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Abstract
The subject of this research is the planning, location political agendas of defensive
structures in Crete in three different periods:
1212 - 1527 The first period of the Venetian rule on the island, with the reinforcement of the Byzantine coastal towers and the completion of the city walls from the
second half of the 15th century, to 1527.
1527 - 1669 From 1527 to the second half of the 17th century, in the cities of the
Venetian realm in Crete, Candia, Rettimo and La Canea. The study aims to investigate
the joint evolution of town-planning structures, in these cities, which are controlled on
various scales, from defensive organization to the architectural scale.
1866-1869 During the last great insurgency of the Cretans, which forced the
Ottoman government to built fortresses in the most strategic areas, especially in the
mountains.
The territory of the island has been redesigned in these different moments, through
large-scale fortification projects. The construction of flexible cultural networks, involving local communities, enterprises and tourism, is proposed.

1

Three different defensive networks in 13th –19th C. Crete:
the contemporary perspectives

The territory of the island of Crete has been studied, represented, designed and remodelled
in three different moments of its history, under three different sets of historical circumstances,
mirroring the political intentions regarding the defensive structures. In the three sections
we propose to present here, the geomorphology of the island is the main interlocutor in
order for the strategies to apply.
The three different periods are as follows: the 13th to 16th centuries, part of the late
medieval period coinciding with the establishment of Venetian rule on the island, before
the Ottoman expansion into the Aegean Sea; then the Late Renaissance, when modern
fortresses replaced the medieval ones, coinciding with the Veneto-Ottoman wars; and,
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finally, three crucial years in the second half of the 19th century, when the rebellious
Cretans had to be suppressed.
1212 - 1527 The first period of the Venetian rule in the island, is characterized by the
reinforcement of the Byzantine towers, the strongholds of the feudal lords for the dominion
of their land. Venetian settlers were immediately installed on the island, replacing many of
the local Byzantine families; this promoted the construction of new towers and small castles
on sites where new installations were proposed.1 The previous military and administrative
division had, in any case, to be reinforced, as reported in a 1336 document ordering the
restoration of three castles, at Kissamos, Apokoronas (Bicorna) and Mylopotamos on the
north coast. The intention was clear: “conservatio ipsorum castrorum est conservatio totius
insule”.2 New castles had been built during the 14th century on the south coast, following
contemporary Italian models: at Gerapetra (1307), the San Nikita castle (1371-73), and
Castel Pediada (1340) in central Crete.

Figure 1: Map of Crete showing the four cities on the north coast and the magior Castellanie
(Ch.Gasparis).

This defensive network, composed by the four coastal cities and the Castellanie, usually
in the interior of the territory, was restored and the city walls were completed between the
13th and 15th centuries.3 Both the defensive and the administrative organization, based on
the Byzantine model, led to the stable recognition of the island’s morphology until modern
times.
By the second half of the 15th century, ballistics had introduced a new military
technology, and the Cretan defensive structures had to be renewed. The central aim of
Venetian state defence policy, became the prevention of the disintegration of overseas
territories in Dalmatia and northern Albania, on islands and coasts in the Aegean sea.
1

Ch. Gasparis, Η γη και οι αγρότες στη μεσαιωνική Κρήτη. 13ος-14ος αι, Athens 1997, p. 167.
Venezia-Senato. Deliberazioni miste. Registro XVII (1335-1339), a cura di Fr.-X. Leduc, vol. 4, Venezia
2007, n. 479.
3
N. Gigurtakis, Βυζαντινές οχυρώσεις στην Κρήτη κατά την Β΄ βυζαντινή περίοδο (961-1204), MA Thesis,
University of Crete, Department of History and Archaeology, 2004.
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1527 - 1669 The loss of many Aegean islands and strategic positions in Albania
during the wars between Venice and the Ottoman Empire (1422-1540), reinforced the idea
of a general policy regarding this maritime state as a whole.4 In Italy, domestic wars and
the Spanish attack on Rome in 1527 determined the conditions of a real renewal in the
political and military reorganization of the Italian states and especially Venice.
Sometimes the military engineers perceive Venice as a model of defensive organization,
and sometimes they promote the most innovative solutions, in accordance with the directives
of the science of fortification. As the mastermind, General Francesco Maria della Rovere
claims that on land as well as at sea, the cities and vital strongholds of wider areas
(Luoghi Forti) must be considered as parts of a machine stretching throughout the areas of
sovereignty: “. . . as they are in the position of one helping the other owing to the locality’s
character. Following this logic of intervention, which concerns the interdependence of the
given positions of defence throughout the whole territory, the Duke maintains that in an
imminent military clash with the Sultan. . . it is necessary for intelligence to replace force”.5
The geometric element is introduced by the organization of defence, in the planning of
cities and via the workings of the central authority in conjunction with the given form of
spaces of intervention, imbuing the urban environment with aspects of a utopian city. The
supervision of works both in Northern Italy and in the East is undertaken by the team of
Michele Sanmicheli.
After the loose of Cyprus and the apparent victory in the naval battle of Lepanto
(1571), a further defensive parameter was added to the existing network: the construction
of strong coastal fortresses in the most strategic sites of the island, in order to move the
attacks a long way from the cities, preventing naval forces from approaching the island.
Immediately after the war, new fortresses were established: Souda (1572), Paleocastro
(1573), Aghii Theodori (1574), Spinalonga (1579) and Gramvousa (1584). The choices of
the time, whose realisation was completed over the following decades, are the most drastic,
those that define more than any other the evolution of the built environment on the islands
and along the coasts of the East. For about 60 years of peace in the Aegean, the network
formed by the walled cities and the coastal fortresses becomes the main cohesive structure
for the inhabitants, and in these places a particular cultural phenomenon arises: the Cretan
Renaissance.
The fifth Veneto-Ottoman war, known as the Cretan War (1645-1669), and especially
the long siege of the city of Candia, acted as a kind of school for the military engineers in
the besieged city, resulting in the parallel construction of an extensive network of outworks
around the city walls.
1866-1869 The last great insurgency of the Cretans (1866-1869), forced the Ottoman
government to build fortresses in the most strategic areas, especially in the mountains.
A hundred and fifty fortresses large and small were erected during these three years,
overlooking gorges, bridges and harbours. Half the fortresses were built in the west of
the island, the area of Chaniá, where there was a higher concentration of uprisings in the
extensive mountainous area, cut by deep gorges. Across the rest of the island, the Ottoman
4
G.S. Ploumidis, Οι βενετοκρατούμενες ελληνικές χώρες μεταξύ του Δεύτερου και Τρίτου τουρκοβενετικού πολέμου (1503 – 1537), Ioannina, 1974
5
The theoretical positions of Francesco Maria della Rovere are evident in his collection Discorsi militari,
Ferrara 1583, and in G.G. Leonardi’s Il libro della fortificazioni dei nostri tempi, ed. T. Scalesse, Rome
1975.

ISBN: 978-88-909-1165-1

BRAU4 Proceedings © CICOP Italia

T h r e e d i f f e r e n t d e f e n s i v e n e t wo r k s i n 1 3 t h – 1 9 t h C . C r e t e

Figure 2: La Canea (Chaniá), Rettimo (Rethymno) and Candia (Iraklion), at three different stages
of the joint evolution of the defenses, during the 16th and the 17th centuries.

defence network was limited to controlling the main passes leading from one territorial
unit to the other.
In this final construction network, for the first time in the island’s history the enemy
was not an invader from the sea, but the actual local population. The effectiveness of
these revolutionary efforts was demonstrated over the following decades, but the events
of the last two years of the century in the cities of Crete opened up the new prospect of
independence (1900-1912). Many of the fortresses were destroyed by the insurgents, while
others, closer to villages, were stripped of construction materials such as wooden beams
and ashlars. Ruined and abandoned today, these fortresses need to be reconsidered.
Through these networks, the space more than a geographic unit; it is a behavioural
whole, a group of correlations that are directed by the metropolis, Venice or Istanbul, a
way in which the authorities connect non-cohesive sensory inputs with unified systems
of supervision. The political gaze and the possible military movements alter the form of
spaces, with continuous representations and approaches, considering war to be a trial of
their creative skills.
In these three networks, the constant flow of people and ideas in the reorganization
of the territory is not only connected to a general defence project but is followed by the
reconsideration of the urban functional units in each period. The continuous flow in the
reorganization of the territories can be illustrated, making it feasible for us to reconstruct
the size and qualitative characteristics that form an overview of the establishment of the
foreign power.
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Figure 3: Map of Crete showing the three remodernized fortificated cities and the peripheric
fortresses.

Figure 4: Aerial view of the Gramvousa fortress at the extreme north-west tip of Crete.
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Figure 5: Location of Ottoman fortresses built in 1866-69.

Following a discussion of the most relevant studies and the peculiarities of the archive
material, the subject of these three crucial moments in this view of local history is organized
into four sections:
A. The large-scale fortification projects, in which the involvement of important fortification designers should be emphasized. The second parameter is that, throughout this
study, the constants of the geomorphology of Crete appear as the most important
interlocutors of the political choices that lead us to a description from which emerges
the idea of our contemporary ‘land planning’.
The large-scale structures such as fortifications function as the default cohesive web
of a wider landscape, comprising all its constituent parts: mountains, villages, cities
and harbours.
B. The additional fortification interventions in the countryside as well as in the urban
fabrics, where the formative process of the urban landscape accepts, or, rather,

Figure 6: Main Ottoman fortresses types in Crete.
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absorbs the solutions and models, ostensibly foreign to it, and evolves into new
perspectives.
C. We can move between the conservative Venetian elite which has always accepted
innovations, incorporating them to the given situations, through the multifaceted
instruments of government and the Ottoman authority, which created a totally dense
system of control, very closed to modern systems for handling terrorism. This third
hypothesis leads us to the description of a rather particular expression of forward
planning, as a form of rationalism innate in the Venetian leadership, as part of the
structure of the modern European space and the ‘provisional war’ as part of the
contemporary status of war by all, against all.
D. Today, our ‘obsession’ with historical monuments and the need to revitalize local
memories could lead to the construction of a flexible cultural network, involving these
military systems as a whole.
These last considerations become the foundation on which we can design a new, flexible
network, capable of teaching us the gaze with which people in the past could organize
the countryside, a gaze which led to our cultural landscape. The forms of fortification in
the 16th century were considered an imitation, a ‘mimesis’ of natural forms, In the 17th
and 18th centuries, these forms attempted to incorporate the internal ‘Physis’ into a built
environment. Then, in our case, in the late 19th century the ’koulè’ type, becomes the main
control system, prophesying modern monitoring methods. In the first instance, nature
fulfils through architecture a version of its potential forms in a type of consummation;
and at the dawn of the modern age, the starting-point of which is considered to be the
Renaissance, nature and architecture are found in relations of osmosis, with inherent
tendencies and ideas that are developed much later to become independent branches of
architectural planning.
Today, when both the Venetian and the Ottoman fortifications have fallen into ruin,
the fortresses and the peripheral defensive structures that created the cultural landscape of
Crete are able to transmit the historical values and renew the dynamics that created them.
Each fortress guides the citizens’ unconscious towards the collective values that must never
be betrayed. As Nikos Kazantzakis says, “Castles exercise a mysterious fascination on the
human soul. When out of the plain there suddenly rears up a steep mountain, and you see
at its top a crown of half-ruined walls and towers and battlements, your soul is jolted and
becomes valiant, as though taking up arms, ready to make and execute great decisions. The
castle reminds us of that stronghold that we would never wish to surrender, the last refuge
of the conscience, of dignity and valour”.6
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