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TheΝdoubleΝaxeΝΧȜȐβȡυȢΨΝinΝRomanΝωreteΝandΝbeyondμΝ
theΝiconographyΝofΝaΝmultiάfacetedΝsymbol

Anna Kouremenos

TheΝ doubleΝ axeΝ inΝ ωrete,Ν onceΝ theΝ instrumentΝ ofΝ
sacriiceΝ έέέΝ hasΝ becomeΝ theΝ mainΝ religiousΝ symbolέΝ
ΧSakellarakisΝ1λλ3,Ν6λΨ
TheΝ doubleΝ axeΝ wouldΝ seemΝ toΝ beΝ primarilyΝ aΝ
woodworkingΝtoolέΝΧσorthoverΝandΝEvelyΝ1λλ6,ΝλίΨΝ
WithΝ itsΝ distinctiveΝ symmetricalΝ form,Ν theΝ doubleΝ
axeΝinvitedΝaestheticΝelaborationΝandΝcan,ΝasΝnoΝotherΝ
typeΝofΝmetalΝartifact,ΝembodyΝproiciencyΝinΝworkingΝ
withΝ copperΝ andΝ bronze,Ν andΝ thisΝ mustΝ haveΝ hadΝ aΝ
continuingΝ relevanceΝ toΝ itsΝ symbolicΝ signiicanceέΝ
ΧWhittakerΝ2ί14,ΝιιΨ

Introduction

FewΝscholarsΝofΝantiquityΝhaveΝdealtΝwithΝtheΝiconographyΝ
ofΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝinΝRomanΝartΝandΝarchitectureΝdespiteΝ
theΝfactΝthat,ΝduringΝtheΝRomanΝperiod,ΝitΝparticipatedΝinΝ
aΝvarietyΝofΝmeanings,ΝsuchΝasΝprecisionΝwork,Νviolence,Ν
andΝ religionέΝ AsΝ illustratedΝ byΝ theΝ quotationsΝ above,Ν
scholarsΝ haveΝ varyingΝ opinionsΝ regardingΝ theΝ natureΝ
ofΝ theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ fromΝ oneΝ periodΝ toΝ theΝ nextέ The 

chiefΝaimΝofΝthisΝpaperΝisΝtoΝtraceΝtheΝiconographyΝandΝ
meaningΧsΨΝofΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝinΝvariousΝmediaΝfromΝtheΝ
RomanΝperiodΝonΝωreteΝinΝorderΝtoΝdiscernΝwhatΝtypeΝofΝaΝ
symbolΝitΝwasΝandΝhowΝitΝfunctionedΝinΝvariousΝcontextsέΝ
ThisΝstudyΝbringsΝinΝnonάωretanΝmaterialΝfromΝdifferentΝ
timeΝperiodsΝandΝ locationsΝasΝcomparanda,ΝwhichΝwillΝ
aidΝusΝinΝunderstandingΝitsΝsymbolicΝsigniicanceΝinΝtheΝ
RomanΝperiodέΝByΝpresentingΝevidenceΝfromΝnonάωretanΝ
contextsΝinΝadditionΝtoΝtracingΝtheΝevolutionΝofΝtheΝdoubleΝ
axeΝasΝaΝmotifΝbothΝwithinΝandΝoutsideΝtheΝisland,ΝIΝaimΝ
toΝ developΝ aΝ hypothesisΝ aboutΝ itsΝ presenceΝ duringΝ theΝ
RomanΝ periodΝ onΝ ωreteέΝ SomeΝ ofΝ theΝ questionsΝ toΝ beΝ
addressedΝ includeμΝ whatΝ wereΝ theΝ variousΝ meaningsΝ
ofΝ theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ inΝ antiquityςΝ IsΝ theΝ presenceΝ ofΝ theΝ
labrys – theΝwordΝcommonlyΝusedΝforΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝbyΝ
ancientΝύreekΝauthors – inΝRomanΝωreteΝaΝsignΝofΝ theΝ
continuityΝofΝanΝoldΝωretanΝΧεinoanΨΝsymbolΝorΝwasΝitΝaΝ

moreΝgenericΝsymbolΝthatΝwasΝusedΝonΝωreteΝasΝelsewhereΝ
withinΝtheΝempireςΝToΝwhatΝotherΝcategoryΝofΝsymbolsΝ
doesΝ theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ belongςΝ AlthoughΝ thisΝ inquiryΝ
willΝ uncoverΝ questionsΝ thatΝ cannotΝ beΝ fullyΝ answered,Ν
itΝwillΝ alsoΝ pointΝ toΝ hypothesesΝ thatΝmightΝ respondΝ toΝ
archaeologicalΝinvestigationέ

The Labrys in ancient literature

WhatΝ isΝaΝ labrysΝandΝwhyΝisΝ itΝusuallyΝassociatedΝwithΝ
ωreteΝ inΝ modernΝ scholarshipςΝ InΝ orderΝ toΝ answerΝ thisΝ
question,Ν weΝ needΝ toΝ mentionΝ brieflyΝ someΝ literaryΝ
sourcesΝ thatΝ mentionΝ theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ inΝ antiquityΝ andΝ
discussΝtheΝoriginΝofΝtheΝtermΝlabrys, whichΝwillΝprovideΝ
theΝ backgroundΝ forΝ furtherΝ inquiryέΝ ώomer’sΝ Odyssey 

presentsΝtheΝearliestΝliteraryΝevidenceΝforΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeέΝ
InΝ BookΝ 5έ234,Ν theΝ nymphΝ ωalypsoΝ givesΝ τdysseusΝ aΝ
bronzeΝdoubleΝaxeΝtoΝfellΝtreesΝonΝherΝislandΝofΝτgygiaΝ
inΝ orderΝ toΝ buildΝ aΝ boatΝ toΝ carryΝ himΝ homeΝ toΝ IthacaέΝ
ώesiod’sΝ TheogonyΝ κκ6Ν ffέΝ describesΝ howΝAthenaΝ wasΝ
bornΝfromΝtheΝheadΝofΝZeusμΝwhileΝtheΝkingΝofΝtheΝgodsΝ
wasΝsufferingΝfromΝaΝsevereΝheadache,ΝώephaestusΝrushedΝ
toΝ hisΝ aidΝ byΝ splittingΝ openΝ Zeus’Ν headΝ withΝ aΝ doubleΝ
axe,ΝwhichΝresultedΝinΝtheΝemergenceΝofΝtheΝfullyΝgrownΝ
AthenaέΝInΝthisΝstory,ΝwhichΝwasΝfrequentlyΝillustratedΝonΝ
ύreekΝvases,ΝweΝseeΝtheΝimportanceΝofΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝnotΝ
onlyΝasΝaΝtoolΝbutΝalsoΝasΝaΝdivineΝattributeΝΧPlέΝκΨέΝύreekΝ
sculptureΝandΝvaseΝpaintingsΝusuallyΝdepictΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝ
asΝaΝtool,ΝaΝweapon,ΝorΝasΝanΝattributeΝofΝgodsΝandΝheroesέΝ
InΝ neitherΝ ώomer’sΝ norΝ ώesiod’sΝ account,Ν however,Ν isΝ
theΝdoubleΝaxeΝexplicitlyΝassociatedΝwithΝωreteέΝIndeed,Ν
theΝconnectionΝbetweenΝtheΝislandΝandΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝisΝ
absentΝevenΝinΝtheΝetymologyΝofΝtheΝwordΝlabrys,ΝwhichΝ
isΝdescribedΝinΝlaterΝliteraryΝsourcesέ

TheΝoriginΝofΝ theΝwordΝ labrysΝappearsΝ toΝhaveΝbeenΝ
highlyΝdebatedΝevenΝinΝantiquityέΝInΝThe Moralia,ΝPlutarch,Ν
writingΝ inΝ theΝ lateΝ1stΝ centuryΝAϊ,ΝattemptsΝ toΝ answerΝ
howΝtheΝlabrys becameΝtheΝsymbolΝofΝZeusΝδabrandeusΝ
ΧPlutarchΝQuaest. Graec.Ν45,ΝMor.Ν3ί1F–3ί2AΨμΝ
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WhyΝ isΝ itΝ thatΝ theΝ statueΝofΝ theΝδabrandeanΝZeusΝ inΝ
ωariaΝ isΝ fashionedΝholdingΝanΝaxe,ΝbutΝnotΝaΝscepterΝ
orΝaΝthunderboltς
BecauseΝwhenΝώeraclesΝhadΝslainΝώippolyte,ΝtogetherΝ
withΝherΝotherΝarmsΝheΝtookΝherΝaxeΝandΝgaveΝitΝasΝaΝ
presentΝtoΝτmphaleέΝTheΝδydianΝkingsΝwhoΝsucceededΝ
τmphaleΝusedΝtoΝcarryΝitΝasΝaΝpartΝofΝtheΝsacredΝregalia,Ν
handingΝ itΝ downΝ oneΝ toΝ theΝ otherΝ untilΝ itΝ cameΝ toΝ
ωandaulesέΝώeΝdeemedΝ itΝofΝ littleΝworthΝandΝgaveΝ itΝ
toΝoneΝofΝhisΝωompanionsΝtoΝcarryέΝButΝwhenΝύygesΝ
revoltedΝandΝwasΝatΝwarΝwithΝωandaules,ΝArselisΝcameΝ
fromΝεylasaΝwithΝanΝarmyΝasΝanΝallyΝforΝύygesΝandΝ
slewΝbothΝωandaulesΝandΝhisΝωompanionΝandΝbroughtΝ
theΝ axeΝ toΝ ωariaΝ togetherΝ withΝ theΝ otherΝ spoilsέΝ ώeΝ
thereforeΝconstructedΝaΝstatueΝofΝZeusΝandΝplacedΝtheΝ
axeΝinΝitsΝhand,ΝandΝcalledΝtheΝgodΝδabrandeusνΝorΝtheΝ
δydiansΝcallΝtheΝaxeΝlabrysέ

TheΝaboveΝpassageΝ impliesΝ thatΝ theΝdoubleΝaxe,ΝwhichΝ
ώeraklesΝtookΝfromΝώippolyteΝandΝwhichΝwasΝeventuallyΝ
passedΝ downΝ fromΝ generationΝ toΝ generationΝ ofΝ δydianΝ
rulersΝuntilΝitΝendedΝupΝinΝωariaΝasΝtheΝsymbolΝofΝZeusΝ
δabrandeus,Ν wasΝ ofΝ barbarianΝ originΝ andΝ wasΝ imbuedΝ
withΝmagicalΝ andΝprotectiveΝ powersέΝTheΝpassageΝ alsoΝ
statesΝthatΝtheΝwordΝlabrysΝisΝofΝδydianΝorigin,ΝalthoughΝ
theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ isΝ notΝ otherwiseΝ knownΝ toΝ haveΝ beenΝ
explicitlyΝ associatedΝ withΝ theΝ materialΝ cultureΝ ofΝ thisΝ
particularΝ regionΝ inΝ antiquityνΝ ώerodotusΝ Χ1έ1ι1–1ι3ΨΝ
alsoΝmentionsΝaΝδydianΝoriginΝforΝtheΝtermέ

Aelian,ΝwritingΝinΝtheΝearlyΝ3rdΝcenturyΝAϊ,ΝgivesΝaΝ
ύreekΝmeaningΝtoΝtheΝepithetΝδabrandeusΝandΝstatesΝthatΝ
itΝderivesΝfromΝtheΝadjectiveΝlabros,ΝwhichΝrelatesΝtoΝZeusΝ
δabrandeus’ΝroleΝasΝaΝweatherΝgodΝΧAelianΝNA, 12έ3ίΨμ

TameΝishΝwhichΝanswerΝ toΝaΝcallΝ andΝgladlyΝacceptΝ
foodΝ areΝ toΝ beΝ foundΝ andΝ areΝ keptΝ inΝ manyΝ places,Ν
…ΝandΝatΝtheΝshrineΝofΝZeusΝδabrandeusΝinΝaΝspringΝ
ofΝtransparentΝwaterέΝAndΝthereΝtheΝishΝhaveΝgoldenΝ
necklacesΝandΝearrings,ΝalsoΝofΝgoldέΝTheΝshrineΝofΝthisΝ
ZeusΝisΝιίΝstadiaΝdistantΝfromΝtheΝcityΝofΝεylasaέΝAΝ
swordΝisΝattachedΝtoΝtheΝsideΝofΝtheΝstatueΝ…ΝandΝZeusΝ
receivedΝ theΝ epithetΝ ofΝ δabrandeusΝ becauseΝ heΝ sentΝ
downΝfuriousΝ[‘labros’ in Greek]ΝandΝheavyΝrainstormsέ

WhatΝ isΝ apparentΝ inΝ bothΝ passagesΝ isΝ thatΝ theΝ epithetΝ
δabrandeusΝ isΝ relatedΝ toΝ theΝ nounΝ labrysέΝ AsΝ EvansΝ
concluded,ΝitΝseemsΝnaturalΝtoΝinterpretΝnamesΝofΝωarianΝ
sanctuariesΝ likeΝδabraundaΝ inΝ theΝmostΝ literalΝ senseΝasΝ
theΝplaceΝofΝtheΝsacredΝlabrys,ΝwhichΝwasΝtheΝδydianΝΧorΝ
ωarianΨΝ nameΝ forΝ theΝύreekΝ πέȜİțυȢ,Ν orΝ doubleάedgedΝ
axeΝ ΧEvansΝ1λί1Ψ. Yet,Ν theΝmajorityΝofΝ ancientΝwritersΝ
favoredΝtheΝuseΝofΝtheΝwordΝlabrysΝoverΝtheΝύreekΝwordΝ
πέȜİțυȢέΝ ButΝ thereΝ isΝ aΝ furtherΝ associationΝ thatΝ needsΝ
toΝ beΝ examinedέΝ TheΝ generalΝ scholarlyΝ consensusΝ hasΝ
beenΝ thatΝ theΝ wordΝ labyrinthΝ isΝ etymologicallyΝ relatedΝ

toΝlabrysνΝthus,ΝtheΝlabyrinthΝisΝ‘theΝplaceΝofΝtheΝdoubleΝ
axe’ΝΧEvansΝ1λί1νΝ1λ2ιΨέΝBut,ΝasΝwithΝώomerΝandΝώesiod,Ν
neitherΝPlutarchΝ norΝAelianΝ explicitlyΝ stateΝ anyΝωretanΝ
connectionΝforΝtheΝwordΝlabrys, norΝdoΝtheyΝassociateΝitΝ
inΝanyΝwayΝwithΝ theΝ labyrinthνΝ theΝformerΝgivesΝusΝ theΝ
legendΝbehindΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝandΝemphasizesΝtheΝδydianΝ
originΝofΝtheΝword whileΝtheΝlatterΝclaimsΝthatΝtheΝwordΝisΝ
ofΝύreekΝoriginΝandΝisΝconnectedΝwithΝZeusΝδabrandeusΝ
asΝweatherΝgodέ

Why,Νthen,ΝdidΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝcomeΝtoΝbeΝassociatedΝ
withΝωreteΝandΝtoΝbeΝregardedΝasΝtheΝmostΝsacredΝsymbolΝ
ofΝtheΝεinoansςΝSinceΝtheΝdiscoveryΝofΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝatΝ
KnossosΝasΝmason’sΝmarks,ΝonΝjewelry,Νvotives,ΝandΝotherΝ
artefactΝtypes,ΝvariousΝtheoriesΝhaveΝbeenΝputΝforwardΝtoΝ
accountΝ forΝ theΝ importanceΝ andΝmeaningΝofΝ theΝ labrys 
inΝ BronzeΝAgeΝ ωreteέΝWhileΝ noneΝ ofΝ theseΝ theoriesΝ isΝ
conclusive,ΝtheyΝofferΝsomeΝbackgroundΝforΝinterpretingΝ
theΝmeaningΝofΝtheΝlabrysΝinΝtheΝRomanΝperiodΝonΝωreteέ

Below,Ν IΝ presentΝ someΝ examplesΝ ofΝ theΝ labrysΝ inΝ
differentΝcontextsΝinΝpreάRomanΝωreteΝasΝwellΝasΝinΝotherΝ
areasΝofΝtheΝύreekΝworldΝinΝorderΝtoΝdiscernΝwhetherΝtheΝ
iconographyΝofΝ theΝ labrys inΝRomanΝcontextsΝ inΝωreteΝ
showsΝ continuity,Ν emulation,Ν orΝ aΝ distinctiveΝ symbolicΝ
meaningέ

The Labrys in Minoan-Mycenaean Crete

TheΝdoubleΝaxeΝisΝoneΝofΝtheΝmostΝprevalentΝsymbolsΝinΝ
artΝandΝarchitectureΝdatedΝtoΝtheΝεinoanΝperiodΝonΝωreteέΝ
ItsΝimportanceΝasΝaΝsymbolΝisΝbestΝsummedΝupΝbyΝσilssonμΝ

ofΝ allΝ religiousΝ symbolsΝ andΝ symbolsΝ thatΝ appearΝ inΝ
theΝεinoanΝ civilization,Ν theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ isΝ theΝmostΝ
conspicuous,Ν theΝ realΝ signΝ ofΝ εinoanΝ religionΝ andΝ
asΝ omnipresentΝ asΝ theΝ crossΝ inΝ ωhristianityΝ andΝ theΝ
crescentΝinΝIslamέΝΧσilssonΝ1λ5ί,Ν1λ4Ψ

ItsΝ representationΝ inΝ severalΝ differentΝ contexts,Ν fromΝ
larnakesΝ andΝ mason’sΝ marksΝ toΝ potteryΝ andΝ miniatureΝ
votivesΝfoundΝinΝcaves,ΝamongΝmanyΝothers,ΝisΝaΝtestamentΝ
toΝ theΝ pervasiveΝ appearanceΝ ofΝ theΝ symbolΝ allΝ overΝ
theΝ islandΝ ΧFigsΝ 5έ1Ν andΝ 5έ2,Ν PlsΝ λΝ andΝ 1ίΨέΝWhileΝ theΝ
periodΝthatΝconcernsΝusΝinΝthisΝpaperΝisΝnotΝtheΝεinoan,Ν
itΝ mightΝ beΝ usefulΝ toΝ mentionΝ brielyΝ someΝ prevailingΝ
interpretationsΝofΝtheΝiconographyΝofΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝinΝ
theΝAegeanΝBronzeΝAgeέΝ

AlthoughΝ thereΝ areΝ manyΝ depictionsΝ ofΝ theΝ doubleΝ
axeΝ asΝ aΝ symbolΝ inΝ itsΝ ownΝ right,Ν someΝ scholarsΝ haveΝ
observedΝthatΝtheΝlabrysΝoftenΝappearsΝtoΝbeΝassociatedΝ
withΝaΝgoddessΝorΝpriestessΝinΝεinoanΝartΝΧBriaultΝ2ίίινΝ
εarinatosΝ2ί1ίνΝώaysomΝ2ί1ίΨέΝIndeed,ΝevenΝPlutarch’sΝ
wordsΝcitedΝaboveΝsuggestΝthatΝtheΝoriginalΝownerΝwasΝ
female – theΝ mythicalΝAmazonΝ queenΝ ώippolyteέΝ ButΝ
whatΝ wasΝ theΝ meaningΝ ofΝ thisΝ purportedΝ ‘feminine’Ν
attributeΝand,ΝmoreΝimportantly,ΝhowΝdidΝitΝcomeΝtoΝbeΝ
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associatedΝ withΝ femaleΝ divinitiesςΝAsΝ ώaysomΝ states,Ν
evenΝ ifΝ theΝ consensusΝviewΝ thatΝ theΝdoubleΝ axeΝwasΝaΝ
religiousΝsymbolΝisΝaccepted,ΝthereΝisΝstillΝtheΝquestionΝofΝ
whatΝkindΝofΝreligiousΝsymbolΝitΝwasέΝWasΝitΝmoreΝlikeΝ
Athena’sΝshield,ΝorΝwasΝitΝmoreΝlikeΝPluto’sΝcornucopiaΝ
ΧώaysomΝ2ί1ί,Ν3ιΨςΝForΝBriault,ΝtheΝlabrysΝasΝrepresentedΝ
inΝεinoanάεycenaeanΝiconographyΝwasΝaΝsymbolΝthatΝ
markedΝsacredΝspaceΝorΝanΝobjectΝthatΝevokedΝmemoriesΝ
ofΝeventsΝwhereΝaxesΝwereΝcarried,ΝdisplayedΝorΝdepositedΝ
ΧBriaultΝ2ίίι,Ν252–ιΨέΝRecently,ΝεarinatosΝhasΝarguedΝ
thatΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝwasΝmostΝlikelyΝanΝattributeΝofΝtheΝ
SolarΝύoddessΝofΝtheΝεinoansΝandΝrepresentsΝtheΝrisingΝ
sunΝΧεarinatosΝ2ί1ί,Ν12λΨνΝ itΝitsΝinΝtheΝsameΝ‘family’Ν
ofΝeasternΝεediterraneanΝsymbolsΝasΝtheΝankh,ΝtheΝlotus,Ν
andΝtheΝoxΝhead,ΝandΝwasΝoneΝofΝaΝseriesΝofΝsymbolsΝthatΝ
formedΝpartΝofΝaΝwiderΝσearΝEasternΝkoineέΝInΝdifferentΝ
contextsΝbutΝ stillΝ retainingΝ itsΝ symbolismΝasΝ theΝ risingΝ
sun,ΝitΝmightΝalsoΝrepresentΝaΝregenerativeΝsymbolΝakinΝ
toΝtheΝEgyptianΝlotusΝΧεarinatosΝ2ί1ί,Ν122ΨέΝWhileΝitΝisΝ
dificultΝtoΝenvisionΝanΝassociationΝbetweenΝtheΝdoubleΝ
axeΝandΝtheΝrisingΝsun,ΝandΝtheΝpresenceΝofΝaΝsoάcalledΝ
SolarΝ ύoddessΝ inΝ εinoanΝ ωreteΝ cannotΝ beΝ deinedΝ atΝ
present,ΝitΝisΝinterestingΝtoΝnoteΝεarinatos’Νobservation,Ν
whichΝwasΝoriginallyΝputΝforwardΝbyΝEvansΝinΝtheΝearlyΝ
2ίthΝ centuryΝ ΧEvansΝ 1λί1Ψ,Ν ofΝ theΝ labrys’Ν apotropaicΝ
symbolismΝ andΝ itsΝ inclusionΝ inΝ aΝ categoryΝ withΝ otherΝ
εediterraneanΝsymbolsέΝTheΝdoubleΝaxe,Νhowever,ΝwasΝ
notΝlimitedΝtoΝtheΝεediterraneanΝregionΝevenΝasΝearlyΝasΝ
theΝεinoanΝperiodέΝItsΝpresenceΝinΝσeolithicΝandΝearlyΝ
BronzeΝAgeΝEuropeΝinΝfarmingΝcommunitiesΝsuchΝasΝtheΝ
VinčaΝcultureΝofΝtheΝBalkansΝsuggestsΝnotΝonlyΝobviousΝ
preάBronzeΝ AgeΝ originsΝ andΝ aΝ widerΝ geographicalΝ
distributionΝbutΝalsoΝthatΝitsΝoriginalΝfunctionΝwasΝnotΝasΝ
aΝsymbolΝbutΝratherΝasΝaΝtoolΝΧJagerΝ1λλλΨέΝTheΝpreciseΝ
timingΝ ofΝ theΝ shiftΝ fromΝ toolΝ toΝ symbolΝ isΝ dificultΝ toΝ
discernΝ andΝ fallsΝ outsideΝ theΝ scopeΝ ofΝ thisΝ paper,Ν butΝ
currentΝevidenceΝsuggestsΝthatΝitΝisΝinΝtheΝεinoanΝperiodΝ
whenΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝwasΝimbuedΝwithΝsymbolicΝmeaning,Ν
andΝthatΝitsΝsymbolismΝbecameΝevenΝmoreΝmultiάfacetedΝ
inΝsubsequentΝperiodsέ

The Labrys in non-Cretan contexts in the 
Classical and Hellenistic periods

AsΝ alreadyΝ noted,Ν ancientΝ authorsΝ regardedΝ theΝ labrys 

asΝ anΝ attributeΝ ofΝ theΝ godΝ ofΝ thunderΝ andΝ lightningέΝ
Indeed,ΝareasΝotherΝthanΝωreteΝseemΝtoΝhaveΝascribedΝtheΝ
doubleΝaxeΝthisΝmeaning,ΝespeciallyΝwhenΝitΝappearsΝasΝ
anΝattributeΝofΝmaleΝgodsέΝ InΝωaria,Ν theΝ labrysΝwasΝ theΝ
attributeΝofΝZeusΝδabrandeus,ΝasΝdescribedΝbyΝPlutarchΝ
andΝ asΝ depictedΝ onΝ coinsΝ fromΝ theΝ regionΝ ΧFigέΝ 5έ3ΨέΝ
ωoinsΝmintedΝduringΝtheΝreignΝofΝtheΝώecatomnidΝdynastyΝ
Χ3λ1–326ΝBωΨΝdepictΝZeusΝδabrandeusΝwithΝtheΝ labrys 

andΝ aΝ lotusάtippedΝ scepter,Ν bothΝ attributesΝ associatedΝ

withΝ divineΝ powerΝ ΧώeadΝ 1κλινΝώowgegoΝet alέΝ 2ίί5,Ν
56νΝKonukΝ2ί13,Ν11ί–12ΨέΝTheΝcompositionΝofΝtheΝcultΝ
statueΝ ofΝ ZeusΝ δabrandeusΝ wieldingΝ aΝ doubleΝ axeΝ andΝ
standingΝinsideΝaΝtempleΝwithΝIonicΝcapitalsΝalsoΝappearsΝ
onΝRomanΝimperialΝcoinsΝofΝεylasa,ΝtheΝformerΝcapitalΝ
ofΝωaria,ΝandΝseemsΝtoΝbeΝtiedΝtoΝsomeΝformΝofΝreligiousΝ
continuityΝorΝreverenceΝofΝolderΝcultsΝinΝtheΝregionΝduringΝ
theΝPax RomanaΝΧseeΝeέgέ,ΝPriceΝ1λκ4νΝBrodyΝ2ίί1Ψέ

Figure 5.1 Larnax from Aghia Triada, Crete, dated to the Late 

Minoan III period (Archaeological Museum of Herakleion). Photo 

by P. Miller.

Figure 5.2 Mason’s marks from Minoan palace at Malia, dated to 

the Late Minoan I period. Photo by author.
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ThroughoutΝ theΝ ωlassicalΝ andΝ ώellenisticΝ periods,Ν
theΝnorthΝAegeanΝislandΝofΝTenedosΝdepictedΝtheΝdoubleΝ
axeΝonΝtheΝreverseΝtogetherΝwithΝaΝJanusάlikeΝigureΝonΝ
theΝ obverseΝ ofΝ itsΝ coinsΝ ΧRouseΝ 1λί1,Ν 2ιί–2νΝ WaitesΝ
1λ23νΝύeorgoudiΝ2ί11,Ν51–λνΝFigέΝ5έ4ΨέΝItΝwasΝnotΝonlyΝ
restrictedΝtoΝtheΝcoinsΝofΝtheΝisland,ΝhoweverνΝtwoΝleadΝ
weightsΝfromΝTenedosΝshowΝaΝdoubleΝaxeΝaccompaniedΝ
byΝgrapesΝwhileΝaΝbronzeΝtabletΝfoundΝnearΝtheΝTempleΝofΝ
ZeusΝinΝtheΝAltisΝatΝτlympiaΝbearsΝaΝdecreeΝofΝaΝTenedianΝ
wrestlerΝ withΝ twoΝ doubleΝ axesΝ ΧύeorgoudiΝ 2ί11,Ν 5κΨέΝ
SoΝ associatedΝwasΝ theΝ islandΝwithΝ theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ thatΝ
AristotleΝmentionsΝtheΝproverbΝ‘TİȞȑįȚοȢ πȑȜİțυȢ’ΝforΝaΝ
doubleΝ axeΝ associatedΝwithΝ cruelΝ actionsΝ ΧAristotle,Ν frέΝ
5λ3ΨέΝTheΝphilosopherΝstatesΝthatΝtheΝproverbΝaroseΝwhenΝ
aΝkingΝofΝTenedosΝinitiatedΝaΝlawΝwherebyΝallΝadulterersΝ
wouldΝbeΝslainΝwithΝaΝdoubleΝaxeνΝtheΝking’sΝownΝsonΝwasΝ
foundΝguiltyΝofΝadulteryΝandΝwasΝexecutedΝaccordingΝtoΝ
theΝlawέΝAfterΝthisΝevent,ΝtheΝcoinsΝofΝTenedosΝboreΝtheΝ
symbolΝofΝtheΝlabrysέ

InΝώellenisticΝThrace,ΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝwasΝanΝattributeΝ
ofΝ Zalmoxis,Ν theΝ godΝ ofΝ thunderέΝ ItΝ isΝ alsoΝ depictedΝ

onΝ coinsΝ ofΝThraceΝ asΝ theΝ symbolΝ ofΝ theΝ kingsΝ ofΝ theΝ
τdrysae,Ν whoΝ consideredΝ ZalmoxisΝ theΝ ancestorΝ andΝ
protectorΝ ofΝ theΝ royalΝ houseΝ ΧUrukovaΝ 1λι6νΝ TopalovΝ
1λλ4ΨέΝτnΝaΝwallΝpaintingΝfromΝaΝtombΝatΝAlexandrovoΝ
ΧPlέΝ11Ψ,ΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝisΝusedΝasΝaΝweaponΝbyΝaΝmaleΝ
igureΝ ΧTheodossievΝ 2ίί5νΝ PetrovΝ 2ίίινΝ ωohenΝ 2ί1ί,Ν
2λ6Ψ,ΝprobablyΝZalmoxis,ΝtoΝkillΝaΝwildΝboar,ΝasΝitΝalsoΝisΝ
inΝtheΝύnosisΝmosaicΝfromΝPellaΝΧPlέΝ12ΨΝwhereΝaΝyoungΝ
εacedonianΝnoblemanΝkillsΝaΝstagΝwithΝaΝdoubleΝaxeΝwhileΝ
hisΝcompanionΝattacksΝitΝwithΝhisΝdaggerΝΧPetsasΝ1λ64,Ν
2–25νΝRobertsonΝ1λ6ι,Νι6–ινΝYalourisΝ1λκ2,Ν2ιΨέΝAlsoΝ
inΝεacedonia,ΝitΝappearsΝasΝaΝsymbolΝonΝcoinsΝdepictingΝ
aΝ seatedΝ ZeusΝ ΧKremydiάSicilianouΝ 2ίί5,Ν λι–1ί3νΝ
TouratsoglouΝ2ί12ΨέΝSinceΝZeusΝwasΝtheΝmythicalΝancestorΝ
ofΝ theΝεacedonianΝ royalΝ family,Ν theΝdoubleΝaxeΝasΝ theΝ
god’sΝattributeΝwasΝassociatedΝwithΝroyaltyνΝtripleΝrowsΝofΝ
theΝdoubleΝaxeΝhaveΝbeenΝdiscoveredΝinΝtheΝburialΝofΝtheΝ
ladyΝofΝAegaeΝasΝwellΝasΝinΝsanctuariesΝΧKottaridiΝ2ί11νΝ
KouremenosΝ 2ί11νΝ FigέΝ 5έ5ΨέΝ TheΝ holesΝ atΝ theΝ bottomΝ
ofΝeachΝrowΝofΝtheΝAegaeΝaxesΝsuggestΝ thatΝ theyΝlikelyΝ
accommodatedΝwoodenΝpolesΝandΝmayΝhaveΝbeenΝheldΝ

Figure 5.3 Silver tetradrachm of Mausolus of Caria, 377–353 

BC. From Gorny and Mosch, Online Catalogue 199 (2011), by 

permission of M. Kaloshina.

Figure 5.4 Silver tetradrachm of Tenedos, 4th century BC (private 

collection). From Classical Numismatic Group, Inc., by permission 

of D. Tatro.

Figure 5.5 Triple rows of double axes from the burials of women at Aegae. Photo by A. Kottaridi.
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asΝsceptersΝbyΝroyalΝεacedonianΝwomenΝΧKottaridiΝ2ί11,Ν
34ΨέΝThisΝtypeΝofΝdoubleΝaxeΝmustΝhaveΝbeenΝlimitedΝtoΝ
εacedonia,ΝasΝotherΝexamplesΝwithΝ tripleΝrowsΝareΝnotΝ
knownΝfromΝelsewhereέΝIfΝ theseΝwereΝusedΝasΝscepters,Ν
asΝseemsΝ likely,Ν theyΝareΝ theΝonlyΝsuchΝexamplesΝ fromΝ
theΝύreekΝworldΝandΝareΝaΝtestamentΝtoΝtheΝsigniicanceΝ
ofΝtheΝsymbolΝinΝtheΝlifeΝofΝεacedonianΝnobilityέΝ

The double axe in non-Cretan contexts during 
the Roman period

The labrysΝ continuedΝ toΝ beΝ depictedΝ inΝ variousΝ mediaΝ
throughoutΝ theΝ RomanΝ periodέΝ ItΝ isΝ duringΝ thisΝ time,Ν
inΝ fact,Ν thatΝ theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ seemsΝ toΝ haveΝ acquiredΝ aΝ
multitudeΝ ofΝ meanings,Ν potentiallyΝ leadingΝ toΝ diverseΝ
interpretationsέΝ δikeΝ someΝ ωlassicalΝ andΝ ώellenisticΝ
rulers,ΝRomanΝemperorsΝalsoΝassociatedΝtheirΝimagesΝwithΝ
theΝdoubleΝaxeΝonΝcoinsΝmintedΝunderΝtheirΝruleέΝTheΝcoinsΝ
ofΝsomeΝcitiesΝinΝtheΝeasternΝprovincesΝboreΝtheΝimagesΝofΝ
individualΝemperorsΝonΝtheΝobverseΝandΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝ
onΝtheΝreverse,ΝeitherΝasΝaΝloneΝsymbolΝorΝasΝanΝattributeΝ
ofΝaΝlocalΝdivinityέΝωoinsΝofΝtheΝJulioάωlaudianΝemperorsΝ
mintedΝatΝώierapolisΝinΝPhrygiaΝshowΝtheΝlabrysΝonΝtheΝ
reverseΝ ΧFigέΝ 5έ6Ψ,Ν whereΝ itΝ isΝ carriedΝ byΝApollo – theΝ
city’sΝpatronΝdeity – onΝhorsebackέΝTheΝ labrysΝ appearsΝ
asΝ theΝsoleΝ symbolΝonΝ theΝobverseΝofΝaΝbronzeΝcoinΝofΝ
ώadrianΝfromΝτxyrrhynchusΝinΝEgyptΝΧFigέΝ5έιΨ,ΝnowΝinΝaΝ
privateΝcollectionέΝItsΝmeaningΝinΝthisΝcontextΝisΝunclear,Ν
asΝneitherΝ theΝcityΝnorΝ theΝemperorΝareΝknownΝ toΝhaveΝ
hadΝanyΝparticularΝassociationΝwithΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeέΝItΝisΝ
possibleΝthatΝitsΝappearanceΝonΝώadrianicΝcoinsΝmayΝbeΝaΝ
referenceΝtoΝtheΝleagueΝofΝworkmenΝinΝtheΝcityΝthatΝusedΝ
theΝdoubleΝaxeΝasΝtheirΝtool,ΝthusΝassociatingΝtheΝcityΝwithΝ
woodworkingΝΧώέΝWhitehouse,ΝpersέΝcommέΨέ 

WhyΝwasΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝnotΝdepictedΝonΝanyΝofΝtheΝ
coinsΝ ofΝ ωretanΝ citiesΝ asΝ wellΝ asΝ thoseΝ ofΝ theΝ ωretanΝ
KoinonΝ–ΝtheΝleagueΝofΝωretanΝcitiesΝ–ΝduringΝtheΝRomanΝ

periodςΝThisΝexclusionΝmayΝseemΝoddΝasΝmanyΝcitiesΝonΝ
theΝislandΝmintedΝcoinsΝwithΝnativeΝωretanΝdeitiesΝΧeέgέ,Ν
VelchanosΝatΝύortynνΝBritomartisήϊiktynnaΝatΝKydoniaΨΝ
orΝwithΝmythologicalΝsymbolsΝassociatedΝwithΝaΝparticularΝ
cityΝΧSvoronosΝ1κκλνΝSidiropoulosΝ1λλ6νΝ2ίί4νΝStefanakisΝ
2ί1ίΨέΝTheΝobviousΝanswerΝisΝthatΝtheΝlabrysΝwasΝnotΝaΝ
symbolΝofΝanyΝparticularΝωretanΝcityΝasΝwas,ΝforΝexample,Ν
theΝlabyrinthΝatΝKnossosΝfeaturedΝonΝtheΝcoinsΝofΝtheΝcityΝ
evenΝafterΝitΝbecameΝaΝRomanΝcolonyέΝAlso,ΝcoinsΝmintedΝ
inΝωretanΝcitiesΝbeforeΝtheΝRomanΝperiodΝdidΝnotΝdepictΝtheΝ
labrys,ΝwhichΝsuggestsΝthat,ΝinΝtheΝpostάεinoanΝperiod,Ν
theΝdoubleΝaxeΝhadΝlostΝitsΝmeaningΝandΝimportanceΝasΝaΝ
symbolΝofΝdivineΝpowerέΝSoΝhowΝthenΝcanΝtheΝpresenceΝofΝ
doubleΝaxesΝonΝvariousΝmediaΝinΝωreteΝbeΝinterpretedΝifΝ
theΝsymbolΝwasΝnotΝassociatedΝwithΝolderΝωretanΝsymbolicΝ
meaningςΝInΝorderΝ toΝanswerΝthisΝquestion,ΝweΝneedΝtoΝ
lookΝoutsideΝωreteΝforΝevidenceέΝ

RomanΝartΝcontainsΝaΝmultitudeΝofΝexamplesΝfeaturingΝ
doubleΝ axesέΝ TheΝ labrysΝ wasΝ theΝ symbolΝ ofΝ JupiterΝ
ϊolichenus,ΝaΝgodΝoriginallyΝworshipedΝfromΝtheΝearlyΝ
RomanΝperiodΝinΝtheΝtownΝofΝϊolicheΝinΝωommagene,ΝbutΝ
whoseΝworshipΝspreadΝwithΝtheΝRomanΝarmyΝthroughoutΝ
theΝ empireΝ duringΝ theΝ 2ndΝ centuryΝAϊΝ ΧωollarΝ 2ί13,Ν
ιλ–λ3Ψ,Ν asΝ anΝ exampleΝofΝ anΝ altarΝ fromΝVindolandaΝ inΝ
RomanΝBritainΝbearingΝaΝdepictionΝofΝtheΝgodΝindicatesέΝ
ΧFigέΝ5έκΨέΝWhileΝveryΝlittleΝisΝknownΝaboutΝthisΝoriginallyΝ
easternΝdeityΝfromΝhistoricalΝsources – theΝonlyΝwrittenΝ
sourceΝthatΝmentionsΝJupiterΝϊolichenusΝisΝStephanusΝofΝ
Byzantium,ΝwhoΝwritesΝthatΝtheΝgodΝcameΝfromΝϊoliche,Ν
locatedΝinΝωommagene – hisΝiconographyΝbearsΝaΝstrikingΝ
resemblanceΝtoΝtheΝώurrianΝskyΝandΝweatherΝgodΝTeshub,Ν
whoΝwasΝdepictedΝwieldingΝaΝdoubleΝaxeΝΧWaitesΝ1λ23,Ν
2λνΝ ωollarΝ 2ί13,Ν κ4–5ΨέΝ Teshub’sΝ attributesΝ wereΝ theΝ
thunderboltΝandΝtheΝaxe,ΝusuallyΝbutΝnotΝalways,ΝdepictedΝ
asΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeέΝJupiterΝϊolichenusΝisΝeasilyΝidentiiedΝ
byΝinscriptionsΝfoundΝonΝvariousΝaltarsΝdedicatedΝtoΝhimέΝ
TheΝthreeΝattributesΝthatΝusuallyΝappearΝinΝhisΝiconographicΝ

Figure 5.7 Bronze dichalkon of Hadrian with double-axe on 

the reverse, from Oxyrrhynchus, Egypt, cέ AD 128–130 (private 

collection). From Hobbyblog, by permission of E. Finn.

Figure 5.6 Silver sestertius of Nero from Hierapolis, Phrygia, AD 

54–68 (private collection). Photo by D. Kurth.
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representationΝareΝ theΝdoubleΝaxe,Ν theΝ thunderbolt,ΝandΝ
theΝbull,ΝallΝsymbolsΝofΝmaleΝpowerΝandΝvirilityΝthatΝmadeΝ
himΝaΝittingΝgodΝforΝtheΝRomanΝarmyέ

The labrysΝ wasΝ frequentlyΝ depictedΝ onΝ mosaicsΝ inΝ
householdΝ contexts,ΝmostΝ oftenΝ inΝ theΝύreekΝEast,Ν butΝ
also,ΝalthoughΝlessΝfrequently,ΝinΝtheΝwestΝΧseeΝeέgέ,ΝδeviΝ
1λ4ινΝ SternΝ 1λιινΝ ωampbellΝ 1λκκνΝ ϊunbabinΝ 1λλλνΝ
ωimokΝ 2ίίίΨέΝAtΝ leastΝ fourΝ housesΝ inΝAntioch,Ν datingΝ
fromΝtheΝ2ndΝtoΝ theΝ4thΝcenturiesΝAϊ,ΝcontainΝmosaicsΝ
withΝdepictionsΝofΝdoubleΝaxesΝassociatedΝwithΝgeometricΝ
motifsνΝ theseΝ areΝ theΝ ‘ώouseΝ ofΝ εenander,’Ν ‘ώouseΝ ofΝ
ServedΝεeals,’Ν‘ώouseΝofΝtheΝEvilΝEye,’ΝandΝtheΝ‘ώouseΝofΝ

theΝBoatΝofΝPsycheέ’ΝAtΝPalmyra,ΝtheΝ‘ώouseΝofΝAchilles’Ν
containsΝexamplesΝofΝaΝslightlyΝdifferentΝversionΝofΝtheΝ
doubleΝaxeΝmotif,ΝnamelyΝ theΝmergingΝofΝ theΝpelta – a 

protectiveΝ symbol – withΝ theΝ doubleΝ axe,Ν whichΝ givesΝ
itΝaΝmoreΝelegantΝformΝΧSternΝ1λιι,Ν4ιΨέΝSternΝbelievesΝ
thatΝthisΝvariationΝinΝtheΝdoubleΝaxe’sΝiconographyΝmayΝ
beΝattributedΝtoΝdifferentΝ‘schools’ΝofΝmosaicistsΝinΝSyria,Ν
withΝaΝparticularΝschoolΝpreferingΝtoΝmergeΝbothΝmotifsΝ
intoΝoneΝΧSternΝ1λλι,ΝλΨέΝIndeed,ΝtheΝlatterΝversionΝseemsΝ
toΝhaveΝbeenΝrareΝinΝotherΝpartsΝofΝtheΝempire,ΝalthoughΝ
aΝfewΝexamplesΝofΝpeltaάdoubleΝaxesΝappearΝonΝmarbleΝ
reliefsΝfromΝotherΝprovincesέΝ

AtΝZeugma,ΝtheΝlabrysΝisΝdepictedΝonΝaΝiguralΝmosaicΝ
thatΝ hasΝ ωreteΝ asΝ itsΝ settingΝ ΧPlέΝ 13ΨέΝ TheΝ ‘ώouseΝ ofΝ
Poseidon,’ΝdatedΝtoΝtheΝlateΝ2ndή3rdΝcenturyΝAϊ,ΝcontainsΝ
aΝmosaicΝloorΝwithΝ twoΝpanelsΝ arrangedΝ inΝ aΝTάshape,Ν
indicatingΝthatΝtheΝroomΝwasΝprobablyΝaΝtricliniumέΝτneΝ
ofΝtheΝpanelsΝillustratesΝaΝsceneΝwithΝPasiphaë,ΝTrophos,Ν
ϊaedalusΝandΝIcarusέΝTheΝlabelledΝiguresΝshowΝϊaedalusΝ
andΝ hisΝ sonΝ IcarusΝ engagedΝ inΝ whatΝ appearsΝ toΝ beΝ
woodworkingΝΧAbadieάReynalΝ2ίί2νΝÖnalΝ2ίί2νΝBarbetΝ
2ίί5νΝŞahinΝ2ί13ΨέΝItΝisΝpossibleΝthatΝtheΝmosaicΝshowsΝ
aΝsceneΝfromΝaΝplayέΝInΝthisΝcomposition,ΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝ
liesΝonΝtheΝloorΝbyΝIcarus’ΝfeetΝandΝisΝclearlyΝmeantΝtoΝbeΝ
seenΝasΝaΝwoodworkingΝtoolνΝbothΝϊaedalusΝandΝIcarusΝ
areΝdepictedΝholdingΝworkedΝwood,ΝϊaedalusΝclutchingΝaΝ
sawΝandΝIcarusΝworkingΝaΝpieceΝofΝwoodΝwithΝaΝhammerέΝ
PartΝofΝaΝtreetrunkΝisΝdepictedΝinΝfrontΝofΝtheΝtwoΝigures,Ν
withΝ theΝdoubleΝaxeΝ toΝ itsΝ rightέΝ ItΝ isΝ apparentΝ thatΝ theΝ
doubleΝaxeΝinΝthisΝcompositionΝisΝmeantΝtoΝbeΝunderstoodΝ
asΝtheΝtoolΝthatΝfelledΝtheΝtreeέΝTheΝboukranion,ΝanotherΝ
apotropaicΝsymbolΝassociatedΝwithΝωreteΝlikeΝtheΝdoubleΝ
axe,Ν isΝshownΝbyΝPasiphaë’sΝ feetΝandΝ inΝ thisΝcontextΝ isΝ
aΝreferenceΝtoΝtheΝmythΝofΝtheΝqueen’sΝmatingΝwithΝtheΝ
bullέΝ AnotherΝ mosaicΝ fromΝ aΝ 2nd centuryΝ AϊΝ houseΝ
atΝ ZeugmaΝ showsΝ theΝ rescueΝ ofΝ ϊanaeΝ andΝ theΝ infantΝ
PerseusΝbyΝϊiktysΝΧKέΝύörkay,ΝpersέΝcommέΨέΝAΝdoubleΝ
axeΝ isΝdepictedΝ inΝ frontΝofΝaΝwoodenΝchest,Ν suggestingΝ
thatΝϊiktysΝmayΝhaveΝusedΝ theΝdoubleΝaxeΝasΝaΝ toolΝ toΝ
openΝtheΝchestέ

The labrysΝoftenΝappearsΝasΝanΝattributeΝofΝmythologicalΝ
igures,ΝparticularlyΝAmazonsέΝAnΝexampleΝofΝaΝfemaleΝ
igureΝwieldingΝaΝdoubleΝaxeΝappearsΝonΝaΝ3rdάcenturyΝ
AϊΝsarcophagusΝdepictingΝanΝAmazonomachy,ΝnowΝ inΝ
theΝPioΝωlementinoΝεuseum,ΝVaticanΝΧFigέΝ5έλΨέΝInΝthisΝ
composition,Ν theΝ womanΝ holdsΝ aΝ labrysΝ whileΝ tendingΝ
toΝ herΝ horseέΝAΝ peltaΝ inΝ theΝ topΝ rightΝ handΝ cornerΝ inΝ
conjunctionΝwithΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝsuggestsΝthatΝtheΝAmazonΝ
isΝengagedΝinΝwarέΝSimilarly,ΝanΝAmazonΝusesΝaΝdoubleΝ
axeΝtoΝightΝoffΝaΝRomanΝsoldierΝinΝaΝmosaicΝfromΝAntiochΝ
ΧδeviΝ1λ4ι,Ν46νΝωampbellΝ1λκκ,Νλ2ΨνΝitΝisΝnoteworthyΝthatΝ
thisΝconigurationΝalsoΝcontainsΝtwoΝdoubleΝaxesΝthatΝhaveΝ
fallenΝonΝtheΝgroundΝandΝwhichΝpresumablyΝbelongedΝtoΝ
otherΝdefeatedΝAmazonsΝΧFigέΝ5έ1ίΨέ

Figure 5.8 Altar depicting Jupiter Dolichenus standing on a bull 

and holding a double axe, from Vindolanda, 2nd century AD. 

Photo by L. Spangenberg.
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Figure 5.9 Right side panel of a sarcophagus with a composition depicting an Amazon holding a double axe, dated AD 230–250 (Rome, 

Pio Clementine Museum). Photo by J. Shauer.

Figure ηέ1ί εosaic of Roman soldiers ighting Amazonsν on the ground can be seen two doubleάheaded axes, from Antioch, the ‘House 
of the Amazons’, 3rd century AD. From Levi 1947, pl. cxxiii.
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TwoΝofΝtheΝtopΝregistersΝonΝTrajan’sΝcolumnΝinΝRomeΝ
featureΝtheΝlabrysΝasΝbothΝaΝweaponΝandΝasΝaΝtoolΝusedΝ
byΝRomanΝlegionariesΝtoΝchopΝdownΝtreesΝandΝinΝbattleΝ
withΝtheΝϊaciansΝΧJagerΝ1λλλ,Νκ36νΝFigέΝ5έ11ΨέΝItsΝpresenceΝ
onΝsuchΝaΝgrandΝimperialΝmonumentΝisΝaΝclearΝindicationΝ
thatΝtheΝRomansΝusedΝtheΝlabrys – orΝbipennis asΝitΝwasΝ
calledΝinΝδatin – inΝwar,ΝoneΝofΝtheΝfewΝrepresentationsΝ
ofΝ theΝdoubleΝ axeΝbeingΝusedΝ asΝ aΝweaponΝbyΝ soldiersΝ
ratherΝthanΝbyΝdeities,ΝmythologicalΝigures,ΝorΝheroesέΝ

ThereΝ areΝ manyΝ otherΝ depictionsΝ ofΝ theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ
fromΝtheΝωlassicalΝtoΝtheΝRomanΝperiodΝthatΝsuggestΝthatΝ
theΝ labrysΝ appearsΝ eitherΝ asΝ theΝ attributeΝ ofΝ aΝ deityΝ orΝ
mythologicalΝperson,ΝasΝtheΝsymbolΝofΝaΝcity,ΝasΝaΝtool,Ν
orΝasΝaΝweaponέΝAnΝexaminationΝofΝ theseΝgoesΝbeyondΝ
theΝscopeΝofΝthisΝpaperέΝ

The labrys in Roman Crete

IΝ haveΝ alreadyΝ discussedΝ brielyΝ theΝ evolutionΝ ofΝ theΝ
iconographyΝ ofΝ theΝ labrysΝ fromΝ theΝ εinoanΝ periodΝ
onwardsΝandΝitsΝpresenceΝinΝbothΝύreekΝandΝnonάύreekΝ
contextsέΝInΝRomanΝωrete,ΝitΝappearsΝinΝvariousΝcontexts,Ν
someΝofΝwhichΝareΝdiscussedΝbelowέ

TheΝdoubleΝaxeΝappearsΝonΝaΝmosaicΝloorΝinΝtheΝ‘ώouseΝ
ofΝPhidias’Ν atΝKissamosΝ inΝwestΝωreteΝ ΧFigέΝ5έ12ΨνΝ thisΝ
partΝ ofΝ theΝ houseΝ isΝ datedΝ toΝ theΝ 2ndή3rd centuryΝAϊΝ
basedΝ onΝ itsΝ potteryΝ ΧεarkoulakiΝ 2ίίλ,Ν 362–3ΨέΝ TheΝ
mosaicΝ containsΝ aΝ tabula ansataΝ onΝ theΝ farΝ rightΝ withΝ
anΝinscriptionΝnamingΝtheΝownerΝofΝtheΝhouseΝasΝPhidiasΝ
ΧεarkoulakiΝ 2ίίλ,Ν 363ΨέΝ ItΝ hasΝ aΝ iguralΝ panelΝ inΝ theΝ

centerΝwithΝaΝcompositionΝofΝaΝcentaurΝattackingΝaΝpantherέΝ
ToΝtheΝleftΝofΝthisΝpanelΝisΝaΝpeltaΝlankedΝbyΝtwoΝsmallΝ
doubleΝaxesΝsituatedΝonΝoppositeΝendsΝofΝeachΝotherέΝAsΝ
alreadyΝnoted,Ν theΝpeltaΝwasΝaΝ symbolΝofΝprotectionΝ inΝ
RomanΝart,ΝandΝtheΝcloseΝproximityΝbetweenΝitΝandΝtheΝ
twoΝsmallΝdoubleΝaxesΝinΝthisΝcompositionΝsuggestsΝthatΝ
bothΝtheseΝmotifsΝwereΝconsideredΝinΝtheΝsameΝcategoryΝ
ofΝapotropaicΝsymbolsέΝTheΝdepictionΝofΝtwoΝdoubleΝaxesΝ
inΝaΝreceptionΝroomΝraisesΝtheΝquestionΝofΝtheirΝmeaningΝ
inΝaΝhouseholdΝcontextέΝWereΝ theyΝsimplyΝmeantΝ toΝbeΝ
understoodΝasΝapotropaicΝsymbolsΝorΝcouldΝtheyΝpossiblyΝ
signifyΝaΝcollectiveΝmemoryΝofΝanΝolderΝωretanΝmotifςΝ
ωomparisonsΝwithΝotherΝmosaicΝloorsΝ thatΝ containΝ theΝ
labrysΝmotifΝmightΝprovideΝtheΝanswerέ

ωouldΝthisΝsymbolΝrepresentΝPhidias’ΝdesireΝtoΝconnectΝ
himselfΝwithΝtheΝωretanΝpastςΝωertainly,ΝtheΝdoubleΝaxesΝ
doΝnotΝ seemΝ toΝitΝ inΝwithΝ theΝ restΝofΝ theΝcomposition,Ν
norΝdoesΝitΝhaveΝanyΝparticularΝrelationΝwithΝtheΝsubjectsΝ
depictedΝ inΝ theΝ otherΝ mosaicsΝ ofΝ theΝ house,Ν mostΝ ofΝ
whichΝcontainΝϊionysiacΝscenesΝΧεarkoulakiΝ2ίίλ,Ν365νΝ
KouremenosΝ2ί13a,Ν15κ–6ίΨέΝWhatΝisΝevident,Νhowever,Ν
isΝthatΝthisΝisΝtheΝonlyΝdepictionΝofΝtheΝsymbolΝfoundΝinΝaΝ
RomanΝhouseΝonΝωreteΝΧKouremenosΝ2ί13a,Ν15λΨέΝ

AΝcomparisonΝwithΝtheΝmosaicsΝfoundΝinΝnonάωretanΝ
contextsΝisΝimportantΝforΝunderstandingΝitsΝpresenceΝinΝtheΝ
houseΝatΝKissamosέΝTheΝmosaicΝfromΝtheΝ‘ώouseΝofΝPhidias’Ν
preservesΝ theΝ lastΝ partΝ ofΝ theΝ artist’sΝ ΧorΝ mosaicist’sΨΝ
signatureμΝ ……ǻΑΦȃΗȃΝ ǼȆȅǿǼǿΝ ΧεarkoulakiΝ 2ί11,Ν
363ΨέΝSinceΝnoΝotherΝtownΝwithΝtheΝnameΝofΝϊaphneΝisΝ
knownΝtoΝhaveΝexistedΝinΝtheΝύreekΝEast,Ν itΝ isΝobviousΝ

Figure 5.11 Sketch of an upper register of the Column of Trajan, Rome, showing a group scene with a soldier carrying a double axe, 

2nd century AD. From http://schnucks0.free.fr/trajan.htm, by permission of O. Schneol.
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thatΝtheΝϊaphneΝinΝthisΝinstanceΝisΝAntiochάϊaphneέΝAnΝ
artistΝ fromΝAntiochάϊaphneΝ alsoΝ putΝ hisΝ signatureΝ onΝ
oneΝ ofΝ theΝ mosaicsΝ fromΝ aΝ houseΝ inΝ nearbyΝ KydoniaΝ
ΧεarkoulakiΝ1λλί,Ν462ΨέΝWeΝknow,Νthen,Ν thatΝ theΝartistΝ
whoΝcreatedΝtheΝmosaicΝinΝtheΝώouseΝofΝPhidiasΝwasΝnotΝ
ωretanέΝAnΝexaminationΝofΝmosaicΝloorsΝfromΝhousesΝinΝ
AntiochΝoffersΝfurtherΝcluesΝaboutΝtheΝnatureΝofΝtheΝmotifέ

AtΝAntioch,ΝatΝleastΝfourΝmosaicΝloorsΝcontainΝdoubleΝ
axeΝ motifsΝ ΧδeviΝ 1λ4ινΝ KondoleonΝ 2ίίίνΝ KouremenosΝ
2ί13aΨέΝTheΝ‘ώouseΝofΝtheΝBoatΝofΝPsyches’ΝhasΝaΝmosaicΝ
loorΝfeaturingΝaΝcircleΝinsideΝaΝdiamondΝwithΝunevenΝedgesΝ
inscribedΝinsideΝaΝlargerΝdiamondέΝFourΝdoubleΝaxes,ΝoneΝ
onΝeachΝsideΝofΝtheΝdiamond,ΝsurroundΝtheΝcompositionέΝ
PerhapsΝtheΝexampleΝthatΝisΝclosestΝtoΝtheΝpatternΝfromΝtheΝ
‘ώouseΝofΝPhidias’ΝatΝKissamosΝisΝaΝfragmentΝofΝaΝmosaicΝ

loorΝinΝtheΝ‘ώouseΝofΝtheΝEvilΝEye’ΝΧFigέΝ5έ13νΝδeviΝ1λ4ι,Ν
34νΝKouremenosΝ2ί13a,Ν156Ψ,ΝwhichΝpreservesΝbothΝ theΝ
geometricΝmotifΝofΝaΝdiamondΝ inscribedΝ insideΝaΝsquareΝ
withΝaΝrosetteΝinΝtheΝmiddleΝ–ΝwhichΝalsoΝappearsΝonΝtheΝ
eastΝsideΝofΝtheΝroomΝinΝtheΝ‘ώouseΝofΝPhidias’Ν–ΝandΝtwoΝ
doubleΝ axesΝ lankingΝ itέΝTheΝ depictionΝ ofΝ theΝ labrysΝ onΝ
mosaicΝloorsΝpointsΝtoΝtheΝmotif’sΝpopularityΝinΝ2ndΝandΝ
3rdΝ centuryΝAϊΝhousesΝ inΝSyriaέΝύivenΝ theΝAntiocheneΝ
originΝ ofΝ theΝ artistΝ whoΝ madeΝ theΝ KissamosΝ mosaic,Ν itΝ
isΝlikelyΝthatΝheΝwasΝcopyingΝaΝmotifΝthatΝtheΝ‘schoolΝofΝ
mosaicists’Ν inΝAntiochΝ hadΝ reproducedΝ inΝ otherΝ houses,Ν
bothΝwithinΝandΝoutsideΝSyriaΝΧFigέΝ5έ14ΨέΝThus,ΝtheΝlabrys 
motifsΝ inΝ theΝ ‘ώouseΝofΝPhidias’ΝatΝKissamosΝshouldΝbeΝ
understoodΝasΝapotropaicΝsymbolsΝthatΝformedΝpartΝofΝtheΝ
artisticΝrepertoireΝofΝtheΝSyrianΝartistΝwhoΝmadeΝtheΝmosaicέ

Figure 5.12 Mosaic in Room 1 in the House of Phidias, Kissamos. 

From εarkoulaki βίίλ, γθγ, by permission of Kǻ’ Ephorate of 
Prehistoric and Classical Antiquities, Chania.

Figure 5.13 Mosaic in the ‘House of the Evil Eye’, Antioch, 2nd 

century AD. From Levi 1947, pl. cvii e.

Figure 5.14 Mosaic in the ‘House of the Buffet Supper’, Antioch, 2nd century AD. From Levi 1947, pl. cvii a.
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The labrysΝ alsoΝ appearsΝ onΝmosaicsΝ fromΝhousesΝ atΝ
PompeiiΝΧBlakeΝ1λ3ίνΝϊunbabinΝ1λλλνΝωhristensenΝ2ίί6Ψ,Ν
indicatingΝthatΝtheΝRomansΝinΝItalyΝalsoΝascribedΝtoΝitΝanΝ
analogousΝsymbolicΝmeaningέΝTheΝmosaicΝinΝtheΝfaucesΝ
ofΝtheΝ‘ώouseΝofΝPansa’ΝshowsΝaΝguardΝdogΝtiedΝtoΝoneΝ
sideΝofΝaΝdoubleΝdoorέΝTheΝleftΝsideΝofΝtheΝdoubleΝdoorΝ

depictsΝaΝspearΝandΝshieldΝwhileΝtheΝrightΝsideΝcontainsΝ
aΝdoubleΝaxeέΝItΝisΝclearΝfromΝtheΝjuxtapositionΝofΝtheseΝ
imagesΝandΝtheΝlocationΝofΝtheΝmosaicΝatΝtheΝentranceΝofΝ
theΝhouseΝthatΝtheseΝsymbolsΝwereΝmeantΝforΝtheΝprotectionΝ
ofΝtheΝhouse,ΝitsΝowner,ΝandΝhisΝfamilyέΝTheΝthreeΝsymbolsΝ
alsoΝsuggestΝthatΝtheΝhouseΝwasΝviewedΝasΝaΝsanctuary,ΝaΝ
themeΝthatΝwasΝprevalentΝinΝPompeiianΝhousesΝΧseeΝeέgέ,Ν
ϊwyerΝ1λλ1νΝϊunbabinΝ1λλ1νΝBergmannΝ1λλ4ΨέΝ

δampsΝ areΝ anotherΝ typeΝ ofΝ artefactΝ onΝ whichΝ theΝ
doubleΝaxeΝmotifΝwasΝfrequentlyΝdepictedέΝAΝlampΝfromΝ
KissamosΝ foundΝ inΝ anΝ unspeciiedΝ householdΝ contextΝ
andΝdatedΝ toΝ theΝ2ndΝcenturyΝAϊ,Ν isΝnowΝdisplayedΝ inΝ
theΝArchaeologicalΝεuseumΝofΝωhaniaΝΧAέΝεilona,ΝpersέΝ
commέΨέΝTheΝlampΝpreservesΝanΝakanthosάshapedΝstampΝonΝ
theΝbottom,ΝindicatingΝthatΝitΝmayΝhaveΝbeenΝmanufacturedΝ
inΝoneΝofΝtheΝlocalΝworkshopsΝinΝωrete,ΝasΝlampsΝwithΝtheΝ
sameΝmotifΝhaveΝbeenΝfoundΝinΝbothΝωhaniaΝandΝKnossosΝ
Χauthor’sΝobservationΨέΝItΝdepictsΝaΝportraitΝigureΝinΝproileΝ
withΝlowingΝhair,ΝprobablyΝmale,ΝandΝholdingΝtheΝdoubleΝ
axeέΝTheΝjuxtapositionΝofΝtheΝmaleΝigureΝinΝproileΝandΝ
theΝdoubleΝaxeΝnearΝhisΝfaceΝsuggestsΝthatΝitΝwasΝmeantΝ
toΝ beΝ interpretedΝ asΝ hisΝ attributeέΝ ButΝ doesΝ theΝ igureΝ
representΝaΝdeityΝorΝaΝmortalςΝωouldΝhe,Νperhaps,ΝbeΝZeusΝ
ΧδabrandeusςΨΝorΝApolloςΝτrΝisΝheΝϊaedalusΝholdingΝtheΝ
doubleΝaxeΝasΝhisΝtoolΝofΝchoiceςΝWhoeverΝthisΝigureΝisΝ
meantΝtoΝrepresent,ΝitΝisΝobviousΝfromΝtheΝprominenceΝofΝ
theΝdoubleΝ axeΝ inΝ theΝ compositionΝ thatΝ theΝ associationΝ
betweenΝtheΝlabrysΝandΝtheΝigureΝholdingΝitΝwouldΝlikelyΝ
beΝunderstoodΝbyΝpotentialΝbuyersΝofΝtheΝlampέ

AΝ lampΝ datedΝ toΝ theΝ RomanΝ period,Ν ofΝ unknownΝ
provenienceΝ inΝωreteΝ andΝnowΝ inΝ aΝ privateΝ collection,Ν
depictsΝaΝbullΝwithΝaΝdoubleΝaxeΝoverΝitsΝheadΝΧFigέΝ5έ16ΨέΝ
TheΝundersideΝofΝtheΝlampΝrepresentsΝaΝmaleΝheadΝwithΝaΝ
headΝcoverέΝTheΝunknownΝprovenienceΝofΝtheΝlampΝcannotΝ
linkΝitΝwithΝaΝωretanΝworkshop,ΝevenΝthoughΝtheΝlegendΝ
itΝdepictsΝisΝωretanέΝSomeΝscholarsΝhaveΝsuggestedΝthatΝ
theΝdoubleΝaxeΝwasΝsacredΝinΝεinoanΝωreteΝbecauseΝitΝ
wasΝusedΝasΝtheΝtoolΝtoΝslayΝtheΝsacredΝbullΝΧEvansΝ1λί1νΝ
1λ2ινΝσilssonΝ1λ2ινΝPendleburyΝ1λ3λΨέΝInΝPendlebury’sΝ
opinion,Ν theΝ labrysΝ inΝ εinoanΝ ωreteΝ wasΝ originallyΝ aΝ
sacriicialΝaxeΝthat,ΝinΝtheΝcourseΝofΝtime,ΝbecomeΝbothΝ
aΝcultΝsymbolΝandΝaΝcultΝobjectΝΧPendelburyΝ1λ3λ,Ν2ι4ΨέΝ
ToΝ date,Ν however,Ν noΝ iconographicΝ portrayalΝ ofΝ theΝ
doubleΝaxeΝasΝaΝweaponΝtoΝslayΝbullsΝhasΝbeenΝfoundΝinΝ
theΝmaterialΝcultureΝofΝεinoanΝωreteΝΧεarinatosΝ2ί1ί,Ν
41νΝWhittakerΝ2ί14,ΝλλΨέΝTheΝlampΝfromΝRomanΝωreteΝ
appearsΝ toΝ supportΝ Pendlebury’sΝ conclusion,Ν butΝ theΝ
questionΝ is,Ν didΝ theΝ ωretansΝ livingΝ underΝ RomanΝ ruleΝ
attributeΝtheΝsameΝsymbolicΝmeaningΝtoΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝ
asΝtheΝinstrumentΝusedΝtoΝslayΝtheΝsacredΝbullΝorΝdidΝtheΝ
lampΝmakerΝsimplyΝputΝtogetherΝthreeΝimagesΝthatΝreferΝtoΝ
theΝmythΝofΝTheseusΝandΝtheΝεinotaurςΝώadΝtheΝmeaningΝ
ofΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝshiftedΝsigniicantlyΝfromΝtheΝεinoanΝ
toΝ theΝRomanΝperiod,ΝwherebyΝ theΝεinoansΝattributedΝ

Figure 5.15 Mosaic in the fauces of the ‘House of Pansa’, Pompeii, 

1st century AD. Photo by R. Jimenez.

Figure 5.16 Lamp with bull and double axe with a Minoan-like(?) 

igure on the reverse, from Knossos, dated to the βnd century Aϊ 
(private collection). Photo by C. Moore.
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aΝreligiousΝfunctionΝtoΝitΝwhileΝtheΝRomansΝsawΝitΝasΝaΝ
moreΝmultiάfacetedΝsymbolςΝσoΝotherΝlampΝwithΝtheseΝ
motifsΝhasΝbeenΝfoundΝelsewhereΝinΝtheΝempire,ΝpossiblyΝ
indicatingΝ thatΝ itΝ wasΝ madeΝ byΝ aΝ ωretanΝ workshopΝ
specializingΝ inΝiguralΝ lampsΝwithΝ themesΝfromΝωretanΝ
mythologyέΝ

Sapouna’sΝ extensiveΝ catalogueΝ ofΝ lampsΝ fromΝ theΝ
mostΝimportantΝofΝωretanΝsanctuaries,ΝtheΝcaveΝofΝZeusΝ
onΝεtΝIda,ΝdoesΝnotΝincludeΝaΝsingleΝexampleΝofΝaΝlampΝ
withΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝmotif,ΝalthoughΝthereΝareΝexamplesΝ
depictingΝbullsΝΧSapounaΝ1λλκΨέΝItΝdoes,Νhowever,ΝappearΝ
onΝtheΝbodyΝofΝseveralΝlampsΝinΝotherΝpartsΝofΝtheΝempire,Ν
mainlyΝ asΝ aΝ symbolΝ onΝ theΝ sidesΝ ofΝ theΝ bodyΝ inΝ bothΝ
otherwiseΝplainΝasΝwellΝasΝiguralΝlampsΝΧFigsΝ5έ1ιΝandΝ
5έ1κΨέ δampsΝnotΝonlyΝprovidedΝlightΝbutΝmayΝhaveΝalsoΝ
servedΝasΝgoodάluckΝcharmsΝforΝtheΝhouseΝorΝforΝspeciicΝ
roomsΝwithinΝanΝenclosedΝspaceΝwhenΝsymbolsΝlikeΝtheΝ
doubleΝaxeΝwereΝdepictedΝonΝthemέΝ

δetΝusΝnowΝ lookΝbrielyΝatΝhowΝ theΝdoubleΝ axeΝwasΝ
representedΝonΝjewelryέΝTheΝlabrysΝappearsΝasΝaΝsymbolΝ
onΝaΝ carnelianΝ intaglioΝ inΝ aΝ singleΝexampleΝofΝ aΝgroupΝ
ofΝringsΝfromΝburialsΝinΝtheΝSelinoΝprovince,ΝsouthwestΝ
ωrete,ΝdatedΝ toΝ theΝ2ndή3rdΝcenturyΝAϊέΝTheΝ intaglio’sΝ
compositionΝconsistsΝofΝoneΝlargerΝandΝoneΝsmallerΝdoubleΝ
axeΝhoveringΝbesideΝtheΝigureΝofΝaΝmaleΝhead,ΝperhapsΝ
aΝdemon,ΝwhichΝappearsΝtoΝstandΝonΝaΝbowlέΝTheΝuseΝofΝ
hoveringΝdoubleΝaxesΝ inΝ thisΝcompositionΝ isΝ somewhatΝ
similarΝtoΝaΝδεΝII–IIIΝΧ145ί–135ίΝBωΨΝsealΝfromΝKnossosΝ
thatΝdepictsΝaΝεinoanΝ‘εistressΝofΝAnimals’ΝwithΝaΝdoubleΝ
axeΝhoveringΝaboveΝherΝhead,ΝaΝmotifΝthatΝalsoΝappearsΝ
onΝεinoanΝgoldΝringsΝΧώaysomΝ2ί1ί,Ν4ίνΝFigέΝ5έ1λΨέΝ

WhileΝtheΝexampleΝfromΝtheΝSelinoΝprovinceΝbelongsΝ
toΝ aΝ differentΝ typeΝ ofΝ composition,Ν theΝ doubleΝ axe’sΝ
sacredΝconnotationΝonΝringsΝandΝintagliosΝinΝbothΝεinoanΝ
andΝ RomanάperiodΝ ringsΝ isΝ unmistakableέΝ ItΝ isΝ unclearΝ
whatΝ meaningΝ thisΝ compositionΝ heldΝ forΝ theΝ womanΝ
whoΝ ownedΝ theΝ ring,Ν butΝ itΝ isΝ likelyΝ thatΝ theΝ doubleΝ
axeΝinΝtheΝcompositionΝmightΝindicateΝtheΝprotectionΝofΝ
progenyΝorΝevenΝtheΝprotectionΝofΝtheΝwoman’sΝfertilityΝ
fromΝ evilΝ forcesέΝAnotherΝ carnelianΝ ringΝ datingΝ toΝ theΝ
RomanΝperiodΝfoundΝ inΝaΝburialΝcontext,ΝbutΝwithoutΝaΝ
secureΝprovenience,ΝalsoΝinΝtheΝSelinoΝprovinceΝdepictsΝ
aΝwomanΝholdingΝaΝcornucopia,ΝaΝsymbolΝofΝabundanceέΝ
AlthoughΝitΝisΝnotΝknownΝwhetherΝtheseΝcarnelianΝringsΝ
dateΝtoΝtheΝsameΝtimeΝperiod,ΝtheΝapotropaicΝsymbolismΝ
ofΝbothΝ theΝcornucopiaΝandΝ theΝdoubleΝaxeΝonΝ theΝ ringΝ
intagliosΝ suggestsΝ thatΝ bothΝ symbolsΝ wereΝ depictedΝ inΝ
orderΝtoΝbringΝgoodΝluckΝtoΝtheΝwearersέ

ΝTheΝlastΝcategoryΝofΝartefactsΝthatΝwillΝbeΝdiscussedΝ
inΝthisΝpaperΝisΝfuneraryΝmonumentsέΝTheΝirstΝexampleΝ
wasΝdiscoveredΝinΝTarrhaΝinΝsouthwestΝωreteΝandΝisΝdatedΝ
toΝtheΝ1st–2ndΝcenturyΝAϊΝΧFigέΝ5έ2ίΨέΝItΝbearsΝtheΝigureΝ
ofΝaΝhandΝgraspingΝaΝdoubleΝaxeΝonΝtheΝleftΝsideΝwithΝtheΝ
fragmentaryΝinscriptionΝofΝtheΝnameΝandΝpatronymicΝofΝ

theΝdeceasedΝindividualΝappearingΝonΝtheΝbottomΝofΝtheΝ
steleμΝAȓ[Ĳ]ȚȡοȢΝΣȫıȦΝΧύuarducciΝ1λ35,Ν3ίιΨέΝ

ThisΝiconographicΝcompositionΝposesΝsomeΝimportantΝ
questionsμΝ whyΝ didΝ theΝ familyΝ ofΝAi[t]irosΝ chooseΝ toΝ
depictΝaΝhandΝholdingΝaΝlabrysΝonΝhisΝgraveΝsteleςΝWhatΝ

Figure 5.17 Mold of a lamp with two double axes, 2nd or 3rd 

century AD (private collection). Photo by P. Williamson.

Figure ηέ1κ δamp depicting a igural composition of Pan copulating 
with a goat, with two double axes framing the composition, 1st 

or 2nd century AD (private collection). Photo by P. Williamson.
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signiicanceΝ didΝ theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ holdΝ forΝ theΝ deceasedΝ
duringΝhisΝlifetimeςΝύivenΝtheΝprominentΝdepictionΝofΝtheΝ
doubleΝaxeΝbeingΝheldΝbyΝaΝhumanΝinΝthisΝcomposition,ΝitΝ
wasΝlikelyΝmeantΝtoΝbeΝseenΝasΝaΝtoolΝorΝaΝweaponΝinΝthisΝ
instanceέΝAreΝweΝtoΝassumeΝthatΝAi[t]irosΝwasΝaΝfarmerΝ
orΝaΝwarriorΝandΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝwasΝhisΝtoolήweaponΝofΝ
choiceςΝτrΝshouldΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝbeΝseenΝasΝaΝsymbolΝ
ofΝfortitude,ΝaΝreminderΝofΝtheΝdeceased’sΝcourageΝduringΝ
hisΝlifetimeς

TheΝsecondΝisΝaΝsepulchralΝcippus,ΝdatedΝtoΝtheΝ2nd–3rdΝ
centuryΝAϊ,ΝandΝalsoΝcomesΝfromΝTarrhaέΝItΝisΝpreservedΝ
inΝaΝsketchΝpublishedΝinΝIscriptiones CreticaeΝΧύuarducciΝ
1λ35,Ν3ίκνΝFigέΝ5έ21ΨέΝ InΝ thisΝexample,ΝaΝ smallΝdoubleΝ
axeΝ isΝ depictedΝ underΝ anΝ inscriptionΝ givingΝ theΝ nameΝ
andΝ patronymicΝ ofΝ theΝ deceasedΝ individualμΝ ZȫπυȡοȢΝ
ΦȚȜοȜȐȜουέ

TheΝ freeάloatingΝ doubleΝ axeΝ underΝ theΝ deceased’sΝ
nameΝsuggestsΝ that,Ν inΝ thisΝ instance,Ν theΝaxeΝwasΝmostΝ
likelyΝmeantΝtoΝbeΝseenΝasΝanΝapotropaicΝsymbolΝratherΝ
thanΝ asΝ aΝ toolέΝ ItΝ seemsΝ reasonableΝ toΝ assumeΝ thatΝ theΝ
labrysΝwasΝaΝsymbolΝofΝgoodΝluckΝorΝeternalΝlifeΝforΝtheΝ
deceasedΝZopirosέΝThisΝargumentΝindsΝcloseΝparallelsΝinΝ
otherΝpartsΝofΝtheΝύreekΝEast,ΝparticularlyΝinΝωariaΝwhereΝ
theΝdoubleΝaxeΝwasΝdepictedΝonΝgraveΝstelaiΝandΝmarbleΝ
altarsΝ Χauthor’sΝ observation,Ν εilasΝ andΝ StratonikeiaΝ
museumsΨέΝAtΝ RomanΝ Stratonikeia,Ν anΝ altarΝ dedicatedΝ
toΝ ZeusΝ δabrandeusΝ containsΝ aΝ doubleΝ axeΝ aboveΝ theΝ
inscriptionΝΧSEGΝ55Ν1134Ψ,ΝindicatingΝthatΝtheΝuseΝofΝtheΝ

labrysΝ inΝbothΝ funeraryΝandΝ religiousΝcontextsΝwasΝnotΝ
limitedΝtoΝωreteΝbutΝhadΝotherΝparallels,ΝespeciallyΝinΝtheΝ
easternΝprovincesέΝΧFigέΝ5έ22ΨέΝSimilarly,ΝanotherΝmarbleΝ
altarΝ fromΝ theΝ sameΝ cityΝ wasΝ dedicatedΝ byΝ aΝ womanΝ
namedΝZopyraΝandΝcontainsΝaΝreliefΝofΝaΝdoubleΝaxeΝinΝ
theΝcenterΝwithΝtheΝlettersΝofΝtheΝdedicationΝsurroundingΝ
itΝΧÖzhanΝ2ίί5,Ν1λΨέ

ItΝisΝclearΝfromΝtheΝexamplesΝdiscussedΝinΝthisΝpaperΝthatΝ
theΝlabrys’ΝmeaningΝinΝRomanΝωreteΝwasΝdependentΝonΝitsΝ
contextΝandΝthatΝitsΝmostΝprominentΝiconographicΝfunctionΝ
wasΝasΝanΝapotropaicΝsymbol,ΝwhichΝisΝinΝkeepingΝwithΝ
itsΝdepictionsΝinΝotherΝpartsΝofΝtheΝempireέΝEvenΝinΝcasesΝ
whereΝtheΝlabrysΝappearsΝasΝtheΝattributeΝofΝaΝdeity,ΝasΝonΝ
theΝlampΝfromΝKissamos,ΝorΝasΝaΝtoolΝorΝweaponΝheldΝbyΝ
aΝman,ΝasΝonΝtheΝgraveΝsteleΝfromΝTarrha,ΝtheΝapotropaicΝ
symbolismΝisΝnotΝlostνΝitsΝcloseΝassociationΝwithΝaΝdivinityΝ

Figure 5.19 Silicone impression of LM II–III seal, from Knossos. 

From Haysom 2010, 40.

Figure 5.20 Funerary stele depicting a hand holding a double 

axe, from Tarrha, Crete, 1st–2nd century AD. From IC III, 307.
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andΝ aΝ deceasedΝ individualΝ suggestsΝ anΝ otherworldlyΝ
connotationΝforΝ theΝdoubleΝaxeΝevenΝinΝcontextsΝwhereΝ
suchΝaΝmeaningΝmayΝnotΝhaveΝbeenΝexplicitlyΝintendedέ

Conclusion

ThisΝarticleΝattemptedΝtoΝdetermineΝifΝthereΝwasΝcontinuityΝ
inΝ theΝmeaningΝ ofΝ theΝ doubleΝ axe – aΝ symbolΝ thatΝ hasΝ
longΝbeenΝassociatedΝwithΝωreteΝbyΝarchaeologistsΝandΝartΝ
historians – fromΝtheΝεinoanΝtoΝtheΝRomanΝperiodέΝTheΝ
ratherΝ eclecticΝmixΝ ofΝ artefactΝ categoriesΝ depictingΝ theΝ
doubleΝaxeΝpresentedΝhereΝprobablyΝraisesΝmoreΝquestionsΝ
thanΝitΝanswersΝandΝconclusionsΝareΝmostlyΝspeculative,Ν
butΝitΝalsoΝallowsΝusΝtoΝplaceΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝinΝaΝwiderΝ
categoryΝ ofΝ symbolsΝ Χeέgέ,Ν theΝ pelta,Ν cornucopia,Ν andΝ
boukranionΨΝthatΝprevailedΝinΝtheΝmaterialΝcultureΝofΝtheΝ
RomanΝEmpireέΝ

AncientΝ historiansΝwritingΝ inΝ theΝύreekΝ andΝRomanΝ
periodsΝ heldΝ varyingΝ opinionsΝ aboutΝ theΝ originΝ ofΝ theΝ
labrys,ΝbothΝinΝtermsΝofΝitsΝetymologyΝasΝwellΝasΝitsΝuseέΝ
IΝhaveΝarguedΝthatΝwhileΝtheΝεinoanΝoriginΝofΝtheΝlabrys 

mayΝhaveΝnotΝbeenΝlostΝentirelyΝbyΝtheΝRomanΝperiodΝasΝ
mythsΝsetΝinΝεinoanΝωrete – especiallyΝthatΝofΝTheseus,Ν
whoΝwasΝoftenΝdepictedΝusingΝaΝdoubleΝaxeΝtoΝslayΝtheΝ
εinotaurΝ inΝ ύreekΝ andΝ RomanΝ art – areΝ depictedΝ onΝ
mosaics,ΝlampsΝandΝotherΝartefacts,ΝtheΝtrueΝmeaningΝofΝ
theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ asΝ aΝ motifΝ wasΝ farΝ moreΝ multiάfacetedΝ
duringΝRomanΝtimesΝthanΝitΝwasΝduringΝtheΝBronzeΝAge,Ν
whenΝitΝwasΝmostlyΝaΝreligiousΝsymbolέΝεanyΝscholarsΝofΝ
antiquityΝhaveΝlongΝheldΝtheΝviewΝthatΝinΝεinoanΝωrete,Ν
theΝ labrysΝ wasΝ mostlyΝ associatedΝ withΝ females,Ν eitherΝ
goddessesΝorΝpriestessesέΝInΝRomanΝωrete,Νhowever,ΝtheΝ
labrys doesΝnotΝ appearΝ toΝhaveΝbeenΝassociatedΝwithΝaΝ
particularΝ divinityΝ orΝ limitedΝ toΝ onlyΝ oneΝ genderΝ andΝ
seemsΝtoΝhaveΝfunctionedΝasΝaΝsymbolΝinΝitsΝownΝrightέΝ
ButΝwhatΝkindΝofΝaΝsymbolΝwasΝitς

InΝ theΝ postάεinoanΝ period,Ν theΝ doubleΝ axeΝ seemsΝ
toΝ haveΝ evolvedΝ intoΝ anΝ apotropaicΝ symbolΝ thatΝ wasΝ
notΝ necessarilyΝ associatedΝ withΝ speciicΝ godsέΝ ώavingΝ
undergoneΝ centuriesΝ ofΝ shiftsΝ inΝ itsΝ meaningΝ andΝ
signiicance,ΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝmayΝbeΝdescribedΝasΝaΝtrulyΝ
‘lexible’Ν symbolΝ inΝ theΝRomanΝperiod,Ν asΝcanΝbeΝ seenΝ
fromΝexamplesΝfromΝωreteΝandΝelsewhereέΝTheΝpresenceΝ
ofΝtheΝdoubleΝaxeΝinΝvariousΝcontextsΝacrossΝtheΝempireΝ
mayΝhaveΝgivenΝitΝmultipleΝmeaningsΝdependingΝonΝtheΝ
contextsΝinΝwhichΝitΝappeared,ΝbutΝtheΝconstantΝemulationΝ
ofΝ variousΝ apotropaicΝ symbolΝ includingΝ theΝ labrysΝ inΝ
materialΝ cultureΝ inΝ differentΝ partsΝ ofΝ theΝ empireΝ wasΝ
probablyΝ aΝ resultΝ ofΝ theΝ culturalΝ phenomenonΝ whichΝ
IΝ callΝ emulativeΝ acculturationΝ ΧKouremenosΝ 2ί13aνΝ
forthcomingΨέΝThisΝ impliesΝ theΝcontinuousΝ imitationΝofΝ
speciicΝtraitsΝamongΝtheΝupperΝclassesΝthatΝwereΝgraduallyΝ
transmittedΝ toΝ theΝ lowerΝ classesΝ throughΝ emulationέΝ
SymbolsΝ usuallyΝ fallΝ intoΝ suchΝ aΝ categoryΝ ofΝ imitatedΝ

Figure 5.21 Sketch of a sepulchral cippus with double axe, from 

Tarrha, Crete, probably 2nd–3rd century AD. From IC III, 308.

Figure 5.22 Marble altar dedicated to Zeus Labrandeus with relief 

of a double axe, from Stratonikeia, Caria, Roman imperial period. 

Photo by M. Güzel.
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traitsέΝTheΝdoubleΝaxe,ΝwhichΝwasΝaΝsymbolΝusedΝinΝtheΝ
materialΝ cultureΝ ofΝ severalΝ peoplesΝ beforeΝ theΝ RomanΝ
period,ΝwasΝoneΝofΝtheΝmostΝlikelyΝcandidateΝtoΝparticipateΝ
inΝthisΝemulativeΝacculturation,ΝasΝitΝnotΝonlyΝappearedΝtoΝ
haveΝheldΝmultipleΝmeaningsΝbothΝbeforeΝandΝduringΝtheΝ
RomanΝperiodΝbutΝwasΝpresumablyΝalsoΝunderstoodΝandΝ
replicatedΝbyΝaΝwideΝvarietyΝofΝtheΝempire’sΝpopulation,Ν
bothΝeliteΝand,ΝalthoughΝ lesserάknown,ΝnonάeliteέΝThus,Ν
whileΝoneΝmightΝargueΝthatΝtheΝlabrys wasΝaΝmultiάfacetedΝ
symbolΝlongΝbeforeΝtheΝRomanΝperiod,ΝitΝwasΝonlyΝduringΝ
theΝRomanΝperiodΝ thatΝweΝseeΝ itΝonΝaΝwiderΝvarietyΝofΝ
artefactsΝandΝinΝaΝwiderΝgeographicalΝspaceέ
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