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This review examines an article by Professor Gail L Hoffman (2002), “Painted Ladies: Early Cycladic II Mourning Figures?”, This paper argues that although the meaning and context of many Early Cycladic II figures (ECF) remain unclear, a small number of folded-arm figures (FAF) might have been utilised in funerary rituals (Hoffman 2002).   

Gail L. Hoffman is an Associate Professor in the Faculty of Classical Studies at Morrissey College of Arts and Sciences, Boston, where she teaches on the Classical Studies curriculum. As a Classical archaeologist her work is centred on the study of cultural interactions between the Near East and Greece during the Early Iron Age (Hoffman,1998, 2005; 2011; 2014). (Boston 2025, available online). Traditional  theories regarding Cycladic II figures,  have focused on FAFs as  symbolic of ‘The Great Goddess’  (Gimbutas, 1982) or as ‘Grave Goods’ (Renfrew, 1969) but this paper,  along with the work of scholars such as  Elizabeth Hendrix (2003)  and Cyprian Broodbank (2008),  is considered a key contribution to contemporary research on ECF.

This article review forms part of a portfolio of research exploring different identities of the human body interact in Early Cycladic II culture, including  an examination of the social, geographic, and material contexts in which the meanings of these figures were created. This portfolio will, in turn, inform a larger thesis that explores material agency in the development of statuary objects from the Bronze Age to Archaic Greek culture.


Hoffman’s paper is predicated on the study of three Cycladic II heads and two life size sculptures, the largest of which also, unusually, has more detailed ear and mouth features. This face also has visible red striations on the left cheek and forehead. The other heads, whilst not having sculpted ears and mouths, also evidence vertical red paint markings. Each head and figure demonstrate different numbers of incisions to the marble with one life size figure displaying marks on both face and body. Central to this paper is the contention is that these FAFs symbolise ‘mourning figures’ citing evidence of the ‘rarely studied detail’ of vertical red stripes of paint present on the cheeks (525). These figures have been found in a limited number of Early Cycladic II grave sites and is a very small sample; most sites remain empty of such painted figures. She briefly discusses other works, including that of Broodbank (2002:63-64) which explore the possibility that this may be an example of the development of facial tattoos in Early Cycladic II culture or even that the painted FAFs may have been models of a deceased owner,  but she also questions whether some of the FAFs may have been painted to reflect self-imposed cuts to the face as a mourning ritual (526).  She notes other instances of figures with red striations on the face and nose, including some dating back to the Cycladic I period but contends that the total amounts to approximately twelve (527-528); it is curious therefore, that she has chosen not to include all the statues available for study in this paper. 	Comment by Alyson Greening (1450605): When critiquing, discuss the small sample and mention that Hendrix lists many more exant statues	Comment by Alyson Greening (1450605): does this then indicate enhanced social status for the females buried in these graves since the figures are only of women??

It is widely accepted that the FAF’s are almost always female. In her work Early Cycladic Sculpture: An Introduction, for example,   Cycladic Scholar Pat Getz-Preziosi states that FAFs they were valued because they were female, citing physical characteristics of breasts and an engraved pubic triangle as evidence of gender (Getz-Preziosi, Paul Getty Museum 1994). However, here, Hoffman appears to be somewhat more sceptical noting that many FAFs are more ambiguous in detail and argues that in these cases, gender cannot be assured. Furthermore, she notes that the pose of the FAFs (including the folded arms) did not model that of the buried bodies. Exploring this perspective further may be useful as part of object analysis research. Hoffman notes that Hendrix and Genz-Gentle observe that the application of the paint was not always skilled or may have been removed and that there may have been a ritualistic component, leading her to argue that painted figures have served multiple purposes (529-531). Hoffman discusses Renfrew who suggests that the paint may have been indicative of individual identity, along with Barber and Sherratt who explore poses and gestures, including the colour of materials (533-4). All these aspects of the figures are valuable when examining their biographies. This general discussion of typography, use and form, provide signposts to further research and will be useful in the integration of the overall portfolio. 
  
Hoffmans accepts that there is an absence of archaeological context to inform a clear understanding of purpose and significance and so an understanding of  the belief systems of the Early Cyclades can only be conjecture, however, in discussing the  archaeological record she facilitates an insight into grave sites in Early Cycladic Culture (ECC).  Moreover, she cautions that knowledge of social rites during this period is sparse, a key point to bear in mind when she discusses the FAFs as mourning figures (536). 

Hoffman uses a comparative approach by examining Mediterranean and other cultures chronologically from the Neolithic through to the modern day to explore parallels in funerary practices and she draws upon material, textual and visual cultural evidence to speculate that the ‘painted ladies’ may be indicative of mourners. Hoffman cites Marcus who argues that context is vital and that this cannot be recreated from sparse or unreliable archaeological records (536). Nevertheless, even though context is limited, Hoffman is able to compare the Cycladic II figures to figures in other cultures including those in Egypt, Mexico, Cyprus, and Greece (539-540). Here, Hoffman frameworks much of her argument on the work of Marcus, who argues that ‘[…] strong worldwide patterns increase[…] the likelihood that one’s ethnographic analogies are on solid ground’,  and she argues that ‘comparative ethnographic evidence can provide models for figure use relatively free of ethnocentric bias and models of behaviour difficult to deduce by logic alone[…]’ (537).  Further, she draws upon Ucko and Talalay for evidence and analogises their work with her study of the ‘painted ladies,’ particularly noting that the figures in Ucko and Talalay’s studies were only occasionally buried with a body (537). 

 
Her discussion of facial lacerations as a form of mourning is interesting. Hoffman is able to trace this practice from Late Bronze Age through to the present day Mediterranean, noting that it is still widespread in some communities, but there is balance here, as while she speculates that it would not be unreasonable to assume that the comparative evidence can lead to one to consider that this practice may have been common in ECC, she also accepts that this may be a ‘long way from the third millennium BC when the Cycladic figures were made’ (541).   Referring to Vermeule and the studies of sarcophagi of the Tanagra larnakes she concedes that the visual art evidence is intriguing but not robust. While mourning figures can be seen on Ceramic vessels and coffins, rarely depict facial cuts and the only piece that Vermeule considers may have been connected with funerary practice has uncertain provenance (542). While this evidence can provide valuable clues therefore, it cannot be considered conclusive. 

Finally, Hoffman explores the significance of the figurines exhumed from burial sites, focusing on cultures from the Late Bronze Age to Archaic Greece. She notes that identification as mourning figures has taken place through an examination of the sculpture’s physical gestures and that some also have striations on the face (543). It may be therefore, that the presence of these lacerations demonstrate a deeper, cross-cultural significance related to establishing status or social hierarchy within the group of mourners. Hoffman does note that figures from all periods are rare and that there are even fewer which show marks to the face. This makes anything more than speculation problematic. Rare finds, however, do not mean that these so called ‘mourning ladies’ were not present at other graves. As Renfrew et.al. points out, most contemporary museum collections were unethically if not unlawfully obtained and so the provenance of grave goods and how they interacted within their environment remains questionable (Renfrew et. al., 2016). Hoffman suggests that burial figures may have had other interpretations which are not developed in this paper, but she does discuss the notion of Ancestor ritual and large statue size, suggesting that Neolithic statuary evolved into the more highly decorated EBA figures which were indicative of status. She also explores the notion that the presence of a variety of designs on the face may imply different social uses and stages of life, such as marriage or  an initiation rite and suggests that they may evidence what she calls ‘prestige display’ (526).

Ultimately, Hoffman concludes that while generalisations can be inferred, specific conclusions continue to be elusive. However, she does propose several possibilities: that the Early Cycladic FAFs were part of Ancestor rituals and served to maintain connections across different island groups;  that the normal undetailed form of the FAFs  was reflective of how ancestors were viewed; the FAFs reflected the role of women as primary mourners and that the paint may have indicated social status (545). All these possibilities become useful questions as part of a larger body of research, particularly when exploring the FAFs from an agential, performative or assemblage perspective as in the case of this research portfolio. Hoffman touches on other potential roles for the ‘painted ladies,’ but this is limited to the conclusion and could have been developed further along with the discussion of paint and status. She does, however, acknowledge the multiplicity of statuary in most cultures and ultimately proposes that the use of ethnographic approaches, along with ‘theatre constructs,’ may serve to further develop understanding of the ‘painted ladies’ (546).

This paper is a useful source of information for a general context within which the FAFs sit a deeper analysis on the roles the ‘painted ladies’ played may have been beneficial. Hoffmann could have included a deeper discussion of agency drawing on the likes of Kopytoff (1986), Bennett (2010) or Aston (2020). Additionally, she could have drawn on Hendrix (1998) who has studied many more extant painted figures. Ultimately, Hoffman’s evidence is too scarce to draw robust conclusions, nevertheless, as part of an overall portfolio of research, Hoffmann’s article is a valuable contribution to the understanding of agency of FAFs as social beings in Cycladic II culture, as well as contributing to the literature regarding the role of statuary and women in later Greek societies. 
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