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The Ashmolean’s first exhibition in 2023 explores one of the most 
infamous of classical myths and celebrated stories of modern 
archaeology: the Labyrinth, the Minotaur and the Palace of Knossos. 
The exhibition features more than 200 objects, over 100 of which are 
on loan from Athens and Crete. They will be shown, for the first time 
in more than a century, alongside the Ashmolean’s unrivalled 
collections and the archive of photographs and documents that 
illustrate the exciting moments when the Palace of Knossos was 
uncovered between 1900–1905.   

In Greek myth the Labyrinth at Knossos held the Minotaur, a monstrous 
bull-human hybrid awaiting his sacrificial victims. The story remains one of 
the most enduring of classical myths and, unsurprisingly, Knossos is now 
one of the most visited archaeological sites in Greece.   

The exhibition traces the story of the excavation of Knossos at Crete. For 
centuries, travelers searched the island for the mythical Labyrinth, leaving a 
trail of myths, misleading maps, and misread archaeological 
evidence until 1878 when the remains of an ancient building at Knossos 
were discovered by a Cretan businessman and scholar, Minos 
Kalokairinos. Local authorities prevented him from properly excavating the 
site as Crete was under the partial control of the Ottoman Empire, and until 
it gained independence, any significant finds were at risk of being 
removed to Constantinople (Istanbul). Kalokairinos’s discoveries attracted 
international attention, and archaeologists from various countries 
competed for the future rights to excavate. In 1900, it was the British 
archaeologist and Keeper (director) of the Ashmolean, Sir Arthur Evans 
(1851–1841), who was granted permission to dig by the Cretan authorities.   

Evans began his excavation, convinced that this building was the Labyrinth 
of myth. He rapidly found colourful frescoes, clay tablets showing an early 
system of writing and even a room with an intact stone throne on which he 
imagined the rulers sat. He referred to this labyrinthine building as the 
‘Palace of Minos,’ and he was able to establish that it was around 4,000 
years old and built during the Bronze Age. He popularised the term 
‘Minoan’ to describe the civilisation of Crete in this period.  

The exhibition features some of the finest Minoan objects that Evans 
uncovered, from everyday objects like decorated pottery to elaborate 
sculptures, many on loan from the Heraklion Archaeological Museum.  
They are reunited with drawings made during the excavation from the 
Ashmolean’s Sir Arthur Evans archive. Some of the drawings show the 
process of reconstructing the site and its finds, providing an insight into 
Evans’s controversial concrete restorations of the Palace of Minos in the 
mid-20th century. 
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One of the exhibition’s highlights is a finely carved marble triton 
shell, showing the skill of Minoan craftspeople and their particular 
interest in marine animals. Other objects show octopuses and 
argonauts in the depths of the sea, or depictions of bulls, 
sometimes with people leaping over them. Evans saw in these the 
origin of the myth of the Minotaur: some Minoan seal-stones show 
how these images of bull-leaping could be condensed into the 
head of a bull and the legs of the leaper.  

The exhibition also offers two immersive experiences inspired by 
Knossos. A RESTORATION (2016) by Turner Prize winning artist 
Elizabeth Price will be shown in the third gallery. The 15-minute, 
two-screen digital video is a fiction, narrated by a ‘chorus’ of 
‘museum administrators’ who use Arthur Evans’s archive to 
figuratively reconstruct the Palace at Knossos within the museum’s 
computer server. They imagine its intricate space as a virtual 
chamber through which a range of artefacts digitally flow, clatter 
and cascade. In the second gallery, visitors are taken on a unique 

virtual tour of the Knossos Palace as reimagined in the 5th century BCE, during the time of the 
Peloponnesian War, thanks to the digital recreation of the site in the Assassin’s Creed Odyssey video 
game. Ubisoft created the film specially for the exhibition to demonstrate the research behind the game.   

The size and scale of the site meant excavation work at Knossos 
continued at times throughout the 20th century and still continues 
today. The final room of the exhibition displays discoveries made in 
the post-war period, and many recent finds. These include objects 
verifying Knossos as the site of the earliest known farming settlement 
in Europe, established in around 7000 BCE, as well as incredible 
objects uncovered in cemeteries and religious sanctuaries in the 
surrounding areas, showing that Knossos flourished for thousands of 
years before it was largely abandoned in around 800 BCE. Among 
the recent finds on display is a spectacular Bronze Age dagger with 
inlaid gold and silver griffins, the first of its kind found on Crete. The 
exhibition ends with the chilling discovery, made in 1979, that 
appeared to show evidence of a ritual human sacrifice – challenging 
public perception of the Minoans as peaceful and providing a 
tantalizing hint of the Minotaur myth. 

Dr Xa Sturgis, Director of the Ashmolean Museum, says: ‘This is an exhibition that only the Ashmolean 
could mount.  Since 1903, the Museum has held the largest and most significant collection of Minoan 
archaeology outside Crete thanks to one of my predecessors as Ashmolean Director, Sir Arthur Evans. 

‘Long thought of as an archaeological pioneer, Evans and his interventions at Knossos are now being 
reconsidered in their historical context.  The exhibition offers both an exploration of Minoan culture and 
Greek myth, and a deeper look at British archaeological history.’   
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Sir Arthur Evans at the Palace of Knossos © 
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The Poros Ewer © Hellenic Ministry of 
Culture and Sports, General Directorate of 

Antiquities and Cultural Heritage, 
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Press images 
Images for editorial use are available to download at: https://go.glam.ox.ac.uk/AshmoleanLabyrinth

 

 
Notes to editors 
Exhibition:  Labyrinth: Knossos, Myth & Reality 
Dates:  10 February - 30 July 2023 
Hours:  Daily, 10:00-17:00 
Venue: The John Sainsbury Exhibition Galleries, Floor 3, Ashmolean Museum, Beaumont Street, 

Oxford OX1 2PH 
Tickets £7.65-£17.00 available at the Museum or online at www.ashmolean.org  
Catalogue: £25 available at the Museum or online at https://shop.ashmolean.org/exhibitions-137.html 
Press View: Tuesday 7 February, 11:00-13:00 
 
Credits 
The exhibition is curated by Dr Andrew Shapland, Sir Arthur Evans Curator of Bronze Age and Classical Greece. 
https://www.ashmolean.org/people/andrew-shapland 
 
The exhibition is supported by: 
• The Al Thani Collection Foundation and His Highness Sheikh Hamad bin Abdullah Al Thani 
• The Patrons of the Ashmolean Museum  
• The Emmett Family 
• AG Leventis Foundation 
• Malcolm Hewitt Wiener Foundation  
• The Luscinus Trust 
• Michael and Sue Pragnell  
• The Hellenic Foundation 
• The John S Fafalios Foundation 

 

The exhibition is held in collaboration with Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports, General Directorate of 
Antiquities and Cultural Heritage, Heraklion Archaeological Museum, Ephorate of Antiquities of Heraklion, 
National Archaeological Museum, Athens. 
 
About Ubisoft 
Founded in 1986, Ubisoft is a true pioneer of the video game industry. Over the past three decades, Ubisoft 
has grown into a leading developer and publisher that is shaping the fastest growing segment of 
entertainment. From blockbuster brands to new IPs, Ubisoft has a 35-year track record of creating the most 
varied line-up in the industry.   

Ubisoft is a creator of worlds, committed to enriching players’ lives with original and memorable entertainment 
experiences. Ubisoft’s global teams create and develop a deep and diverse portfolio of games, featuring 
brands such as Assassin’s Creed®, Brawlhalla®, For Honor®, Far Cry®, Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon®, Just Dance® 
and many more.  Visit www.ubisoft.com  
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