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chapter 12

Boy s Wil l Be Boy s:
Youth and Gender Identit y  
in  the Theran Frescoes
by Anne P. Chapin

The well-preserved frescoes depicting boys and girls from the Bronze 
Age (LC I) Theran town of Akrotiri present images of childhood and 
adolescence that are unique in the ancient world.1 Most prominently, the 
elaborate fresco program in Xeste 3 offers unparalleled evidence for the 
ritual events that guided girls into adult female roles.2 For boys, the evidence 
for the Theran cultural construction of male childhood is less focused but 
equally significant. Suggestive images of Boxing Boys from Building Beta3 
and youthful Fisherboys in the West House,4 together with a young child 
and older youths in Xeste 3,5 collectively present a wider range of depicted 
age and activity than do the girls and young women of Xeste 3. Moreover, 
when examined as a corpus, these images suggest distinct phases in the 
construction of male childhood intended to socialize and educate boys in 
skills needed to function as adult males in Theran society.

Youthfulness in Theran art is generally recognized from figural nu-
dity, distinctive hairstyles, and (in one case) diminutive stature. There is, 
however, little agreement among scholars about the relative ages of the 
Theran youths. The Fisherboys, for example, are variously identified as 
younger than the Boxing Boys, older than the Boxing Boys, on the verge 
of adolescence, slightly older than early adolescence, and almost entering 
adulthood. Likewise, the Boxing Boys are recognized both as children 
and early adolescents, and the Xeste 3 Cupbearer with a “pudding basin” 

1. Childhood studies are relatively 
new to the study of Aegean prehis-
tory. For a recent overview of the 
evidence on childhood in prehistoric 
Greece, see Rutter 2003. For the 
study of childhood through archaeol-
ogy, see Sofaer Derevenski 2000a; for 
childhood in Classical Greece, see 
Neils and Oakley 2003. The author 
would like to thank Lyvia Morgan, 
David Geary, the anonymous review-
ers, and the editors of this volume for 
their useful and much appreciated 
comments on earlier versions of this 
research. Gratitude is also due to  

 Robert M. Malina, former director of 
the Institute for the Study of Youth 
Sports and professor of physical edu-
cation and exercise science at Michi-
gan State University, who offered 
expert opinion on human growth 
and development, as well as valuable 
bibliographic references.

2. The bibliography on the Xeste 3 
frescoes is large. See Thera VII;  
N. Marinatos 1984a, pp. 61–84;  
N. Marinatos 1993, pp. 203–211; 
Doumas 1987, 1992, pp. 127–131, 
pls. 93–137; S. Immerwahr 1990, 
pp. 59–62; Rehak 1999a, this volume; 

Chapin 2002.
3. Found in room B1, also deco-

rated with the frescoed antelopes. See 
Thera IV, pp. 28, 46, pls. D–F, 51–61; 
S. Immerwahr 1990, pp. 51–52, 185–
186 (Ak No. 3), pls. VIII, X; Doumas 
1992, pls. 78–84.

4. Found in room 5 with the 
Miniature Frieze. See Thera IV, pp. 22, 
35–38, pls. 38:b, 42:b, 85–88, 90, color 
pl. 6; S. Immerwahr 1990, pp. 50–51, 
187 (Ak No. 11), pl. IX; Doumas 1992, 
pls. 18–23.

5. Doumas 1992, p. 130, pls. 109–
115.
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hairstyle is seen as both younger and older than the Fisherboys.6 Each of 
these proposed readings of youthful age relies heavily on the evidence of 
hairstyle as an indicator of age.

Hairst yle as an Indicator of Age Grade

In a pioneering article on youth and age, Ellen Davis argues that there is 
a direct correlation between the hairstyles worn by figures in the Theran 
frescoes and their chronological ages.7 In particular, by following Spyridon 
Marinatos’s argument that the partially shaved heads depicted with blue 
paint signify youth,8 and by organizing the figures according to the style 
and length of their hair, Davis proposes four categories for maturing girls 
and boys, two of which apply only to girls. The two Fisherboys of the West 
House, and the Yellow Ochre Boy and one Crocus Gatherer from Xeste 3 
all have two locks of black hair growing from their otherwise shaved scalps, 
and thereby represent the youngest children.9 Longer hair locks, and more 
of them—thereby indicating the passage of time and older age—are found 
in the Boxing Boys from Building Beta, the Veiled Girl from Xeste 3, and 
the “Priestess” of the West House.10 For Davis, these children represent 
stage 2 of hair growth, in which the back locks are considerably longer and 
new locks have been grown in differing combinations on the forehead and 
on the right side and top of the head. Later, as evidenced by the developing 
girls and young women of Xeste 3, the head shaving of childhood ends 
and hair is grown to adult lengths.

This appealing chronology has not gone uncontested. Robert Koehl 
argues the reverse—that the Boxing Boys were younger than the Fish-
erboys—based on the observation that the biceps and shoulders of the 
Boxing Boys are less developed than those of the Fisherboys, a position 
supported by Christos Doumas and Lyvia Morgan.11 For Koehl, the hair 
of the older Fisherboys had been cut short. Robert Laffineur, in weighing 
these two contradictory hypotheses, observes that “two possibilities exist 
and this makes for a real problem—not to mention the possible alterna-
tives of regrowth after cutting and of recutting after regrowth.”12 Laffineur 
further raises the possibility that the blue color usually taken to represent 
the shaved scalp could in fact represent very short, blue-dyed hair. It is 
evident that no single explanation for the differences in boys’ hairstyles has 
yet been identified. Instead, the variations may reflect the importance of 
cultural factors, possibly including age, status, and occupation.13 Hairstyle, 

as younger than the Fisherboys, since 
he identifies the Boxing Boys as being 
about 6–8 years in age (S. Marinatos 
1971, p. 21) but named the Fisherboy 
Frescoes the “Fishermen” Frescoes, see-
ing in them youthful maturity.

12. Laffineur 2000, p. 898.
13. Laffineur 2000, pp. 898, 899, 

906.

6. E. Davis 1986, pp. 399–401; 
Koehl 1986, p. 101; 2000, p. 135;  
E. Davis 2000, pp. 868–871; Doumas 
2000, p. 976; L. Morgan 2000, p. 938; 
Papageorgiou 2000, p. 962, n. 1.

7. E. Davis 1986, updated in 2000, 
pp. 868–871. For a review of these cat-
egories for the girls of Xeste 3 based on 
their physiological signs of growth and 
development, see Chapin 2002.

8. Thera VI, p. 47.
9. Doumas 1992, pls. 116, 120–121.
10. For the Veiled Girl of Xeste 3, 

see Doumas 1992, pl. 107; for the West 
House “Priestess,” see Doumas 1992, 
pl. 24.

11. Koehl 1986, p. 101; Koehl 2000, 
p. 135; Doumas 2000, pp. 972–973; 
Morgan 2000, p. 938. S. Marinatos also 
seems to have seen the Boxing Boys 
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then, though indicative of youth in general, does not yet offer a reliable 
indicator for specific age grades and should not be used as the foundation 
for age typologies. Alternative evidence needs to be identified. This study 
contends that the physiological signs of growth and development recog-
nizable in the frescoes and common to all humans provide a more reliable 
basis for estimating the boys’ ages.

Nat uralism and Art ist ic Idiom in 
Theran Art

When discussing art in her book Aegean Painting in the Bronze Age, Sara 
Immerwahr observes that “naturalism” is a relative term: “What is unusual 
in Minoan [and Theran] painting is its sense of animation and living move-
ment, its spontaneity and delight in nature, which sets it apart from the 
contemporary art of Egypt or Mesopotamia.”14 While noting that Aegean 
art seems influenced by Egyptian art, she considers the two idioms to be 
characterized by distinctive styles. In particular, renderings of the human 
figure in Minoan and Theran art seem more fluid and less angular than 
Egyptian figures, and are characterized by an “intuitive feeling for how the 
parts of anatomy go together.” Nevertheless, Immerwahr emphasizes that 
despite the less conceptualized representations, not all details are accurate, 
especially in the rendering of hands and feet.15 Aegean art, then, is more 
naturalistic than Egyptian art, but not intensely realistic.

So how closely did Theran artists imitate natural human proportions? 
Are the paintings realistic enough to be mined for information on physi-
ological growth and male gender development? And can we determine 
whether the details embedded in the compositions are intentionally 
naturalistic or accidentally created by the random movements of an artist 
working rapidly in the fresco medium?

To address these questions, it may be useful to examine an Aegean 
painting that clearly does not succeed in transmitting detailed information 
about sex and gender, and to explore possible reasons for its ambiguities. 
The Taureador Fresco from Knossos (Fig. 12.1), probably dating to LM 
II/IIIA (and therefore significantly later in date than the Theran frescoes), 
preserves red- and white-skinned acrobats, traditionally interpreted ac-
cording to the Aegean color conventions as youthful male and female bull 
leapers.16 In 1988, Silvia Damiani-Indelicato observed that the anatomical 
renderings of the red and white figures are more alike than they are differ-
ent, and suggested that the red and white skin colors do not refer to sexual 
distinctions but were instead used as a narrative device to show different 
stages of a bull jump.17 This questioning of the accepted color convention 
opened a door for further investigation. Nannó Marinatos argues that the 
white figures are boys of pre-initiatory status, whereas Paul Rehak identifies 
the Taureador athletes as gender-neutral adolescents.18 Louise Hitchcock 
suggests that male and female attributes could have been appropriated 
by individuals of either sex in Minoan Crete.19 More recently, Benjamin 
Alberti weighed the arguments and concluded, “Clearly, the traditional 
means of assigning sex to Bronze Age Aegean figurative imagery is not 

14. S. Immerwahr 1990, p. 41.
15. S. Immerwahr 1990, p. 51.
16. PM III, p. 209; Immerwahr 

1990, pp. 90–92, 175 (Kn no. 23), 
pls. 41–42. For restoration as a frieze, 
see M. Cameron 1987, p. 325, fig. 12.

17. Damiani-Indelicato 1988.
18. N. Marinatos 1993, pp. 219–

220, supported by L. Morgan 2000, 
pp. 939–940; Rehak 1996, p. 41.

19. Hitchcock 2000.
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able to consistently differentiate between two genders in the imagery from 
Knossos.”20 Alberti instead suggested that the similarities among the red 
and white bull leapers indicate the use of a “Knossian template,” defined 
as the hourglass shape of broad shoulders, slim waist, and rounded hips, 
that is used as the basic form for both male and female figures in the art of 
Knossos, upon which details of anatomy, hair, costume, and activity were 
added to distinguish one figure from another.21

Alberti’s Knossian template recalls Ernst Gombrich’s seminal discus-
sion in Art and Illusion of the use of the adapted stereotype by artists of 
many periods. Gombrich observes that an artist wanting to make a “truthful 
record of an individual form” begins “not with his visual impression but 
with his idea or concept.”22 The artist thus classifies objects according to 
the abstract forms, or schemata, which they most closely resemble, and 
then adjusts the schematic form to make it look more like the object it 
is intended to represent. The more details that are added, the more the 
image looks like what it is intended to represent, and, conversely, any im-
age that lacks added detail remains highly schematic and may be difficult 
to recognize.23 Alberti’s Knossian template, then, illustrates Gombrich’s 
theory of the adapted stereotype and its associated process of making and 
matching. The red- and white-skinned bull leapers of Knossos are drawn 
from a single template, or schema, used by the Minoan artists to render the 
figures, with details of hairstyle, jewelry, skin color, and pose being added 
to distinguish one figure from another. From this perspective, what we 
see today in the Taureador Fresco is not so much a confusion of male and 
female bodies as the impact of the schematic form used by artists to create 
the human figure. The figures are not modified with enough detail—and 
therefore remain too schematic—to be of much use in determining either 
the sex or the age of individual figures.

Representations of the human figure in Egyptian painting and re-
lief sculpture are likewise dominated by a schematic formula known as 
the Egyptian canon. The well-known result is that images of men and 
women change surprisingly little over the course of two thousand years.24 

Figure 12.1. Taureador Fresco, from 
Knossos. Photo G. A. Bauslaugh

20. Alberti 2002, p. 109.
21. Alberti 2002, pp. 109–115.
22. Gombrich 1961, p. 73.
23. Gombrich 1961, pp. 63–90.
24. Iversen and Shibata 1975; 

W. Davis 1989; Robins 1994.
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Two-dimensional Egyptian art employs a composite figure comprising a 
profile head rendered with a frontal eye, and frontal shoulders sitting atop 
profile hips and legs. Drawn with a grid of 18 squares, each the width of 
a clenched fist, plus part of an additional nineteenth square,25 the figure 
is marked out according to certain ideal proportions: from the bottom of 
the foot to the ankle is one square; to the top of the knee is 6 squares; to 
the top of the leg is 9 squares; the height to the navel is 11 squares; to the 
shoulder is 16 squares; and to the hairline is 18 squares. Female figures 
are distinguished from male ones by their narrower shoulders and breasts. 
Even children are made to conform to the Egyptian canon and closely 
resemble miniature adults.26 In the New Kingdom Temple of Seti I at 
Abydos, the pharaoh is depicted in the Hall of Ancestors with his young 
son, the future Ramesses II (Fig. 12.2). The boy wears the side lock of 
youth but is otherwise awarded the same adult male proportions as his 
father and wears a similar kilt.

Since children in Egyptian art were not distinguished by proportion, 
they could be distinguished by other means, including symbolic size, nudity, 
and hairstyle. In a painting from the tomb of Nebamun at Thebes, dated 
to c. 1400 b.c. in the 18th Dynasty, the nobleman Nebamun is represented 
hunting birds in a marsh, accompanied by his wife and daughter.27 Nebamun 
as the man is the largest figure in the composition, and his daughter, who 
is the smallest figure in the family group, crouches in the space between 
her father’s legs. Her youthful age is confirmed according to Egyptian 
iconographic convention by her partially shaved scalp, creating the side 
lock of youth, and the absence of clothing.

In light of the evidence for strong contact between Egypt and the 
Aegean over the course of many centuries and the consensus that the use 

25. Iversen and Shibata 1975, 
pp. 27–37.

26. For the rare exceptions, such as 
childlike images of the youthful Horus, 
see Boyd 1980, pp. 14–16, figs. 8–10.

27. For a reproduction of this well-
known scene, see Robins 1997, p. 22, 
fig. 11.

Figure 12.2. Youthful Ramesses II 
with Seti I, from Abydos. Drawing 
author after Clayton 1994, p. 12
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of the composite figure reflects Egyptian influence on Aegean art, recent 
research has sought to connect the Egyptian grid system directly with 
sculpted and painted figures in Neopalatial Aegean art. In analyzing the 
proportions of the carefully restored LM IB chryselephantine kouros from 
Palaikastro, Crete, Judith Weingarten proposed that its Minoan sculptor 
employed a 21-square grid to establish figural proportions, and that this 
grid is essentially an elongated version of the Egyptian proportional grid.28 
Weingarten’s expanded investigation into the use of modular grids in other 
artistic media, including fresco painting and relief vases, seems to confirm 
that Aegean artists used modular grids to guide the proportions of their 
work, but that unlike their counterparts in Egypt, they followed no single 
set of rules.29

This important conclusion is supported by the detailed investiga-
tion of proportions in Theran frescoes made by Eleanor Guralnick. In 
contrast to Weingarten’s 21-square grid, however, Guralnick identified a 
modular grid of 19 squares—similar to the Egyptian 18-square grid with 
the nineteenth square for the head above the hairline—for all painted 
Theran figures but one.30 Although determining which grid might be 
more correct is beyond the focus of this investigation, it is important to 
note that Guralnick’s work confirms that “each figure has a unique set of 
proportions.” She concludes,

Despite the fact that elements of similarity can be highlighted 
among the examined figures, the most striking observation is their 
individuality. This is remarkable considering that similar grids or 
modular approaches have been demonstrated for their basic design. 
. . . One would think that the use of a modular system or grid would 
constrain the artist to rigid and identically proportioned figures. 
Instead, the artists of Thera used the grid framework in a flexible 
way to provide only a minor constraint to exuberant individuality.31

Guralnick thus stresses the individuality of each figure’s proportions in 
Theran art, even though the Cycladic artists were clearly working with a 
modular grid to set basic points of proportion.

Just how the artists executed the graceful and sinuous curves and 
outlines characteristic of Theran painting may be explained by a comple-
mentary investigation by Kiki Birtacha and Manolis Zacharioudakis, who 
observe that curves are repeated, sometimes within the same figure, and 
occasionally in different figures belonging to the same fresco composition. 
This observation suggests that the Theran artists may have used a set 
of large and small fixed curves to create the sinuous lines of the painted 
figures.32 The flowing curves and swelling forms so evocative of natural-
ism in the Theran figures were thus probably created through a deliberate 
artistic process assisted by a distinct set of tools. It further supports the 
argument that variations among figures are the result of careful composi-
tional planning.

The available evidence thus suggests that the individuality of the 
Theran frescoes should stand in sharp contrast to the relatively homog-
enous proportions of the bull leapers in the Taureador Fresco produced 
by the Knossian template. In spite of the influence on Aegean art of the 

28. Weingarten 1995, 2000a, 2000b.
29. Weingarten 2000a, p. 922.
30. Guralnick 2000.
31. Guralnick 2000, p. 185.
32. Birtacha and Zacharioudakis 

2000.
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Egyptian canon, the evidence suggests that Theran artists intentionally 
modified their figures to make each unique in form. These differences 
are meaningful and intentional, and they contribute significantly to the 
individual character of each composition.

Finally, the images of boys in large-scale Theran art are all unam-
biguously male. All of the boys are shown nude or nearly nude, and three 
preserve genitalia, thus making their sex identification certain and avoiding 
the problem of sexual ambiguity that plagues the Knossian bull leapers. 
As argued in detail below, the individual variations of male form work 
together to produce images of children and adolescents with proportions 
appropriate to particular ages ranging from early childhood through late 
adolescence. This general observation is not new, and the frescoes under 
discussion are all widely identified as children and youths. As observed 
by their excavator, Spyridon Marinatos, in reference to the Boxing Boys 
from Building Beta, “[They are], I believe, the first time in the history of 
art anywhere in the world that the anatomy of children’s bodies has been 
observed and rendered with such mastery.”33 Despite widespread apprecia-
tion of their youth and naturalism, however, no comprehensive assessment 
of the physiological features of growth and development depicted in the 
frescoes has been offered.34

H uman Grow th and Development

While hairstyle is subject to cultural factors, human physiology is the result 
of evolutionary forces. Though environmental and genetic factors influence 
human growth, normal human children—boys and girls alike—grow to 
adulthood according to well-known patterns of growth and development 
(Fig. 12.3).35 Upon birth, children from most cultures are identified as a 
boy or a girl based on their visible genitalia. In fact, the sex36 differences 
between girls and boys are much less pronounced before puberty than 
during and after puberty, and infant girls and boys are more alike than 
they are different.37 Nevertheless, important physical and behavioral differ-
ences between boys and girls do emerge early in childhood,38 and pubertal 
growth intensifies these distinctions. Girls normally enter puberty about 
six months earlier than do boys and experience their growth spurt earlier in 

33. S. Marinatos 1971, p. 21.
34. Growing evidence for direct 

observation of human anatomy in 
Aegean art of the Neopalatial period, 
however, is intriguing. Jean Coulomb, a 
physician, corrected earlier reconstruc-
tions of the Priest-King Fresco from 
Knossos based on details of the figure’s 
anatomy (Coulomb 1979, 1981), and 
Musgrave 2000, p. 100, asserts that 
the anatomical details of the Palaikas-
tro kouros are “the product of minute 
observation followed by brilliant execu-
tion.” Koehl and Porter 2003 argue that 

the figures of the Boxer Rhyton are 
based on life study.

35. Tanner and Whitehouse 1982; 
Tanner 1990; Ulijaszek, Johnston, and 
Preece 1998; Blakemore and Jennett 
2001, pp. 205–210.

36. The term “sex” is used here to 
identify biological categories of male 
and female, whereas “gender” refers 
to a person’s social or psychological 
status. However, considerable debate 
surrounds the use of both terms, with 
Halpern (2000, pp. 30–31) arguing 
that the opposition of sex and gender 

perpetuates too strong a dichotomy 
between nature and nurture. For 
overviews of sex and gender studies, 
see Beal 1994; Mealey 2000; Helgeson 
2002.

37. Beal 1994, pp. 40–41.
38. For differing childhood 

growth rates of boys and girls, see 
“Human Development,” in Encyclo-
pedia Britannica: http://www.search.
eb.com/eb/article?eu=119861, accessed 
July 14, 2002. For sex-based nonverbal 
behavioral differences, see Geary 1998, 
pp. 217–221.
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pubertal development. As a result, girls normally achieve their peak height 
velocity about two years earlier than do boys and stop growing earlier.39 
The slower maturation of boys results in a significantly longer period of 
growth, so that the average adult man becomes taller and bigger than the 
average adult woman.40

Puberty brings more pronounced differences between the sexes. While 
girls experience a noticeable broadening of the hips and pelvis, breast 
development, a growth spurt, and menarche,41 boys go through distinctly 
different pubertal development. According to mid-20th-century studies of 
western European boys, secondary sexual characteristics appear in boys at 
an average age of 11.8 years with an increase in testicular size and a change 
in the texture and pigmentation of the scrotal skin. This is followed by 

Figure 12.3. Growth and develop-
ment of a boy of European origin, 
aged 4–18. Tanner and Whitehouse 1982, 
p. 27. Copyright 1982, with permission from 
Elsevier.

39. Ulijaszek, Johnston, and Preece 
1998, p. 50.

40. Tanner 1990, pp. 56, 57.
41. Tanner 1962, pp. 94–155. A 

layperson’s version, also authored 

by J. M. Tanner, can be found in 
“Adolescence,” Encyclopedia Britan-
nica (http://www.eb.com:180/bol/
topic?eu=119312&sctn=1), accessed 
July 14, 2002.
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growth of the penis, first in length, and then in breadth. Pubic hair appears 
slightly later than the genital development, and spermarche—the onset of 
sperm production—usually occurs at age thirteen. Axillary (underarm) hair 
develops quite late in male pubertal development, appearing on average at 
age 14.3. At 14.9 years on average, facial hair appears first at the corners of 
the upper lip, then at the sideburns, and later over the chin when genital 
development is complete.

The growth spurt, which occurs quite late in male puberty, begins 
around age fourteen. Growth is not uniform, however, resulting in sig-
nificant changes in the shape of the male body. In addition to adding on 
average about 10.5 cm (4+ inches) in height in the year in which peak 
height velocity is attained, the trunk of the body lengthens significantly 
in proportion to the rest of the body, and both the body and shoulders 
broaden.42 Adolescent boys also experience a significant increase in their 
muscle strength about 14 months after their peak height velocity, and 
motor performance increases up to at least age seventeen or eighteen.43 
During puberty, boys also “develop larger hearts as well as larger skeletal 
muscles, larger lungs, higher systolic blood pressure, lower resting heart-rate, 
a greater capacity for carrying oxygen in the blood, and a greater power 
of neutralizing the chemical products of muscular exercise.” According 
to an evolutionary model, “the male becomes more adapted at puberty 
for the tasks of hunting, fighting and manipulating all sorts of heavy  
objects.”44

The variations of normal pubertal development can, however, be ob-
scured by statistics that emphasize overall population norms, and growth 
rates for individual boys are affected by overall health as well as genetic and 
environmental factors.45 Major advances in diet, health care, and sanitation 
in Western, industrialized societies make these populations healthier than 
their premodern predecessors.46 Coincident with the improved health of 
populations in developed countries is a documented downward trend in 
the average age of menarche in pubertal girls of several months per decade 
since about 1850.47 Girls are also taller today than they were a century ago. 
Studies on current trends in male pubertal development are fewer in number, 
but a recent study by Marcia Herman-Giddens, Lily Wang, and Gary Koch 
suggests that boys in the United States, like girls, are also taller and heavier 
than they were in past decades and are entering puberty at an earlier age 
even though they are maturing at about the same age as in the past. The 
same study also indicates that race and ethnicity affect rates of growth and 
maturation.48 A lack of statistical data on race, ethnicity, general health, 
and growth rates in prehistoric Aegean populations, however, precludes 
any effort to compare statistics for pubertal development in prehistoric and 
modern youths. Boys and youths on Thera would have passed through the 

42. Ulijaszek, Johnston, and Preece 
1998, pp. 50, 177; Tanner in “Human 
Development” (n. 38 above).

43. Ulijaszek, Johnston, and Preece 
1998, pp. 179–180.

44. Tanner 1990, p. 74.

45. Eveleth and Tanner 1990; Tan-
ner and Whitehouse 1982.

46. For discussions of the issue of 
overall health in Aegean Bronze Age 
populations, see McGeorge 1988; 
Arnott 1996. See also Chapin 2002,  

pp. 12–16.
47. Herman-Giddens et al. 1997; 

Kaplowitz and Oberfield 1999.
48. Herman-Giddens, Wang, and 

Koch 2001.
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same sequence of physiological changes associated with childhood and pu-
bertal growth, but the average age of the boys at the onset of puberty in the 
Theran population remains unknown. For that reason, the ages suggested 
below for the Theran boys are based on standard mid-20th-century growth 
rates and, as such, should be regarded as provisional and approximate.

Signs of Grow th and Development in 
the Theran Frescoes

The evidence offered by the study of physiological development in boys 
and adolescent youths can be applied to the images preserved in the Theran 
frescoes. The seven large-scale painted images of boys from Thera—the two 
Boxing Boys, the two Fisherboys, and the three boys of Xeste 3—together 
with the large-scale depiction of a Man with a Jar49 describe youthful, 

49. Doumas 1992, pls. 110, 114. 
S. Marinatos (Thera VII, pp. 23, 
25) also reports another male figure 
preserved among the frescoes of Xeste 
3, described in excavation reports as a 
huntsman.

Figure 12.4 (left). Yellow Ochre 
Boy and Clothbearer from Xeste 3, 
Akrotiri, Thera. Doumas 1992, pl. 109

Figure 12.5 (below). Yellow Ochre 
Boy from Xeste 3 sketched with grid.
Drawing author after Doumas 1992, pl. 109
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adolescent, or adult male physiologies by varying the proportions of the 
following anatomical features:

head size relative to overall height
shoulder width relative to overall height and thickness of the waist
leg length relative to torso length and overall height
relative curvature of the spine and softness of the belly
relative muscular development
(in some instances) relative size of the genitals
(in some instances) relative height

The images of the boys and man, while naturalistic in their depic-
tion of the above physiological features, are not intensely realistic and, 
as such, do not reproduce the exact proportions of children and youths, 
nor do they depict some secondary sexual characteristics associated with 
adolescence and adulthood, including facial hair, axillary hair, pubic hair, 
and overall body hair. In this respect, the Theran paintings are consistent 
with Minoan artistic style, in which facial and body hair are rarely selected 
for representation.

At the same time, artists incorporated other iconographic features sig-
nifying age and gender in the youthful Theran boys that are not primarily 
dependent on human physiology but are instead culturally or artistically 
constructed. These include the depicted skin color, hairstyle, nudity or cos-
tume, and activity. However, since patterns of growth apply to the human 
species and transcend social signifiers of age and gender, these last categories 
of evidence should be considered only after the evidence for physiological 
growth and development has been thoroughly evaluated.

Assessing the Individual Figures

An estimate of the physiological ages of the boys and youths can be made 
by focusing whenever possible on figures that are depicted with frontal 
shoulders and profile hips and legs. In order to compare relative propor-
tions, each figure was sketched from photographs and reproduced on the 
same scale. By placing a grid over the sketches—not the grid related to 
the Egyptian canon or to artistic working methods but one that simply 
facilitates the measuring process—it is possible to compare the relative 
proportions of figures with each other and with the internationally ac-
cepted physiological standards of growth and development in modern 
boys (Fig. 12.3).

Xeste 3  Yel l ow Ochre Boy (Figs. 12 .4, 12 .5)

This boy is awarded proportions that are characteristic of early childhood.50 
The figure is well preserved except for the lower legs, but fortunately leg 
length (and overall figural height) can be measured from the small portion 
of ground line preserved in the adjacent fresco depicting Man with a Jar.51 
When placed on the grid, the child’s head is large (2 squares) and rounded 
like a young child’s, and his torso has the big belly and thick waist of a 

50. His yellow ochre skin may also 
indicate his youthful status. On figures 
awarded yellowish skin tones in Aegean 
and Egyptian art, see L. Morgan 
1995a, pp. 42–43; L. Morgan 2000, 
pp. 939–940.

51. Visible at the bottom of Dou-
mas 1992, pl. 110.
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young child whose abdominal musculature remains soft and undeveloped. 
Body fat is suggested by thick arms and chubby legs, and genitalia are not 
in evidence despite the child’s nudity. His torso, measured from the top of 
his shoulder to the bottom of his buttocks, is about 5⅔ squares long—ap-
proximately the same length as his legs when measured from the bottom 
of the buttocks to the ground line. The Yellow Ochre Boy is also about 
60 percent as tall as the Clothbearer who, as argued below, has probably 
reached his adult height. Boys normally attain about 65 percent of their 
mature (adult) height by six years of age.52 These factors, when considered 
in comparison with the diagram for physiological development in young 
boys (Fig. 12.3), suggests that the Yellow Ochre Boy is a young child about 
five years old.

The Boxing Boy s (Figs. 12 .6, 12 .7)

These two boys appear to have virtually the same physiological develop-
ment and thus appear to be roughly the same age. The right Boxing Boy, 
who directs a blow at his opponent’s head, is shown with frontal shoulders 
and profile hips and legs. From this active pose it is clear that the shoul-
ders—measured scientifically as the biacromial diameter—are narrow 
(about 2½ squares) and that the flexible spine contributes to a soft and 52. R. Malina (pers. comm.).

Figure 12.6 (left). Boxing Boys from 
Building Beta. Doumas 1992, pl. 79

Figure 12.7 (right). Right Boxing 
Boy from Building Beta sketched 
with grid. Drawing author after Doumas 
1992, pl. 79
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protruding belly suggestive of the child’s youth.53 However, when compared 
to the Yellow Ochre Boy, it is also evident that the overall proportions of 
the Boxing Boys are elongated and thinner—the waists of both boys are 
slimmer (about 1½ squares compared to the Yellow Ochre Boy’s thick 
waist of nearly 2 squares), and the legs (6 squares) are now slightly longer 
than the torso (5½ squares), though still markedly shorter than adult 
proportions in Theran art.54 The arms and legs are also slim and reflect an 
undeveloped musculature that has nevertheless lost much of its baby fat. 
The head, while being slightly more than 2 squares in size, is less round 
and more ovoid in shape, typical of an older child. This combination of 
features, when compared to a male growth chart (Fig. 12.3), yields a cred-
ible likeness of two active boys who are older than the Yellow Ochre Boy 
but who have not yet begun pubertal growth, perhaps in the range of six 
to ten years old.55

The Fisher boy s (Figs. 12 .8 , 12 .9)

Though identified as “fishermen” when excavated, the youthful status of 
these figures has since been recognized from their partially shaved scalps.56 
The physiological development of their bodies, however, also supports the 
youthful identification. Their heads are proportionately smaller than those 
of the Boxing Boys and their skulls have lost the very rounded shape of 
early childhood that is in evidence in the figure of the Yellow Ochre Boy. 
Additionally, from the better-preserved Fisherboy with frontal shoulders, 
it is evident that the shoulders are broader, now measuring just under 3 
squares, and that the muscles of the abdominal wall are more developed, 
creating a flatter stomach and trimmer waist (about 1⅓ squares), which 
contrasts sharply with the protruding bellies of the Boxing Boys. While 
the legs remain similar in proportional length to those of the Boxing Boys, 
the developing arm and leg muscles are given greater mass and swell with 
the effort of carrying the heavy loads of fish.

Interestingly, this figure is painted with genitalia outlined in black 
against the red color of his skin. Though details are difficult to distin-
guish, the genitals seem rather small, especially when compared with the 
larger and more prominent penis of the nude Cupbearer from Xeste 3.57 
In scientific standards of pubertal growth for male genitalia developed by 
Tanner, the testes and scrotum enlarge first in stage 2, followed in stage 3 
by a lengthening of the penis with a smaller increase in breadth. In stages 
4 and 5, the penis grows considerably longer and thicker until it reaches 

53. Ferrence and Bendersky 2005 
diagnose in the right-hand Box-
ing Boy a case of spondylolisthesis, 
a sports-induced injury of the lower 
spine resulting from a forward slip-
page of a lower lumbar vertebrae. But 
Malina (pers. comm.) notes that while 
protruding stomachs are common in 
very young children under 5–6 years 
of age (who are becoming adjusted to 

upright posture), the protruding stom-
achs in older children like the Boxing 
Boys could signify chronic nutritional 
problems, such as poor diet and internal 
parasites.

54. It should be noted that the leg 
length of both Boxing Boys is restored.

55. Though early puberty is also 
possible, the proportions of the Boxing 
Boys relative to both the Yellow Ochre 

Boy and the Fisherboys suggest that 
the boys have not yet begun pubertal 
growth.

56. Thera VI, p. 47; E. Davis 1986, 
p. 399.

57. Contra S. Marinatos (Thera VI, 
p. 36), S. Immerwahr (1990, p. 209, 
n. 4) suggests that the youths are not 
circumcised.
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adult proportions.58 The artist of the Theran fresco seems sensitive to these 
physiological changes, depicting an increase in length but not breadth 
that corresponds well with stage 3 pubertal growth. Significantly, this 
observation is consistent with the broader shoulders and the more devel-
oped muscles of the upper arms and legs, all of which suggest that while 
pubertal growth has begun, it is by no means complete. A comparison 
with modern growth standards suggests mid-adolescence. Specifying an 
age is difficult because natural factors, including overall health, genetics, 
and environmental conditions, widely affect the onset and rate of pubertal 
growth. Nevertheless, the physiological evidence suggests an age range of 
about twelve to fourteen years old in modern terms. 58. Tanner 1990, p. 215, fig. 85.

Figure 12.8. Fisherboy with com-
mon dolphinfish, from West House. 
Doumas 1992, pl. 19
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Xeste 3  Cupbearer (Figs. 12 .10, 12 . 1 1 )

The attempted profile view of the Cupbearer’s shoulders makes a reading 
of this figure’s physiological development more difficult. Clearly visible, 
however, are his proportionately smaller head (1½ squares), narrow 
waist (just over 1 square), and longer legs measuring about 7⅓ squares 
from restored ground line to the base of the buttocks, as compared to 
a torso of only 4⅔ squares. Legs lengthen rapidly in the early stages of 
male puberty, followed in later puberty by growth in the torso and a 
broadening of the shoulders.59 The Cupbearer’s leg-to-torso proportions 
suggest, then, that early pubertal growth is probably complete but that 
his torso has yet to lengthen to its adult proportions. Additionally, of 
all the preserved images of boys from Thera, this figure’s penis is most 
prominent, and its length and breadth suggest the later stages of pu-
bertal growth—perhaps stage 4 or even stage 5. The physiological signs 

59. Berk 2003, p. 171, citing Sheehy 
et al. 1999.

Figure 12.9. Fisherboy with com-
mon dolphinfish, from West House, 
sketched with grid. Drawing author after 
Doumas 1992, pl. 19
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of growth and development are thus consistent with youths in the later 
stages of pubertal development, which today might be associated with 
youths aged fourteen to sixteen.

Xeste 3  Cl othbearer (Figs. 12 .4, 12 . 12)

This figure presents a convincing image of a youth at the end of pubertal 
development. Like the Cupbearer, the Clothbearer has a small head (1½ 
squares) relative to the rest of his body, but his shoulders (3 squares) are 
broader than those of the Fisherboy while his waist is narrower, thereby 
forming the triangular torso characteristic of ideal adult male proportions. 
In relative height he is the tallest of the Xeste 3 youths, so presumably he 
is intended to be the oldest boy. His legs (7 squares) are proportionately 
shorter than those of the Cupbearer, while his torso (5 squares) is longer. 
These proportions are consistent with late pubertal growth, when the 
increase in height comes primarily from a lengthening of the torso, and 
support the evidence of relative height that the Clothbearer is the oldest 

Figure 12.10. Cupbearer from  
Xeste 3. Doumas 1992, pl. 111
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youth of Xeste 3.60 His penis, though partially concealed by his striding pose, 
suggests that pubertal growth is complete. Altogether, these physiological 
features indicate a youth at the end of pubertal development, perhaps aged 
sixteen or seventeen in modern conditions.

Xeste 3  Man with a Jar (Fig. 12 .13)

The mature features of the clothed male figure from Xeste 3 set this in-
dividual apart from the Theran youths and reinforce the sense of natural-
ism evident in all of the preserved figures, despite his ambiguous pose.61 
Bending slightly forward to maneuver a heavy jar, his shoulders and upper 

Figure 12.11. Cupbearer from  
Xeste 3 sketched with grid. Drawing 
author after Doumas 1992, pl. 111

60. Tanner in “Human Develop-
ment.”

61. Many of the relative proportions 
considered significant for the previous 
figures cannot be assessed in this figure. 
Preserved only from the hips up, the 
object upon which this figure may be 
seated is lost, and it is possible that the 

figure is bending over or standing in a 
slightly stooped pose. The figure’s over-
all height is thus not clear. Further, the 
attempt to render a foreshortened view 
of the upper torso through the use of a 
“folded shoulder” obscures the width of 
his shoulders.
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arms appear well muscled, but his swelling stomach noticeably strains 
against the confines of the kilt wrapped around his waist. In an idealized 
artistic idiom of youthful, beautiful people, it almost seems as if the artist 
is poking gentle fun at this figure, his maturity, and the modest weight 
gain that often accompanies the end of pubertal growth in a prosperous, 
well-fed community. His kilt, adorned only with a simple stripe, identifies 
him as a mature male.62

The male figures examined here are depicted with bodily proportions 
and physiological details that are consistent with human growth and devel-
opment from early childhood through adolescence and into adulthood. It 
should be emphasized that these conclusions are not based on single char-
acteristics but on interrelated physiological features and proportions that, 
in combination, form recognizable images of different stages of growth and 
maturation. As shown in Fig. 12.14, in which figures are reproduced on the 
same scale to highlight the changing figural proportions, the consistency of 

62. Rehak (1996, p. 47) argues that 
the plain kilt identifies the figure as low 
in status, but L. Morgan (2000, p. 935) 
observes that he is probably seated and 
the other boys walk toward him, indi-
cating high status. The point remains 
unresolved.

Figure 12.12. Clothbearer from 
Xeste 3 sketched with grid. Drawing 
author after Doumas 1992, pl. 109
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the interrelationships demonstrates that the individual features—the varia-
tions in shoulder breadth, for instance—are not merely the by-products of 
artistic variability but are the result of intentional, naturalistic description 
designed to create recognizable portraits of youthful male development.

Hairst yles Revisi ted

The physiological evidence for growth and development sheds light on the 
boys’ hairstyles depicted in the frescoes. First to emerge in any analysis is 
that the Theran population seems to have preferred youthful male hairstyles 
that combined head shaving with hair locks of varying number and length. 
Moreover, the variety of the Theran boys’ hairstyles stands in sharp con-
trast to the simple side lock of youth depicted in contemporary Egyptian 
art and to the consistent progression of hairstyles worn by many of the 
girls and young women of Thera.63 The partially preserved hairstyle of the  

63. Exceptions are the Veiled Girl of 
Xeste 3 (Doumas 1992, pls. 100, 107–
108) and the “Priestess” of the West 
House (Doumas 1992, pls. 24–25). 
For an investigation into the pubertal 
development of the girls and young 
women of Xeste 3 and its correlation 
with hairstyles, see Chapin 2002. For 
an overview of girls in Aegean art, see 
Rehak, this volume.

Figure 12.13. Man with a Jar from 
Xeste 3 sketched with grid. Drawing 
author after Doumas 1992, pl. 110
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Xeste 3 Clothbearer, whose physical proportions characterize him at the end 
of pubertal development, for instance, resembles that of the less developed 
(and younger) Fisherboys, and suggests that this particular hairstyle with 
its distinctive top lock could have been worn by some youths throughout 
their pubertal development.64 But the “pudding basin” or “bowl” haircut of 
the Xeste 3 Cupbearer, marked by his “in-between” pubertal development, 
suggests that some Theran youths sported quite different hairstyles. While 
it is possible that Theran boys’ hairstyles were progressive and changed 
frequently throughout childhood and adolescence, it is also possible that 
Theran youths wore a variety of hairstyles. More illustrations are needed 
before a meaningful pattern can be securely identified. Contemporary 
Minoan hairstyles may offer appropriate comparisons to the Theran fig-
ures, but an investigation into physiological evidence for childhood and 
adolescent growth and development in Neopalatial Minoan art should 
also underpin any attempt to establish Minoan age grades.65 Additionally, 
future analyses of youthful hairstyles should take into account the time 
required to grow hair.66

Ch ildho od and the Gender 
Development of the Theran Boys

The artistic evidence for physiological age is reinforced by cultural evidence 
for gender construction in Theran society and with cross-cultural studies 
of gender development in children today. As any parent knows, children 
are active players in human culture. Not only do adults invest their time 
and resources in raising their children, but children actively participate in 
the material world surrounding them and construct ideas about their fam-
ily, social setting, and environment. Children thus help shape the society 

about 13.5 cm (just over 5 inches) each 
year. See Hall, Froster-Iskenius, and 
Allanson 1989, pp. 351–352.

64. Unfortunately, the front of the 
Xeste 3 figure’s head is not preserved, 
so the comparison is not proof positive.

65. Chapin, forthcoming.
66. Human hair grows on average 

at a rate of 1.125 cm per month, or 

Figure 12.14. Figural proportions of 
the Theran boys compared. Drawing 
author
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in which they live.67 Adults, moreover, teach children—even very young 
children—the traditions and rituals of their society, including collective 
ideas about sex, gender, and gender roles. To be sure, gender identity is not 
the same as biological sex. Whereas gender identity is often understood to 
be culturally constructed and may not be limited to two sexes, biological 
sex and its concomitant sex differences between males and females reflect 
the ongoing outcome of human evolution.68 The images of boys and 
youths from Thera reflect nature—that is, carefully observed details of 
human growth and development—but also embed cultural ideas about 
male childhood, including evolving sex and gender roles and the function 
of public ritual in developing these gender identities. As such, the corpus 
provides an extraordinary opportunity for exploring the interrelationship 
between existing human sex differences and the construction of gender in 
prehistoric Theran society.

Gender De vel opment in Children

The development of gender identity in children has been studied exten- 
sively.69 In 1966 Lawrence Kohlberg proposed a theory of cognitive devel- 
opment in which young children pass through progressive stages of  
awareness before developing a sense of gender constancy.70 According to 
this theory, children under the age of two do not categorize themselves or 
others according to gender, but by the time they are two or three, they enter 
the gender labeling stage in which they are able to identify themselves and 
others consistently as male or female based on physical characteristics such as 
clothing and hair. If more than two genders are present in any given society, 
two-year-olds can identify them if they are marked in some fashion,71 but if 
the physical characteristics change, then the child assigns a different gender 
identity to that person. By three to four years of age, children enter a stage of 
gender stability, a contradictory level of awareness in which children recog-
nize that although gender does not change over time, they still think that it 
might change according to activity or dress. It is around the age of five that 
children learn gender constancy, in which they comprehend that a person’s 
identity as male or female is constant across time and situations.72

According to gender schema theory, from an early age children also 
begin to organize their experiences into masculine and feminine categories 
and to interpret their world accordingly. Children in Western cultures, for 
example, quickly learn to distinguish “girl toys” (e.g., dolls) from “boy toys” 
(e.g., cars and trucks), thereby associating objects from material culture 
with culturally determined gender-based stereotypes from a very early 
age.73 Joanna Sofaer Derevenski suggests that children can be regarded as 
“learners and practisers of gender,” and that as children award gender as-
sociations to common objects and everyday tasks, children actively engage 

67. Sofaer Derevenski 1997, 
pp. 192–193.

68. See n. 36 above.
69. For a recent overview of theories 

of gender development, see Helgeson 
2002, pp. 142–184.

70. Kohlberg 1966.
71. Sorensen 1991.
72. Kohlberg 1966.
73. Berk 2003, p. 522, citing Serbin 

et al. 2001.
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in the creation and maintenance of gender structures through material 
culture. For Sofaer Derevenski, “childhood can be regarded as a time of 
apprenticeship to a culturally defined gendered norm.”74

Evidence for Gender De vel opment in the  
Theran Boy s

The images of boys and youths from Thera, with their naturalistic depic-
tions of distinct stages of growth and development from early childhood 
through puberty, open new doors for exploring the construction of youth 
and gender in prehistoric Theran society. The preponderance of evidence 
supports the assumption that these images reflect aspects of the lives of the 
people populating Akrotiri in the Late Bronze Age. As such, each image 
preserves embedded ideas about male and female growth and development, 
evolving sex and gender roles, and the function of public ritual in emergent 
gender identities.

It is interesting, then, that no images of mothers with babies survive in 
Theran art.75 Barbara Olsen has already commented on the lack of mother 
images, or kourotrophoi, in Minoan art of the Late Bronze Age and suggests 
that rather than idealizing women as mothers, Minoan art emphasizes the 
roles women played in public settings.76 The negative evidence stemming 
from the lack of images of women as mothers of very young children in 
Theran art thus far discovered suggests that Theran society shared a similar 
attitude toward female iconography.77

Given the lack of images of mothers with infants in any medium of 
Theran art, and in Minoan art of the Late Bronze Age, it is perhaps not 
surprising that the youngest child preserved in the Theran frescoes, the 
Yellow Ochre Boy, is depicted without his mother in the company of much 
older youths and the Man with a Jar in room 3b of Xeste 3 (Figs. 12.4, 
12.10, 12.13). Whatever ritual event was meant to be represented in this 
small room,78 it is important to note that the boy engages in the wider 
world of communal ritual in early childhood, at about five years old, and 
participates in a gendered activity set in a gendered space—in this case, one 

74. Sofaer Derevenski 1997, 
pp. 194–196, 199.

75. Though the pendulous breast 
and large red nipple of the Bending 
Lady from the House of the Ladies in 
Akrotiri, Thera (Doumas 1992, pls. 7, 
10) suggest that this figure is a nursing 
mother, no infant is preserved in the 
composition.

76. B. Olsen 1998. Conversely, 
images of children in Minoan art 
depict them without mothers. See, 
e.g., the two ivory figures of children 
from Palaikastro (Rutter 2003, p. 38, 
figs. 8–9) and the bronze figurine of a 
crawling infant (Rutter 2003, p. 37; see 
also catalogue entry in same volume, 

pp. 237–238 [no. 38]).
77. The only image of a woman 

with a child thus far identified in 
Theran art is a detail in the Miniature 
Fresco from the West House (Doumas 
1992, pl. 38) in which a woman in the 
Arrival Town stands with a red-skinned 
youth behind her.

78. Whether the scene in Xeste 
room 3b represents a ritual initia-
tion of a Theran youth, as suggested 
by Doumas 1987, or a ceremony in 
support of the neighboring scenes of 
girls and young women, as argued by 
N. Marinatos 1993, pp. 209–211, is 
beyond the scope of this investigation.
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79. Rehak (1996, p. 39) defines the 
belt as the simplest form of Aegean 
male costume. For a careful investiga-
tion of the different costumes, includ-
ing nudity, worn by the male figures 
in the Miniature Frescoes of the West 
House, Akrotiri, see L. Morgan 1988, 
pp. 93–98.

80. N. Marinatos 1984a, pp. 109–
112; L. Morgan 1995b, pp. 183–184.

81. The intersection between face 
and fist in the right Boxing Boy is 
largely restored, so some details may 
have been lost. For detailed photo-
graph, see Doumas 1992, pl. 81.

82. For photographs, see Marinatos 
and Hirmer 1960, pls. 106, 107. On 

reserved for males. Through ritual, the child affirms that he is a boy, and 
given how flexible and uncertain gender identity is for very young children, 
this probably represents an important lesson. The child’s ceremonial role is 
to carry a cup. In this simple task, the child is given an inclusive role and 
responsibility, and through his participation in the ceremony, his ties with 
the male Theran community are established or strengthened.

The Boxing Boys Fresco from Building Beta shows further develop-
ment of male gender identity (Fig. 12.6). The two boys, perhaps aged six 
to ten years, are engaged in the sport of boxing, each wearing only a single 
boxing glove and a belt or girdle supporting the lower back and abdomen.79 
Nannó Marinatos and Lyvia Morgan note the ritual quality of the contest, 
with formalized postures and jewelry signaling the status and ceremonial 
nature of the event, and compare the ritual aggression to that of the frescoed 
antelopes decorating the same room.80 For Marinatos, the contest is a test 
of strength for the young members of the human community, placed in 
a ritual setting. For Morgan, the boxing match prepares the children for 
the contests of manhood, and the left Boxing Boy is characterized as the 
winner of the match by his jewelry and by his more aggressive pose.

The physical activity of the Boxing Boys, however, also suggests a 
possible relationship between athletics and gender development in boys 
in Theran society. The Boxing Boy on the left appears to be deflecting the 
right boy’s punch with his ungloved left hand and arm while raising his 
gloved right hand in preparation for an uppercut to the other boy’s face. 
But there is no recoil, no backward movement, or any evidence of force 
behind the blows in these movements, which are familiar to many today 
from self-defense training courses.81 The lack of power in the punches 
stands in sharp contrast to the contests depicted on the LM I Boxer Rhy-
ton from Ayia Triadha, Crete, where pugilists are depicted knocking their 
opponents off their feet.82 The Boxing Boys thus seem more like training 
partners than real opponents, and their punches have the quality of school-
ing movements, where students practice their form without harm to their 
opponents.83 Could this ritualized boxing match be a demonstration of 
newly acquired skills, much as formal displays of skill and technique are 

the helmeted combatants in the third 
register, see Poliakoff 1987, pp. 68, 69, 
fig. 68. On the sport depicted on the 
lowest register, which seems to combine 
elements of wrestling and boxing 
like the later Greek pankration, see 
Sakellarakis 1979, pp. 19–20. For a new 
reconstruction of the Boxer Rhyton, see 
Koehl and Porter 2003.

83. Interestingly, the partially 
preserved round gloves worn by the two 
boys on their right hands resemble the 
padded practice gloves known in Clas-
sical Greece as sphairai, or episphairai 
(“balls”), worn by boxers in training 
a millennium later. On sphairai, see 
Poliakoff 1987, pp. 73, 75, fig. 75.
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common today in the practice of martial arts? Yannis Sakellarakis observes 
that the boys’ boxing technique appears to be advanced, and that the im-
age of boys practicing from such an early age suggests that the sport of 
boxing in the Late Bronze Age required much practice.84 Moreover, if the 
jewelry worn by one boy signals his higher social status (as seems likely, 
since wearing jewelry increases the risk of bodily injury during athletic 
practice), then boys of the same age group but of different social status were 
brought together to learn boxing. It is suggested here that athletic training 
and participation in combat sport may have constituted an important part 
of a youthful education for Theran boys, starting at least from mid-child-
hood, and that this training does not seem to have been restricted to an 
elite class. It is also possible that this youthful training in combat sport may 
have served as preparation for other fighting and battle skills that could be 
developed at a later age.

In evolutionary terms, the sex differences that distinguish boys from 
girls predispose male bodies for combat and upper body strength, espe-
cially after puberty: broader shoulders, longer arms, larger skeletal muscles, 
greater muscle strength, and a better ability to carry oxygen in the blood 
and recuperate from physical activity characterize the physical changes that 
accompany male pubertal development.85 This physical predisposition is 
combined with a tendency for boys in both preindustrial and industrial 
cultures to engage in rough-and-tumble play far more often than do girls.86 
Culture, then, develops and refines what nature has already awarded to boys, 
and in the case of the Boxing Boys, rough-and-tumble play is redirected 
into ritualized sport and athletic training in prehistoric Thera. The train-
ing further conditions the physically immature boys to develop, before the 
onset of puberty, the strength and skills that will later be enhanced by male 
pubertal development. And finally, as a typically male sport, participation 
in boxing strengthens gender identity in young boys. Practicing fighting 
skills serves to establish hierarchies within the youthful male peer group 
while it prepares the boys for future adult male-male competition.87 These 
observations support Nannó Marinatos’s argument that male Minoan (and 
Theran) gender roles emphasize bodily strength and present the ideal male 
as an athlete; they also demonstrate the development of this ideal from 
early childhood.88

If the Boxing Boys Fresco alludes to athletic training and competition 
among the youthful males in the Theran population, then the Fisherboy 
Frescoes from the West House offer evidence for adolescent boys learning 
a trade and becoming food providers (Fig. 12.8). The presentation of fish 
depicted in the frescoes may be seen as a ritual offering or as a rite of pas-

84. Sakellarakis 1979, pp. 20–22; see 
also Ferrence and Bendersky 2005,  
who identify a sports-induced injury in 
the lower back of the right Boxing  
Boy.

85. Tanner 1990, pp. 73–74.
86. Maccoby and Jacklin 1974, 

pp. 205, 228; Geary 1998, pp. 225–230; 
Geary 1999.

87. For a recent investigation into 
how pressures from sexual selection in 
human evolution favored the develop-
ment of one-on-one and coalitional 
(group) male-male competition, accom-
panied by within-coalition hierarchies, 
see Geary et al. 2003.

88. N. Marinatos 1995, pp. 578–
579.



youth  and  gender  identit y  in  theran  fre scoe s 253

sage. Both scenarios suggest that at least some boys from Akrotiri became 
accomplished fishermen in early adolescence.89 The Fisherboy with frontal 
shoulders, nude but for a small necklace, carries twelve fish identifiable as 
common dolphinfish, Coryphaena hippurus, a large, open-water, deep sea 
fish that requires specialized skills in both sailing and fishing to catch.90 The 
abundance of the catch explains the bulging muscles and downward tilt of 
the Fisherboy’s head as he carries his heavy load.91 The second Fisherboy 
is less well preserved and his smaller catch of fish is not easily identifiable, 
but the mixed details suggest tuna fish, specifically the bullet tunny (Auxis 
rochei) or little tunny (Euthynnus alletteratus).92 Tunnies are fast, open wa-
ter fish that occasionally swim near shore.93 The second Fisherboy’s catch 
thus also represents an impressive haul requiring special fishing skills and 
an ability to sail the open sea.94 A small graffito on the better-preserved 
Fisherboy Fresco reveals the schematic image of a fish caught on a line 
and suggests that the artist may have had fishing on his or her mind when 
painting the image.95

Because of the number of the catch and their open-water habitat, 
P. S. Economidis finds it unlikely that the Fisherboy with the common 
dolphinfish caught the fish on his own. Instead, the fish were probably 
“caught by someone else, most probably his father or other members of 
his family.”96 The same might be said of the second Fisherboy with his 
catch of tunnies. Such a suggestion alludes to Greek fishing traditions 
stretching back centuries into the past, with fathers of each generation 
taking their sons to sea to learn the art of fishing. It also suggests an-
other element in the education of Theran youths—instruction in a trade, 
probably through apprenticeship. Though it is difficult to imagine, in the 
hierarchical world in the Late Bronze Age Aegean, that all adolescent 
males were trained in deep sea fishing as an occupation,97 the depic-
tion does suggest that in Theran society adolescent boys were taught a 
profession. In addition to facilitating economic development, special-
ization reduces the intensity of within-group male-male competition 
and promotes communal cooperation. It is also important to recall that 
although child labor is discouraged in Western societies today, in many 
other parts of the world children perform work that is often vital to the 
economic survival of traditional communities.98 The implication here is 
that the adolescent male population of Akrotiri contributed economically 

89. See N. Marinatos 1984a, p. 37; 
Doumas 1987; Papageorgiou 2000. For 
references to alternative interpretations, 
see Papageorgiou 2000, p. 964; Mylona 
2000, p. 562.

90. Thera VI, pp. 29–30; Economi-
dis 2000; Mylona 2000.

91. Economidis 2000, p. 556.
92. Mylona 2000, p. 562, sup-

porting M. Rose 1994, p. 152; contra 
S. Marinatos (Thera VI, pp. 29–30), 
who identifies the fish as mackerel.

93. Migrating tunnies could have 
approached Thera in the past, when 

fish populations were higher. However, 
the fish bones identified at Akrotiri 
do not include small tunnies (Mylona 
2000, pp. 563–565), so the painted fish 
of the fresco remain the best evidence 
that small tunnies were consumed on 
occasion by the prehistoric population 
of Thera.

94. Mylona 2000, pp. 563–564, 
who observes that nearly all of the fish 
bones recovered from Akrotiri belong 
to small fish species living in shallow or 
medium-deep waters, thereby high-
lighting the special nature of the catch 

depicted in the Fisherboy Frescoes.
95. Mylona 2000, p. 565. For pho-

tographs, see Thera VI, pl. 89:b; also 
visible in Doumas 1992, pl. 19.

96. Economidis 2000, p. 558.
97. Among the crowd of people sur-

rounding the Arrival Town in the West 
House Miniature Frieze, also found in 
room 5, two nude male figures carrying 
paddles across their shoulders, from 
which nets or netted bags hang, may 
also be fishermen (L. Morgan 1988, 
p. 164, pl. 136).

98. Sofaer Derevenski 1997, p. 193.
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to the health and well-being of the broader community by learning a  
trade.

From the point of view of evolutionary psychology and its principles 
of sexual selection, the man who becomes a provisioner, who supplies 
high-quality food to his community and who presents an abundant sup-
ply of choice fish such as we see depicted in the Fisherboy Frescoes, also 
has an evolutionary advantage over nonprovisioning males by being more 
attractive to females as a mate or husband.99 Though the youths of the 
Fisherboy Frescoes are depicted as adolescents and would seem too young 
to marry, it does appear that they are being educated in skills that would 
eventually make them attractive as husbands and fathers. The choice of 
labor—that of deep sea fishing—also takes advantage of the sex differ-
ences that become more pronounced in male puberty: broader shoulders, 
greatly increased upper body strength, and a marked increase in the abil-
ity to move heavy objects, such as nets or lines full of fish. In this way, 
developing sex differences are supported by an educational structure to 
create gender identities among the boys and youths of Akrotiri that help 
ensure and promote the health and continued well-being of its general  
population.

The integration of youths into the social fabric of Akrotiri’s population 
seems to be the focus of the frescoes from Xeste 3, where the two oldest 
boys, depicted in the later stages of adolescence, are depicted in a ritual 
context in the company of the Man with a Jar and the Yellow Ochre Boy 
(Figs. 12.4, 12.10, 12.13). Again, the exact nature of the ritual is beyond 
the focus of this investigation. Important here is simply the observation 
that the youths are depicted in ceremonial roles under the guidance of an 
adult male, thereby reinforcing male gender roles and masculine identity 
within the Theran community. Additionally, participation is multigen-
erational and suggests the role of family, since the Man with a Jar is old 
enough to be the father of the youngest child, and the youths themselves 
are approaching the end of puberty.100 The nude bodies and partially 
shaved heads of the adolescent youths, however, suggest that in Theran 
society they are still awarded preadult social status. Nevertheless, their 
future roles as husbands and fathers are implied by their close association 
with the youngest child during the ceremony.101 In evolutionary terms, 
the youths gain parental experience that will benefit them later in life as 
fathers and help make them more successful parents.102 From a social point 
of view, they appear to be learning that some form of child care is expected  
of them.

99. Geary 1998, pp. 92–94.
100. Contra N. Marinatos 1995, 

p. 582, who observes that the “Minoan 
male is not even presented as a family 
man, not to mention nurturer.”

101. Although the exact nature of 
the interactions among the Xeste 3 
boys is difficult to identify, the cloth-
bearing youth turns his head back to 
look over the Yellow Ochre Boy’s head, 
but the child’s gaze seems directed 

slightly upward, as if focusing his atten-
tion on his older companion.

102. On the evolutionary benefits of 
practice parenting, see Geary 1998,  
pp. 234–236. Typically girls participate 
in play parenting, with dolls as substi-
tutes for children, more often than do 
same-age boys. The youths of Xeste 
3, however, seem to be practicing real 
parenting skills under adult supervision.
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Conclusions

The large-scale frescoes depicting boys and male youths from Akrotiri 
appear to be intentionally executed to provide specific physiological 
details conveying information on age and physical development from 
early childhood through adolescence, perhaps for the first time in human 
(pre)history.103 The iconographical attributes of the boys in the frescoes 
can further be read for information that offers insight into the education 
and engendering of Theran boys as trained athletes, successful providers, 
and involved participants in communal ritual. Because of the extraordinary 
circumstances of their preservation, these images offer a welcome opportu-
nity in the field of Aegean prehistory to examine evidence for the cultural 
construction of childhood in a single community at a specific point in time. 
These frescoes demonstrate the great emphasis placed by adult members of 
Theran society on the process of educating and engendering their children. 
Together, they celebrate Theran society’s next generation and place both 
childhood and adolescence as distinct but important phases in the lives of 
all members of this remarkable Bronze Age Aegean community.

103. The suggestion of S. Marinatos 
(1971, p. 21) is supported by the results 
of this investigation. The naturalistic 
images of children that appear on rare 
occasion in Egyptian and Ancient Near 
Eastern art are exceptions to their artis-
tic idioms (see Boyd 1980, pp. 1–17). In 
contrast, naturalistic proportions seem 
to be the rule in Theran art.
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