of the scales of analysis. In other words, complexity and variability 
can now be integrated against or within more flexible generalizing models. They can especially be of great use to study 
smaller pottery production, which also has its place within the web of the Archaic and Classical Mediterranean exchanges.

This chapter uses the regional market scale to understand the modalities of distribution of a secondary production, 
Laconian vases, in a specific and generally overlooked area: Crete. Since it allows for the possibility of multiple scales 
and actors, which can be potentially entangled and embedded the concept of a regional market allows us to think at the 
regional scale.6 It is an easy concept to work with, one both limiting the risks of overinterpretation and allowing the results 
of other studies to be added later. By investigating the connection between Laconia and Crete, the aim here is to expand the 
results at a larger scale in order to integrate the circulations of these objects within the exchange system of the Aegean and 
identify the patterns and interconnections between regional markets and wider maritime exchange systems. 

The tools of network analysis are used here only at a theoretical level and in an exploratory fashion in order to high-
light some specific aspects of the distribution of Laconian pottery, but not in depth.7 The homogeneity of the dataset is 
undermined by too many uncertainties about quantities, contexts, and dating. Such gaps in documentation are inherent 
to the field of archaeology,8 but they are particularly important in the case of Laconian pottery, as its wide geographical 
distribution amplifies the risks of discrepancies, and these cannot be smoothed out sufficiently due to the relatively low 
quantities involved.9 Any modeling using the tools of Network Science Techniques10 faces the risk of producing suspect 
discrepancies. Another limitation lies in the difficulty of modeling the actors and their roles. In this respect, Latour’s 
Actor-Network Theory (ANT) is useful in that it considers the interactions between objects, actors (individuals as well 
as collective organizations), and discourses, the chaîne opératoire from the producer to the end user, and also studies 
their effects on the stability of a network.11 But its precise application in the field of archaeology has to be refined, and it 
remains difficult to “incorporate complexity, messiness and fluidity of relationships and social networks in ancient soci-
eties” into models.12 

Any network analysis of artifacts’ diffusion is, then, doomed to be partial. To overcome these limitations, it is neces-
sary to choose an entry point—Laconian pottery in our case—to conduct a network analysis and study of its modalities of 
distribution in a specific regional market (that is, Crete) and the economic agents involved.13 Laconian pottery is particu-
larly suitable for such an analysis. Reticular logics and their history may help to explain its fragmented distribution, which 
is quite different from that of Corinthian and Attic products, but somehow close to that of Ionian vases. The approach 
adopted here is pragmatic, relying first and foremost on cross-referencing material and written data. This approach 
makes it possible to draw up a preliminary inventory and reduce uncertainties, a necessary step before any modeling and 
visualization, and then provides the necessary historical context in order to determine the role of the traders.14 In the end, 
the challenge will be to propose an image of a Spartan Mediterranean other than I. Malkin’s, one based not on colonial but 
on exchange networks.15 

6 See Tsingarida/Viviers (2013).
7 A network is not a reality per se, but a tool for structuring and understanding flows. Zurbach (2012) 266.
8 The problems of incomplete quantitative datasets and their incorporation in SNA for archaeology have been highlighted by Knappett/Evans/
Rivers (2008) 1012; Knappett (2011); Brughmans (2013). It appears possible to smooth out discrepancies by using big and homogenous datasets, 
which is not the case for the Laconian pottery, at least in Crete. Also Rivers (2018).
9 This statement is even truer in Crete, where Erickson (2005) 633, no. 99 notes that “the spotty excavation record for post-Minoan Crete, in-ad-
equate publication of excavated material, and the difficulty of comparing finds from different contexts limit the usefulness of scientific forms 
of analysis”.
10 Social Network Analysis (SNA) or Agent Based Computational Models (ABCM). For a reflective summary on the use of these methods, see 
Foxhall (2021).
11 Latour (2005). 
12 Foxhall (2021) 9, 13–14. 
13 Zurbach (2012) 266. In an Archaic world – even considered as a “small world” – it is necessary to rely on case studies of regional markets 
before being able to propose complex models. On the “small Greek world”, see Malkin (2011).
14 The Socio-Technical Configuration Analysis (STCA) could be an interesting path to explore in the future developments of this research in order 
to propose a network analysis both of the artifacts and the actors, through a two-mode network. At this stage, the formatting of the data was not 
sufficient to propose a network visualization of the data. See Miörner et al. (2022). 
15 Malkin (1994) esp. 8–13, highlighted the existence of Spartan colonial networks on a Mediterranean scale, in contrast to the image of a land-
locked and isolated Sparta. His demonstration was based above all on the dialectic between territorial challenges and the uses of myth, leaving 
aside archaeological realia. The next edition of the book shall integrate more of the latter (pers. comm. I. Malkin, whom I thank here).
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From the Spartan Mediterranean to Laconia within the Mediterranean
The Spartan mirage of an austere, isolated Sparta may fit poorly within a paradigm of the Aegean Sea as a space of 
exchanges and circulations par excellence.16 This incompatibility is, however, more historiographic than historical and 
lacks archaeological support. Irad Malkin has highlighted the existence of a Spartan Mediterranean, taking Spartan studies 
out of the Peloponnese: a paradox, though, in that it perpetuates the singularity of Sparta. The Mediterranean Sea has been 
made Spartan, but Sparta and its territory remained little integrated into the Mediterranean networks of exchange. The 
reason lies in the main use of mythical foundation sources, which limit the approach to the colonies, real or supposed, of 
Sparta. However, relying first on the archaeological data, a cartography of a completely different scale emerges. Sparta, far 
from having been isolated, appears on the contrary to have been integrated into several systems of exchange at different 
scales.

Our knowledge of the diffusion of Laconian pottery in the Mediterranean is based primarily on the work of C. M. 
Stibbe, P. Pelagatti, M. Nafissi, and F. Coudin.17 Besides the new discoveries to be added to the diffusion maps, which will 
gradually become obsolete, these studies are largely based on funerary contexts from Etruria and Magna Graecia; the data 
from the Aegean were generally underestimated and therefore overlooked. In this respect, the conclusions about the dis-
tribution of Laconian vases can nowadays be enriched and nuanced, especially thanks to new discoveries in the Aegean. 

The choice of Laconian pottery as the main documentary category (as a proxy) to approach the wider exchange net-
works is motivated by the volume of the archaeological evidence, its wide geographical distribution, its broad chronolog-
ical spectrum (from the beginning of the 6th to the middle of the 5th century B.C.), and the variety of contexts, all of which 
make it the only material that can be used to quantify, compare, and identify developments in Laconian trade. Three 
categories of exported Laconian pottery can be analyzed: black-figured vases, black-glazed vases, and transport ampho-
rae. The black-figured vases were the most exported and therefore are the most studied. As these products are absent 
from Crete, they will not be considered within the scope of this chapter. The Laconian black-glazed vases, exported from 
the beginning of the 6th to the end of the 5th century B.C., are the Laconian vases exported over the longest chronological 
period, and have a typology that is now well identified. Nevertheless, the majority of the Aegean material has not been the 
subject of any synthetic analysis. It should be noted that the study of figured and glazed vases and their distribution must 
be carried out together. Indeed, the method established by J. D. Beazley continues to determine our approach to figured 
vases, isolating artificially their study from the rest of their production. However, progress in the morphotypological 
approach has demonstrated the close relationship between glazed and figured vases; in fact, if pottery were compared to 
a wave, the figured vases would be no more than the foam at its crest.18 Finally, the Laconian transport amphorae have a 
special position. Poorly published, they can be studied as containers, their content making it possible to trace the circula-
tion of perishable goods such as oil or wine and broaden our understanding of the Laconian pottery market by integrating 
it into wider exchange flows.19

So far, the quantification of this study includes 2955 Laconian vases (MNI) spread over 80 sites throughout the Aegean 
and the Black Sea (Tab. 1). This number can be compared to the 750 artifacts (MNI) counted in the same area by F. Coudin 
at 22 sites.20

16 For a recent synthesis based on archaeological data: Delahaye (2019).
17 Nafissi (1989);  Stibbe (1989); Pelagatti (1992); Stibbe (1994), (2000); Coudin (2009).
18 The expression refers to “L’écume de l’histoire”, invented by Duby (1973) 8, according to whom “events are like the froth of history, bubbles, 
large or small, which burst on the surface, and whose bursting creates ripples which spread further and further. This one has left very lasting 
traces [. . .] These traces give it existence. Apart from them, the event is nothing”. Figured vases are to material culture what the event is to his-
tory: what truly matters is the wave below it. In the case of Laconian pottery overseas: the black-glazed wares, the transport amphorae and the 
socio-economic and cultural phenomena which can explain their distribution. See also Lynch in this volume.
19 Pelagatti (1992) 10; Johnston (1992), (1993), (2005); Johnston et al. (2000). 
20 MNI = Minimum Number of Individuals. Calculations based on Coudin (2009) Graph. 2.
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Tab. 1: Comparative counts of Laconian pottery in the Aegean, the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. © Adrien Delahaye. Based on Coudin (2009) 
Graph. 2 and the author’s research.

Site K KI TrA TabA CS CSI OS C CI S SI A P U Laco. Copies  TOTAL

Aptera 1                           1 0 1

Azoria 2                         x 2 0 2

Eleutherna 21 1                 1       21 2 23

Itanos   1 2 1 1   2               6 1 7

Kastello Varypetrou 1 1                         1 1 2

Knossos 3 2     1 1     1   1     x 4 5 9

Kommos 2   21 1                     24 0 24

Kydonia 4 1           1 1     1     6 2 8

Lappa 1                           1 0 1

Lyktos 3                           3 0 3

Priniatikos Pyrgos 4 4                         4 4 8

Tarra                         1   1 0 1

TOTAL 42 10 23 2 2 1 2 1 2 0 2 1 1 0 74 15 89

K = Krater
KI = Krater imitation
TrA = Transport amphora
TabA = Table amphora
CS = Closed shape
CSI = Closed shape imitation
OS = Open shape
C = Cup
CI = Cup imitation
S = Skyphos
SI = Skyphos imitation
A = Aryball
P = Pyxid
U = Unquantified material

No Laconian Pottery in Crete?
The historiography and pottery of the 6th and 5th centuries B.C. in Crete bear many features similar to Laconia’s. This period 
has indeed sometimes been referred to as the Cretan Dark Ages because of the scarcity of documentation, both written and 
material. The relative archaeological invisibility of the 6th and 5th centuries B.C. has been linked to the lack of documenta-
tion in Laconia from the second half of the 6th century B.C. onward and has been used as an argument to justify a shared 
Dorian austerity. However, the recent discoveries of Archaic and Classical Cretan pottery, as well as of imports in Crete, 
has challenged this picture. 

Crete is absent from the 3383 Laconian vases collected in Coudin’s corpus.21 C. M. Stibbe, in his three-volume catalog of 
Laconian black-glazed pottery, listed 21 artifacts found in two locations, Eleutherna and Knossos, completed by the material 
from Kommos published by A. Johnston.22 It is always tempting to discuss gaps in order to reconstruct trade routes. But these 
numerous gaps reflect, above all, the sites that have been excavated and published, and therefore the general state of knowl-
edge at any given time.23 This scarcity was quite suspicious from a maritime and logistical point of view. Indeed, if the diffusion 

21 Coudin (2009).
22 Stibbe (1989) B28, K20; Johnston (1992), (1993) no. 53, 81–99; Johnston et al. (2000) 244; Johnston (2005) no. 198–199.
23 Gras (2012) 17–19.
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of Laconian pottery in the past could be considered part of an east-west route between Ionia and the western Mediterranean, 
with no strong links to the Aegean area, this assumption is no longer valid. The picture has become much more complex, 
thanks to the discoveries of Laconian pottery in the northern Aegean, the Black Sea, and Cyrenaica and Egypt, which have 
established the existence of a north-south axis (Fig. 5). In the context of coastal sailing, it then becomes difficult to explain the 
presence of these artifacts in Cyrenaica without any connection to the Aegean, and therefore presumably via Crete.

After a preliminary investigation, at least 74 Laconian vases and 15 probable local imitations (MNI, so 89 in total; 
Fig. 1) were found in Crete, at Aptera, Azoria, Eleutherna, Itanos, Kastello Varypetrou, Knossos, Kommos, Kydonia, Lappa, 
Lyktos, Priniatikos Pyrgos and Tarra (Figs. 1–2). B. Ericksson has already listed the Laconian kraters found in Crete, the 
most well attested shape on the island, totaling 33 artifacts.24 With 21 examples, Eleutherna “offers the most evidence on 
the island for 6th-century B.C. Lakonian imports.”25 For transport amphorae, A. Johnston published 21 items from Kommos. 
To these counts can be added other published and unpublished vases.26 

Fig. 1: Counts of Laconian pottery in Crete. © Adrien Delahaye.

24 Erickson (2010) 56–62, fig. 3.4–5, 119, 124, 251, tab. 10.1, 285–287, nos. 78–79, with the relevant references; the inventory is updated until 2005. 
25 Erickson (2010) 56–57, figs. 3.4–5. 
26 Kydonia: Hallager et al. (1997) 213, no. 77–P 1849, pls. 62, 96: d.5.; 209 no. 71–P 1375, no. 77–P 1860, pls. 63, 68: d.11; 211, no. 82–P 0091/0112, pls. 63, 
83: d.1; Kanta/Tzedakis (1978) 38, no. 68, fig. 41, pl. 13, published as Geometric, this krater is Archaic, as observed by Erickson (2010) 286, no. 78, also 
no. 47, fig. 44, pl. 16 (cup), and no. 23, fig. 107, which could be a handle from a Lakonian krater. Kastello Varypetrou and Lappa: Erickson (2010) 251, 
tab. 10.1, 287, no. 78. Knossos: Stibbe (1989) no. K20; Coldstream (1973) 43, no. 37; 51, no. 23, fig. 7, pl. 19; 53, no. 26, fig. 7; 54, no. 46; Coldstream (1992) 
75, no. 7; Erickson (2010) 122, no. 239, fig. 4.2. One Laconian krater was found in the well GG in the Unexplored Mansion (pers. comm. Conor Trainor; 
recently published by Paizi (2023) 16, Supplement Cat. 22, fig. 29). The KULP (Knossos Urban Landscape Project) has gathered through survey several 
fragments of Lakonian kraters and local imitations, along with imports from mainland Greece, which remain unquantified and unpublished for now 
(pers. comm. Conor Trainor); see Trainor (2019); also Paizi (2023) 4–5, no. 7. Kommos: Johnston (1993) 340, no. 6; 351, no. 53; 358–359, nos. 81–98; 
Johnston (2005) 364, nos. 198–199, 374, no. 241; Johnston et al. (2000) 244, nos. 331–332; 245, no. 338; Shaw/Shaw (2000) 374, no. 341. Priniatikos Pyr-
gos: Erickson (2010) 191, no. 11. Azoria: Erickson (2010) 286, no. 79 (unpublished) and pers. comm. Donald Haggis and Margaret Mook. Itanos: pers. 
comm. Athena Tsingarida and Didier Viviers. Lyktos: Chaniotis et al. (2021a) 220; Chaniotis/Kotsonas (2021b) 44 and pers. comm. Antonis Kotsonas. 
Tarra: Tzanakaki (2013) 207–208, fig. 15, no. 2426. Aptera: Tzanakaki (2013) 212, no. 51 and pers. comm. Katerina Tzanakaki.
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Fig. 2: Map of Cretan sites with Laconian or Laconizing pottery. © Adrien Delahaye.

This total may seem of little importance in quantitative terms, but in relation to the total corpus of Laconian vases, it rep-
resents 2.6% of Coudin’s corpus, and 1.6% when updated with data from the Aegean (5588 MNI). This is not insignificant, 
especially for a region that was totally absent from the diffusion maps. Previously considered a blind spot, Crete should 
now be seen as a market—even a secondary one—and, beyond this, its possible centrality in the distribution system 
should be considered, especially with regard to North Africa. The Laconian vases found in Crete feature several elements 
characteristic of a distinct regional market. First, the figured vases are totally absent; second, black-glazed kraters are 
constantly overrepresented and occasionally imitated locally; third, Kommos appears as a privileged context for studying 
the distribution of transport amphorae.

The Laconian Kraters of Eleutherna
The largest assemblage of Laconian vases is found in Eleutherna (Figs. 1–3). Although the majority of the published finds 
are dated from the 8th and 7th centuries B.C., the necropolis of Orthi Petra also provided pottery from the 6th and early 
5th centuries B.C., including a set of 21 Laconian kraters.27 The funerary nature of the context of these kraters remains a 
matter of debate: admittedly discovered near funerary clusters, they actually come from superficial layers.28 While almost 
all the Laconian material discovered in the Aegean comes from cultic contexts, the potential funerary deposition of those 
kraters raises the question of a local demand for this specific shape. 

27 Published by Erickson (2010) 56–62, fig. 3.4–5.
28 Erickson (2005) 633, (2010) 45–50 considers that they could come from disturbed graves. Kotsonas (2002) 42–43, no. 71 suggests that they 
come from residual layers of the Pyrgi settlement or from traces of ritual activities linked to ancestor worship, possibly including ritual banquets.
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Fig. 3: Map of the diffusion of Aeginetan cooking pottery. The findspots of Aeginetan cooking ware are marked in blue, written sources mentioning 
Aeginetan presence beyond Aegina are marked by red dots. The classification is not always based on macroscopic or scientific analysis, but on 
references by other authors. © Anavasi, with additions by Gudrun Klebinder-Gauß. 

The krater fragments can be categorized into groups E and F of the typology established by C. M. Stibbe.29 Group F entirely 
consists of black-glazed vases. They were produced from the beginning of the 6th to the middle of the 5th century B.C. and 
are the most widespread Laconian kraters throughout the Mediterranean. While Stibbe’s typology proves a concentration 
of their production during the 6th century, Eleutherna is of particular interest because many of the fragments come from 
contexts dated with a terminus post quem around 500-480 B.C.30 Group E is smaller in number but is one of the oldest 
types and can be dated back to the end of the 7th and the beginning of the 6th centuries B.C.31 It is attested in Sparta, Samos, 
Miletus, Sicily, Etruria, Naucratis, Aegina, and Cyrenaica. 

Beyond Crete, a comparative approach shows marked similarities between Laconian pottery in Crete and the assem-
blages of Aegina, Gravisca in Etruria, and Sicily. These sites reveal a strong demand for the shape of the krater (50% in 
Eleutherna), the existence of local imitations, and a long duration of exports and their resilience until the middle of the 5th 
century B.C., despite the marked decline of Laconian pottery exports elsewhere, except in a minority of outlets that could 
be described as “safe” markets, such as Crete, Cyrenaica, Sicily, Gravisca, and Aegina.32 These characteristics suggest the 
existence of a specific Cretan market for Laconian pottery.33 

29 Stibbe (1989).
30 Stibbe (1989) 37–43, cat. F; Erickson (2010) 57, no. 36.
31 Stibbe (1989) 33–37, cat. E.
32 Williams (1993) 595 already foresaw this pattern for pottery in Crete, thinking that “much of which may well belong to the second half of the 
century, perhaps got there as a result of the trade with Cyrene and Tocra”.
33 This paper does not include a detailed contextual analysis. Contextual data in Crete is often incomplete or remain unpublished in detail. 
Where such data is available, it reveals only secondary depositions, as at Knossos.
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Laconian Pottery and Safe Markets
Among the 111 Laconian vases discovered in the Etruscan port of Gravisca, 57 are kraters; one is a local imitation, and 
eight are transport amphorae.34 The site’s chronological arc stretches from the early 6th to the early 5th century B.C.

In Sicily, P. Pelagatti counts 53 sites that yielded Laconian pottery, 49 of which provided a total of 546 black-glazed 
kraters, including 444 from groups E and F, 46 krateriskoi, and 41 local imitations, as well as 26 transport amphorae.35 
Nafissi noticed that after the middle of the 6th century B.C. the imports of Laconian pottery into Italy tended to concentrate 
in southern Italy and Sicily while decreasing in Etruria, and to shift away from black-figured kylikes in favor of black-
glazed kraters.36 

In Cyrene, 222 pieces (MNI) are published from Demeter and Kore’s sanctuary; Tocra provided 108 artifacts.37 O. Mei 
recently provided a useful updated count for Cyrene (338 MNI) and the whole of Cyrenaica (466).38 Laconian pottery from 
Cyrenaica shows a far greater morphological variety than does that of Crete and Sicily, with a large number of forms and 
figured wares that outside of Laconia are found only in Samos, Miletus, Olympia, and Taranto.39 After cups, kraters are 
the most represented shape, with 94 examples, or 20% of the total, including only 5% in Tocra. The presence of the rarely 
exported lakainai may be seen as an indication of cultural proximity to Laconia, perhaps partly due to the colonial ties 
between Sparta and Cyrene.40 The chronology stretches from the period of 650-620 B.C., with the 6th century B.C. seeing a 
strong development that peaked in the third and fourth quarters, before ultimately fading in the 5th century B.C., with the last 
imports around 475 B.C.41 But krater imports seem to have faded from the 3rd quarter of the 6th century onward in Cyrene.42

These similar pottery assemblages provide a distribution pattern between the Peloponnese, Crete, and Cyrenaica, 
even though there are some specific features associated with the latter, such as a higher proportion of imports and the 
presence of Laconian black figured wares. In order to explain these, a link with Egypt has long been theorized, on the basis 
of the numerous Laconian and Corinthian fine wares found at Cyrene, Tocra, and Naucratis.43 The emporion of Naucratis 
provides a slightly different picture, which probably reflects the wider variety of its suppliers.44 70 sherds from 55 artifacts 
(MNI) have been counted so far, representing less than 1% of the total painted Greek pottery from the site.45 Kylikes are 
the largest group, with approximately 50 sherds belonging to 34 vases (MNI); kraters represent 16 artifacts, or 29% of the 
total. Most are black-figured, which raises the question of selection criteria during the excavations. Laconian pottery is 
attested from the early phases of the emporion, starting around 600 B.C., with a takeoff and peak between 575 and 550 B.C., 
characterized by a strong increase in black-figured kylikes, before a sharp decline during the third quarter of the century. 
A shrinking number of vessels continued to arrive until the early 5th century B.C. 

Among kraters found in Naucratis, most are from Group E. The diachronic evolution of imports of Laconian vases 
combined the typological spectrum dominated by black-figures tends to differentiate Naucratis from Crete, Aegina, and 
Sicily, Cyrenaica representing an intermediate case, with both black-figured and black-glazed wares. Naucratis does not 
seem to have imported Laconian kraters during the first half of the 5th century. One krater, though, is dated to the last 
quarter of the 5th century, and the two black-glazed kraters have been dated over a broad period and could be assigned a 
late date.46 

34 Boitani (1992); Williams (1993) 591, no. 20 for the list. 
35 Pelagatti (1992).
36 Nafissi (1989) 71–72.
37 Boardman/Hayes (1966) nos. 2109–2124, pl. 21; (1973) 81–95, nos. 932–1023, pls. 57–69; Schaus (1985) 24–28, nos. 84–124.
38 Mei (2013) 86–93. To be completed with the new material to be published from Euesperides. See Zimi et al. (2019) 27, where Laconian wares 
(including black-glazed kraters) are said to represent 3% of the total quantification of fine wares, a work still in progress.
39 Schaus (1985) 15.
40 Coudin (2009) 98–99.
41 Erickson (2010) 290. The 7th century B.C. date of several Laconian vases and other categories of artifacts is proposed by Schaus (1985) 100 due 
to the presence of Laconian settlers at the time of the colonial foundation. In other terms, they may belong to a different distribution phenome-
non.
42 Coudin (2009) 88.
43 Roebuck (1950) 136–247; Johnston et al. (2000) 211; Erickson (2005) 628–629, no. 88.
44 Bergeron (2017) 16.
45 Bergeron (2017) 2.
46 But Bergeron (2017) 4, fig. 1, no. 17 considers that the absence of other Laconian pottery dated to the first half of the 5th century B.C. “might 
suggest that the kraters should best be dated earlier to the second half of the 6th c. BC”.
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Aegina is the last refuge market and may be the missing link between the rest. The Sanctuary of Aphaia yielded 77 
vases, completed by 27 from Kolonna, for a grand total of 104 objects (MNI).47 In this total, the krater predominates, with 
no fewer than 41 examples at Aphaia (44.5%) and 8 at Kolonna (29.6%). To this number many unquantified fragments 
may also be added.48 The earliest pieces date back to the last third of the 7th century B.C., with the bulk belonging to the 6th 
century. One aspect of this group that makes it unusual is the concentration of kraters not in the first half of the 6th century 
B.C., but in the second, with some examples even belonging to the first quarter of the 5th century B.C. The taste for Laconian 
kraters is also evident in the total absence of Corinthian krater fragments, and the 17 black-figured Attic kraters that have 
been found at Aegina all date from the mid-6th century B.C. at the latest, indicating a switch to Laconian kraters.49

The Aeginetans: The Common Denominator?
This typological and chronological proximity between the aforementioned sites—even though Cyrenaica and Naucratis 
present more specific features—may indicate an involvement of the Aeginetans in distribution.50 One must be careful not 
to identify traders involved in exchanges prematurely from archaeological remains, as a dataset can be compatible with 
different kinds of social structures.51 But traders were an essential component of circulation and must be included in the 
discussion. If objects travel, it is thanks to the mobility of individuals (or groups of individuals) endowed with circulatory 
skills and a culture of mobility, which presuppose maritime, commercial, social, and legal knowledge.52

One must therefore ask how the Laconian vases got into Crete. In Kydonia, four Laconian kraters and one local imita-
tion have been discovered so far. This case is particularly interesting, since Herodotus tells us that in 519 B.C. the city was 
the theater of a confrontation between Aeginetans, allied to Cretans, against Samians installed at the site since 524 B.C.53 
As discussed below, this event can be interpreted in a new light when one considers the supposed role of the Samians in 
the distribution of Laconian products. 

The high concentration of Laconian black-figured vases on Samos had led E. A. Lane, and then P. Cartledge and 
M. Pipili, to postulate a central role of Samian merchants in the distribution of Laconian pottery until the middle 
of the 6th century B.C. and a massive drop in exports of Laconian vases that occurred in the Mediterranean.54 This 
hypothesis, though, has been partly undermined by the publication of the Laconian pottery found at the Artemision 
of Samos, which contradicts the account of an absolute break in the middle of the 6th century B.C., and even more by 
G. Schaus’ publication of the abundant Laconian pottery found at Miletus, which makes the merchants from the two 
Ionian cities at least equal candidates as intermediates of the distribution of Laconian pottery.55 

Even though the theory of Samian involvement has been reconsidered, it cannot be totally dismissed, and allows us to 
connect some dots between Laconia, Crete, Samos, and Aegina. The Lacedemonians answered the call of the Samian aris-
tocratic factions against Polycrates in 525 B.C.56 The expedition was a failure, and the rebels, forced into exile, “afterwards 
founded Kydonia in Crete.” After expeditions in Siphnos and Hydra, they settled in Kydonia around 524 B.C, where they 
“prospered for five years” before Aeginetans and Cretans overcame them in a sea battle.57 Herodotus attributes the cause 
of the conflict between Aeginetans and Samians to a hypothetical quarrel dating back to the reign of King Amphicrates of 
Samos. Rather than revenge, it seems that the exiled Samians did not sail erratically, choosing clearly identifiable reloca-

47 Furtwängler et al. (1906) 455, no. 236a, pl. 128, 32; 458, no. 268; 466, nos. 367–373, pls. 121.59–63, 129.14; 458, no. 268a, pl. 122.40; Felten (1982); 
Williams (1993); Klebinder-Gauß (2012) nos. 29–33, 95–97, 326–327, 448–451.
48 Williams (1993) 572, no. 2: “in the garden of the old museum at Aigina port there were, at least until 1990, trays full of fragments of Laconian 
kraters. It is not clear whether these are Furtwängler’s finds from Aphaia, or the discoveries of others from elsewhere on the island”.
49 Williams (1993) 589.
50 Especially with the distribution of black-figured pottery. 
51 Reed (2003) 63.
52 Clifford (1997); Tarrius (2001). For an introduction, Moatti (2012) 44.
53 Hdt. 3.44, 59.
54 Lane (1933) 179; Cartledge (1982); Pipili (2000).
55 Pipili (2001); Schaus (2020). Finally, although we cannot totally rule out the possibility of the involvement of Peloponnesian transporters – 
whatever their status – there are currently no sources confirming this hypothesis; see Delahaye (2019) 226–233.
56 Hdt. 3.44–57. Cartledge (1982) 247–248.
57 Hdt. 3.59.



336   Adrien Delahaye

tion sites: Hydra, at the tip of the Argolid and the crossing point between the Saronic and Argolic gulfs, and Kydonia, at the 
northwestern tip of Crete. 

The discovery of three funerary stelae in Kydonia that each bears an epigram in the Aeginetan alphabet and date from 
the end of the 6th to the beginning of the 5th century, may confirm the Aeginetan installation.58 The Kydonia episode reveals 
two things: first, the centrality of Kydonia as a strategic stopover to secure on trading routes; second, the existence of an 
economic rivalry in the area bounded by Aegina to the north, the east coast of the Peloponnese to the west, the Dodecanese 
to the east, and Crete to the south, in what can be called a Dorian Sea, with a branch extending towards northern Africa.59 

Moreover, like the Samian exiles in 525 B.C., some of the Aeginetans driven out of their island by the Athenians in 
431 B.C. chose to take refuge in Kydonia.60 This second settlement may underline the importance of Kydonia as a trading 
post for Aegina. Others were settled by their Spartan allies in Thyreatis, located on the borders of Laconia but also on the 
western shoreline of Peloponnese, even fighting alongside the Lacedaemonians against the Athenians during the Pelopon-
nesian War.61 

Commercial links between Aegina and Laconia have been theorized for a long time. D. Williams suggests that some 
of the numerous abbreviated names attested in the graffiti on Laconian vases discovered at the Sanctuary of Aphaia may 
be those of traders.62 Among them, he and A. Johnston identified a group of Aeginetan and Rhodian traders, accompanied 
by one potential Etruscan name, inscribed either in Laconia or in Aegina, which could connect the three points of a Laco-
nia-Aegina-Etruria traffic.63 Similarly, Johnston considers a graffito on a black-glazed Laconian amphora in the British 
Museum as the trademark of the well-attested Aeginetan trader Sostratos, and M. Torelli evokes potential family connec-
tions between the Sostratos active in Gravisca and another of the same name in Naucratis.64 Lastly, besides Aphaia in 
Aegina, D. Williams noted that inscribed dedications on Laconian black-glazed kraters can be found at Amyklai, Kamiros, 
Aphytis, Tocra, Gela, and Gravisca. 

In Naucratis, Aegina appears as one of the most active poleis in the management of the emporion and is the only one 
not located in eastern Greece.65 While nine poleis from Asia Minor collectively founded the sanctuary of the Hellenion, 
Aegina, Miletus, and Samos built a sanctuary of their own.66 Unsurprisingly, all the major protagonists of Aegean trade are 
to be found in Naucratis, including the three main candidates for a central role in the distribution of Laconian pottery: 
Samos, Miletus, and Aegina. The foundation of its own sanctuary by each of these three poleis on territory granted by a 
foreign power is not insignificant: commercial travel does not require the foundation of a sanctuary at every stopover.67 
The foundation reveals both the significant investment of these trade and civic communities in the emporion of Naucratis 
and the privileged state-to-state links between these poleis and Egypt.68 It is of interest that the Aeginetan presence in 
Naucratis seems, once again, to be entangled in a thread of relations with Rhodes.69 A Rhodian decree relating to Naucra-
tis mentions a potential Aeginetan proxenos resident in Naucratis.70 This interweaving of Aeginetan and Rhodian trading 
networks, together with the wide variety of pottery found on site, leads to a comparison between Naucratis and Gravisca, 
the Etruscan emporion founded at the same time, between the end of the 7th and the beginning of the 6th centuries B.C.

58 Guarducci (1939) 120–123; Jeffery (1990) 112, 314.
59 Stefanakis (1999) 254–255; Williams (1993) 595; Erickson (2005) 634–635, no. 117. While the open sea can to some extent be considered a 
lawless zone, this is not the case for ports. Ports are control points that can close off a navigation zone to certain players. This is the model that 
seems to apply to Kydonia. See Arnaud (2011) 64–65. 
60 Thuc. 2.27.2.
61 Thuc. 4.56; 57.1–4.
62 Williams (1993) 593
63 Williams (1993) 576, fig. 17, B11, 591.
64 Johnston (2013) 110, no. 30; Torelli (1982) 318; contra Möller (2000) 56–57. 
65 On emporia, see most recently Demetriou (2012), especially 64–152 on Gravisca and Naucratis.
66 Hdt. 2.178–182.3. 
67 Bresson (2000) 48, no. 138.
68 Another reason, which does not exclude the first, could be their exclusion at the founding of Hellenion and the granting of compensatory 
privileges by Amasis. Bresson (2000) 18–24, 41, 49.
69 Whose central role in the management of the Hellenion has been demonstrated by Bresson (2000) 14–63.
70 IG XII.1. Austin (1970) 26, 29, 31, no. 3; Figueira (1988) 543–551. Contra Bresson (2000) 31–34, 67, no. 16 (with bibliography) who considers that 
the restitution Αἰγ[ινάταν] is incorrect and should read Αἰγ[ύπτιος].
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B. Erickson corroborates this hypothesis of a “direct commercial link between the Peloponnese and Crete” partly con-
trolled by Aeginetans, by means of the presence in Crete of some Argive vases, a product very rarely exported.71 He also 
convincingly interprets as an Aeginetan trading feature the influx of Attic pottery from the mid-6th century B.C. onward 
in sites where Laconian wares were also discovered; this assertion seems to be confirmed by the disappearance of Attic 
wares from the island during the second half of the 5th century B.C., when Athens definitively ended the maritime power 
of Aegina.72

The diffusion of Laconian pottery, the graffiti found on it, comparison with the diffusion of other pottery, and the lit-
erary and epigraphic evidence all seem to draw pattern indicating the centrality of Aegina to the distribution of Laconian 
pottery between the mid-6th and the mid-5th centuries B.C. This makes sense, given Aegina’s intense commercial activity, 
its role as a central clearing point, its capacity to operate both at a regional and at a long-distance scale, and its privileged 
links with the Peloponnese.73

Aeginetan Proxies
The wide diffusion of Aeginetan cooking pottery during the Archaic and Classical periods also seems to draw a pattern 
corresponding partly to this general picture (Fig. 4), with a presence archaeologically attested in Cyrenaica, Crete, Kythera, 
Attica, Corinth, Eretria, the Black Sea, the Liparian islands, and Incoronata in southern Italy.74 This high-quality cooking 
ware was produced in Aegina but appears to have been exported, probably along with other goods, making it an import-
ant indicator of the Aeginetan exchange system.75

The circulation of Aeginetan pottery to seek Aeginetan networks can also be crossed with the circulation and use of 
the Aeginetan coins. The ancient sources refer to the famous coin depicting a turtle as the Peloponnesian coin.76 In addi-
tion to hoards, both coins from excavations and local mints using the Aeginetan standard in the Peloponnese and Crete 
provide a fuller picture of the Aeginetan sphere of influence. The Aeginetan monetary and weight systems were widely 
used during the Archaic and Classical eras in the whole of the Peloponnese (except Corinth), Crete, Central Greece, a large 
part of the Cyclades, and a few cities in Asia Minor.77 

Immediately south of Kommos, a treasure of 70 Aeginetan staters was discovered in Matala.78 Buried around the 
end of the 6th century B.C., its earliest coin is dated around 530 B.C. More than evidence of the payment of Cretan mer-
cenaries, M. Stefanakis and B. Ericksson suggest that it may indicate the Aeginetans’ commercial activities in Crete.79 
Combined with the Laconian amphorae found in Kommos, it could emphasize that the area may have acted as a trading 
station linked to Cyrenaica. Local minting of pseudo-Aeginetan staters is attested in central and western Crete, notably 
in Kydonia after the victory against the Samians.80 At the beginning of the Hellenistic period, while the Aeginetan 
standard remained in use, the monetary types were influenced by Peloponnesian coins, which were widely circulated 
throughout Crete. Finally, M. Stefanakis has shown that Cyrenaic coinage circulated in Crete in large quantities during 
the 4th and the early 3rd centuries B.C.81 Like pottery, coins seem to tell the same story of enduring exchanges between 
Crete, the Peloponnese, and Cyrenaica from the Archaic to the Hellenistic period, at least, with the involvement of 
Aeginetan traders. The centrality of the latter is revealed by a basic network analysis (Tab. 2) whose purpose was to 
compare the available data presented above in order to visualize the continued presence of Aeginetans in the distri-

71 Erickson (2005) 631–632, no. 98 (Argive imports).
72 Erickson (2005) 635, no. 121–122, 137 (Attic imports), (2010) 63, 64, 274, 292, no. 115. Such a pattern (of an increase of Attic imports) is also 
proposed by Johnston (1979) 53. 
73 Jennings (1988) 140–145, 151–155; Klebinder-Gauß (2015) 76. 
74 Gauß/Kiriatzi (2011); Klebinder-Gauß (2012) 197–198; Gauß et al. (2015) 65–74. See also Klebinder-Gauß in this volume.
75 Klebinder-Gauß (2012) 74.
76 Poll. Onom. 9, 74; Hsch. s.v. “χελώνη”.
77 Doyen/Apostolou (2018).
78 IGCH 1. 70 Aeginetic staters and 1 obol and 1 stater from Thera. Stefanakis (1999) 250–251.
79 Stefanakis (1999) 251; Erickson (2010) 278, no. 27.
80 Stefanakis (2019) 250–251. 
81 Stefanakis (2013).
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bution system for Laconian pottery beginning in the second half of the 6th century B.C. It represents Aeginetan trading 
activities within the network distribution of Laconian pottery. The main regional markets for Laconian pottery where 
Aeginetan presence is attested constitute the nodes. Among regional markets, Cretan sites are represented individually 
by nodes, for the purpose of this article. The edges represent the indications of attested Aeginetan trading activities 
(coinage, cooking pottery, literary sources, graffiti) within this network of nodes. It contains 21 nodes and 30 links, all 
of them connected to Aegina which is the targeted source.82

Kythera as a Stepping Stone
The existence of a north-south maritime axis and its ramifications are attested on several occasions in ancient sources. 
When describing the Athenian maritime expeditions to the Laconian coast during the Peloponnesian War, Thucydides 
mentions the island of Kythera and its links with North Africa and Crete.83 Kythera appears as a stepping stone (Fig. 5) 
between Laconia, Egypt, and Libya, also looking towards Crete and Sicily.84 The term ὁλκάδες means “merchant ships 
shipping grain”, indicating perhaps the circulation of perishable goods, aboard which pottery could have been included 

82 This network analysis was realized with https://vistorian.net and analyzed with https://networknarratives.github.io (both last access 
02.07.2024).
83 Thuc. 6.44. See also Erickson (2005) 630.
84 Broodbank (1999) 191.

Fig. 4: Preliminary visualizations of Aeginetan trading activities within the network distribution of Laconian pottery. (a) Map visualization,  
(b) Node-link visualization. Realized with The Vistorian (https://vistorian.net [last access 02.07.2024]). © Adrien Delahaye.

https://vistorian.net
https://networknarratives.github.io
https://vistorian.net


27 Regional Markets and Distribution Patterns of Laconian Pottery in Crete and Beyond    339

as a secondary cargo.85 The Egyptian War of 459-454 B.C. can be seen as an attempt to gain control of this regional market 
of the Aeginetans; the Athenian expedition assisted by the Milesians in 424 B.C. against Kythera may also have been partly 
motivated by commercial considerations.86 

Even though Laconian pottery from Kythera remains largely unpublished, the excavations carried out by J. N. Cold-
stream and G. L. Huxley at Kastri have nevertheless yielded 30 Laconian fragments (MNI) dated from the late-5th century 
B.C., found in a rubbish dump.87 While this assemblage is later than the Cretan contexts and consists mainly of domestic 
wares, it nevertheless includes imported fine wares from Laconia (including one krater), Attica, and Corinth (mainly 
drinking vessels), as well as transport amphorae from eastern Greece. The material was reviewed by Johnston, who men-
tions 46 new Laconian fine-ware artifacts (MNI, 1 krater) and extends the chronological range of the deposits from the 
early 5th century B.C. (including the krater) to the 4th century B.C.88 Cretan imports are also attested, which can be com-
pared to the few Cretan and Theran artifacts found in Cyrene and Tocra.89 The scarcity of earlier sherds, going back to the 
7th or 8th century B.C., as well as the unpublished data from the survey “reinforce the view that presence on the site was 
sporadic and thin, or both.”90 

The largely unpublished material from Paliokastro includes a fragment of a Geometric Laconian skyphos, several 
burial offerings, among them a subgeometric lakaina, and a Laconian aryballos along with some Corinthian wares.91 
Neither the typology nor the chronology of these objects offers any point of comparison with the Cretan case. This scarce 
evidence seems to indicate that Kythera was at best a stopover, but certainly not an outlet, for Laconian pottery during the 
6th century B.C.

85 Roebuck (1950) 136–247 linked these circulations to the grain trade from Egypt. Also, Johnston et al. (2000) 211. Reed (2003) 69 questions the 
mechanical association often assumed in scholarship between pottery and grain circulations. Contra Erickson (2005) 628–629, no. 88 reminds us 
that “grain is the most likely candidate” as main cargo, by a process of elimination, and because of the written evidence (Hdt. 4.198–199; 2.154).
86 Egypt: Thuc. 1.104.2; 109.1–4; 110.1–4; Diod. 11.74.4–75.3; 77.1–2. Kythera: Thuc. 4.53.3–4; cf. Erickson (2010) 296.
87 Coldstream/Huxley (1972) 161–163, pl. 45, nos. 29–54 (Deposit σ); 202–203, pl. 58, nos. 318–321 (unstratified). The domestic common wares, 
not concerned by overseas exports, are not included here.
88 Johnston et al. (2014) 5–19 identifies one Cretan import, from another deposit (ω). Potentially Coldstream/Huxley (1972) 267–268, 270, nos. Q5, 
Q9, R2, pls. 86–88, according to Erickson (2010) 102, no. 76.
89 Boardman/Hayes (1966) 4–5, 10–14, 79–85, (1973) 39–41. The earliest objects date back to the 7th century B.C.
90 Johnston et al. (2014) 18–19. Coudin (2009) 240, map 1 mentions 17 Laconian vases dated of the end of the 7th century B.C., without further 
details. 
91 Petrocheilos (2016) 267, fig. 26; Fragou/Kroustalis (2016) 120, fig. 13b-c.

Tab. 2: North-South and East-West maritime routes between Peloponnese, Crete, Cyrenaica and Asia. After Arnaud (2005) 183–188, 217.

N° Arnaud Route Distance Source

North-South maritime routes between Peloponnese, Crete and Cyrenaica

54 Peloponnesian capes – Berenice (Euesperides) / Str. 17.3.20

55 Cape Taenaros (Matapan) – Cape Phycus (Ras-Hamama) 2800 stadia Str. 17.3.20; Plin. HN 5.32

56 Crete – Cape Phycus (Ras-Hamama) 1000 stadia (1 day and 1 night) Plin. HN 4.60; 5.32

57 Apollonia – Kriou Metopon Cape 2000 stadia (2 days and 2 
nights against the wind)

Eratosth.; Str. 10.4.5, 17.3.21

58 Cape Chersonesus (Ras-et-Tyn) in Cyrenaica – Kyklos island (Gavdos) 1500 stadia (with a south wind) Str. 17.3.22

59 Petra Megale – Cape Chersonesos in Crete 3000 stadia Str. 17.3.22

60 Cape Kimaros (Vouchas) – Cape Taenaros 700 stadia (1 day) Str. 10.4.5;  Ps. Skyl. 47

61 Cape Cadistos (Cape Zephyrium / Chersonisos) – Cape Malea 650 stadia Plin. HN 4.60

East-West maritime routes between Peloponnese, Crete and Asia

102a Cape Malea – Rhodes via Crete 1000 stadia (1 day and 1 night) Ps. Skyl. 113
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Memory of Networks and Long-Term Navigation Routes 
During the Bronze Age, Crete already appears to have had a pivotal role on a similar navigation route between the south 
of the Peloponnese (via Kythera and Antikythera) and North Africa (Fig. 5; Tab. 2). Analysis of regional interrelation net-
works carried out by Cyprian Broodbank and Carl Knappett in the Aegean has demonstrated both the centrality of Crete 
and the role of intermediary played by Kythera between Crete and the Peloponnese.92 The Minoan settlement of Kastri 
in Kythera during the Early Bronze Age II can be interpreted as the materialization of the opening of this route between 
Crete and the Peloponnese, evident from the modeling of maritime interactions in the Aegean Bronze Age.93 In Crete, 
linkage between the Minoan port of Kommos, at the outlet of the Messara Plain, and North Africa has been demonstrated 
by L. Watrous, and the pottery evidence reveals other Cretan areas: the Peloponnese, Kythera, the Cyclades, Boiotia-Attica, 
Cyprus, Egypt, the Levant, western Anatolia, and Sardinia.94 

This raises the question of the memory of networks and routes, and of geographical parameters that would lead to 
a route being used over the long term, according to a Braudelian approach to the study of the Mediterranean Sea, whose 
value can still be relevant today, even since the advent of the concept of connectivity.95 A sea route exists first and fore-
most because it provides favorable navigation conditions. To understand the central role of Crete, it is indeed necessary to 

92 Broodbank (2000) using Proximal Point Analysis (PPA) whose results are then compared with the archaeological data. Knappett (2011), Knap-
pett/Evans/Rivers (2008) tried to optimize the modelling by balancing the proximity criterion with geographical distances and the cost.
93 Knappett/Evans/Rivers (2008) 1015–1017, figs. 3–5.
94 Watrous (1992) 176–177, 180; Tomlinson et al. (2010);  Day et al. (2011); Rutter (2017); Gheorghiade/Spencer (2024) 37–38. 
95 Braudel (1949); Horden/Purcell (2000).

Fig. 5: Synthetic map of the distribution patterns of Laconian pottery in Crete, the Aegean and the Mediterranean. © Adrien Delahaye.
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understand maritime navigation in its practical aspects, by including parameters such as winds, currents, reefs, visibility, 
seasonality, and sailing technology, factors that have a major impact on mobility.96 Using the testimonies of ancient geogra-
phers, Pascal Arnaud highlighted the existence of a route between Cape Malea, Crete, and Cyrenaica characterized by the 
regularity of the winds, which allow exceptionally fast north-south connections during the winter (Fig. 5).97 

Stopping in one or several Cretan harbors seems therefore inevitable, at least on the northern shoreline, especially on 
return journeys against the wind (i.e., westward), when coastal sailing was surely necessary.98 The south coast is indeed 
exposed to the south winds during winter, which create difficult sea conditions.99 This would explain the lack of attested 
stopovers, except for Kommos at the gateway to the Messara Plain, and the southwestern site of Tarra, which can be con-
nected to the route between the Peloponnese and Crete. On the opposite side, the north coast possesses many sites with 
anchorages easily accessible by coastal sailing and benefits from the decelerating effect of the Cretan mountains on the 
northern winds.100 These anchorages may have been used as redistribution points for the Cretan domestic market, as 
well as shifting points from one sailing basin to another. Crete lies at a pivotal point on the east-west axis connecting Asia 
Minor to the western Mediterranean, through a connection between Rhodes and Cape Malea.101 While the route between 
Messina and Alexandria seems to have been directly accessible to Egypt with a favorable northwest wind,102 stopovers in 
either direction at Cape Malea, Kythera, Antikythera, Crete, Kasos, Karpathos, and Rhodes are well documented.103 The 
Dorian arc, which stretches from the southern Peloponnese through Crete to the Dodecanese, could have acted as a hinge 
between north-south and east-west Mediterranean axes (Fig. 5).

But natural conditions are not enough to characterize a navigation route: it needs to be used by sailors. Maritime nav-
igation was based on empirical knowledge of the space and conditions mentioned above, acquired through repeated jour-
neys and oral transmission within groups over several generations.104 Of course, the memory of a route can be lost. But 
since the intrinsic conditions of navigation in the Mediterranean have changed little over time, by learning the route, the 
possibility of maritime navigation rests primarily on the empirical knowledge of the aforementioned conditions shared 
by sailors. A hybrid navigation system favoring coastal sailing (cabotage) and tramping, potentially entangled with some 
direct sailing routes, allowed the possibility of picking up some complementary cargo during stopovers along the main 
route (Fig. 5).105 

In this system, the choice of the route and the stopovers were under the supervision of the pilot and may have varied 
according to the season or trade patterns and geopolitics. The opportunity costs varied according to this shared knowledge 
that established the price of the pilot and the central role of the carriers.106 Hence the influence that Cretan sailors may 
have exerted on navigation between the Peloponnese and Crete because of their empirical knowledge of winds, surface 
currents, and gusts from inland mountains. For instance, the famous story reported by Herodotus about the colonization 
of Cyrene by the Therans highlights how the latter “sent messengers to Crete to seek out any Cretan or sojourner there 

96 See Alberti (2018) and, most recently, Gheorghiade/Spencer (2024) on modeling seasonal average wind regimes and their consequences for 
mobility from and to Kommos during LBA; specific coastal conditions are not modelled there. On the strategic location of Crete, its harbour net-
works (during Late Antiquity), and local environmental conditions and topographical features, see Roussos (2021) 331–334, 336, no. 8, figs. 5–7.
97 Arnaud (2005) 183–188.
98 Forsyth (2022); Gheorghiade/Spencer (2024) 43.
99 Roussos (2021) 332.
100 The wind flow is deflected around the island towards its edges. Roussos (2021) 332–333, nos. 8, 10.
101 This route is described by Ps.-Skylax, 113. Bouras (2016) 203, figs. 1, 216, 218. 
102 Plin. HN 19.3.4.
103 Arnaud (2005) 217.
104 Arnaud (2012) 118, who notes that to annihilate a maritime power, all that’s needed is to erase its memory of the roads by killing its pilots, as 
Aemilius Paullus did after his victory over the ligurian tribe of the Ingauni from Albingaunum in 184–181 A.D.
105 As theorized by Tchernia (2007) for the Roman Era. Trapero Fernández/Aragón (2022) defines define this mobility as “maritime transhu-
mance”.
106 Arnaud (2012) 61–62 with references, 118. The term pilot does not refer here to the modern sense of maritime pilot (person external to the 
crew who takes over the ship in difficult waters to carry out approach manoeuvres in the port of call), but in the ancient terms of κυϐερνήτης 
(Il. 19.43; Od. 3.279; 9.78; Aesch. Suppl. 770; Eur. Suppl. 880; Pl. Phdr. 247c) or ἀρχικυϐερνήτης (Str. 698; Plut. Alex. 66) which can be translated by 
‘chief pilot’ or ‘helmsman’ and designate the member of the crew responsible for navigation and manoeuvres, who is not necessarily the captain 
(even though the ships of the Classical and Archaic era being quite small in general and operated with a limited crew, possibilities of qualified 
personnel were limited). I thank here Yannis Nakas for his valuable suggestions.
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who had traveled to Libya.”107 They finally hired a murex fisher from Itanos named Corobios, who had already traveled 
to Cyrenaica.108 

We also need to consider whether this navigation route, already known in Minoan times, continued to be used during 
the Archaic and Classical periods, and even the Hellenistic times, as the available evidence suggests. Cretan exports such 
as “Plakettenvasen”, produced in western Crete, were indeed found in the Peloponnese (Geraki and Argos), Melos, Rhodes, 
Cyrenaica, Carthage, Naucratis, Alexandria, Illyria, and southern Italy.109 The distribution of these later productions 
confirms that western Crete was part of a long-term trade route connecting Cyrenaica to the Peloponnese and beyond, 
towards the west and Egypt (Fig. 5). 

Conclusions
This chapter offers a glimpse of broad patterns of the distribution networks of Laconian pottery in the Aegean and beyond. 
The Cretan case contributes to our understanding of these by providing a much more complex image of the distribution 
system than the hypothesis of an east-west route controlled by Samian merchants. The artifacts appear to be integrated 
into larger-scale circulations generated by a variety of actors, and partly structured into networks, which may be articu-
lated and interwoven at different scales; this greatly complicates the overall picture we have of these circulations.

Within this emerging picture, Crete appears as one of the missing links between Laconia, Aegina, and, beyond them, 
northern Africa and Magna Graecia. It underlines how Aeginetans’ trading activities played a major role in the distribu-
tion of Laconian pottery and the structuration of Mediterranean exchanges. The exact role of Cretan harbors and the inter-
connections between them has yet to be characterized more precisely. It is, for example, to be hoped that the excavations 
at Phalasarna will provide new insights into the role of this eastern port. 

The Cretan case demonstrates that Laconian vases, even if they represented only a marginal element in two respects 
(Aegean and Mediterranean trade in general and pottery circulation in particular), can be used as an exploitable proxy to 
explore the wider exchange systems that underpin them.110 But proxies of what? In our case, Laconian pottery can be used 
to highlight wider circulations of artifacts and of people (the Aeginetan traders). Pottery is what remains from them, like 
exchanges’ dust.111 These artifacts have no agency of their own, but they are what remains from ancient exchanges and 
can therefore be considered key proxies from which we can improve our understanding of networks that include human 
agents.112 It is generally accepted that commodities in which the Aeginetans traded or acted as middlemen were probably, 
for the most part, perishable goods such as grain, ore, and eventually slaves,113 along with which a variety of artifacts were 
carried as secondary cargo, hence the expression Αἰγιναία ἐμπολή.114 

By integrating these agents and their motivations into the equation, a network can be seen as a “continual process 
of formation,”115 which enables us to give them a diachronic dimension. Several reconfigurations of the distribution pat-
terns of Laconian pottery are indeed noticeable during the period considered here and tend to make Crete in turn a 
commercial stopover, a secondary market, or a refuge market. It underlines, then, the heuristic interest of microregions 
and regional markets, which can be entangled with each other and embedded into systems of exchange polarized around 
more important actors and flows. In particular, this case study allows us to reintegrate Crete and Laconia into the concert 
of Archaic and Classical exchanges in a cartography of exchanges that partially overlaps with that of I. Malkin’s Spartan 
Mediterranean. 

107 Hdt. 4.151. 
108 As an interesting fact, Corobios while left alone on the island of Platea and starving while the Thereans had temporarily sailed back home, 
was rescued by a Samian ship on his way to Egypt.
109 Massar (2022) 504–506.
110 Gras (2012) 13.
111 On this question: Bresson (2000) 71–72. 
112 Foxhall (2021) 4–6.
113 Aegina is described as a “central clearing point” by Jennings (1988) 54, 221.
114 Which can be translated as Aeginetan commodity, but frequently meaning “junk”. Klebinder-Gauß (2015) 76, with the relevant bibliography.
115 Foxhall (2021) 5.



27 Regional Markets and Distribution Patterns of Laconian Pottery in Crete and Beyond    343

If Phoenician east-west trade routes until the early 6th century B.C. and the network constituted by the Ionian poleis 
from the end of the 7th to the middle of the 6th century B.C. seem to have been predominant parts of the Mediterranean 
exchanges,116 the Aeginetans seem to have played an increasing role afterwards, until the middle of the 5th century B.C. 
They successfully established themselves as trading middlemen between Attica, the Argolic Gulf, and the eastern Pelopon-
nese at a regional scale, and between the Aegean, northern Africa, the Black Sea, and the western Mediterranean at an 
interregional scale.117

We cannot suggest a simple and complete replacement of the Ionians by the Aeginetans as main traders of Laconian 
pottery, since the Samians in Crete and the long-lasting presence of Chian wares at Naucratis seem to indicate a form of 
resilience in the Ionians’ activities.118 Based on the Cretan case, however, and its contextualization within the Laconian 
pottery assemblages of Sicily, Cyrenaica, and Aegina, it is possible to suggest that the sharp decline in exports of Laconian 
pottery, the abandonment of black-figured wares, and the loss of several overseas markets around the middle of the 6th 
century B.C. were followed by an adaptation in which Aeginetan traders may have played a central role.119 
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