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• Gender representation in Minoan art

• Assumptions about gender representation and power 
structure in Minoan society

• Identify female and male genders as they appear in 
Minoan art

• Methodology: counting the human images

• The findings: what’s really there and what that might 
say about Minoan culture, politics, and power



Gender and Power
in Minoan Society



Snake Goddess figurines, Knossos, 1750-1600 BCE



• Most-publicized Minoan art involves bare breasts: provocative, 
increases public interest but also directs attention to female images 
only

• Sir Arthur Evans and his “goddess monotheism” theory increased 
exposure of female figures in the art

• “Common knowledge” that female figures predominate in Minoan art

• Cultural power structures are reflected in the culture’s art; incorrect 
assumptions about the art lead to incorrect theories about the culture

• Minoan experience of gender may have included non-binaryness, 
ambiguosity, or gender on a spectrum. This study in no way suggests 
that gender in Minoan society was restricted to just male and female.



Identifying Gender
in Minoan Art



Skin Color and Genitalia

Saffron Gatherer fresco
Akrotiri, 1700-1600 BCE Bowl-Carrier fresco 

Akrotiri, 1700-1600 BCE

Young Fisherman fresco 
Akrotiri, 1700-1600 BCE



Breasts

Ladies in Blue fresco 
Knossos, 1750-1700 BCE

Dressing Priestess fresco 
Akrotiri, 1700-1600 BCE



Head and Facial Hair

Serpentine seal 
Anopolis, 1700-1470 BCE Captain of the Blacks fresco

Knossos, 1350-1300 BCE

Goddess and Griffin fresco detail
Akrotiri, 1700-1600 BCE



Clothing

Bronze figurine 
Crete, 1600-1500 BCE

Procession fresco detail 
Knossos, 1600-1450 BCE

Hematite seal 
Epano Vathia, 1700-1470 BCE



Ambiguous Clothing and Bodies:
The Bull Leaper Problem

Bull Leaper fresco 
Knossos, 1600-1400 BCE

Seal impression 
Hagia Triada, 1600-1450 BCE



Methodology



• Which artifacts and human images are included?

• 3000-1300 BCE: Bronze Age Minoan society before the Late 
Bronze Age collapse

• Items from Crete, Akrotiri, and Phylakopi; no imports

• Frescoes; figurines of bronze, ceramic, stone, faience, bone, shell, 
ivory; seal stones; metal seal rings; seal impressions; one 
sarcophagus; gold beads; images painted on a ceramic vessel

• No forgeries, theriomorphs, partially-human vessels, figures too 
fragmentary to identify; no schematized crowd scenes



Frescoes

Sacred Grove fresco
Knossos, 1600-1450 BCE



Camp Stool fresco
Knossos, 1600-1450 BCE



Bronze Figurines

Bronze figurine 
Tylissos, 1600-1450 BCE

Bronze figurine 
Hagia Triada, 1600-1500 BCE

Bronze figurine 
Psychro cave, 1800-1450 BCE



Ceramic Figurines

Ceramic figurines 
Piskokephalo, 1650-1500 BCE

Ceramic figurine 
Petsofas, 2000-1600 BCE

Ceramic figurine 
Gazi, 1400-1100 BCE



Stone, Shell, and Bone Artifacts

Bone figurines 
Koumasa, 2300-1900 BCE

Stone figurine 
Porti Mesara, 2000-1800 BCE

Shell carving 
Crete, 2000 BCE



Faience Artifacts

Faience figurines 
Knossos, 1750-1600 BCE



Ivory Artifacts

Ivory figurine 
Palaikastro, 1450 BCE

Ivory figurine 
Palaikastro, 1600-1450 BCE

Ivory carving 
Chania, 1400-1300 BCE



The Hagia Triada Sarcophagus

Limestone sarcophagus with fresco painting
Hagia Triada, 1370-1320 BCE



Metal Seal Rings

Gold seal ring
Isopata, 1420-1330 BCE

Gold seal ring
Archanes Phourni, 1400-1300 BCE



Seal Stones

Agate seal stone
Hagia Triada, 1600-1400 BCE

Chlorite seal stone
Crete, 1700-1420 BCE

Spartan basalt seal
Pirgos Psilonerou, 1450-1300 BCE



Agate seal stone
Chania, 1875-1700 BCE



Seal Impressions

Seal impression
Hagia Triada, 1600-1450 BCE

Seal impression
Hagia Triada, 1625-1470 BCE



Seal impression
Hagia Triada, 1625-1470 BCE



Counting the Images



Type of Artifact Female Male Total

Bone / shell / stone artifact 1 29 30

Bronze figurine 16 38 54

Ceramic figurine 50 38 88

Faience figurine 3 0 3

Fresco (wall painting) 110 214 324

Ivory artifact 3 5 8

Larnax 12 8 20

Metal seal ring 35 16 51

Other artifacts 2 2 4

Seal impression 58 65 123

Stone seal 48 42 90

TOTAL 338 457 795



Flotilla fresco
Akrotiri, 1700-1600 BCE



Fresco Location Female Male Total

Akrotiri frescoes

including Flotilla fresco 25 172 197

without Flotilla fresco 18 39 64

Knossos frescoes 76 36 112

Frescoes from other locations 9 6 15



Not counting the Flotilla fresco, the total numbers of gender-
identifiable figures in Minoan art are:

Female: 331    Male: 324



Observations



• Female figures do not predominate

• Depending on how you view the data, male figures could be 
said to predominate

• Leaving out the Flotilla fresco, the numbers are about equal

• Women are centered in some images, men in others, and 
others are montages of equally-emphasized figures

• Men and women depicted at same size

• No smaller “subordinate” images like in Egyptian or 
Mesopotamian art of the same era (except epiphany figures)

• The overall impression is one of equality
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