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CATALOGUING CYCLADIC FIGURINES 
 

Emily Poelina-Hunter 
 
 

[This article details an overseas research trip to Athens and the Cycladic Islands undertaken in 
June 2011. This was primarily funded by the Classical Association of Victoria’s inaugural Post-
graduate Scholarship in Classics and Ancient History, which was awarded to me in 2010.1 It 
also outlines the considerable research I have undertaken since returning to Melbourne, in rela-
tion to the material collected while in Greece. Through museum archaeology the problems in-
volved in studying Cycladic figurines can be overcome, and future research in this area of ar-
chaeology can be made possible.]  

 
 
Introduction: What is a Cycladic figurine? 
 

 
Fig. 1: Map of the Aegean showing the Cyclades in the middle. Black dots represent find spots 
of Cycladic figurines outside of the Cycladic Islands. Getz-Preziosi (1987), 6 fig. 2. 

The term ‘Cycladic figurine’ refers to an anthropomorphic artefact which is characteristic 
of Early Bronze Age Aegean art in the Cycladic Islands, Greece (Fig. 1). In this region the 
Early Bronze Age generally dates between 3200-2000 BCE.2 In regards to Cycladic civilisa-
tion, this period is termed Early Cycladic, and is further divided into Early Cycladic I (EC I): 
3200-2800 BCE; Early Cycladic II (EC II): 2800-2300 BCE; and Early Cycladic III (EC III): 
2300-2000 BCE. There are many different types of Cycladic figurines, and some are so large 
that they could be considered as statues rather than figurines. However, I prefer to use the 
term Cycladic figurines for the whole corpus, as the great majority of them are between 10-20 

                                                
 
 
1 I extend my sincere gratitude to the Classical Association of Victoria for awarding me this recently 

created scholarship. Without it I would not have been able to conduct the four week research trip de-
tailed in this article, and their support and the opportunity to publish in Iris is also greatly appreci-
ated. 

2 Zafiropoulou (2004), 16. 
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cm in height/length.3 Their forms range from the very schematic EC I ‘violin’ type (Fig. 2), to 
the more common folded-arm types prevalent in the EC II period (Fig. 3), and the schematic 
Drios type of the EC III period (Fig. 4):4 

 

                                              
            Fig. 2      Fig. 3                   Fig. 4 
 
Fig. 2: Violin-shaped figurine, Marble, EC I 3200-2800 BCE, H/L. 22.6 cm, Kimolos, National 
Archaeological Museum, Athens, no. 3939. Line-drawing after Zervos (1957), 81 pl. 56b. 

Fig. 3: Folded-arm figurine of Spedos type, Marble, EC II 2800-2300 BCE, H/L. 39.6 cm, 
Naxos, Spedos cemetery, grave 13, National Archaeological Museum, Athens, no. 6140.21. 
Line-drawing after Zervos (1957), 112 pl. 114. 

Fig. 4: Figurine of Drios type, Marble, EC III 2300-2000 BCE , H/L. 14.3 cm, Siphnos, National 
Archaeological Museum, Athens no. 3924, 5396 or 3923 (information display label is unclear). 
Zervos (1957), 105 pl. 106. 

Historically, Cycladic figurines have also been referred to as idols and they are predomi-
nantly carved from the local white marble deposits of the Cyclades, notably found on the 
islands of Naxos and Paros. The term idol was applied to these sculptures in accordance with 
the early interpretation that they were objects of cult and ritual, perhaps representing a deity 
from prehistoric Cycladic religion.5 The majority of figurines have a grave provenience, or are 
reported as coming from graves, from Early Cycladic cemetery sites.6 By provenience, I mean 
the exact find spot of a figurine, discerned through scientific archaeological excavation. This 
                                                
 
 
3 The dimensions given in publications for Cycladic figurines can be height (for those standing or sit-

ting) or length (for those which cannot support themselves and were presumably made to be reclin-
ing) or both. Many use the terms height and length interchangeably, but for the sake of readability 
and consistency I shall only use height for the remainder of this article. 

4 Sotirakopoulou (2005), 50-1. 
5 Bent and Garson (1884), 52; Evans (1895), 130; Tsountas and Mannat (1897), 257; Childe (1925), 

47. 
6 Barber (1984), 11-12; Gill and Chippindale (1993), 609 Table 1. 
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is to be contrasted with provenance, which is the chain of ownership of an artefact.7 Their 
overwhelming grave proveniences often meant that early interpretations of the function of 
Cycladic figurines extended their idol status to include the theories of chthonic deities or 
guardian spirits placed in graves as part of Early Cycladic funerary rituals. 
   
 
The problems involved when studying Cycladic figurines 
 

In the field of Early Cycladic figurine research there are many problematic issues which 
need to be acknowledged. In particular, this article will address the confusion that is created 
by the lack of publications from museums that own Cycladic figurines and the misinformation 
given by various authors in regard to individual artefacts, and the lack of credibility in the 
corpus of known Cycladic figurines (as a result of forgeries and unprovenienced figurines 
looted from Early Cycladic sites). 

My current work, researching the history of the study of Cycladic figurines and investigat-
ing the possibility that the some of the design motifs painted on them represent tattoos, en-
counters the issues of studying unprovenienced figurines and the absence of published cata-
logues from the museums in Greece which own and exhibit the best examples of ‘tattooed’ 
Cycladic figurines. Definitive catalogues created by these institutions would not only allow 
researchers who do not live on Naxos or in Athens the ability to study their collections, but 
could also include storeroom and archival material, and unpublished excavation material held 
by the museums, thus providing the public and researchers with the basic information of the 
figurines they study. In order to conduct crucial research on these figurines, I travelled to 
Greece in June 2011, with the assistance of the Classical Association of Victoria’s inaugural 
Postgraduate Scholarship in Classics & Ancient History. 
 
 
‘Tattooed’ Cycladic figurines 
 

It is now known that the majority of white marble Cycladic figurines have painted facial 
features, jewellery, hair, or other designs across the body.8 A select group of larger figurines 
over 33 cm in height bear designs which some have interpreted as tattoos on the chest, arms, 
abdomen and legs. 9  While these interpretations suggest that these abstract designs on 
Cycladic figurines are evidence of the practice of permanent body modification in the Aegean 
in the Early Bronze Age, the possibility of supporting the theory through archaeological data 
has not been seriously attempted, until now. 

My research has been influenced by one scholar in particular, Elizabeth Hendrix. In the 
winter of 1997-1998 Hendrix’s article ‘Painted Ladies of the Early Bronze Age’ presented the 
results of her analysis of the Cycladic figurines in the Early Cycladic collection of the Metro-
politan Museum of Art in New York. Hendrix used visual analysis, combined with scientific 
                                                
 
 
7 Gill and Chippindale (2000), 467. 
8 Hendrix (2003), 405; Stampolidis and Sotirakopoulou (2011), 79. 
9 Kekulé (1891), 221 no. 576; Pryce (1928), 5; Evans (1935), 429; Richter (1953), 15 pl. 6; Zervos 

(1957), 44; Getz-Preziosi and Weinberg (1970), 11 n.43; Broodbank (2000), 64; Hoffman (2002), 
525. 
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analysis, using ultraviolet reflective photography, microscopic photography, computer en-
hancement of images, and energy-dispersive X-ray spectrometry to study the surface of 
Cycladic figurines.10 Of the fourteen examples in the Metropolitan Museum collection, repre-
senting all types—from schematic to more complex figurines—it was revealed that twelve of 
them had areas that had originally been painted.11 Only eight of these had paint traces that 
could still be seen with the naked eye, in red and black. Hendrix’s research showed that it was 
the nature of the minerals that were used to make the paint, and how they affected the marble 
surfaces they were painted on to, that determined what traces remained visible to the naked 
eye in the 20th century.  

Among the examples in her 1997 article Hendrix studied two large figurines in the Metro-
politan Museum: an EC II Kapsala type figurine (34.11.3), measuring 37.11 cm in height, 
with an eye painted above the pubic triangle (Fig. 5), and an EC II late Spedos type figurine 
(68.148), measuring 62.8 cm in height, this time with multiple eyes painted over the face, one 
on the right thigh, and one on the back of the head (Fig. 6).12  

                                     
         Fig. 5           Fig. 6                Fig. 7     

Fig. 5: Folded-arm figurine of the Kapsala type, EC II ca. 2700–2600 BCE, Marble, H/L. 37.11 
cm, Unknown provenience, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, no. 34.11.3. Line-drawing 
after Hendrix (1997), 10 fig. 12.. 

Fig. 6: Folded-arm figurine of the late Spedos type, EC II ca. 2600-2400 BCE, Marble, H/L. 
62.8 cm, Unknown provenience, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, no. 68.148. Line-
drawing after Hendrix (1997), 14 fig. 16.. 

Fig. 7: Folded-arm figurine of Spedos type (with multiple eyes and zigzags on body, abstract 
tattoos on thighs), Marble, EC II, Unknown provenience, H/L. 54.5 cm, Naxos Archaeological 
Museum, Chora, no. 4691. Hendrix (2003), 407 fig. 1. 

                                                
 
 
10 Hendrix (1997), 7-8. 
11 Hendrix (1997), 7. 
12 The Metropolitan Museum of Art has an excellent online catalogue featuring both of the aforemen-

tioned figurines: Metropolitan Museum of Art: Marble female figure (34.11.3);  Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art: Marble female figure (68.148). See bibliography for full URL details. 



EMILY POELINA-HUNTER 

16 

Hendrix has also authored another article that explores large figurines with abstract motifs 
on various parts of their bodies, ‘Painted Early Cycladic Figurines: An Exploration of Context 
and Meaning’, in 2003. This 2003 article studied three figurines from the Archaeological Mu-
seum on Naxos. The first was an EC II Spedos type figurine (4691), measuring 54.5 cm in 
height, with an eye painted across the throat, zig-zags on the arms, a line of solid triangles 
down the left side of the pubic triangle, and an abstract motif on each thigh (Fig. 7). The sec-
ond was an EC II Spedos type figurine (4181), measuring 58 cm in height, with multiple eyes 
painted over the face, three on the neck, a large eye with eyelashes over the abdomen and pu-
bic triangle, and zig-zags on the left thigh (Fig. 8). The third was an EC II Spedos type figur-
ine (4675), measuring 39 cm in height, with two rows of eyes across the face, an eye painted 
across the throat, zig-zags across the chest, a large eye over the abdomen and pubic triangle, a 
zig-zag at the top of the right thigh, and also on the lower right leg (Fig. 9). The article also 
studied a fourth large ‘tattooed’ figurine held in the National Archaeological Museum in 
Athens; an EC II Spedos type (6140.20), measuring 33.5 cm in height, with a row of zig-zags 
and diamonds with dots inside them painted across the abdomen (Fig. 10).  

                   
                       Fig. 8            Fig. 9               Fig. 10 
   

Fig. 8: Folded-arm figurine of Spedos type (with multiple eyes and zigzags on upper thigh), 
Marble, EC II. From Keros, Kavros site, H/L. 58 cm, Naxos, Archaeological Museum, Chora, 
no. 4181. Hendrix (2003), 412 fig. 4. 

Fig. 9: Folded-arm figurine of Spedos type (with zigzags and multiple eyes across body), EC II, 
Marble. Unknown provenience, H/L. 39 cm, Naxos, Archaeological Museum, Chora, no. 4675. 
Hendrix (2003), 422 fig. 8).  

Fig. 10: Folded-arm figurine of Spedos type (with zigzags and dots on abdomen), EC II, Marble. 
From Naxos, Spedos cemetery tomb 14, H/L. 33.5 cm, National Archaeological Museum, 
Athens, no. 6140.20. Line drawing: Hendrix (2003), 424 fig. 10. 

 
Neither of the two figurines in the Metropolitan Museum of Art has a secure provenience. 

For figurine 34.11.3, one can only learn from the Metropolitan’s online catalogue that it was 



CATALOGUING CYCLADIC FIGURINES 

17 

acquired in 1934 using the Fletcher Fund. Likewise, only the acquisition details are given for 
figurine 68.148; it was gifted to the museum by Christos G. Bastis in 1968.13  

Of the three figurines from the Archaeological Museum on Naxos, only figurine 4181 has a 
secure provenience. It was found during the 1967 rescue excavations directed by Photeini 
Zapheiropoulou at Kavos on Keros.14 Hendrix states that 4691 is also from Kavos on Keros, 
and that figurine 4675 has ‘no known findspot’.15 Unfortunately, full excavation reports from 
Christos Doumas, who excavated Kavos in 1963, and Photeini Zapheiropoulou, who exca-
vated in 1966-67, have not yet been published.16 In lieu of this, both excavators have pub-
lished short articles in Archaiologikon Deltion, and Athens Annals of Archaeology.17 How-
ever, the photographs of figurine 4181 and additional notes provided by both these excavators 
in the 2007 excavation report for Colin Renfrew’s excavations at Kavos from 1987-88 are 
excellent. Hendrix’s last example, figurine 6140.20 in the National Archaeological Museum 
in Athens, is from grave 14 in the Spedos cemetery, Naxos.18 
 
 
The problems with unpublished material 
 

Researching large Cycladic figurines with abstract ‘tattoo’ designs—particularly in the 
National Archaeological Museum on Naxos—is made exceedingly difficult by the long de-
lays between Cycladic excavations and the publication of the excavation reports, a problem 
by no means confined to the larger figurines.19 A further problem in this case is that neither 
the Archaeological Museum on Naxos nor the National Archaeological Museum in Athens 
has a catalogue of their prehistoric collections including all their Cycladic figurines. Thus, the 
funding supplied by the Classical Association of Victoria provided me with an invaluable op-
portunity to travel to Athens and Naxos to view the figurines held in their respective Archaeo-
logical Museums with my own eyes.  

The collections in the National Archaeological Museum in Athens and the Archaeological 
Museum on Naxos are the two most significant in the world, due to their numbers of authentic 
provenienced Cycladic figurines.20 Not only is the collection housed in the latter museum sig-
nificant for its size and number of securely excavated figurines, but the island of Naxos is the 
biggest, and arguably the most important island of the Cyclades, not only today, but also in 
the Bronze Age, as is evident from the numerous archaeological sites which have been found 
there.21 The collection in the Archaeological Museum in Naxos is primarily comprised of 
local Naxian figurines and those from the surrounding islands, including Amorgos and Keros.  

                                                
 
 
13 These two figurines are examples of the acquisition year being incorporated into accession numbers. 
14 Zapheiropoulou (1968b), 381-3; Renfrew et al. (2007), 31 figs. 3.23 and 3.24. 
15 Hendrix (2003), 407 and 422. However when I visited the museum in June 2011, the display cabinet 

containing 4675 and 4691(and five other figurines) had a label which stated all of the figurines in-
side were from Naxos. 

16 Renfrew et al. (2007), 32. 
17 Doumas (1964); a); b). 
18 Papathanasopoulos (1961), 123 pl. 54β. 
19 Renfrew and Bahn (2001), 559. 
20 Zafiropoulou (2004), 8; Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Tourism: Archaeological Museum of 

Naxos (see bibliography for full URL details). 
21 Broodbank (2000), 238-41. 
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The problems created by looting and forgeries 
 

The issue of unpublished material from legitimate excavations is compounded by two addi-
tional problems that complicate the study of Cycladic figurines in general. Firstly, a large 
number of Cycladic figurines in collections today have come from the illicit looting of Early 
Cycladic cemeteries and settlements. This is a direct consequence of the popularity that 
Cycladic figurines experienced in the 1920s and 1930s.22 When comparisons were drawn be-
tween these artefacts and sculptures by artists such as Brancusi, Moore and Picasso, their 
value on the European art market surged and looting increased to meet market demand.23 The 
major problem with Cycladic figurines from looted sites is that they are ‘archaeological or-
phans’; they cannot be studied within the context of the grave assemblages they belonged to, 
the stratigraphical date of the cemeteries or the specific locations where they were found. 
Looting also damages sites which could provide crucial information for archaeologists. 24  

Secondly, when Cycladic figurines became popular again in the 1960s, largely because of 
L’art des Cyclades by the prominent art critic Christos Zervos in 1957, forgeries began to en-
ter into collections.25 After the plundering of Early Cycladic sites to meet the demand of the 
European art market 40 years earlier, the even greater demand encountered in the 1960s that 
also reached the American art market perhaps meant that forgeries were an inevitability.26 
This is of particular concern in regards to studying American private and museum collections, 
such as that held in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.  

The moral dilemma of studying artefacts without an excavation history has been recognised 
by international bodies, such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Orga-
nization (UNESCO). Many museums model their acquisition policies on the UNESCO Con-
vention, and refuse to collect items which have no legal documentation before November 14 
1970.27 This protects collectors from modern forgeries, and sends the message to collectors 
that acquiring figurines not legally excavated, and subsequently removed from Greece after 
November 14 1970, is certainly wrong. Among others, the Archaeological Institute of 
America also has policies relating to the publication of scholarly research of artefacts in 
breach of the Convention, especially in regards to its journal, the American Journal of Ar-
chaeology.28 By limiting current and future research on Cycladic figurines to those which 
have been excavated legitimately, the number of examples to study is not only reduced to 
authentic artefacts, but it also sends the message to looters, forgers and collectors that only 
figurines with a secure provenience or find-spot are useful to archaeologists. Any figurine that 
cannot be verified with a provenience from an excavation report potentially devalues the col-
lection it belongs to, and highlights the practice of ethical acquisition. 
  
                                                
 
 
22 Stampolidis and Sotirakopoulou (2011), 71. 
23 Gill and Chippindale (1993), 605; Broodbank (2000), 63.  
24 Marthari (2001), 161. 
25 Getz-Preziosi (1987), 84; Gill and Chippindale (1993), 606. 
26 Sotirakopoulou (2005), 63. 
27 UNESCO, ‘Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and 

Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property’ (see bibliography for URL details). Notable institu-
tions that recognise the UNESCO Convention include the British Museum. 

28  Gill and Chippindale (2000), 465; American Journal of Archaeology Editorial Policy 1.2: 
‘Guidelines for Submissions’ (see bibliography for URL details).  
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Salvaging material through museum archaeology 
 

The moral dilemma of studying Cycladic figurines without a provenience through excava-
tion is overcome when authenticity can be determined using museum archaeology methods 
that test the artefacts themselves. Luckily, the studies of Cycladic figurines with paint traces 
visible to the naked eye, which led to the discovery of fugitive images, by Hendrix and others, 
have only been published in the last 40 years or so. As such, the knowledge of what some 
have called ‘tattoo’ marks painted on areas of Cycladic figurines, other than the face, was not 
available to forgers during the 1960s.29 Therefore, the two figurines that Hendrix studied in 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art can safely be determined as authentic because of their ‘tat-
toos’, even though their provenience is still unknown, and they may very well be from illicit 
looting and not legitimate excavation.30 

Museum archaeology is defined as the coming together of the museum, as an institution 
that collects artefacts or material culture, and archaeology, which is not only the excavation of 
material culture but also the interpretation of it.31 The continual research and interpretation of 
archaeological collections in museums, especially the interpretations of artefacts passed on to 
the public through museum publications and display information, is a concern of the museum 
archaeologist.32 This is especially important in the study of Cycladic figurines because so 
many collections, such as that in the National Archaeological Museum in Athens, were 
founded during the 19th and early 20th centuries, and technological advances in testing meth-
ods and archaeological field work since the mid 20th century enable existing material to be 
re-interpreted. Analyses such as those used by Hendrix are precisely the direction we need to 
work in to salvage as many Cycladic figurines as possible from suspicion of unauthenticity, 
and at least add them to the group of genuine, unforged figurines.33  

My thesis research has therefore included cross-referencing excavation reports and publica-
tions that include Cycladic figurines, with catalogues of museum collections and exhibitions 
to verify records, and also to find information that is otherwise unpublished but held in mu-
seum or private collectors’ archives. While the National Archaeological Museum in Athens 
has failed to publish a comprehensive catalogue of its own figurines, several of the figurines 
in their collection have been published elsewhere, and there is a small amount of information 
on their museum displays to compare with this existing published material. The few guides 
published by the National Archaeological Museum in Athens are not designed with the ar-
chaeologist-researcher in mind. They are to aid the visitor during their visit, or to be a gift 

                                                
 
 
29 Getz-Preziosi and Weinberg (1970), 11. 
30 The majority of Cycladic figurines in collections outside of Greece should be considered illegally 

obtained because since 1834 it has been law that no archaeological artefacts be removed from 
Greece and her territories without permission from the Greek Archaeological Service: Bracken 
(1975), 181-2. But illicit excavations continued, and in 1899 a tougher law said that everything was 
the property of the Greek state and that no matter how or on whose land antiquities were found, the 
Archaeological Service had to be notified: Sherratt (2000), 6, esp. n.15. 

31 Swain (2007), 11-12. 
32 In some cases museum storerooms have so many mysterious half-documented or fragmentary ar-

chaeological collections that they need to be re-excavated, along with the various publications and 
archives connected to them, and in some cases unpublished/new finds are discovered: Davis (2011).  

33 Sotirakopoulou (2005), 43.  
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shop purchase (or memento), and rarely do more than give an overview of Cycladic civilisa-
tion and highlight the more famous pieces of the collection.34  
 
 
Important catalogues 
 

When it comes to Cycladic figurines, a great catalogue will have the following: photo-
graphs of each item in the collection, their individual accession numbers, the height, acquisi-
tion dates, provenience, a general date, such as the EC II period or 2800-2300 BCE, notes of 
breaks and/or repairs (both ancient and modern), and a bibliography of previous publications 
referencing pieces from that collection in other works. 

There are a few notable publications that include Cycladic figurines. First, there is L’art 
des Cyclades, by Christos Zervos from 1957. This features various chapters discussing 
Cycladic figurines and other artefacts from the islands, and a catalogue featuring pieces from 
the National Archaeological Museum in Athens. As mentioned above (p.7), this book was 
instrumental in the second wave of popularity for Cycladic figurines in the 1960s. 

Secondly, Art and Culture of the Cyclades, edited by Jürgen Thimme of the Karlsruhe 
Museen, is a seminal publication for the researcher of Cycladic figurines. It includes essays 
and a catalogue from a 1976 exhibition in Germany, with Cycladic figurines from several col-
lections around the world. The problem with this catalogue is that absolutely no figurines 
from a Greek collection were loaned for the exhibition,35 and those from private collections 
did not have secure proveniences.  

Thirdly, there is Catalogue of Cycladic Antiquities in the Ashmolean Museum: The Captive 
Spirit, by Susan Sherratt, from 2000. This museum in Oxford has the best catalogue of 
Cycladic artefacts in a single museum. The extensive research of museum archives and pub-
lished work undertaken by Sherratt can be appreciated by noting that the text was published in 
one volume and the catalogue images in another. 

Lastly, there is Early Cycladic Culture: The N.P. Goulandris Collection, by Christos Dou-
mas. This is the most comprehensive catalogue of a Greek collection, first published in 1968, 
with its third edition published in 2000. In terms of layout, it is very good; it gives separate 
entries for each item down to the individual fragments of Cycladic figurines, and each one has 
its own accession number. The catalogue covers the collection housed in the Museum of 
Cycladic Art in Athens, and the museum’s website also provides an online catalogue which 
includes entries from the print catalogue. The collection was founded on the urging of the 
General Directorate of Antiquities for Greece to get a wealthy Greek couple, Nicholas and 
Dolly Goulandris, with contributions from the Commercial Bank of Greece, to buy as many 
Cycladic artefacts as possible from private dealers and auctions in London and New York, 
and bring them home to Greece.36 The problem with the Goulandris collection is that abso-
lutely none of their Cycladic figurines come from a secure excavation, and so proveniences 
are ‘probable’ or ‘possible’ at best.  

                                                
 
 
34 National Archaeological Museum of Athens (1971), 19-24; Zafiropoulou (2004), 15-21. 
35 Petrasch (1977), 10. 
36 Doumas (2000), 10. 
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In fact, as my research confirms, there are only a handful of museums that have been sup-
plied with Cycladic figurines from secure excavations. As stated above, the biggest and most 
important collection of authentic figurines from legal scientific excavations resides in the 
National Archaeological Museum in Athens. And though some of its pieces have been pub-
lished, the majority of the collection has not. Therefore, in June of 2011 I used my two weeks 
in Athens to repeatedly visit the National Archaeological Museum (and the British School at 
Athens’ library) and gather as much information as I could to make my own good, basic cata-
logue of the Cycladic figurines in their collection.  

Before I began this task I had held the belief that the most reliable information about ar-
chaeological artefacts would be obtained from both the original excavation reports, and from 
information provided by the institution that housed the artefacts, in the form of display labels 
and official publications. However, as I shall demonstrate below with some of the more prob-
lematic Cycladic figurines in the National Archaeological Museum in Athens’ collection, 
when these two sources do not agree, the material published and disseminated through secon-
dary publications and articles can further complicate a field of study that is already fraught 
with issues. 
 
 
How to make a catalogue of Cycladic figurines in the National Archaeological Museum 
in Athens 
 

While the Archaeological Museum on Naxos is also lacking a catalogue of its Cycladic ar-
tefacts, I decided to attempt only the creation of a catalogue of Cycladic figurines in the 
National Archaeological Museum in Athens. Not only is this collection older, and featured in 
more publications, but I had two weeks in Athens and only five days on Naxos. I have not set 
out to make a great catalogue like the one the Ashmolean Museum has, as I do not have the 
time to do so, nor do I have access to the figurines outside of their cases. I aimed to gather 
material for a ‘good’ catalogue and wanted to include four things: photographs of each item, 
height, provenience, and collection accession numbers.  

At the top of my list was obtaining photographs of the figurines, which was possible be-
cause at the National Archaeological Museum in Athens they let you take photos of the dis-
plays, as long as you don’t use the flash on your camera. By becoming a member of the 
Australian Archaeological Institute in Athens, and explaining the purpose of my research trip 
to them, I was provided with a Ministry of Culture and Tourism card, which allowed me free 
entry into all Greek museums and ancient sites. This was extremely useful, as I went to the 
National Archaeological Museum in Athens many times. While I was taking photographs of 
the displays and individual figurines I also took notes in a notebook of all the data written on 
their information cards, did sketches, and made a ground plan of the displays I was referen-
cing in the Prehistoric collection as it was in June 2011.  

After each day of photographing figurines I went back to my hostel and uploaded the 
photos into a Word document, indexing the figures with no. 1 being the first figurine you see 
when you enter the lobby and turn right and proceed around the galleries counter-clockwise. 
Although I was able to obtain the photographs for my catalogue just by visiting the museum, 
height, provenience, and collection accession numbers of each figurine proved to be more 
difficult as only selected figurines had this information on their display labels. Each night I 
made notes of blurry photos that I needed to take again on my next visit. Getting clear photo-
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graphs for some figurines was not possible, especially the very small figurines and fragments 
between 2-5 cm in height. The lighting in the display cases in the Prehistoric collection also 
makes it difficult to capture clear photographs, and the rooms themselves are quite dark, with 
the windows covered over, so that no natural light is allowed into the room. In some displays 
spotlights focus on the important pieces that visitors should pay attention to, and rows of 
small figurines which appear to be of less interest to the visitor are all given one accession 
number and a brief note on their provenience. 

However, in some cases bad lighting was the least of my worries. I found a few empty 
spots among the displays with cards saying that items had been removed, but did not specify 
where to. On visiting the Museum of Cycladic Art in Athens—where the Goulandris collec-
tion is held—I encountered the same thing, but these cards in lieu of figurines said they had 
been removed for an exhibition at the Sakıp Sabancı Museum in Istanbul. The website for the 
Museum of Cycladic Art had further information: this Turkish exhibition on the relationship 
between Anatolia and Greece in the third millennium BCE had loans from the Museum of 
Cycladic Art and the National Archaeological Museum in Athens. The exhibition was running 
from May to August 2011. I had flown all the way to Greece to photograph these figurines, 
and some of them had been taken to Turkey. After a lot of thought I decided to go to Istanbul. 
Although I was not permitted to take photographs in the Turkish exhibition, their exhibition 
catalogue was fantastic and had colour photographs, so by purchasing this I finally had im-
ages of all the Cycladic figurines usually on display in the National Archaeological Museum 
in Athens. 

Before I left Athens, my research in the library of the British School led me to a PhD thesis 
about recent excavations on the Cycladic island of Syros. In an appendix the author, Jan 
Hekman, recorded every individual artefact that had been excavated from Syros, and referred 
to a list which he had obtained from the National Archaeological Museum in Athens contain-
ing a brief description, provenience, accession numbers and some heights of their figurines.37 
In an attempt to gain a similar list for my own purposes, I emailed the National Archaeologi-
cal Museum in Athens and asked if they could provide me with the same information. The 
official response from the Deputy Director, Dr Alexandra Christopoulou, was: ‘The individ-
ual heights of the figurines can be traced in the excavators’ publication or in exhibition cata-
logues.’38  

With only brief guidebooks and display information cards available from the museum to 
give the occasional height or provenience of selected figurines, I returned to Melbourne and 
began in-depth research into nearly 200 years worth of excavation reports, articles and books 
in order to find the missing data. But the more research I did, the more I noticed inconsisten-
cies in the basic information given by different authors, predominantly archaeologists, in re-
gard to several figurines in the National Archaeological Museum in Athens. The following 
example is a particularly frustrating case of trying to ascertain the height of a pair of figurines 
found together (museum accession numbers 4722 and 4723) in grave 14 of the Dokathismata 
cemetery on the island of Amorgos during an excavation by the Greek archaeologist Christos 

                                                
 
 
37 Hekman (2003). 
38 Christopoulou (2011). 
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Tsountas.39 Both belong to the National Archaeological Museum in Athens’ collection, but 
one of them, figurine 4723, had been loaned to the exhibition in Turkey.  
 
 
Determining the height of the Dokathismata figurines 
 

The best photo I was able to take of figurine 4722 on display in the National Archaeologi-
cal Museum in Athens clearly showed her most distinctive feature which distinguishes her 
from other folded-arm figurines of the Dokathismata type: her diagonally chipped feet.40 The 
provenience was given by the museum’s display case information card, but the height was 
not. 

 
Fig. 11: Earliest reproduction of figurine 4722 from the excavation report, at a scale of ap-
proximately 1:2. Tsountas (1898), pl. 10.1. 

To determine her height I started with the excavation report published in Αρχαιολογική 
Εφηµερίς in 1898.41 In this report Tsountas wrote that the two idols from grave 14 were very 
similar, but only including an image of the larger of the two (Fig. 11).42 From a careful visual 

                                                
 
 
39 Tsountas was also curator of their Prehistoric Collection and wrote the first inventory list, when the 

National Archaeological Museum was built in Athens in 1892: Zafiropoulou (2004), 7. 
40 Due to copyright restrictions the author’s personal photographs from the National Archaeological 

Museum in Athens cannot be published. 
41 Tsountas (1898). 
42 Tsountas (1898), 154, pl. 10.1. 
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analysis between the original photograph I had taken and Fig. 11, I could determine that they 
were both of the same figurine. The original scale of the photograph in Plate 10 of the excava-
tion report is given as approximately 1:2, and the image quality is not very good. Therefore, 
from the information given in 1898, I calculated the approximate height of figurine 4722 as 
27 cm, and knew only that figurine 4723 would be smaller than this. 

       
 
     Fig. 12     Fig. 13 

Fig. 12: Figurines 4722 and 4723 photographed together and published with museum accession 
numbers for the first time. Renfrew (1969), pl. 5.b and c. 

Fig. 13: Figurine 4723 published with the height/length of 24 cm in the catalogue of Across: The 
Cyclades and Western Anatolia during the 3rd Millennium BC. Bilgen et al. (2011), 252, entry 
61. 

To find the height of figurine 4723 I turned to a more recent publication by the now notable 
archaeologist, Colin Renfrew, from 1969. In Plate 5 of his article, Renfrew has a photograph 
of both figurines from grave 14 of the Dokathismata cemetery next to each other, also with 
their National Archaeological Museum accession numbers published for the first time (Fig. 
12). His information agrees with the provenience given by Tsountas, but the height he gives 
for figurine 4722 is 20.5 cm, nowhere near the approximate 27 cm I had calculated. But in the 
matter of their relative sizes, Renfrew’s measurement for figurine 4723 of 16.3 cm in height, 
does correlate with Tsountas’ statement that the figurine with diagonally chipped feet is the 
larger of the two.  

Slightly perturbed, I turned to the catalogue of the Turkish exhibition, Across: The 
Cyclades and Western Anatolia during the 3rd Millennium BC, to find the height they had 
published for figurine 4723 (Fig. 13), which was 24 cm.43 The exhibition’s coordination had 
involved the curators of the National Archaeological Museum in Athens’ Prehistoric Collec-

                                                
 
 
43 Bilgen et al. (2011), 252, entry 61. 
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tion, Katerina Konstanti and Dr Katia Manteli.44 The specific entry in the catalogue for figur-
ine 4723 was also written by a staff member from the National Archaeological Museum in 
Athens, Dr Lena Papazoglou-Manioudaki.45 The direct involvement of staff from the National 
Archaeological Museum in Athens, who had access to the figurines themselves, suggests that 
this information, which was published in 2011, was the most reliable.  

Renfrew’s measurements of 20.5 cm and 16.3 cm give a difference in height of 4.2 cm be-
tween figurines 4722 and 4723. However, if my calculation of figurine 4722’s height as ap-
proximately 27 cm is compared to the height of 24 cm given for figurine 4723 in the Across 
catalogue, then the difference is slightly less, approximately 3 cm. To further complicate is-
sues, Renfrew’s measurements published in 1969 have been repeated by Pat Getz-Preziosi, a 
prominent figure in the study of Cycladic figurines and their sculptors.46 Until I get responses 
from the National Archaeological Museum in Athens and the contributors to the Turkish ex-
hibition that produced the Across catalogue, the entries in my catalogue for figurines 4722 
and 4723 give the heights as approximately 27 cm, and 24 cm respectively, along with foot-
notes acknowledging that Renfrew and Getz-Preziosi offer different measurements. I have 
decided that it is reasonable to suppose that Tsountas and the curators of the National Archae-
ological Museum in Athens have the most reliable information, as they have access to the 
primary sources—the figurines.47  

The question remains as to how Renfrew and Getz-Preziosi determined their published 
measurements. Did they have access to the figurines, and take their own measurements them-
selves, or were they provided with heights from the inventory list of the National Archaeo-
logical Museum that Hekman used (which appears to be incorrect), and which the Deputy 
Director could not give to me? Or did Getz-Preziosi trust the measurements given by Ren-
frew, and merely repeat them?48 Similarly, my own methods for measuring 4722 deserve to 
be scrutinised and questioned. No numerical dimensions were given in the 1898 text, and the 
original scale for the image was approximate. When I estimated the height from the photo-
graph taken in 1898 I simply placed a ruler on the page, hence treating the figurine as if it 
were flat. The figurine could have been rolled on to one side, slightly altering the perceived 
height in a printed photo. Or the angle of the camera when taking the photo might have dis-
torted the apparent height. All of these issues have led me to the view that authors ought to 
specify how they obtain their measurements—whether or not they were taken from the figur-

                                                
 
 
44 Bilgen et al. (2011), 5. 
45 Bilgen et al. (2011), 6, 366. 
46 Getz-Preziosi (1987), 249, pl. 13. 
47 At this point I would like to acknowledge that many figurines have slightly different sizes from pub-

lication to publication, and this seems due to the fact that individual authors have had access to the 
figurines to take their own measurements for their publications. But in the case of these particular 
Dokathismata figurines, I am not quibbling over a few millimetres; the difference between an ap-
proximate 27 cm and 20.5 cm is significant, as is the difference between 24 cm and 16.3 cm. 

48 If there is a mistake in Renfrew’s publication, and it has been repeated in Getz-Preziosi’s work, 
there is no knowing how many people have subsequently trusted and referenced these measure-
ments of figurines 4722 and 4723 from the National Archaeological Museum in Athens. The likeli-
hood that one would translate the Greek 1898 report by Tsountas, or have purchased the 2011 cata-
logue from the exhibition at Sakıp Sabancı Museum (or contacted the organisers directly if they 
cannot read Turkish—the English translation of the catalogue is not available through the museum’s 
gift-shop online), is quite small.  



EMILY POELINA-HUNTER 

26 

ines themselves, and whether a hard ruler laid next to the figurine was used, or a soft tape 
measure following the contours of the figurine.49  

The problem of determining the height of figurines 4722 and 4723 is just one example of 
the many problems caused by the lack of information available from the National Archaeo-
logical Museum in Athens. The next case study deals with three figurines, excavated around 
the same time as figurines 4722 and 4723, but from Phylakopi on the island of Melos. 
 
 
The problem of the Phylakopi figurines 
 

 
 

Fig. 14: The seven published Cycladic figurines from the 1904 excavation report for Phylakopi, 
Melos. Note firstly that no. 4 has been photographed from the reverse side that has been recon-
structed and displayed in the National Archaeological Museum, Athens, and as Renfrew’s 7.d 
below. Note secondly that no. 8 is Renfrew’s 7.c prior to reconstruction, also below. Atkinson et 
al. (1904), pl. XXXIX.  

In Renfrew’s 1969 article, which chronologically outlines the different types of Cycladic 
figurines, he designated a specific type which he called ‘Phylakopi I’.50 Found only on the 
island of Melos, they appear to be a local style. Visitors to the National Archaeological Mu-
seum in Athens can view three of these Phylakopi I figurines in the top right hand corner of 
their display case, the last three in the row of five figurines. While all five are from Phylakopi, 
the display information label erroneously implies that all are Phylakopi I types, and once 
again does not give any height measurements. However, in this case numerical dimensions of 
‘.04 to .08’ metres are given in the 1904 publication of the first Melian excavations under-

                                                
 
 
49 The latter scenario seems very unlikely, but this is the only feasible way I can conceive of figurines 

giving two such drastically different height readings.  
50 Renfrew (1969), 24. 
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taken by the British School at Athens, and these measurements are supported by the scale 
photographs for the figurines (Fig. 14).51  

The first immediate problem one encounters when comparing the figurines from the exca-
vation report photographs to the figurines on display in the National Archaeological Museum 
is that they do not look alike. A photograph of the fifth figurine on the end of the row is not 
shown in the excavation report. It is mentioned as being similar in style to Phylakopi 4 (pl. 
XXXIX.4) and Phylakopi 8 (pl. XXXIX.8) but no measurement is given.52 However, if one 
compares the three Phylakopi I figurines on display in the National Archaeological Museum 
to those in pl. 7.c, d, and e, in Renfrew’s 1969 article (Fig. 15), they appear to be the same 
figurines.  

 

 
Fig. 15: The three EC III Phylakopi I figurines published together in Renfrew (1969) identically 
to their display in the National Archaeological Museum, Athens. The reconstructive work is 
clearest on 7.d. Renfrew (1969), pl.7.a-e. 

The second problem is that in Fig. 15 Renfrew gives heights for the three Phylakopi I figur-
ines as 4.8 cm (7.c), 4.4 cm (7.d), and 5.4 cm (7.e), and by looking at them one can ascertain 
that 7.e is the smallest of the trio, but has the greatest height. 7.d, which is the largest of the 
trio has the smallest height.53 Strangely, Renfrew also said that 7e was previously published in 
the 1904 excavation report as Phylakopi 9, but this is an error. The figurine had not been pub-
lished before 1969, and according to the report, Phylakopi 9 (pl. XXXIX.9) is a marble pol-
isher (Fig. 14 no 9).54 On closer inspection of the figurines’ photographs published in Ren-
frew 1969, one can see that 7.c and 7.d are indeed the fragmentary figurines Phylakopi 4 and 
8 which are shown in pl. XXXIX of the 1904 excavation report, heavily restored. The only 
mention of any restoration of these figurines is in a footnote on page 5 of Renfrew’s 1969 ar-
ticle, referring to a line drawing of Phylakopi 8 in Illustration 1. No mention is made of the 

                                                
 
 
51 Atkinson et al. (1904), 194, pl. XXXIX: 4, 5, 7, 8.  
52 Atkinson et al. (1904), 194. 
53 As with the Dokathismata figurines discussed above, Renfrew also publishes the accession numbers 

for these Phylakopi I figurines for the first time. Annoyingly they all three have the same number: 
5848. 

54 Renfrew (1969), pl. 7.e; Atkinson et al. (1904), 196, pl. XXXIX.9. 
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restoration of Phylakopi 4, and it is not made clear that the measurements are not of the whole 
restored height of the figurines.  

While Renfrew’s article is available online, the 1904 publication of the Phylakopi excava-
tion report is not. One would have to gain access to this Journal of Hellenic Studies Supple-
mentary Paper No. 4, as I have, to ever see the figurines published as the original fragments, 
and calculate the height according to the 4:11 scale of the photographs, to realise why the 
heights given by Renfrew in 1969 do not make sense in regard to their relative size to each 
other when photographed side by side. This highlights the crucial role that museum archaeol-
ogy can play in identifying and potentially correcting misinformation in published literature, 
providing an invaluable foundation for the future study of archaeological museum collections. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

The most valuable artefacts for archaeologists are those that come from secure excavations 
with contextual data. The study of existing archaeological collections in museums relies 
heavily on the publication of excavation reports by site archaeologists and definitive collec-
tion catalogues produced by the museums. This information does not always exist, and my 
research into the collection of Cycladic figurines in the National Archaeological Museum in 
Athens reveals that, even when a collection is comprised of provenienced figurines, misin-
formation can be spread when contrasting details pertaining to individual figurines cannot be 
compared to a definitive catalogue. This article has also shown that unprovenienced Cycladic 
figurines can still be used in studies if their authenticity can be determined using ultraviolet 
reflective photography, microscopic photography, computer enhancement of images, and en-
ergy-dispersive X-ray spectrometry.  

Creating a basic catalogue of Cycladic figurines in the National Archaeological Museum in 
Athens is necessary, so that I can be confident that the information in my thesis concerning 
this important collection is correct. In a wider scope, a thorough catalogue would be invalu-
able for archaeologists and scholars, and it would also supplement the labels in museum dis-
play cases which are understandably kept brief for the general public. A definitive catalogue 
published by the National Archaeological Museum in Athens is long overdue and crucial not 
only for the study of the figurines in their collection but also for the study of Cycladic figur-
ines in general.  
 
University of Melbourne 
e.poelina-hunter@student.unimelb.edu.au 
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