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CONSTRUCTIONS OF GENDERED IDENTITY 
THROUGH JEWELLERY IN EARLY MYCENAEAN GREECE*

Age and gender are important aspects of social identity. In archaeological contexts, 
the identification of the sex and gender is based on the osteoarchaeological determination 
of the biological sex and usually takes the form of the visual assessment of morphological 
characteristics which are different between male and female skeletons (pelvis, skull).1 These 
methods are only applicable for individuals older than 14-15 years. The only secure method for 
identifying the biological sex of sub-adult remains is ancient DNA analysis, but as the Bronze 
Age is at the very limit for survival of ancient DNA, this method could only be applied up to 
now with limited success.2 From the Shaft Grave and Early Mycenaean period the only child 
burial whose sex was determined this way was a two years old boy buried with two jugs and two 
cups in grave Ξ-1 in Grave Circle B at Mycenae and dated to LH I.3 Thus, due to the difficulties 
involved in accurately determining the sex of sub-adult remains, the study of gender has tended 
to focus on the adult members of society. The expression of gendered identity is, however, not 
restricted to adults. 

The questions, that at approximately what age was gender officially recognized by the 
societies of Aegean prehistory and how was it expressed among children were only recently 
raised by the research.4 Based on iconographic sources, such as the wall paintings found in 
Akrotiri, Thera, several scholars attempted to identify successive age grades separated by 
gender5 applicable to at least the elite members of Minoan society on the basis of hairstyle and 
physical characteristics. In mainland Greece the lack of such a wealth of iconographic material 
does not make possible to determine age grades linked to gender in a comparably detailed 
scale. Such analysis in the Mycenaean context has to focus primarily on the burial remains 
which naturally could not take account such variables as hairstyle, secondary anatomical details 
or dress, on which the above cited reconstructions are based. 

In order to determine the gender of sub-adults we must turn to secondary evidence 
provided by anthropologically analysed adult burials. A large sample of material is available 

* I wish to thank to the organizers, Marie-Louise Nosch and Robert Laffineur for the opportunity to be present 
in the conference virtually, to Joanne Cutler who read my paper and for the helpful comments in the chat.

1 R. GOWLAND, “Ageing the Past: Examining Age Identity from Funerary Remains,” in R. GOWLAND and 
C. KNÜSEL (eds), Social Archaeology of Funerary Remains (2006) 146, J.A. SOFAER, “Gender, bioarchaeology 
and Human Ontogeny,” in ibid. 156.

2 T.A. BROWN, K.A. BROWN, C.E. FLAHERTY, L.M. LITTLE and A.J.N.W. PRAG, “DNA Analysis of bones 
from Grave Circle B at Mycenae: A First Report,” BSA 95 (2000) 115-119; E.R. CHILVERS, A.S. BOUWMAN, 
K.A. BROWN, R.G. ARNOTT, A.J.N.W. PRAG and T.A. BROWN, “Ancient DNA in human bones from 
Neolithic and Bronze Age sites in Greece and Crete,” Journal of Archaeological Science 35:10 (2008) 2707-2714; 
L. KOVATSI, D. NIKOU, S. TRIANTAPHYLLOU, S.N. NJAU, S. VOUTSAKI and S. KOUIDOU, “DNA 
repair enables sex identification in genetic material from human teeth,” Hippokratia (Jul–Sep; 13(3) 2009) 
165-168. T. BROWN, “Echoes of Ancestry in Ancient DNA from the Peloponnesian Bronze Age,” paper 
presented at the CSPS International Conference, ‘Honouring the Dead in the Peloponnese’, 24 April 2009.

3 BROWN (supra n. 2) 117-118.
4 J.B. RUTTER, “Children in Aegean Prehistory,” in J. NEILS and J.H. OAKLEY (eds), Coming of Age in Ancient 

Greece. Images of Childhood from the Classical Past (2003) 35.
5 On the successive age grades and the expression of female and male identity in Minoan and Theran society 

primarily based on the Theran wall-paintings, E. DAVIS, “Youth and Age in the thera Frescoes,” AJA 90 
(1986) 399-406; A. CHAPIN, “Maidenhood and Marriage: The Reproductive Lives of the Girls and Women 
from Xeste 3, Thera,” Aegean Archaeology 4 (1997-2000) [2001] 7-25; R. KOEHL, “Ritual context,” in J.A. 
MACGILLIVRAY, J.M. DRIESSEN and L.H. SACKETT (eds), The Palaikastro Kouros. A Minoan Chryselephantine 
Statuette and its Aegean Bronze Age Context. BSA Studies 6 (2000) 131-143; Ch. DOUMAS, “Age and Gender in 
the Theran Wall Paintings,” in Wall Paintings of Thera, 971-981; A. CHAPIN, “Boys Will Be Boys: Youth and 
Gender Identity in the Theran Frescoes,” in A. COHEN and J.B. RUTTER (eds), Constructions of Childhood in 
Ancient Greece and Italy [Hesperia Suppl. 41] (2007) 229-255.
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from burial grounds in the Argolid, and in particular from four sites: Argos, Asine, Lerna and 
Mycenae, making it possible to analyse gender-related characteristics in burial treatment.6 

Based on the remains with known sex several characteristics seem to be gender-related:

1) The position of the burial in the grave

In the Shaft Grave period the dead were mostly buried in contracted position on their left 
or right side. Florian Ruppenstein has pointed out in a recent paper that in certain communities 
in Middle Helladic Greece the orientation of the dead body seems to be related to gender: in 
Lerna and Mycenae females were predominantly placed on their left side, whereas a position 
on the right side was clearly preferred for males.7 In the case of Asine, however, he could not 
distinguish any particular pattern, while according to him in central Greece a position on the 
left side was preferred for all the deceased.

The analysis of a larger body of material both in time and space supports, complements 
and in some aspects slightly modifies the findings of F. Ruppenstein. From the Shaft Grave 
period, contracted adult burials with anthropological sex determination are known from 
Argos, Asine, Lerna, Mycenae in the Argolid, Ayios Stephanos in Laconia and Eleusis in Attica. 
The burials from Argos, Lerna, Mycenae, Ayios Stephanos and Eleusis indicate gender-related 
pattern in their orientation: females were predominantly placed on their left side and males 
were mostly buried on their right side, while in Asine no particular pattern can be distinguished 
indeed. (Pl. CIa)

The only child burial with a known sex, the boy from grave Ξ-1 in Grave Circle B at 
Mycenae was buried on the right side; that is according the predominant orientation observed 
at males. Based on this finding, it might thus be possible that already from a young age the 
deceased were placed in the grave according to their sex/gender.

Burial in extended position first appeared in larger numbers among the rich burials 
of the Grave Circles in Mycenae and was practiced by both genders. It gradually became the 
prevalent position from the LH I period onwards, and was almost exclusively used from the 
Early Mycenaean period among the adult members of the society irrespective of age, gender 
or social status. Children, however, were still mostly buried in contracted position, which 
among adults can only be found in the peripheral areas and/or burial grounds used by more 
conservative communities (for example in Volos – Nea Ionia),8 where the same gender related 
preference in orientation prevails as during the Shaft Grave period at the above cited sites.

2) Grave goods

In the Shaft Grave period, on the basis of adult burials whose sex was determined by 
anthropological methods, we can distinghuish several types of objects which can be considered 
as gender-laden. Among these, a number of jewellery items can be related to female burials:

6 Argos: Argos – Aspis, S. VOUTSAKI, A.J. NIJBOER et al., “Analyses of Middle Helladic Skeletal Material 
from Aspis, Argos,” BCH 130 (2006) [2008] 613-637. Argos – ‘Tumuli’, S. TRIANTAPHYLLOU, “The human 
skeletal remains,” in S. VOUTSAKI, K. SARRI et al., The Argos ‘Tumuli’ Project: A Report on the 2006 and 2007 
seasons, Pharos 15 (2007) [2008] 179-188. Argos – Quartier Sud: Ph. CHARLIER, “Aspects anthropologiques 
et paléopatologiques de la malnutrition à Argos,” in Ch. MEE – J. RENARD (eds), Cooking up the Past. 
Food and Culinary Practices in the Neolithic and Bronze Age Aegean (2007) 297-312. Asine – East Cemetery: L. 
ANGEL, “Ancient Skeletons form Asine,” in S. DIETZ, Asine II, Results of the Excavations East of the Acropolis 
1970-1974. Fasc. 1. General Stratigraphical Analysis and Architectural Remains (1982) 105-138; Barbouna, in 
G.C. NORDQUIST, A Middle Helladic Village. Asine in the Argolid (1987) 135-136. Lerna: L. ANGEL, Lerna. A 
Preclassical Site in the Argolid 2: The People of Lerna. Analysis of a Prehistoric Aegean Population (1971). Mycenae: 
L.A. ANGEL, “Human Skeletons from Grave Circles at Mycenae,” in G.E. MYLONAS, Ο ταφικός κύκλος Β των 
Μυκηνών (1973) 379-397.

7 F. RUPPENSTEIN, “Gender and regional differences in the Middle Helladic burial customs,” in A. PHILIPPA-
TOUCHAIS, G. TOUCHAIS, S. VOUTSAKI and J. WRIGHT (eds), MESOHELLADIKA: The Greek Mainland 
in the Middle Bronze Age, BCH Suppl. 52 (2010) 431-439.

8 A. BAZIOU-EUSTATHIOU, “Μυκηναϊκα απο τη Νεα Ιωνια Βολου,” ArchDelt 40 A (1985) [1991] 17-70.
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a) Pair of earrings (usually a simple loop made of gold, silver or bronze)
b) Finger rings (of simple wire made of gold, silver or bronze)
c) Dress-fastener pins

These types of objects are also known from burials of children of various ages who can 
thus most probably be identified as probable females. Among them two children stand out, 
who were buried with a whole set of jewellery: the 6-7 years old child buried in grave 1 (140) 
in Argos “Tumulus Δ” wore two earrings, a fingering, necklaces, a bracelet on each hand, and 
her dress was fastened at the right shoulder by a bronze pin (Pl. CIb).9 Another burial from the 
same period, found in grave Ξ in Grave Circle B at Mycenae, belonged to an approximately 5 
years old child (age estimated by the excavator, G. E. Mylonas), who was adorned with gold foil 
ornaments, gold wire hair-fasteners, gold finger ring, silver pin, necklace of sardonyx and rock-
crystal beads, a faience relief-pendant and a hollow golden rattling object of probable amuletic 
function.10

a) Earrings 

The youngest burial with an intact pair of bronze earrings was a c. one year old child 
buried in contracted position on the left side in grave DE 42 at Lerna dating to the MH III 
period.11 Another burial (also placed contracted on the left side) belonging to a 1 – 1.5 year 
old child in grave DE 10 contained fragmentary pieces of a pair of bronze earrings.12 Although 
not even the burial remains preserved, it is worth to be noted here that three gold wire earrings 
decorated both ears of the gold face mask, a part of the pieces of thin gold sheets most likely 
shaped to cover an infant body, found in grave III in Grave Circle A at Mycenae.13 All other 
anthropologically determined burials (seven in number), however, were identified as belonging 
to individuals older than 4-5 years of age.14 Some other burials which were not examined 
anthropologically were described or could be identified on the basis of secondary sources 

9 E. PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI, Οι τύμβοι του ʹΑργους (1980, reprinted by the Ephorate of 
Paleaoanthropology and Speleology in 2009 – page numbers refer to the new edition, in parenthesis 
page numbers of the old edition are indicated) (91-101) 134-137; 426-428, σχεδ. Δ1-Δ3; 550, πιν. Δ9, 5, 6; 
E. PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI, “Burial Customs and Funerary Rites in the Prehistoric Argolid,” in R. 
HÄGG and G.C. NORDQUIST (eds), Celebrations of Death and Divinity in the Bronze Age Argolid (1990) 79, 
fig. 11. Anthropological age determination made by S. Trianthaphyllou (kind personal communication by E. 
Milka). Date: MH IIIB, S. DIETZ, The Argolid at the Transition to the Mycenaean Age (1991) 136-137 and most 
recently, K. SARRI, “Study and analysis of the MH pottery from the Argos ‘tumuli’,” in S. VOUTSAKI et al.  
(supra n. 6) 160, Table 4.

10 MYLONAS (supra n. 6) 177-185, Pls. 158b, 159a, 160a
11 E.T. BLACKBURN, Middle Helladic Graves and Burial Customs with Special Reference to Lerna in the Argolid 

(University of Cincinnati, Ph.D 1970) 140-141; on the earrings, E.C. BANKS, The Early and Middle Helladic 
Small objects from Lerna (Ph.D. Diss. University of Cincinnati, 1967) 66: 95 (L6.287), 96 (L6.288). On the age 
determination of the burial, ANGEL (supra n. 6, 1971) 187 Ler.

12 BLACKBURN (supra n. 11) 156, on the bronze earring fragments, BANKS (supra n. 11), 68: 97 (L6.446): 
“two non-joining fragments, possibly parts of two separate earrings.” On the age determination of the burial, 
ANGEL (supra n. 6, 1971) 60, 158 Ler. 

13 G. KARO, Die Schachtgräber von Mykenai (1930/33) 62, no. 146, Taf. LIII.
14 Argos – “Tumulus Δ” grave 1 (140): 6 years (see supra n. 9). Asine – East Cemetery grave 1971-7: c. 4 years, 

S. DIETZ, Asine II.2. Results of the Excavations East of the Acropolis 1970-1974. Fasc. 2. The Middle Helladic 
Cemetery. The Middle Helladic and Early Mycenaean Deposits (1980) 27, figs. 14-16. Lerna grave DE 27: 5 years, 
BLACKBURN (supra n. 11) 131-132, on the earring, BANKS (supra n. 11) 66: 94(L6.285). Asine – Barbouna 
grave B 15: 10-11 years, NORDQUIST (supra n. 6) 135, ANGEL (supra n. 6, 1982) 91As; G.C. NORDQUIST 
and A. INGVARSSON-SUNDSTRÖM, “Live Hard, Die Young. Mortuary Remains of Middle and Early Late 
Helladic Children from the Argolid in Social Context,” in A. DAKOURI-HILD and S. SHERRATT (eds), 
AUTOCHTON. Papers presented to O.T.P.K. Dickinson on the Occasion of his Retirement (2005) 168 (10 years). 
Asine – Lower Town grave MH 98: young woman (analysed by C. M. Fürst), O. FRÖDIN and A. PERSSON, 
Asine. Results of the Swedish Excavations 1922–1930 (1938) 126. Lerna grave BE 19: 19-20 years old female, 
BLACKBURN (supra n. 11) 49-50, ANGEL (supra n. 6, 1971) 126 Ler, on the silver earrings, BANKS (supra 
n. 11) 677. Mycenae Grave Circle B grave Y: c. 37 years old female, MYLONAS (supra n. 10) 233, Y –332, Πιν. 
209β.
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(drawing, bone measurements) as adolescents, young adults (for example the burials in Argos 
“Tumulus Γ” grave 61, Zygouries grave 1, and Ayios Stephanos grave A23).15

An interesting age related pattern is that below 19-20 years of age only bronze earrings 
were given to the deceased. Silver and gold earrings are only known from adult burials:16 a pair 
of silver earrings was found at the burial of a 19-20 years old female in Lerna grave BE 19 and at 
the burial of a c. 37 years old female in Mycenae Grave Circle B grave Y,17 golden earrings are 
associated with probable female burials in grave O in Grave Circle B,18 and grave III in Grave 
Circle A at Mycenae,19 but one golden earring is also known from the burial of a c. 21 years old 
male in Asine – East Cemetery grave 1971-10.20 

b) Finger rings

The youngest anthropologically analysed burial with a finger ring is the c. six – seven 
years old child from Argos “Tumulus Δ” grave 1 (140) wearing a bronze finger ring on one of 
the fingers of the right hand (Pl. CIb).21 At the hand of another burial, the approximately five 
years old individual in grave Ξ in Grave Circle B at Mycenae a golden finger ring was found.22 A 
bronze finger ring was placed on one of the fingers of the left hand of the young female buried 
in Ayios Stephanos grave A23.23 While the c. 37 years old adult woman in grave Y in Grave 
Circle B at Mycenae was buried with three bronze finger rings.24 

The few analysed burials indicate that finger rings, similarly to earrings, were given to 
children older than 5-6 years of age and adult females of various ages.

Concerning their material, in the case of finger rings younger individuals could have also 
possessed pieces made of precious metal, as besides the burial in grave Ξ at Mycenae, gold and 
silver finger rings were found in two Theban child burials of unknown age (Thebes – Pelopidas 
street 28, grave T3 and Thebes – Dirke street 25, grave 3).25 

15 Argos – “Tumulus Γ” grave 61, PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI (supra n. 9, 1980 [20092]) (65-68) 106-107, 
the burial was described by the excavator, E. Protonotariou-Deilaki as young female. The skeletal remains 
were unfortunately not found during the study of the material. – Zygouries, grave 1, C. BLEGEN, Zygouries. 
A Prehistoric Settlement in the valley of Cleonae (1928) 39-40, on the basis of the bone measurements given by 
the excavator, the burial can be identified as belonging to an adolescent or young adult (the skeletal remains 
were not preserved for analysis, kind written communication by I. Tzonou-Herbst). – Ayios Stephanos, grave 
A23, W.D. TAYLOUR, “Excavations at Ayios Stephanos,” BSA 67 (1972) 214-217; †W.D. TAYLOUR and 
R. JANKO, Ayios Stephanos: Excavations at a Bronze Age and Medieval Settlement in Laconia, BSA Suppl. 44 
(2008), the burial was described as probably belonging to a woman, whose skeletal remains were very badly 
preserved, therefore, they were left at the site, C. DUHIG in †TAYLOUR and JANKO (op. cit.) 505. On the 
basis of the skeletal and long bone length indicated on the drawing, the burial may be identified as a sub-
adult – adolescent of c. 11 – 15 years. 

16 With the exception of the golden face mask with gold earrings in both ears possibly intended to cover an 
infant’s face in grave III in Grave Circle A at Mycenae. – The three gold spirals found behind the skull of 
the burial in grave Ξ in Grave Circle B at Mycenae (Ξ–406-408) based on their find place and morphological 
characteristics (without sharp ends) can most probably interpreted as hair-fasteners as suggested also by the 
excavator, G. E. Mylonas and not earrings, MYLONAS (supra n. 10) 184, Πιν. 159α, 160α. 

17 On the burials see supra n. 14.
18 MYLONAS (supra n. 10) 200, O – 428 – 429, Πιν. 180α.
19 A fine pair of gold earrings made with repoussé decoration was found in grave III, KARO (supra n. 13) No. 

61, Taf. XX. Three other pairs of earrings found in this grave were made of gold wire terminating in two 
incurving spirals, according to G. Karo these earrings may have been suspended with small rings (as by the 
earring pair No. 61) which, however, did not survive, ibid. Nos. 53-55, Taf. XX.

20 DIETZ (supra n. 14) 59-60, Fig. 69 – the earring was found close to the skull. Interestingly the skeleton as seen 
on the photograph was laid on the left side, which is in contrast with the description stating that it was laid 
on the right side, ibid. 59.

21 PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI (supra n. 9, 1980 [20092]) (91-101) 134-137; 426-428, σχεδ. Δ1-Δ3; 550, πιν. Δ9, 
5, 6.

22 MYLONAS (supra n. 10) 184, Ξ - 409, Πιν. 159α. 
23 MYLONAS (supra n. 15) 215; †TAYLOUR and JANKO (supra n. 15) Pl. 45. 
24 MYLONAS (supra n. 10) 234, Y - 315, 316, 317, Πιν. 209β.
25 On the burial in Pelops street 28, grave 3, E. TOULOUPA, ArchDelt 19 (1964) [1966] Chr. B2, 197, πιν. 231β; 

E. TOULOUPA and S. SYMEONOGLOU, ArchDelt 20 (1965) [1966] Chr. B2, 235, πιν. 280α. On the burial 
in Dirke street 25, grave 3, V. ARAVANTINOS, ArchDelt 37 (1982) [1989] Chr. B1, 165. – In the preliminary 
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c) Pins

Pins terminating in a knob (either shaped from the same material or made of clay or 
semi-precious stone – usually rock crystal) are usually found at the shoulder area (most often at 
the right shoulder). Based on their find place and formal characteristics they can be interpreted 
as dress-fasteners. It is also possible, however, that some of them were used as hair-pins.26 

These objects were also found in burials of children older than 5-6 years of age. The 
youngest being in this case also the burial of a 6-7 years old child in Argos “Tumulus Δ” grave 
1 (140) with a bronze pin at the right shoulder (Pl. CIb and c, 7), and the c. 5 years old child 
buried in grave Ξ in Grave Circle B at Mycenae with a silver pin.27 Dress-fastener pins are found 
in burials of young and older adult women as well: at the right shoulder area of the deceased of 
Ayios Stephanos grave A23,28 and at the burial in grave Y in Grave Circle B at Mycenae.29 The 
material of the pin and its head could have been related to the deceased’s social status: they 
were made of wood with clay heads,30 of bone, bronze, silver and gold, the age in this respect 
was not an important decisive factor. 

Some jewellery items found in female burials represent rare types which are only known 
from the richest burials of the Grave Circles at Mycenae. Sometimes these objects find their 
parallels in child burials: Cross-shaped gold leaves adorning the hair and a Minoan import 
faience relief-pendant from the burial of an adult woman in grave Y were also found in the 
burial of a c. 5 years old child in grave Ξ,31 who on the basis of the accompanying jewellery can 
also be identified as female.

 
In the Shaft Grave period, burials placed on their left side and adorned with female-

specific jewellery items can be interpreted as females on the basis of their orientation and grave 
good association. As female-related jewellery turn up more frequently from 5-6 years of age 
onwards, we can consider this age when the female identity became increasingly expressed in 
the mortuary sphere at least, and among the elite of the society.

No specific jewellery types can be undoubtedly related, however, to male burials. Male 
related objects include various types of weapons (sword, dagger, knife, spearhead, arrowhead 
and boar tusk helmets), tools (tweezers, razors and obsidian blades), metal vessels (gold and 
silver cups, bronze kraters, bowl and jugs) and golden face masks, which only turn up in burials 
of older than 20 years old adult males.32 The only individual of possibly younger age containing 
weapons (sword, two daggers) is an exceptional burial found in Argos “Tumulus E” grave 5 (92) 
who according to the excavator, Evangelia Protonotariou-Deilaki was about 6 years of age.33 
It seems, therefore, that male-related grave goods were also adult-specific, thus in the case of 

reports no further information is given on the find context of the finger rings.
26 Only one representation of hair pins is known: a hooked shaped hair-pin with a lily finial is seen in the hair 

of the wounded girl in Xeste 3 in Akrotiri, Thera, J. YOUNGER, “Representations of Minoan-Mycenaean 
Jewelry,” in EIKΩN 260 (with references of a few similar shaped extant pieces). The pin depicted is of 
different shape than the pins found in the mainland burials of the Shaft Grave period.

27 On the Argos burial, PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI (supra n. 9, 1980 [20092]) (91-101) 134-137; 426-428, 
σχεδ. Δ1-Δ3; 550, πιν. Δ9, 5, 6. On the Mycenae burial, MYLONAS (supra n. 10) 182, Ξ - 331, Πιν. 159α.

28 The bronze pin found at the back of the skull and pointing to the right shoulder was described (in the find 
list at the drawing of the burial) as a hair-pin, TAYLOUR (supra n. 15) 214-215.

29 On the three bronze pins, Mylonas (supra n. 10) 234, Y – 318, 319, 320, Πιν. 208β, γ.
30 From the wooden pins in most cases only the terminating clay head remains, for example in several burials 

in Argos, such as grave 2 (89) and 4 (91) in “Tumulus E”, PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI (supra n. 9, 1980 
[20092]) (113) 160-161 and (114-115) 163 respectively; and generally, PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI (supra 
n. 9, 1990) 79, Fig. 10.

31 MYLONAS (supra n. 10), Y - 438, Y- 243-245, Πιν. 207γ, 209β, 210α; Ξ – 401-403, Ξ - 241, Πιν. 159α,β.
32 The youngest burials with weapons are a 21 years old male buried with a bronze knife (beside the golden 

earring) in Asine – East Cemetery grave 1971-10, DIETZ (supra n. 14) 58-60; two c. 28 years old males buried 
with swords in grave G and H in Grave Circle B at Mycenae, MYLONAS (supra n. 10) 43-79 and 106-109 
respectively.

33 PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI (supra n. 9, 1980 [20092]) (115-119) 163-168; PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI 
(supra n. 9, 1990) 77 (by Fig. 17b).
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young boys their gendered identity was manifested in the level of objects only after reaching 
adulthood.

Some jewellery types, such as necklaces, bracelets and armlets made of various materials 
and golden diadems are found in both female and male burials, therefore they cannot be 
considered as gender-specific jewellery types.

These conclusions are also supported by the iconographical evidence known from 
neighbouring territories. The figure of the child in the well-known Minoan ivory group found 
in Mycenae represented as fully dressed and adorned with jewellery can be identified as a girl.34 
The young girls, and adult women depicted on the wall-paintings of Akrotiri, Thera are always 
represented with earrings (but not the older women who wear their hairs in buns!), bracelets 
and necklaces, while boys and adult men were usually depicted without jewellery.35 Only a few 
exceptions are known, such as the so-called African represented with a yellow circular earring 
and one of the boxing children from the West House, who wore a yellow earring and a blue 
necklace, armlet and anklet. As John Younger has pointed out, the earring depicted on the 
“African” may be exotic while on the boxing boy could denote high status.36

It seems, therefore, that although earrings, pins and finger rings are predominantly 
related to females both on representations and in burial contexts in the Shaft grave period, 
they could sometime adorn boys and adult men as well, as evidenced by the presence of a 
golden earring in grave 1971-10 in Asine – East Cemetery and the earrings seen on the two 
male representations from Akrotiri. Maybe, in the same way as today: earrings were mostly, but 
not exclusively worn by women, they could sometimes adorn men as well (maybe restricted to 
one ear?).

In the Early Mycenaean period (from LH IIA to LH IIIA1) earrings, finger rings and 
dress-fastener pins are known from far fewer burials, and in most of the cases these were not 
analysed anthropologically. Another difference from the previous period is that no earrings 
and finger rings are known from child burials. 

Simple wire earrings and simple finger rings generally became very rare in the period: 
a bronze earring was associated with a LH IIIA1 date adult burial in Volos – Nea Ionia.37 
Two bronze wire finger rings were found in probable female burials in Tholos tomb 3 in 
Koukounara – Phyties and grave 52 in Volos – Nea Ionia dating to LH IIB–LH IIIA1.38 The 
two bronze finger rings (of normal adult size) found in the LH IIIB intramural burial of three 
infants dug within the sanctuary at Methana – Ayios Konstantinos can be considered a rarity; 
they became common again later, in the LH IIIC period.39 It might be possible that these 
burials were special in some way, can be explained with conservative burial habits (in Volos – 
Nea Ionia) or with the special status of the dead (in Koukounara – Phyties and Methana).

Bronze pins are known only from adult burials,40 in child burials only bone examples 
were found in this period which are generally more common from the LH IIB period onwards 
(for example a fragmentary piece in the so-called “Lily-bowl” grave in the Athens–Agora 

34 NMA 7711. On the identification of the child as girl see RUTTER (supra n. 4) 38-39, n. 38 with references.
35 R. LAFFINEUR, “Dress, Hairstyle and Jewellery in the Thera Wall Paintings,” in Wall Paintings of Thera, 900.
36 YOUNGER (supra n. 26) 261.
37 The bronze earring was found by the skull of the burial laid contracted on the right side in grave 192 (thus it 

could have adorn the left ear), BAZIOU-EUSTATHIOU (supra n. 8) 47, 58, Πιν. 29α.
38 Koukounara – Phyties tholos tomb 3: M. BOYD, Middle Helladic and Early Mycenaean Mortuary Practices in the 

Southern and Western Peloponnese (2002) 115 with references – the ring was found on one of the finger of the 
left hand, and formed part of a special, and uncommon set of grave goods including a silver spoon, a cylinder 
seal worn on the neck, two bronze scale pans and two bronze knives with ivory handle. 

 Volos – Nea Ionia, grave 52: BAZIOU-EUSTATHIOU (supra n. 8) 26, 28, 58, Πιν. 18δ – the ring was found at 
the right hand of the burial which was laid supine with legs contracted on the left side; as this was the only 
finger ring found in the cemetery the excavator suggested that the deceased person might have had a special 
role (maybe priestess) in the community (which is also reinforced by other special finds, such as a bone 
spatula from the grave), BAZIOU-EUSTATHIOU (supra n. 8) 58.

39 E. KONSOLAKI-YANNOPOULOU, “Ταφές νηπιών στο μυκηναϊκό ιερό του Αγίου Κωνσταντινου στα Μεθάνα,” 
in E. KONSOLAKI-YANNOPOULOU (ed.), Αργοσαρωνικος. Πρακτικά 1ου Διεθνούς Συνεδρίο Ιστορίας και 
Αρχαιολογίας του Αργοσαρωνικού. Πόρος, 26-29 Ιουνίου 1998 Τ.Α΄. Αθηνα with references.

40 A bronze pin was found at the left hand of the burial in tholos tomb 3 in Koukounara – Phyties, BOYD (supra 
n. 38) 115.
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cemetery).41 Moreover, not only their different shape, but also their find place (mostly at the 
hand or waist – pelvic area) points to a function other than dress-fastening, maybe they were 
used as cosmetic utensils (which is also suggested by a LH IIIA example found next to a bronze 
mirror at the foot of a c. 10 years old child in grave XXI in Athens - Agora).42

To conclude, on the basis of adult burials whose sex was determined by anthropological 
methods, in the Shaft Grave period we can distinguish several types of objects which can be 
considered as gender-laden. Female related objects, such as pairs of earrings, finger rings, 
dress-fastener pins turn up in several child burials mainly belonging to children older than five 
years of age. Male related objects, however, are only known from one exceptional burial of a 
young individual (from Argos, “Tumulus E” grave 5 (92) containing an adult size sword, and 
two daggers).43 On the basis of the burial evidence it seems, therefore, that in the Shaft Grave 
period gender was officially recognized by the age of 5-6, which was more clearly reflected by 
the grave goods in the burials of girls, than boys, whose gendered identity became pronounced 
only in adulthood.

In the Shaft Grave period, a time experiencing rapid change in the socio-political 
structure of the society, besides social status, the definition and expression of age and gender 
based categories became increasingly important.44 The age of 5-6 years, which on the basis of 
the analysis of the burial remains marks a major age-related shift,45 is also associated with a 
greater expression of gendered identity in death – at least among the elite – as shown by the 
burial association of specific types of jewellery.46

In the Early Mycenaean period, unfortunately only a few burials were subject of 
anthropological analysis. The definition of gender-laden objects and their age relation would 
only be possible in this period after a substantial number of burials were anthropologically 
examined.

 Judit HAAS-LEBEGYEV

41 S.A. IMMERWAHR, The Athenian Agora XIII. The Neolithic and Bronze Ages (1971) 205-208, Pl. 47:13.
42 IMMERWAHR (supra n. 41) 217, XXI-15, Pls. 50, 77. Similar fragmentary bone pin was found at the pelvic 

area of the burial in grave 187 in Volos – Nea Ionia, BAZIOU-EUSTATHIOU (supra n. 8) 32-33, Σχεδ. 12. – 
D. Wardle have raised the idea that these pins might have served as styloi (written remark in the Conference 
chat).

43 PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI (supra n. 9, 1980 [20092]), PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI (supra n. 9, 1990) 
Date: MH IIIB, DIETZ (supra n. 6), SARRI (supra n. 6) 160, Table 4.

44 On the increasing differentiation of age and gender in MH III – LH I mortuary practices, S. VOUTSAKI, 
“Mortuary Display, Prestige and Identity in the Shaft Grave Era,” in Eliten in der Bronzezeit (1999) 106; S. 
VOUTSAKI, “Age and gender in the southern Greek mainland, 2000–1500 BC,” Ethnographisch-Archäologische 
Zeitschrift 45 (2004) 339-363.

45 J. LEBEGYEV, “Phases of Childhood in Early Mycenaean Greece,” Childhood in the Past 2 (2009).
46 Besides being indicator of status, the association of jewellery with gender is well known in many societies, this 

quality is also noted in studies on jewellery and gender in the Aegean Bronze Age, YOUNGER (supra n. 26); 
P. REHAK, “The construction of gender in Late Bronze Age Aegean art: A prolegomenon,” in M. CASEY, 
D. DONLON et al. (eds), Redefining Archaeology: Feminist Perspectives (1998) 195.
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Pl. CIa Diagram showing the positions of anthropologically determined adult burials Dating to the 
Shaft Grave period (MH III – LH I).

Pl. CIb The jewellery found with the 6-7 years old child buried in Argos – “Tumulus Δ” grave 1 
(140) – After PROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI (supra n. 9, 1980) fig. Δ2.

Pl. CIc The burial in Argos – “Tumulus Δ” grave 1 (140). After EPROTONOTARIOU-DEILAKI 
(supra n. 9, 1980 [20092]) 426, σχεδ. Δ1.
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