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Introduction
How can archaeologists come to 
better understand issues related to 
gender and social identity on the basis 
of material culture? Shared social 
practices – imprinted in materials 
such as bodily ornaments, weapons, 
terracottas, utensils and tools – can 
be actively involved in expressing 
social identity and gender. Symboli-
cally and materially, representations of 
people, divine beings, plants, animals 
and much more come together in 
archaeological contexts that conjoin 
architecture, ritual imagery, belief 
systems and gender constructs. The 
abstractions and representations of 
prehistoric people were not separate 
and intangible, but rather formed an 
integral part of the material aspects of 
their everyday life.

Using a selection of Late Bronze 
Age Cypriot female fi gurines whose 
iconography, form and function are 
quite different from those of their ear-
lier Bronze Age or Chalcolithic coun-
terparts, I consider the link between 
gendered representations and social 
identity. Bolger recently observed 
that as long as we continue to insist 
that these fi gurines represent deities, 
we shall never be able to consider 
alternative interpretations.1 Most Late 
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Bronze Age fi gurines are dated to the 
Protohistoric Bronze Age 2 (ProBA 
2, LC II) period; they portray nude 
females and other features seen on 
earlier examples. In this study, I focus 
specifi cally on the well-known bird-
headed fi gurines (Type A) and their 
less avian (Type B) counterparts,2 and 
consider whether these representa-
tions have anything to do with a deity 
rather than with other people – moth-
ers, priestesses, dancers or celebrants 
– who lived and worked on protohis-
toric Cyprus.

Archaeologies of gender
As a basic organising principle of soci-
ety, gender has come to serve as a key 
focus of archaeological analysis and 
interpretation.3 Sex and gender are 
fundamental to the ways that people 
work, dress and perform, and how 
they function in the family, household, 
social group and community. Gender 
also infl uences how people cope with 
authority, class, age and race; how 
they experience landscapes, space and 
place; how they make or modify their 
histories and construct their identities. 
Current archaeological research treats 
gender as a crucial aspect of a person’s 
identity, and has re-conceptualised 
issues of sex, sexuality and the body 

to examine women’s and men’s roles 
and statuses in the past. Informed 
by feminist theory, archaeologies of 
gender thus can help us to examine 
the material remnants of the past in 
their total social context, and thus to 
reintroduce people, their beliefs, their 
bodies and their sexuality – indeed 
their very identity – into a more 
coherent and reliable framework of 
understanding and interpretation.

How has Cypriot archaeology 
dealt with this wider vision of gen-
der? Despite inauspicious begin-
nings, many Cypriot archaeologists 
have developed an abiding research 
interest in gender-related issues,4 and 
there are several other areas where 
this interest could be developed (e.g. 
textile production, the role of chil-
dren and the life cycle, images of 
women on pottery and other media). 
Such conferences as the one where 
this paper was originally presented 
provide an optimum venue for such 
undertakings.

Gender imagery 
and representation
Issues related to gender imagery, 
representation and symbolism are no 
longer regarded as marginal pursuits 
in archaeology, nor are they prede-
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termined by the inherent nature of 
archaeological data. Representations 
of people, divinities, animals and arte-
facts found in archaeological contexts 
refer to everyday social practices, 
ideologies and ritual practices, gender 
constructs and social identity. No 
matter how abstract or realistic these 
representations of prehistoric people 
may seem to us, clearly they formed 
an integral part of the material fac-
tors of everyday life on protohistoric 
Cyprus.

Employing as examples several 
Late Bronze Age anthropomorphic 
fi gurines, in this paper I examine 
the links between gendered repre-
sentations and social identity. Most 
scholars who have studied the func-
tion and meaning of these fi gurines 
presume that both the Type A and 
Type B fi gurines represent some sort 
of goddess (or goddesses) of fertility 
that was worshipped in sanctuaries, 
cultic buildings or even households, or 
else were placed in tombs as part of 
mortuary rituals.5 Along with Bolger,6 
I suggest that we need to suspend 
such lines of interpretation in order to 
consider alternatives, and to see how 
these fi gurines might have fi gured in 
other, daily practices of life on prehis-
toric and protohistoric Cyprus.

The earliest, ‘spindle shaped’ fi gu-
rines,7 dated to the ProBA 1 (MC III) 
period, are mainly Plain Ware but also 
include Red Slip and Black Polished 
examples. On the one hand, these 
hearken back to certain Red Polished 
and White Painted plank fi gurines 
of the PreBA (Fig. 1).8 On the other 
hand, they presage later ProBA styles 
and depict – in sharp contrast to the 
plank fi gurines – naked women with 
emphasised sexual features, hands po-
sitioned beneath the breasts, perforat-

ed ears and tight necklaces. Most of 
the Late Bronze Age fi gurines portray 
nude females and other features seen 
on the earlier examples, and most are 
dated to the ProBA 2 (LC II) period.9 
They were manufactured in a fabric 
similar to Base-ring pottery, termed 
‘Brown ware’.10

ProBA female fi gurines
There are two basic types of fi gurine, 
Type A (‘bird-faced’) and Type B 
(‘normal-faced’),11 both of which are 

also often dubbed ‘Astarte’ fi gurines 
and/or ‘pubic triangle fi gurines’.12 
Although the Type A examples show 
stylistic affi nities with Levantine 
Astarte fi gurines (e.g. naked females, 
hands on the body under the breasts, 
holding animal or fl oral motifs), both 
Merrillees and Karageorghis empha-
size their wide distribution on the 
island and thus argue for a Cypriot or-
igin.13 Budin also acknowledges their 
Cypriot origin, but adds that Type A 
fi gurines “… show clear derivation 

Fig. . Red Polished ware ‘plank’ fi gurine with geometric patterns portray-
ing distinctive body features and bodily ornamentation, Lapithos, Swedish 
Tomb A (PreBA ).
(Medelhavsmuseet, Stockholm. Inventory no. L. A: V. Karageorghis 
et al., Th e Cyprus Collections in the Medelhavsmuseet [Nicosia, Stockholm, 
], p. , no.  [front and back])
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from Near Eastern images that are 
explicitly divine”.14

The Type A fi gurines represent 
women with a small, beaked (bird-
type) nose, vertically-placed ears and 
large ear-rings, arms placed on, below 
or between small pointed breasts, 
and genitals marked by (unpainted) 
incised or punctured patterns. One 
common variant (Type Aii or kouro-
trophos) holds an infant.15 There are 
48 known examples depicted with an 
infant and 65 without.16 Budin notes 
some of the continuities with various 
PreBA female fi gurines, notably in 
the emphasis on incised decoration, 
prominent nose and ears, and on 
earlier tendencies toward three-di-
mensional portrayals and emphasized 
sexual attributes.17 The kourotrophos 
examples fi nd some counterparts in 
the plank fi gures of the PreBA, but 
Morris feels that the earlier fi gurines 
are much more individualistic.18 More 
than one scholar has described these 
fi gurines as being very schematic,19 
and Karageorghis fi nds their manu-
facturing technique and decoration 
so similar that he feels they must have 
been mass produced, perhaps refl ect-
ing some common religious beliefs.20

Type B fi gurines have a form very 
similar to that of Type A, but stylisti-
cally they are quite different (Fig. 2).21 
Perhaps modelled more on the style 
of Mycenaean tau, phi and psi painted 
fi gurines than on that of Levantine 
statuettes,22 the women are repre-
sented with triangular, fl at-topped 
heads, pointed-down ears, painted 
facial features, pierced navels and 
occasionally painted genitals with 
incised or punctured patterns; only 
one example holds an infant.23 These 
Type B fi gurines are commonly dated 
to the 13th century BC,24 with conti-

nuity on a smaller scale into the 12th 
and perhaps even 11th centuries BC. 
Webb lists 100 standing examples, 20 
seated examples, and 23 fragments of 
uncertain variety.25

ProBA fi gurines: Context
Throughout the relevant literature, 
opinions on the contexts or fi ndspots 
of all these fi gurines differ radically. 
Both Karageorghis and Orphanides, 
for example, maintain fi rmly that 
most Type A and B fi gurines were 
found in ProBA 2 (LC II) mortu-
ary contexts.26 Merrillees is less fi rm, 
and points out that all kourotrophos 
fi gurines “from controlled excava-
tions” were found in tombs, with one 
exception.27 Begg, whose stated aim 
was to conduct a contextual analysis 
of all LC II fi gurines, concluded that 
only 11 of his Type II (= ‘Astarte’) 
whole fi gurines were found in mortu-
ary contexts, whilst 16 fragmentary 
examples were found in settlement 
contexts.28 Courtois also listed several 
examples from settlement contexts 
at Enkomi.29 Taking a broader view, 
Webb pointed out that Type A and B 
fi gurines accompany less than 5% of 
all LC II burials.30 Keswani, without 
distinguishing between Type A or 
Type B examples, lists some examples 
from very high status tomb groups 
(e.g. Enkomi tombs B67, B93, B47), 
others from less sumptuous burials 
that nonetheless contain at least some 
high status goods (e.g. Enkomi tomb 
C19).31 Whilst Webb lists six exam-
ples from residual cult assemblages 
at Kouklia, Enkomi, Idalion and near 
Myrtou Pigadhes,32 Karageorghis 
states that none were found on the 
fl oors of ‘sanctuaries’.33 On the basis of 
their paucity in ‘ritual’ contexts, Begg 
thought they might have been used as 

Fig. . Type B, normal-faced, nude 
female fi gurine, Base-ring ware, from 
Enkomi Swedish Tomb , ProBA  (LC 
II).
(Medelhavsmuseet, Stockholm. Inven-
tory no. E. : V. Karageorghis et al., 
Th e Cyprus Collections in the Medelhavs-
museet [Nicosia, Stockholm, ], 
p. , no. )
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personal charms,34 but Webb respond-
ed that the more prominent use of 
these fi gurines in domestic contexts 
doesn’t mean they weren’t somehow 
related to deities “…worshipped in 
communal cult buildings”.35

The contradictory nature of these 
interpretations indicates that those 
who have studied the fi gurines most 
closely lack any consensus on either 
their contextual associations or their 
meaning and function in Late Cypriot 
society. The common notion that 
such fi gurines were manufactured as 
mortuary goods stems in part from 
the overwhelming funerary bias of the 
Cypriot archaeological record,36 and 
in part from the fact that most earlier, 
PreBA 2 (plank) fi gurines with good 
provenance were recovered from buri-
als.37 Looking at the ProBA fi gurines 
as a whole,38 it seems clear that they 
were used and discarded in settle-
ments, but rarely in ‘ritual’ contexts, 
and not infrequently were deposited 
in (sometimes very wealthy) mortuary 
contexts. Thus they would have been 
used in life as well as in death, and 
may be regarded – at the very least – 
as valued possessions of those who 
owned them.

ProBA fi gurines: Function 
and meaning
As already noted, most scholars 
(excepting Bolger, Budin and Mor-
ris) have interpreted both Type A and 
Type B fi gurines as representing some 
sort of goddess (or goddesses) of fer-
tility. In their detailed discussions and 
analysis of these fi gurines, both Webb 
and Budin also include the Bomford 
Figurine and other 13th-12th century 
BC nude bronze female fi gurines,39 
such as the one from Palaepaphos-
Teratsoudhia.40 Concerning the Bom-

ford Figurine, Catling’s interpretation 
of it has proved to be central to all 
subsequent interpretations of these 
fi gurines as a class:41

I believe we should identify the 
Bomford statuette as the 12th 
century B.C. version of a long-
established Cypriot female deity 
whose origins are ultimately 
to be found in the Near East. […] 
In her Bronze Age manifestation, 
she was doubtless a goddess of 
fertility.

Bolger has harshly criticised such a 
notion, pointing out that even as the 
presumed consort of the illustrious 
Ingot God from Enkomi, she controls 
nothing except the possible produc-
tive output of the mines, and lacks any 
signifi cant political or social position.42 
Budin too testily disputes the associa-
tion of this female image with fertil-
ity,43 as well as Morris’ more secular 
interpretation of these fi gurines as 
sexual playthings.44 In her view, we 
either have a divinity whose sexuality 
is bound up with a good harvest, or a 
human representation whose sexual-
ity provides a free pass to ‘Nirvana’. 
For Budin, the ancient goddess she 
believes to be represented in these 
fi gurines embodies sexuality as power 
and pleasure, not as maternity and 
fecundity.

Whether any of these fi gurines 
represents a deity, however, remains a 
question that demands closer consid-
eration and more focused contextual 
analysis. Bolger rightly insists that it is 
unacceptable to use modern religious 
concepts when discussing prehistoric 
Cypriot society,45 or, I might add, to 
see temples in every distinctive ashlar 
structure, or to identify gods and god-

desses in every remarkable statuette.46 
Instead, such fi gurines should be 
interpreted in their spatial and social 
contexts, and we should acknowl-
edge that social space, political (not 
religious) ideology and economic 
structures were intimately linked in 
prehistoric and protohistoric societies 
like that of Bronze Age Cyprus.

Like Bolger and Budin, who have 
their own reasons for dissenting 
from the mainstream interpretations 
of these fi gurines, I am concerned 
about an uncritical assumption made 
by almost everyone who has exam-
ined them. This is the assumption 
that both Types A and B represent a 
goddess of fertility, whether Astarte 
(and her variants) in the Levantine 
tradition, Hathor/Isis in the Egyp-
tian tradition, or Ishtar/Inanna in the 
Mesopotamian tradition. Equally, I 
am sceptical that she might have been 
a precursor to or model for the Greek 
goddess Aphrodite. Like Bolger, 
I question whether most of these 
fi gurines represent a deity at all. The 
Bomford statuette, along with the 
bronze female fi gurine from Teratsou-
dhia, seem somewhat exceptional, 
rendered as they are in a different 
medium, fully modelled in the round, 
nude and with sexual attributes some-
what less explicit than those of the 
terracotta fi gurines. Budin emphasizes 
the sheer sexuality of the Bomford 
fi gurine as a corrective to those who 
emphasise only its fertility.47 

My own understanding of the 
Bomford fi gurine, however, remains 
fi rmly in the realm of the ideological 
rather than the sexual. Alongside the 
Ingot God from Enkomi, and a range 
of other ideological paraphernalia, I 
continue to believe that the Bomford 
statuette served as a representation 
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of the political elite of ProBA Cyprus, 
people who manipulated and legiti-
mised their domination over copper 
production and exchange by adopting 
and using such socially charged sym-
bols.48 Whether they represent human 
beings or divine guardians, these strik-
ing metal fi gurines served as symbols 
of authority that helped to forge the 
urban expansion of the ProBA, and to 
establish the political position and so-
cial identity of a dominant elite class.

Discussion
Archaeologists working on Cyprus 
over the past century clearly have 
found ProBA fi gurines quite diffi cult 
to analyse as a class. They have at-
tempted to distinguish between them 
contextually but are unclear whether 
they stem primarily from households, 
burials or ritual compounds. Similarly, 
they have interpreted these fi gurines 
in diverse and inconsistent ways. One 
of the most coherent discussions of 
the fi gurines as a group is that of 
Webb;49 it is likely to remain so until 
somebody undertakes more focused 
contextual and quantitative research 
on them. Webb concludes that, prior 
to LC IIIB (and the onset of the Iron 
Age), no ProBA terracotta female 
images played a signifi cant role in 
public cult: “Their low incidence in 
LC II residual assemblages [i.e. the 
Type A and B fi gurines] suggests no 
more than occasional use as votives”.50 
Because no anthropomorphic fi gu-
rines of any type have been found in 
‘sanctuaries’ thought to have been 
devoted to male divinities (Enkomi’s 
Horned God and Ingot God sanctuar-
ies), Webb feels that the use of these 
fi gurines and the rituals they depict 
must have been restricted to the wor-
ship of one or more female deities.51

The increasing prominence of psi-
type fi gurines (‘goddess with upraised 
arms’) in LC IIIB and Cypro-Geomet-
ric I contexts clearly signals a change 
in both the iconography and function 
of anthropomorphic fi gurines. By that 
time, both male and female represen-
tations may have played a more inte-
gral role in social and ritual practices, 
as human or divine representations of 
people involved in music and dance 
performances. Both Burgh and Kolot-
ourou have discussed representations 
of several sexually ambiguous dancers 
and musicians on ceramic and ivory 
objects, in relief sculpture and on 
seals from the Bronze and Iron Age 
Levant, western Asia and Cyprus.52 
Kolotourou discusses and illustrates 
tambourine and lyre players (from 
ProBA 3 through Cypro-Archaic 2), 
whose arms are extended to hold 
the instruments.53 A shallow bronze 
bowl from 8th-7th century BC Idalion 
depicts a lyre player, a pipe player and 
a drummer, all similarly clothed with 
no apparent evidence of gender.54 
The drummer on this bowl, and in 
several of the other representations, is 
depicted with upraised arms, and one 
might suggest that such a gesture was 
meant to represent either drumming 
or clapping in a musical performance.

Current interpretations of the 
ProBA anthropomorphic female 
fi gurines raise more questions than 
answers about prehistoric gender, 
iconography and representational 
imagery. For example:

•  How clearly or intentionally   
were these representations   
 coded sexually?

•  Who created them, and who   
used them?

•  Did men and women see or use  

 these depictions differently?
•  What kinds of gender informa- 

tion are broadcast by the gestures, 
postures, dress, ornamentation, 
size, media and colour used in 
these representations?

•  Were certain sexed (or unsexed) 
fi gures reserved for use in design-
ated domestic, public or ceremo-
nial contexts?

We should no longer think of these 
human representations in simple 
sexual terms, and certainly we should 
not be assuming that all of them were 
somehow involved in unspecifi ed 
and unknown ‘religious’ or ‘cultic’ 
practices. Although some males are 
represented, most ProBA fi gurines 
depict females. A more thorough and 
focused analysis would almost cer-
tainly reveal hybrids or more ambi-
guous, third gender representations, 
or images that moved in and out of 
traditional sexual categories. In other 
words, the ProBA fi gurines may have 
the same kind of multiple or ambigu-
ous genders that we see in the PreBA 
and in earlier prehistoric contexts.

We also need to consider these 
fi gurines’ possible performative roles 
in ProBA Cypriot society.55 Certainly 
they were produced, used and dis-
played in a variety of contexts, which 
itself argues against any single func-
tion or use. Representations of human 
or divine beings can serve to rein-
force, transform or call into question 
a whole range of ideas, strategies or 
rules of social and ceremonial behav-
iour (e.g., a female rite of passage). Be-
cause homogeneity in form does not 
preclude heterogeneity in meaning 
or practice, these fi gurines may also 
convey multiple if not contradictory 
messages, depending on who made 
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Conclusion
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plastic art can provide crucial insights 
into the ways that gendered practices 
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historic societies.
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