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Introduction

In January 2019, the colloquium entitled ‘The Medieval Countryside: An Archaeological Perspective’ 
was held in San Diego, gathering among some of the most prominent scholars working on the 
Medieval rural landscape across the Aegean and Anatolia.1 Recent projects of field-surveys 
and landscape archaeology focusing on these regions, in fact, have played a fundamental role 
in improving the understanding of rural settlement patterns and forms of habitation and land 
use during the Middle Ages.2 Discussion, moreover, has touched upon some academic flaws and 
obstacles to interdisciplinary approaches, especially emphasising the persisting marginal impact 
of these survey projects, and their rich datasets of material evidence, in existing historiographical 
narratives and sociocultural reconstructions of the Medieval countryside in these regions.3 

Emerging from that colloquium, and having Crete and the settlements of Knossos and Heraklion 
as main case-studies, the aim of this paper is threefold. First, in the wake of a notable lack of 
archaeological research into Crete during the Byzantine-Islamic transition (see below), it aims at 
expanding on the current knowledge and understanding of Knossos and Heraklion between the late 
7th and mid-10th century. To do so, I have reassessed the corpus of structural remains and material 
culture already available in secondary literature, complementing it with new architectural analyses 
of these monuments, and archive-based restudy of related ceramic evidence. The record of evidence 
thus collected has been contextualised within the wider archaeological framework of the Medieval 
Mediterranean world, to which Crete belonged. Secondly, by weaving together their historical 
developments, this paper aims at drawing a new diachronic narrative of shifting settlement patterns 
and modes of habitation between these two sites. In particular, it will be argued that the progressive 
socioeconomic decline and ruralisation of Knossos after the 7th century were directly proportioned 
to the concomitant growth and urbanisation of Heraklion, which eventually –and irreversibly –
became the new capital of Crete in the period of the Islamic Emirate (820s-961). These two sites, 
however, remained indissolubly linked to each other, with Knossos becoming part of the productive 
hinterland of the new Islamic capital. Finally, I will conclude by placing these two case-studies within 

1	  2019 Annual Meeting of the Archaeological Institute of America. The colloquium was organised, on behalf of the Medieval and Post-
Medieval Archaeology Interest Group, by Prof. E. Athanassopoulos, whom I deeply thank, with Prof. J. Bintliff, for inviting me to partake 
in the present volume of JGA. This paper emerges from my PhD in Archaeology (2016-2020) at the University of Edinburgh, titled ‘Sicily 
and Crete between Byzantium and the Dar al-Islam (late 7th – mid-10th century)’. Essentially, it presents a snapshot of a case-study into 
Cretan settlement patterns of the Byzantine-Islamic transition, drawing from Chapter 4 (‘Material Culture’) and Chapter 5 (‘Settlement 
Patterns’). I wish to express my gratitude to Z. Aletras and M. Riso for reading and commenting on earlier drafts of this paper. I take full 
responsibility for any mistake that may remain. 
2	  Besides the other papers contained in the thematic section of this volume, see for example: Bintliff 2008; Athanassopoulos 2010; 
Turner, Crow 2010; Crow, Turner, Vionis, 2011; and De Cupere et al. 2017. 
3	  For a notable exception, see Haldon et al. 2014.
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their geographical and historical contexts, outlining obstacles and perspectives for a future agenda 
of landscape archaeology targeting the agricultural hinterland of Heraklion and the surrounding 
network of rural settlements. The overall goal is to advance the present scholarly engagement and 
interdisciplinary approaches towards the Cretan countryside, especially with regard to the crucial 
but less studied period of transition between Byzantine and Islamic rule. 

Geographical context, historical background, and archaeological research: a 
framework

Before proceeding further, it is necessary to offer a quick introductory framework of the geographical 
context, historical backgrounds, and recent archaeological research conducted at both case-studies of 
this paper. Heraklion and Knossos are located in central-northern Crete; the former is a coastal site, 
the latter lies inland to the south-east from Heraklion, about six kilometers from the modern coastline. 
Topographically, these two sites occupy a central position in the natural system of coastal plains and 
agricultural basins of the Heraklion Plain and Western Pediados, which are characterised by water-rich 
soils and highly fertile hilly terrains. Herein, a network of archaeological sites can be found, spanning 
from prehistory to the Middle Ages, some of the most remarkable of which are (clockwise): Episkopi 
Pediados, Archanes, Vathipetro, Temenos, Phoinikia, Dafnes, and Tylissos (Figure 1).

Historically, the area under scrutiny was the cradle of the Minoan Palatial civilisation, when 
Knossos was the largest and wealthiest settlement on Crete, and one of the major urban centres 
of the Bronze Age Mediterranean world. Recent field surveys conducted within the framework of 
the Knossos Urban Landscape Project (KULP), suggest that at its zenith, during the Neopalatial 
period(Late Minoan I, ca. 1600 BC), the settlement of Knossos extended over as much as 130 ha, 

Figure 1. Map of the Heraklion Plain and Western Pediados with the principal archaeological sites mentioned 
in the text (map by the author).

Knossos and Heraklion in the 
Byzantine-Islamic transition
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with an estimated population of 25.000-28.000.4 Regarding Heraklion, there is enough evidence to 
conclude that throughout the Minoan period a harbor-town named Poros existed to the east of the 
modern city, functioning as the sea-port of Knossos.5 Needless to say, the richness of the Minoan 
civilisation has attracted a great deal of uninterrupted archaeological research since the pioneering 
work led by Evans at Knossos, resulting in an exceptionally extensive and comprehensive body of 
secondary literature.6 Following a period of settlement contraction experienced during the Iron 
Age, Knossos recorded a new urban zenith during the Late Classical or Early Hellenistic period, 
when, reaching a size of ca. 120 ha, it was one of the most important poleis on Crete.7 At this stage, 
the harbor town of Poros moved westward, in correspondence to the modern site of Heraklion, 
marking the beginning of the history of this settlement in the location that we know today.8 

Moving on to a historical period closer to the chronological scope of this paper, recent archaeological 
research at Knossos has been very productive also concerning the Roman Imperial age (ca. 1st-
3rd century AD), which started when this site became the first colonia of the island in 31-27 BC.9 
Although preserving a significant size, during these centuries the urban scale of Knossos decreased 
in size, contracting to ca. 70 ha around the late 3rd century AD. Moreover, the settlement began 
to gradually move northwards from the Minoan Palace, to the locality of the Venizeleio Hospital 
and the Medical Faculty, to the south of the modern outskirts of Heraklion. For this latter site, 
archaeological evidence from urban excavations near the Archaeological Museum, unearthing 
residential buildings with splendid mosaic floors, profuse ceramics, and 36 coins spanning 283-457 
AD, testify that this settlement nearer Heraklion prospered during the later Roman Imperial age 
and throughout the 4th-5th century.10 

While Hood and Smyth once believed that the whole site of Knossos had been abandoned by the 
4th century, there is now conclusive archaeological evidence to demonstrate that the settlement 
endured throughout Late Antiquity and the early Byzantine period (ca. 4th-7th century), a time of 
general socioeconomic prosperity for the whole island.11 During these centuries Knossos received 
a new monumental and institutional role, with the construction and restoration of religious and 
secular buildings, urban infrastructures, residential villas, necropolis, elite-burials, and, in the 5th 
century, of extensive graveyards and at least two Christian basilicas at the sites of the modern 
Medical Faculty and Sanatorium (Figure 2).12 Concerning its urban fabric, however, throughout 
these centuries the settlement further reduced in size to about 40 ha, and continued to move 
northwards, nucleating around the two Christian basilicas mentioned above, in what we have 
come to call the ‘northern neighborhood’.

The central centuries of the early Middle Ages (8th-10th century) still represent a terra incognita 
for historical and archeological research on Crete, although, it should be noted, the 8th century 
has attracted increasingly scholarly attention over the last few decades.13 Until recently, the site of 
Knossos, as many others on Crete, was assumed to have been utterly abandoned by the 8th century. 
This new archaeological attention on the 8th century, however, has produced a less pessimistic 

4	  Whitelaw 2018 and 2019. Whitelaw, Bredaki, Vasilakis, 2019, especially Cutler, Whitelaw 2019. 
5	  Wilson, Day, Dimopoulou 2004; Cutler, Whitelaw 2019.
6	  This is not the place, and I am not an expert, to venture into bibliographical surveys on this topic. For some recent scholarly and most 
interesting insights into Minoan Crete and Palatial Knossos see footnote no. 4. 
7	  Trainor 2019.
8	  Karetsou 2008.
9	  Fortunately, bibliography is extensive. See: Paton 1994, 1998, 2004; Sweetman, Grigoropoulos 2010; Rousaki, Brokalakis, et al. 2019; 
Trainor 2019.
10	  Markoulaki 2008a; Penna 2008; Poulou 2008; Andrianakis 2013.
11	  Hood, Smyth 1981, 26. Cf. Tsigonaki 2007; Poulou 2011; Tsougarakis 2011; Zanini 2013; and Yangaki 2016.  
12	  Hayes 2001; Sweetman 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2005; Sweetman, Grigoropoulos 2010; Trainor 2019. Let us remember that the first 
appearance of a Bishop of Knossos dates as far back as the second half of the 2nd century.
13	  According to the narrow chronological scope of this paper, I will not be able to offer a comprehensive literature review of the 
archaeological work conducted on post-7th century Crete, for which investigations at Gortyn, Eleutherna, Pseira, and Priniatikos Pyrgos 
have been fundamental. See respectively: Di Vita 2010 and Baldini et al. 2013; Tsigonaki 2007, Poulou 2011; Klontza-Jaklovaa 2015.  See 
also Tsigonaki, Sarris 2016, Tsigonaki 2019, and footnote no. 11.
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picture of economic deterioration and sociocultural regression for both the island, and with 
specific regard to the site of Knossos. Nonetheless, as we shall see, the current knowledge of the 
forms of habitation at this site remains rather patchy for this period. Regarding the period of the 
Islamic Emirate, archaeological research into the 9th-10th century is still in its infancy on Crete, 
an issue that has been extensively discussed in a recent article of mine.14 Focusing specifically on 
these problematic centuries, this paper aims at complementing and expanding on the present 
picture, producing additional archaeological evidence to argue that the undeniable – although 
less drastic – downsizing and ruralisation of post-7th century Knossos corresponded to the steady 
urban growth of Heraklion, marking the beginning of the most fortunate period in the urban 
history of this city.

Byzantine Knossos and Heraklion in the late-7th – early 9th century

According to current archaeological and historical understanding, on Crete the period between 
the late 7th and early 9th century can be divided into two segments. The first, dating between the 
late 7th and mid-8th century, is increasingly seen as an age of relative stability, for which present 
archaeological research is at a good stage of development. The other period, covering the second 
half of the 8th to the early 9th century, is more problematic, and patchily known archaeologically, 
especially with regard to Knossos, for which material evidence is scant and mostly contradictory. 
But let us proceed in order.

Although downsized to ca. 40 ha and incomparable with the urban standards of its recent past, as late 
as the late 7th – early 8th century Knossos was still one of the most important centres on Crete, and 
probably the hegemonic unit within the micro-regional network of surrounding settlements. For 

14	  Randazzo 2019. By contrast, historiographical research into the Islamic Emirate of Crete is well established, for which the seminal 
work of Christides 1984 still represents a cornerstone. More recently see the Graeco-Arabica volumes XI and XII, respectively Chatzaki 
2011 and Christides 2018.

Figure 2. Plan of Knossos with the 
principal sites mentioned in the text 
(plan by the author). 
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this period, the specific forms of habitation at this site are still uncertain, yet it is clear that a large 
segment of the settlement moved to the ‘northern neighborhood’, nucleating around the Christian 
basilicas discovered at the Sanatorium (KSB henceforth) and Medical Faculty (KMF henceforth).15 
This latter building might have ceased to have its religious role by the late 7th century, but the 
record of (domestic) pottery from this site published by Hayes extends up to the mid-8th century. 
Featuring productions such as Tunisian RSW 109, Cypriot RSW 9, Constantinopolitan GWW I, and 
Aegean globular amphorae, these ceramics not only bear testament to the continuous occupation 
of this site, but also to the endurance of well-established economic partnerships and sociocultural 
links with core territories of the Byzantine Empire.16 Sigillographic evidence is also revealing. In 
particular, the lead seal of Andrew of Crete, archbishop of Gortyn (d. 740), has been recovered in 
the ruins of the old core of the Minoan and Greco-Roman city.17 On the one hand, this evidence 
might suggest that the central heart of the site had not been completely deserted by the mid-8th 
century (although this findspot could reflect its site of disposal). On the other hand, this specimen 
indicates persuasively the relevance and interconnection of its Knossian recipient(s) within the 
episcopal network of the region. In line with these material sources, which are few but consistent, it 
is anachronistic to preserve the placing the urban collapse of Knossos in the 7th century. Certainly, 
if compared with its glorious past, it is difficult to regard this site in urban terms. However, when 
compared with the urban standards of contemporaneous examples from within and outside Crete, 
then Knossos emerges as a significant instance of a ‘Dark Age city’.18 Up to the mid-8th century, in 
fact, this settlement and its community maintained a dominant institutional role, vibrant economic 
activities, and, possibly, an urban appearance and size respectable for that time.

Regarding the site of Heraklion during the same period, both textual sources, such as the Anonymi 
Ravennatis Cosmographia (7th century), and archaeological finds from urban excavations (see below) 
reveal that a Byzantine settlement existed at this location long before Muslim conquers upgraded 
it to the capital of the Emirate. The precise extent, significance, and forma urbis of this settlement, 
however, are still unclear, although it is generally accepted that, at this chronological stage, it 
still functioned as the emporium of Knossos.19 Considering structural remains, Early Christian 
architectural features of the 6th-7th century have been found in various excavations across the city, 
such as at  Almirou Street and in proximity to the Archaeological Museum; likewise, fortifications 
unearthed at the Bendenaki plot have been recently dated to the late 7th – early 8th century, in 
line with the revised chronologies proposed for the main works of fortifications across the island.20 
Ceramics and small finds documented during these urban excavations complete the record of 
contemporaneous material evidence available for this site. A solidus of Leo III and Constantine V 
currently constitutes the firmest chronological evidence dating to the mid-8th century, while the 
dating of belt buckles, sherds of GWW I, Aegean globular amphorae, and examples of regional oil 
lamps and painted tableware (ceramica sovradipinta) could well extend into the late 8th century.21 
While this evidence indicates that during this period the settlement of Heraklion experienced 
a steady process of economic growth, at present it is impossible to establish a precise point in 
time when this site replaced Knossos at the summit of the local urban hierarchy of settlements. A 
revaluation of the material evidence from Knossos dating to the second half of the 8th – early 9th 
century could be decisive with this regard, finding further support in textual sources and a recent 
hypothesis formulated by Cosentino.22

15	  Sweetman 2004b; Sweetman, Grigoropoulos 2010; Trainor 2019.
16	  Hayes 2001.
17	  Dunn 2004.
18	  Curta 2016.
19	  Trombley 2001; Andrianakis 2013; Cosentino 2019.
20	  Markoulaki 2008b; Andrianakis 2013; Sythiakaki, Kanaki, Bilmezi 2015; Tsigonaki 2019. 
21	  Penna 2008; Poulou 2008, 2011; Andrianakis 2013.
22	  Cosentino 2019.
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Thus far, the only – although extraordinary- piece of material evidence from Knossos dating to the 
late 8th – early 9th century was a lead seal published in 2004 by Dunn, belonging to a high rank 
imperial civil officer, Ionnis Vestitor and Protonotarios of the Imperial Treasury.23 This seal was found on 
the eastern slope of the ancient acropolis of Knossos (Monastiraki Kefala), a few hundred meters 
to the west of the Minoan palace. As noted, before this evidence was found, this central area of the 
site was believed to be either deserted, or reduced to mere forms of squatter occupation. However, 
as Dunn observed, this lead seal might imply that Knossos had maintained, at this later stage, an 
important relevance in the economic and administrative hierarchy of the island. Furthermore, 
in view of its findspot, it could be that the central nucleus of the site had not been completely 
abandoned, as previously assumed. That Knossos had maintained a privileged position in the 
settlement hierarchy of Crete finds further support in the mention, contained in both Notitiae 
Episcopatuum 3 and 7, that its bishop attended the Ecumenical Council of Nicaea in 787. Some 
scholars have previously assumed that this mention was a mere honorific title. However, coupled 
with the concrete evidence of this second lead seal, the presence of a bishop and/or other high rank 
officers at this site appears plausible indeed. On the other hand, however, extant material sources 
from the central core of the old Greco-Roman site are extremely scarce and, when existing, once 
again from the ‘northern neighborhood’, a picture of squatter occupation, de-monumentalisation, 
and ongoing ruralisation does still emerge. 

In this regard, a well-stratified ceramic assemblage from Level 3c, a context found in the 1950s 
during the excavation of the southern tower at the KSB, is quite illuminating.24 Level 3c was found 
overlapping the rubble layers of destruction of the basilica, which contained coins and ceramic 
sherds dating to the 7th century. Above, it was sealed by a sandy stratum that, lacking ceramic 
evidence, was interpreted as a flood layer, which was further covered by a third stratum, containing 
later medieval glazed pottery (ca. 13th century onwards). In accordance with this stratigraphic 
sequence, Level 3c was dated to the 8th century already in the early 1960s, when Frend and Johnston 
published the results of the KSB excavations.25 However, due to the limited scientific knowledge 
available at that time, the ceramics from Level 3c were not accurately identified. My restudy allows 
us to clarify the chronology of this context, which should be dated between the mid-8th – early 9th 
century in light of the present knowledge of Byzantine pottery (Figure 3).

A total number of eight diagnostic sherds comes from Level 3c (Figure 3A-H), of which one cooking-
pot and two globular amphorae offer the most solid chronological evidence. According to both 
fabric and shape, the cooking-pot 3A can be attributed to Aegean-Constantinopolitan workshops, 
finding a precise morphological parallel with the sample no.13 from Deposit 35 of Sarachane, dating 
to the late 8th – early  9th century.26 On Crete, similar examples have been recorded at various sites, 
including Gortyn, Pseira, and Eleutherna, to mention some prominent examples.27 The amphora 
rims 3C and 3D have similar shapes and fabrics, which are compatible with the Types 36 and 44 
from Deposits 35-36 of Sarachane (especially nos. 30, 34, and 43), dating to the late 8th – first half 
9th century.28 On Crete, analogous examples have been documented at Gortyn, Priniatikos Pyrgos, 
and Pseira.29 The body-wall sherd 3E, bearing an incised pattern of combed lines, should belong to 
an equivalent example of globular amphora, finding exact parallels with specimens found in late 
8th-century layers at Priniatikos Pyrgos.30 I was not able to find an exact morphological match 
for 3F, which is the last amphora-sherd from Level 3c.31 Its shape recalls no. 38 from Deposit 35 of 

23	  Dunn 2004.
24	  The need for a restudy of this assemblage was already pointed out in Vroom 2003: 55–56.
25	  Frend, Johnston 1962.
26	  Hayes 1992: 175, fig. 56. The fabric, grey in colour, with gritty texture, and rich in silvery mica, accords with this attribution, 
corresponding to Hayes’ Ware 3.
27	  Martin 1997: 356; Xanthopoulou 2004: 1022; Fabrini, Perna 2009: 132, fig. 17; Poulou 2011; Yankagi 2016.
28	  Hayes 1992: 177, fig. 57. Both fabrics are orange in colour, with high frequency of small-size white and black inclusions, and sporadic mica.
29	  Portale 2014: fig.7; Klontza-Jaklova 2014: figs. 8-9; and Tzavella 2019 .
30	  Klontza-Jaklova 2015: 149, fig.8
31	  The fabric is grey in colour and rich in silvery mica, with medium frequency of small dark-red inclusions.
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Figure 3. Plan of the Knossos Sanatorium Basilica (after Frend, Johnston 1962: fig. 1) and drawings of the ceramics from 
Level 3c (by the author with permission of the British School at Athens).
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Sarachane, even though general parallels can be drawn with Aegean types of globular amphorae 
otherwise defined as ‘late survivals’ of LRA 1.32 Of the remaining three specimens, 3B is a cooking-
pot, while 3G and 3H are plain domestic wares. Regarding these two latter items, 3G is the rim of a 
wide-mouthed jar, while 3H is the rim of a lid. The shape of this lid is too generic, and any attempt 
to classify it typologically would be misleading. The profile of the jar is more distinctive, but the 
scarce knowledge in secondary literature of contemporaneous local productions of utilitarian 
plain wares does not currently allow for precise comparisons to be drawn. Macroscopically, with a 
difference in texture, which is finer in the lid and coarser in the jar, both specimens have similar 
fabrics, which are red in colour, with traces of mica, and with a high frequency of dark and white 
inclusions, some of which are seashells or microfossils. The cooking-pot 3B yields a similar fabric, 
which is grittier in texture. The shape of this pot finds very close parallels with 8th-9th century 
examples of the Corinth/Mitello Type, which are widely attested in mainland Greece, including at 
Sparta, Argos, Athens, and Corinth, and in Byzantine Southern Italy.33 Although sharing common 
morphological and technological features, these pots were produced locally at these sites, in a 
process that Arthur has sketchily summarised in the expression ‘Byzantine tradition, but local 
productions’.34 The fabric of 3B undermines the attribution of this item to Corinthian and Aegean 
strictu sensu productions; the former does not present microfossils, while the latter are discernible 
for fabrics that are richer in mica. Instead, the general macroscopic analogies between the fabrics 
of 3B, 3G, 3H, and Knossian ceramic productions of the Iron Age would indicate a possible local 
origin of these items, which only future petrographic analysis can confirm or dismiss.35 

On the one hand, this modest but significant assemblage of ceramics from Level 3c indicates that 
human occupation at the ‘northern neighborhood’ of Knossos endured up to this later chronological 
stage. Likewise, it opens a window onto possible local ceramic productions, testifying at the same 
time that pottery imported from core territories of the Byzantine Empire continued to reach this 
site and its community. On the other hand, however, Level 3c yields an eloquent picture of squatter 
occupation at the Christian basilica, which by the late 8th century had utterly lost its monumentality. 
Therefore, the second half of the 8th century can be taken as the chronological turning-point in 
the irreversible process of ruralisation of the urban fabric of Knossos. This being noted, does this 
chronological standpoint couple with a concomitant process of urban growth at Heraklion? In the 
light of the archaeological limits outlined above, conclusive answers to this question cannot be 
adduced. However, when textual sources are considered, the mid-8th century does in fact emerge 
as the watershed in the increasing process of secular and religious institutionalisation of this 
settlement. In particular, reinterpreting a reference contained in the life of St. Stephen the Younger, 
(mid-8th century), Cosentino has argued that Heraklion might have become the seat of secular power 
of the island as early as the mid-8th century, when the residence of the archon of Crete was relocated 
from Gortyn to Heraklion.36 According to this scholar, this ‘case of redefinition of Cretan urbanism’ 
was part of a broader state-sponsored process, aimed at enhancing the relationships between the 
northern coast of Crete and Constantinople. Indisputable archaeological proof for supporting this 
argument does not currently exist. However, the additional textual evidence contained in the Notitia 
Episcopatuum 3 and 7 that Heraklion (Herakleioupolis) was upgraded to an episcopal See in the second 
half of the 8th century seems to hint at this direction, bearing testament to a process of empowering 
involving also the ecclesiastical institutions of this city.37  

32	  Hayes 1992: 177, fig. 57; Portale, Romeo 2001: Tab LXXII, e-f. 
33	  Leo Imperiale 2004: fig. 4; Arthur 2010. 	
34	  Arthur 2010.
35	  Cf. Kotsonas 2019 and Boileau, Whitley 2010. Such petrographic analyses are planned to be conducted as part of my Macmillan-
Rodewald Studentship at the BSA.
36	  The life contains the mention of a praetōrion sited in Heraklion (ἐν τῷ λεγομένῳ πραιτωρίῳ τοῦ Ηρακλείου), and not in Gortyn. In 
former scholarship, such information has been interpreted in reference to a residence built by emperor Heraclius in Gortyn. Current 
archaeological research, has indeed identified a phase of restructuring of the residence of the Cretan governor during the reign of 
Heraclius; however, it has also shown that when the life of St. Stephan the Younger was written, this Gortynian complex had definitely 
ceased to function: Cosentino 2019.
37	  Cf. Andrinakis 2013: 253-54.
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As shall be seen next, the process of urbanisation of Heraklion gained momentum rapidly in the 
mid-9th – mid-10th century when, with the name al-Handaq, it became the capital and principal 
city of the Islamic Emirate of Crete. Conversely, by this time the settlement of Knossos had eclipsed 
into a rural site, located in the outskirts of the new capital of the island. 

Islamic Heraklion and Knossos in the mid-9th – mid-10th century

As mentioned above, on Crete there has been a notable lack of archaeological research into the 
Islamic Emirate, which has long been perceived in prejudiced terms, and still remains one of the 
lesser known periods in the history of the island. In this paper it is not my intention to offer 
an in-depth discussion of the potential for integrating this island into global agendas of Islamic 
archaeology. With this regard, reference can be made to an article that I published in 2019, 
containing an inclusive overview of available ceramics and portable items dating to the Islamic 
period, which have been found in undisturbed layers of occupation at Heraklion and Knossos.38 
This record of ceramics encompasses glazed and unglazed jugs, drinking pitchers, bowls, bottles, oil 
lamps, cooking pots, and amphorae (Figure 4), which accord perfectly with the broader spectrum 
of pottery produced and circulating in concomitant territories of the Dar al-Islam, from al-Andalus, 
through the Maghreb, Egypt, Syria-Palestine, to Iraq and Iran. Setting this corpus of objects aside, 
in what follows I will focus on structural remains, especially related to domestic architecture, which 
have surfaced across Heraklion and in Knossos, discussing their analogies with contemporaneous 
urban and rural architectures of the Islamic world, a task that has never been performed before.

In Heraklion, domestic buildings dating to the Islamic period have surfaced since the earliest 
urban excavations of the 1960s at the Kastela plot and in the Streets Kornoneou, Almirou, and 
Byron-Thalita, for which Starida published a survey and detailed descriptions in 2016.39 All these 
examples of domestic architecture consist of relatively small rectangular rooms, well-built, with 
strong foundations that often reach the natural bedrock, and provided with small windows. Large 
blocks are used in their masonry, with tiles, pebbles, and rock-chips used as fillers between blocks. 
Spolia appear quite frequently, such as column shafts used as doorways or to support postholes. 
Inner walls were covered in white and coloured plaster, while floors were made of carefully 
arranged stone slabs, laid down on a preparatory layer of beaten earth. At Kastela, and Byron and 
Kornoneou Streets, groups of rooms connected to each other via narrow doors have been found, 
organised around central paved atria, in a layout that clearly defines courtyard houses (Figure 5). 
Water-wells were documented in these open-air central yards, which were crossed by a system of 
pipes, for both drawing and draining water. 

As far as these available examples of domestic architecture are considered, they perfectly match 
the iconic ‘Islamic courtyard houses’, whose standard module, in the words of Fentress, offers a 
‘consistent pattern in domestic architecture of the 9th-10th century, which can be found from 
Spain to the Persian Gulf ’.40 In particular, close comparisons can be drawn between the buildings 
from Heraklion and contemporaneous examples of courtyard houses known from archaeological 
investigations across al-Andalus, the Maghreb, and the Middle East, such as House V4 from Pechina 
and no.6 from Cordoba (al-Andalus), dating to the 9th and 10th century respectively; the houses 
from Siraf (Iraq), of the 10th century; and the Building I from Setif (Algeria), dating to the mid-11th 
century.41 According to these parallels, the rectangular rooms of each house could have had multi-
purpose functions, from cooking and dining to sleeping and carrying out household activities, 
although some rooms should be imaged as reserved to the male and female components of the 
family. The central yard, called ga’a, was perhaps the most important space of the house, in the 

38	  Randazzo 2019.
39	  Starida 2016.  
40	  Fentress 1988: 62. See also Fentress 2013 and Petruccioli 2008.
41	  For al-Andalus and the Maghreb: Gutierrez 2013: 253, fig.7, nos.1-2; and Fentress 2013. For Siraf: Fentress 1988: 61, fig.8, no.2.
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Figure 4. A selection of representative Islamic pottery from urban excavations in Heraklion (drawings by the author with 
permission of the Ephorate of Antiquities of Heraklion and the Historical Museum of Crete).
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Figure 5. An example of an Islamic courtyard house from Heraklion, from Byron-Thalita Streets (photo and plan 
after Starida 2016: 67-68).
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privacy of which, enclosed and shielded by the four wings of the house, most everyday activities 
were conducted, and daily life spent. Only the systematic archaeological study of the multiple 
assemblages of ceramic evidence, glass, stone ware, and bone and metal objects that are reported 
to come from these buildings of Heraklion will able to shed further light on the functions and 
possible social organisation of the urban dwellers inhabiting the capital of the Cretan Emirate.

Domestic architecture apart, by the mid-8th-10th century, the urban fabric and built environment 
of Islamic cities featured a series of other distinctive architectures, which were especially related 
to the public sphere, and which define the ‘Muslim urban space’ as such.42 In truth, regarding 
Heraklion, current archaeological knowledge lacks evidence of iconic Islamic buildings and 
architectures such as suqs-marketplaces and mosques, which are among the most defining 
structural features of the ‘Islamic city’. Textual sources, however, yield a different scenario. The 
accounts written by contemporaneous authors such as Kaminiates, Leo Deacon, and Theodosius 
Deacon, in fact, indicate the existence in Heraklion of suqs, mosques, a ‘royal palace/citadel’ (dar al-
imara), a well-organised port, with a roadstead, and a monumental circuit wall.43 Notwithstanding 
the rhetorical and literary nature of these texts, these features find precise parallels in the urban 
fabric of other prominent cities of the Islamic world, allowing us to place al-Hanqad and its forms 
of habitation at the same levels of urban development as other cities of the Dar al-Islam.44 

The spatial extent and volume of the urban population of al-Handaq are currently unknown, and 
only educated, yet considerable guesswork can be conceived. By plotting the sites from urban 
excavations that yielded evidence of Islamic occupation, it is possible to reach an approximate 
figure of 15-20 hectares for the urban core. As seen, these excavations revealed that this central 
core was densely occupied, mostly by sophisticated domestic architecture, with complex systems 
of water-management and rich evidence of material culture, but also by workshops and, possibly, 
‘cash and carry’ shops.45 Calculating the population that occupied the walled city-centre is 
challenging, with parameters of persons-density per hectare varying considerably by historical 
periods, but general estimations ranging between 200 and 400 persons/hectare would result in an 
average of at least 5000 inhabitants.46 This figure does not include the extramural population living 
in the suburbs of the city, which according to the evidence of Islamic coins consistently found as 
far afield as the Airport, Mastabas and Ag. Ionnis neighbourhoods, and the Bendevi Kamara bridge, 
almost certainly extended for about 3 km to the east and south of the walled city-centre, over an 
area of more than 300 hectares. Thus, applying a coefficient as low as 100 persons per hectare, 
which is usually conferred to rural realities, the total population inhabiting these extra-urban 
areas would amount to at least 30,000 people, which with the 5,000 calculated above result in a 
figure that seems plausible or even under-representative for the population of the Islamic capital 
of Crete at its zenith.47

Leaving the urban constructions and population of the capital behind, by the first half of the 10th 
century the site of Knossos had completely disappeared as an urban centre, losing any previous 
semblance of civil and religious prestige, even if only honorific. In the early 1970s, in fact, the so-
called ‘Arab building’ was found in the Makryteikhos village, near the Kairatos river, circa 350m 

42	  Secondary literature is fortunately ample. For pioneering works, see Kennedy 1985 and Fentress 1988. More recently, Gutierrez 2013; 
Fentress 2013; Walmsley 2007 and 2015; Goodson 2017, and papers in Jayyusi et al. 2008. 
43	  Frendo, Fotiou 2000: 115-123. Talbot, Sullivan 2005: 64-75. Criscuolo 1979.
44	  In addition to the bibliography provided in footnote no. 42, see essays in Jayyusi et al. 2008, especially Neglia 2008, Raymond 2008, 
Kennedy 2008, Denoix 2008, and Petruccioli 2008. 
45	  This latter consideration is supported by the abundance of numismatic evidence found during these urban excavations, which in 
secondary literature accounts for nearly 500 coins, mostly of Cretan Emirs. Kiln wasters suggest instead the evidence of ceramic ateliers. 
For both see Starida 2016, cf. Penna 2008 and Miles 1970. 
46	  Cf. Whitelaw 2019.
47	  The estimated population for the main contemporaneous ‘Middle Eastern’ cities of the Islamic word is significantly ampler, ranging 
between 100.000 and 300.000 for centres such as Barsa, Nishapur, Shiraz, Samarkand, etc. As a starting point: Kennedy 2008, 2011. In the 
Maghreb, a population ranging between 14.000 and 300.000 is esteemed for Kairouan: Fenwick 2020: 60.  
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northwest of the Minoan Palace (Figure 6 above).48 Elliptical in shape, it measured approximately 
2m x 3m; the floor was 58 cm lower than the outside ground level and, as in the examples from 
Heraklion, it consisted of slabs of stone set into the beaten earth. The perimeter walls, standing 
to a maximum height of approximately 1m, preserved between two and four courses of mostly 
unworked rounded river boulders, irregularly shaped blocks of limestone, and spolia from nearby 
Roman edifices. Traces of plaster were found during the excavation, suggesting that the interior 
might have been plastered. A small circular pit dug into the ground level on the west side could 
have been a hearth, or a posthole. Already in the 1970s this structure was dated to the first half 
of the 10th century according to numismatic evidence documented on its floor, comprising nine 
coins minted by Cretan Emirs, the latest of which dating within the early 940s. Alongside these 
coins, two circular grindstones and a small assemblage of a minimum of eight samples of domestic 
pottery were found on the floor of this building, which I restudied and published in 2019.49

The revaluation of this structure in the light of current knowledge of contemporaneous Islamic 
rural forms of habitation allows us to identify this building as a bayt, a rectangular or elliptic 
monocellular dwelling found in rural contexts across the Islamic world, especially in the Iberian 
Peninsula and North Africa, such as the late 8th-10th century examples from El Tolmo de Minateda, 
Volubilis, and Utica.50 Buyut (pl.) were workplaces with multiple functions, ranging from permanent 
dwellings of a single family unit, to temporary or seasonal shelters for the labour force employed 
in agricultural and farming activities in the surroundings of urban centres. The portable items 
coming from this building suit well the rural character of this context, encompassing grindstones, 
amphorae, cooking pots, and unelaborate tableware, which form an assemblage of household 
ceramics that is remarkably similar to the one reconstructed from El Tolmo de Minateda (Figure 6 
below).51 According to the analysis of its ceramic assemblage and structural remains, it is reasonable 
to believe that this building provided shelter for the labour force involved in daily and seasonal 
farming activities conducted in the agricultural hinterland of the Islamic capital, from and to 
which farmers could easily have commuted and transported their produce within one hour of 
walking distance. 

In the broader context of early Islamic rural settlement patterns, buyut were usually isolated 
in the landscape, separated from neighbouring dwellings by ample empty spaces. The current 
lack of archaeological information pertaining to Knossos in the Islamic period prevents us from 
reconstructing long-term patterns of occupation at this site. The general absence of distinctive 
Islamic pottery from the KULP surveys and in the numerous contexts that I examined at the 
Knossos Statigraphical Museum, would confirm that this was a substantially isolated building, 
but additional research is needed in order to validate this further. Specifically, unsolved questions 
remain as to whether settlement was permanent or sporadic, scattered or nucleated, and whether 
this bayt was a completely isolated building, or one of many in the agricultural wheat-belt 
surrounding the capital of the Emirate. Only further research can able to answer these questions 
and, after summing-up the main argument of this paper, a final section of the following concluding 
remarks addresses some of the obstacles and possible strategies to achieve this goal.  

Concluding remarks 

Since their formation, and within fluctuating patterns of settlement occupation spanning 
millennia, the historical narratives and site developments of Knossos and Heraklion have been 
intrinsically entwined to each other. Undoubtedly, until the 7th century AD, Byzantine Knossos 
was the first-rank site in the local hierarchy of settlements, and among the most prominent 

48	  For the details of the excavation: Warren, Miles 1972.
49	  Randazzo 2019.
50	  For the Iberian Peninsula: Gutierrez-Lloret 2013: 250-52. On North Africa: Fentress 2013: 237-240.
51	  Gutierrez 2013: 250, fig. 4.3.
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urban realities on Crete. By the mid-10th century, however, Knossos had turned into a rural site, 
while Islamic Heraklion had long become the dominant urban centre of the whole island. In this 
paper, the intervening temporal leg has been investigated, in the aim of shedding further light 
on the shifting patterns of human occupation at these two settlements during the period of the 
Byzantine-Islamic transition. Archaeological research into these centuries, however, is still in its 
infancy on Crete and, besides general observations and remarks, it has been impossible to reach 
conclusive reconstructions of settlement patterns and specific forms of habitation at either site, 
thus the invitation to regard the following concluding remarks as ‘work in progress’. 

By drawing on available material evidence and textual sources, it is possible to place the turning-
point in the shifting patterns of settlement urbanisation and ruralisation of Heraklion and 
Knossos around the mid-8th century, though a precise chronological watershed cannot yet be 
firmly established. As late as the mid-8th century, in fact, although significantly downsized and 
mostly nucleated in the ‘northern neighborhood’, the settlement of Knossos maintained a central 
institutional role on the island (see the lead seal of Andrew of Crete), and its community continued 
to be economically linked to core territories of the Byzantine Empire (see ceramics from the KMF). 
On the other hand, however, the late 7th–early 8th century marked the beginning of the urban 
upsurge of Heraklion: the coastal settlement was fortified, and bulk commodities (travelling in 
Aegean globular amphorae), high quality ceramics (such as regional sovradipinta tableware and 
Constantinopolitan GWW I), and small finds (coins and belt-buckles), began to flow into this 

Figure 6. Above photo and plan of the ‘Arab building’ from Knossos (after Warren, Miles 1972: 289, fig.3 and Pl. 57a). Below 
an example of a bayt from El Tolmo de Minateda, 9th century (after Gutierrez 2013: 250).
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site. The late 8th–early 9th century remains a gray zone for the archaeology of Crete. For this 
period, details of the development of the urban fabric of Heraklion are not currently available, but 
textual sources suggest that this site was invested with secular and religious authority, possibly 
following a state-sponsored policy of centralisation on the northern coast of the island. Maybe, 
the central core of Knossos (its ancient acropolis) had maintained an institutional role (see the 
lead seal of the Protonotarios of the Imperial Treasury), but the evidence from Level 3c of the KSB 
indicates eloquently that by this time the ‘northern neighborhood’ underwent a process of de-
monumentalisation and squatter human occupation, indicating a major step in the ruralisation of 
the settlement. The shifting patterns of settlement urbanisation and ruralisation at these two sites 
culminated during the Islamic period. Heraklion was upgraded to capital of the Emirate, receiving 
a new urban infrastructure, comprising courtyard houses (known archaeologically), as well as suqs, 
mosques, and a royal citadel (known via textual sources), all iconic features of contemporaneous 
urban fabrics and architectures of the Islamic world. By then, the previous Byzantine urban centre 
of Knossos had disappeared, giving way to a loose and scattered form of rural habitation, of which 
the bayt discovered near the Makryteikhos village is the most representative unit. 

Broader historical reconstructions apart, archaeological knowledge of Crete in the Byzantine-
Islamic transition has just begun, thus major obstacles remain to drawing more detailed narratives 
of settlement patterns and forms of habitation at both the case-studies in this paper. Moreover, 
this notable lack of archaeological research prevents us from understanding the connections 
between these two sites and their surrounding countryside, which remain dissociated. This issue 
can be further outlined and explored by placing Islamic Heraklion in a theoretical and practical 
framework of urban provisioning, as well as by offering a closer examination of the archaeological 
evidence available from the surrounding network of satellite rural settlements. 

Equal to Minoan Knossos, Islamic Heraklion became the main urban centre of Crete, a situation 
that endures to the present day. Equal to Minoan Knossos, also the large(r) urban population of 
Islamic Heraklion needed to be fed, and like Minoan Knossos, the Heraklion Plain and Western 
Pediados came to be their natural catchment area and sources of food supply. The systems of food 
supply of Minoan Knossos have been extensively studied (for instance through the distribution of 
seals and via archive tablets), and a recent paper by Whitelaw offers a cutting-edge perspective 
on this matter.52 The socioeconomic interactions between Islamic Heraklion and its productive 
hinterland, instead, have remained utterly unexplored and neglected in scholarly debate. The 
comparisons between Minoan Knossos and Islamic Heraklion, albeit rhetorical, is quite effective. 
Indeed, intervening millennia apart, and with due adaptations to different historical contexts, 
these two sites shared much in common on environmental, civic, and social bases. Both sites, in 
fact, are located at the virtual core of the same topographic basin (the Heraklion Plain and Western 
Pediados); both had a metropolitan scale that was outstanding for the regional standards of their 
time; and both, as many pre-industrial societies, depended on the surrounding countryside to 
sustain their exceptionally large urban population. A hierarchical system of second- and third-rank 
settlements (ranging from towns to single farms) has been identified within a radius of 5-15 km 
from Knossos, which, corresponding to 1-3 hours walking distance, is a reasonable parameter for 
maximising the efficiency of farmers commuting from their cultivable lands to the city.53 Tylissos, 
Archanes, Vitsila, and Vathypetro are some of the examples best known archaeologically for the 
Minoan period. This being noted, what does archaeological evidence tell us for the Islamic period 
with regard to the settlement patterns surrounding the capital of the Emirate? A careful revision 
of the available material sources, mostly coins, allows us to pinpoint 5 units in the rural hinterland 
of Heraklion: Knossos, Archanes, Tylissos, Phoinikia, and Dafnes (Table 1).54 

52	  Whitelaw 2019.
53	  Cf. Whitelaw 2019: 91-92, and Vionis, Papantoniou 2019: 4. 
54	  Miles 1970; Warren, Miles 1972.
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Site Islamic coins ca. 860-900s
(classes B-K: Shu‘ayb I & Abu Abdallha 
ibn Shu‘ayb)

Islamic coins ca. 910s-961
(classes L-V: esp. Ahmad ibn Umar II, 
Shu‘ayb II & Ali ibn Ahmad)

Sub Tot Distance from 
Heraklion

Knossos 13 3 16 6 km
Archanes 3 1 4 12 km
Phoinikia 3 3 7 km
Dafnes 1 1 15 km
Tylissos 1 1 11 km
Table 1. Islamic coins from the network of sites across the Heraklion Plain and Western Pediados.

Of these sites, Knossos is the only one that, in the light of extant structural and material evidence of 
the Islamic period, could be classified as a second-rank settlement. Moreover, as seen, it is the only 
one known archaeologically from the Byzantine period preceding the Islamic conquest. Compared 
with the other sites, however, it should be borne in mind that Knossos has been the stage of more 
intensive archaeological research, which could explain this ‘privileged’ status quo. Perhaps, inside 
this hierarchy of sites, also Archanes was a second-rank settlement. Known archaeologically as an 
important Minoan settlement subordinated to Knossos, four Islamic coins have been recorded at 
this site, signifying its relevance within the local network of settlements. Likewise, three Islamic 
coins come from Phoinikia, suggesting the existence of a settlement at this site too. With the 
exception of this numismatic evidence, post-classical Phoinikia is not known archaeologically; 
textual sources, however, shed some light on its existence and relevance in the 10th century, when 
Nikephoros Phocas selected this site to establish his headquarters and encamp his troops.55 Finally, 
current archaeological knowledge of Tylissos and Dafnes in the post-classical era is lacking. If one 
was to judge from the evidence of one single coin of the Islamic period recorded at each site, then 
both settlements should be considered as third- (or fourth-)rank units. Isolated finds of one coin, 
however, are not conclusive evidence for supporting or define the existence of a settlement, and 
further archaeological research is therefore required to turn these interpretative considerations 
into solid arguments. Furthermore, as said, with the exception of Knossos, none of these settlements 
is known archaeologically from the Byzantine period preceding the Islamic conquest. They either 
appear for the first time at this later chronological stage (such as Dafnes), or reappear after a long 
time after Minoan or Classical and Roman times (Archanes and Tylissos). At first sight, these data 
could indicate demographic revival of this part of the Cretan countryside during the Islamic period 
– or at least a significant reshuffling of the rural settlement patterns. However, even assuming that 
all extant archaeological evidence are indicative of settlements, in many cases it remains unknown 
whether they were newly established during the Islamic period, or whether they already existed 
and, at that point, simply continued or even underwent economic expansion. 

As KULP has recently shown, field surveys hold great potential in answering these questions, 
advancing and refining present knowledge and understanding of settlement patterns and forms 
of habitation in this central topographic basin of the island, both on the longue durée, and with 
specific regard to the Byzantine-Islamic transition. Thus, it would be very productive if, in the near 
future, KULP could evolve into an archaeological landscape project extending on to the Heraklion 
Plain and Western Pediados (HPLP), in an effort to bring together past and present collaborations 
between the Greek Archaeological Service and educational institutions working on Crete. Ensuring 
the integration of data collection with KULP is imperative for this project, hence the adoption of a 
compatible multi-stage methodology, beginning with preparatory scouting surveys and proceeding 
with large and systematic sampling of pottery and other surface evidence. Considering that the 
designed extent of HPLP is 15 times larger than the already extensive surface covered by KULP 
(150 vs. 10 km2), systematic scouting with in-situ recording of surface data would be a fundamental 
tool to efficiently target the focal areas of future extensive surveys, and to define the specific 
strategies to employ (in terms of collecting, processing, storing, and analysing the material). The 

55	  Cf. Leo Deacon account in Talbot, Sullivan 2005.
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environs of Archanes, Phoinikia, Dafnes, and Tylissos are the perfect candidates for initiating 
this pilot scouting, which apart from the processing of finds’ collections, requires very limited 
manpower and economic investment, but produces a systematic record of archaeological evidence 
into the long-term dynamics of settlement patterns. Although relatively close to Heraklion, these 
rural settlements have maintained a good degree of environmental integrity, being mostly left 
untouched by modern urbanism and development. Paradoxically, this circumstance, which is most 
desirable from an archaeological prospective, does not offer the same concrete incentives to pursue 
this project as KULP did. The unrestrained urban development of Heraklion, in fact, has seriously 
threatened the archaeological site of Knossos and its environs, justifying therefore the deployment 
of financial and human resource to document and preserve the cultural heritage surrounding this 
site. The sites across the Heraklion Plain have not experienced a similar threat. Thus, it is utopic to 
believe that the HPLP could receive a comparable institutional prominence as an academic tool to 
protect its cultural heritage and manage future urban development. This project, however, should 
not be perceived in sole terms of preservation and safeguarding, but as an academic occasion to 
aggrandise the knowledge and understanding of the Cretan countryside, using methods that are 
sustainable and interdisciplinary, and can be integrated into current historical narratives and 
archaeological reconstructions of this area of the island.  
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