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 Seated harp player from Keros.  Athens, National Archaeological Museum, Inv. 3908 
 Early Cycladic II, ca. 2700 to 2300 B.C.
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Introduction

This paper aims to analyse the Harpist of Keros, an early Bronze Age Cycladic figure of a musician playing a harp.  The musician has been chosen for two reasons: firstly it signifies differences in the way in which the human body is represented as a male figure compared to the almost exclusively female Folded Arm Figures (FAF); secondly it will continue to feed into a larger portfolio of work will considers objects as having  agency in their own right, rather than the identity that is imposed upon them by modern scholarship (Getz-Preziosi, P. and Paul Getty Museum, 1994; Van Schaik, 1998; Renfrew, 2011; Mertens, 1998; Getz-Preziosi, Pat, 1980).    The work of theorists who have engaged with the figurine will briefly be discussed in order to give the harpist greater context, but these writings will not be laboured upon. Finally, the figure will be briefly considered in comparison to other intact harpists in order to illustrate some key similarities and differences.

 Methodological approach
The Harpist will be examined using a New Materialist approach, along with the semiotic theories espoused by Roland Barthes. Discussing the ‘message’ contained in a press photograph, Barthes argues that there are two communicative devices:  the denoted message, or what the photograph consists of and the connoted message, or what social meanings can be derived from it (Barthes, 1977, p. 17).  Further, he argues that a connoted message is more than just what he calls the ‘reception of the message’ as the production of meaning is equally important. The connoted message is  socially constructed and is necessarily subjective given that one cannot know with certainty what the sculptor intended with this piece (Barthes, 1977, p. 19)  However, for Barthes the shape of the Harpist is a signifier of the sculptor and the object itself is a passive player. This approach primacies human culture and communication  and belies the notion of the Harpist as an active participant whose production is an assemblage of forces.  

Contrasting Barthes’s humanist approach with a more post human methodology,  New Materialism decentres anthropology and displaces humans as having primacy in the universe. Vital New Materialism is a development of Giles Deleuze’s work on Spinoza who considered that nature was ‘defined primarily by an immanent vital power or force’. This concept has been further developed by the likes of Bennett who argues that ‘matter […] is nothing other than the relations of forces as such’ (Gamble, Hanan and Thomas, 2019, pp. 119–120)   Whereas the semiotic analysis embodies an epistemological approach, vital new materialism takes an ontological perspective. Performative new materialism however, states that both frameworks are intrinsic to each other; an object cannot be separated in the sense of what it is to how it is known  (Gamble, Hanan and Thomas, 2019, p. 122) The study of the harpist cannot be separated from its existence. Indeed, this study will participate in its ongoing reality.    

Object Description
[image: ]Dating from c. 2700 – 2300 B.C., the Keros Harpist was found on the Island of Keros in 1884 in a tomb along with the statue of a flute player, possibly made by the same sculptor.  Both artefacts are currently on display at the National Archaeological Museum in Athens. Specifically, the harpist is located in Exhibition Hall 6 under inventory number 3908   It is 22.5 cms tall (approximately 9 inches) and is made of marble from Paxos(Odysseus Culture, 2007a) . The museum notes that male figures are rare in this period and unlike the more static female figurines, are usually shown in active poses.  Figures of harp players are extremely rare and only five are known to exist intact in museums, all of which differ in some way from each other.  For example, the Keros Harpist sits on an elaborate chair with legs apart and feet to the floor whilst the Harpist on display at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Fig 3) has a much larger harp, simpler chair and his feet are not touching the ground (The Metropolitan Museum of Art New York, 2025). It is possible that this is due to a missing plinth. Fig 2 AI representation of the Keros Harpist with complete hands and ‘strings’ 

[image: Marble seated harp player, Marble, Cycladic]Scholarship specifically dedicated to the Harpists remains limited compared to the FAF; however, researchers like Getz-Preziosi and Renfrew have integrated the harp figures into more comprehensive Cycladic studies.  In his discussion on culture sequencing for example, Renfrew notes that due to the lack of any stratigraphical analysis, that writers have imposed their own classifications of the material found – Cycladic I, II, and III.  Further he states that Cycladic figures fall into groupings or varieties (Renfrew, 2011) ; the Keros Harpist is considered to be from Cycladic II and of the Spedos variety.  Perhaps one of the most familiar researchers on the Cycladic sculptures is Pat Getz-Preziosi who believes that the vast majority of Cycladic sculpture can be recognised as the work of  a small number of master sculptors, but  is unable to say with confidence that harp players can be attributable to any one master (Getz-Preziosi, P. and Paul Getty Museum, 1994, p. 77). She states that instead, similarities are probably based on a traditional formula that the sculptors adhered to (Getz-Preziosi, Pat, 1980) . Finally, van Schaik believes that even though there is an absence of context the harpists were grave gifts and ‘evidently part of these people’s concept of the hereafter’ (Van Schaik, 1998, p. 12).  Given the lack of context,and the lack of any hard evidence and Van Schaik’s assertions must be treated with caution.Fig 3 Marble Seated Harp Player


Physical Analysis
It was not possible to view The Keros Harpist in situ, therefore a 3d representation was made to assist in the overall analysis of the object.  The Keros Harpist is made of white marble and measures approximately 22.5 cm x  9 cms x 15cms. Both hands are missing from below the elbow but the rest of the sculpture has been reconstructed so that it is now largely in tact.   He is seated on an elaborate chair or throne which has curved legs and back (figs. 4 and 5). His feet are flat to the floor, which gives him a sense of stability and also gives a sense of alignment with the chair.  He is sitting upright in a pose that completely follows the line of the chair.  The harp is on the right knee, slightly extended over the kneecap and is adorned on the top with the symbol of a swan’s beak.  Despite the [image: A white plastic sculpture of a person

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]loss of the hands, Fig. 2 proposes a reconstruction of the figure’s complete form. While this visualization suggests the placement of the harp strings, this detail is conjectural, and the composition of the original material remains unknown. Distinct from other harpists depicted in with their hands at rest on the frame of the harp, the Harper of Keros is portrayed in a more active state of playing which imbues the work with a heightened sense of vitality and movement. Fig. 4 rear view of 3d model of Harpist of Keros


 The harper has a thick neck in common with other figures of this period and his head is thrown back as though looking to the sky which could indicate singing or some form of adoration in the stance. The overall shape of the skull is interesting and could ostensibly represent some form of head shaping practice where the skull is modified from birth (Lorentz, 2009) However, there is little evidence that this practice existed in Early Cycladic culture and so one has to conclude that this is probably an aesthetic device.  This Harpist of Keros has indistinct facial features, apart from the nose, which is carved in relief, unlike the Seated Harpist (fig. 3) who has a very distinct and intricately carved face. Representing an earlier phase of work, the Seated Harper may reflect a period of stylistic development that eventually resulted in the form of the Harpist of Keros we see here, resulting in all the figurines of this period, both male and female, having indistinct facial features.  However, like most assumptions regarding these sculptures, the general lack of context gives rise to what is at best speculation. Although the original facial features of the harper are no longer visible, the evidence of the Early Cycladic II period, specifically the documented use of pigment on folded-arm figures (Hendrix, 2003) support the premise that the harpist was similarly decorated with paint[image: ]. Fig. 5 Left side view of 3d model Harpist of Keros


[image: ]The volumetric proportions of the Harpist contrast with the flat, planar persona of the female FAF.  This form of sculpture gives the Harpist an energy not found in the flatter solid blocks of marble that make up the FAF. He embodies movement through his posture and his positioning on the chair along with sophisticated modelling.  For example, his legs and torso suggest a sense of muscle and bone, whilst also serving to project the power of the harp, and the swan, onto the viewer.  Further, the creation of negative space in the sculpture is a real negotiation between the marble, the sculpting tools and the sculpture which allow the viewer to engage with the Harper as a figure which embodies corporeality in a way that the FAF do not.  There are four distinct areas where this is used:  the harp itself, the space between the arm and the torso, between the legs and the chair, and the legs of the chair itself.  The removal of the marble in these areas ensure that the eye is drawn in and through the sculpture which results in a greater sense of three-dimensional space than that of the more planar contemporary works such as the Hunter Warrior (fig 6) from the same period(The British Museum, 2025) The harp sits firmly on the right leg and  has a sense of its own vitality. It is not known how the strings of the harp were created as marble ‘strings’ would have been extremely difficult to carve out.  It is plausible therefore that the strings were created using grass, wooden shards or some other form of organic material that would have decomposed with time.  This, however, is highly conjectural given the lack of evidence.  The swan’s beak finial makes the whole harp ornithomorphic and suggestive of the ontological entanglement of the musician, swan and the materiality of the marble.  There is a profound interaction between the harpist and their instrument, and it easy to imagine that the notes being played are representative of the swans own call.   Indeed, in her PhD thesis, Julia Karin Binnberg (2018) notes that bird art is a common feature of the Early Cyclades arguing that the culture is animistic.  This entanglement ensures that the Harper transcends its identity as a mere sculpture and places it in a more liminal space. Additionally, the shape of the head of the harp mirrors that of the head of the harper himself, creating further entanglements and vital agency between the harper and his instrument.  Fig. 6 Hunter Warrior


Finally, this analysis turns to the chair upon which the harper sits.  It is so elaborate that it might be better described as a throne with its high back and intricate legs.  This part of the harper is best viewed from behind as in fig. 4. The back of the chair is skilfully carved into a high, rounded shape, featuring a central panel that mimics the appearance of a split log.  Again, the use of negative space makes the viewer see through the back of the chair to the harpist in such a way that it emphasises the harpists presence.  This view also accentuates the back of the harp and the back of the skull.  Whilst there is no indication that the harp was painted, one could imagine the rich imagery that could have been the result of deliberate pigmentation that compliments its swan-like shape.  Whilst the chair legs are straight, they appear to be resting on two further split trunks.  Given the lack of evidence that stone chairs existed, and the representation of tree trunks inherent in its design, it is likely that original chairs or thrones were made of wood and have biodegraded back into the earth.  This serves as a testament to the skill of both marble sculptors and wood carvers of the time.  

This harpist was found in a tomb with a flute player which suggests a more specialised role than mere grave goods and their rarity also suggest that they possibly belonged to an individual of high status. Ultimately, due to a lack of concrete archaeological evidence regarding their original function, it is impossible to ascribe a reason for their existence, however after 4000 years one can still imagine this harp being played, alongside a flautist.  The Harpist continues as an active participant through time.  As fig. 6 and fig. 7 demonstrate, these instruments continue to be played in the 21st century. 

[image: ][image: ]Fig. 7 Contemporary double flute player

Fig. 8 Contemporary  Sonnet Harp 
To conclude it can be said that the Harpist of Keros was always there, waiting to exist.  It ‘became’ as part of an intricate negotiation from formlessness to form and it continues: changing form from entombed marble to glass bound exhibit.  But also, through studies and replicas where new materialities of thought and reproduction ensure its longevity.  In this way the biography of the Harpist of Keros endures.  
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