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chapter 6

Harvest Rites and Corn 
Dol lies  in the Bronz e Age 
Aegean
by Anaya Sarpaki

Harvest rites have probably existed at least since the onset of cultivation 
or domestication in agricultural societies, and they may have originated in 
even earlier periods of foraging and collecting wild plants.1 In the Bronze 
Age Aegean, cereals were the main crops cultivated, along with a multitude 
of legumes and other plants. This statement is valid, based on our present 
knowledge, for prehistoric through Classical times. The site of Akrotiri, 
Thera, has yielded archaeobotanical evidence for the cultivation of barley 
and wheat as well as the preparation of wheat flour, barley flour, and barley 
meal (a type of bulgur).2 In Crete, some of the storage facilities observed 
at central buildings and settlement sites of the 2nd millennium b.c. must 
have been reserved for cereals. In the 1st millennium b.c., Homer referred 
to barley meal and cereal flour as “the marrow of men.”3 

Judging from early ethnographic accounts and the wealth of ritual 
connected with agriculture in traditional Greece,4 all of the stages of cultiva-
tion, including reaping, threshing, and storage, must have been associated 

1. Several people made the work for 
this paper a pleasure. I warmly thank 
Christos Doumas for permitting me to 
study the Akrotiri jar and for providing 
photographs and drawings. I am grate- 
ful to Tania Devetzi, Lucy Valassi, and 
Sophia Vakirtzi for the photographs for 
Figs. 6.3 and 6.6 and for facilitating all 
the work involved. I thank Andreas 
Kontonis for making the drawings of 
the Akrotiri jar. Fani Konstantinou, 
director of the Benaki Museum photo- 
graphic archive, together with her 
assistants, helped enormously in pro- 
viding the photographs for Figs. 6.1:c 
and 6.2. The photograph Fig. 6.2 was 
taken by Elli Souyioultsoglou-Seraï-
dari. I thank Jeremy Coote of the Pitt 
Rivers Museum, University of Oxford, 
for Fig. 6.1:a. 

I would also like to express my 

gratitude to the Peloponnesian Folk- 
lore Foundation in Nauplion and to 
Angeliki Roumelioti, who very kindly 
provided me with all information and 
photographs on the corn dollies in their 
collection and allowed me to reproduce 
Fig. 6.1:b. I thank my colleague Marisa 
Marthari for allowing me to refer to her 
article, presently in press, which will be 
published in the 30-year celebration 
monograph of the Akrotiri excavations, 
and for allowing me to reproduce her 
photos in Fig. 6.7. Additional thanks 
are due to my colleague Kiki Birtacha, 
editor of the above-mentioned volume. 

I am also grateful to Robert Koehl, 
John Younger, Fritz Blakolmer, Nigel 
Hetherington (conservation manager  
of the Theban Mapping Project  
www.thebanmappingproject.com), 
Eryk Nervik, and D. Rumpel for 

providing me with published and un- 
published information. I thank Rose- 
mary Sault, an expert in corn dollies, 
for making the replica of the Late 
Bronze Age corn dolly shown in  
Fig. 6.6. Last but not least, I wish to 
thank my colleague and friend Katerina 
Kopaka, who applied constructive 
criticism and clarified some obscure 
areas of the text. All remaining errors 
are my own.

2. Sarpaki 1987, 1992, 2001.
3. Baudy 1995; Braun 1995, p. 25.
4. Consult Frazer 1911–1915 for a 

rich description of the “corn mother”  
in many lands. See Loukatos (1981) 
among others for the summer rites, 
described as the traditional rituals of 
Greece celebrated at every season of the 
year. For other seasons, see Loukatos 
1979, 1982, 1985.
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with rites that have left no tangible remains in archaeology. The practice 
of these rites in prehistory can only be read in some symbols and crafts, 
in which the evidence is rarely so obvious as to stare us in the eye. One 
exceptional case is a Late Cycladic I decorated vase from Akrotiri, Thera. 
I suggest that two examples of corn dollies are depicted on this vessel, and 
I interpret these motifs as evidence of harvest rites.

CORN D OLLIES AND HARVEST RI TES

Until the recent past in some cultures, the first or last straw of the cereals 
gathered at harvest time was reserved to make special craft items. These 
objects, referred to as corn dollies, were generally hung on the lintel of the 
house, inside the home, or even in the barn (Fig. 6.1:a–c).5 Such ornaments 
are not always made of straw, however, and most are not even doll-shaped. 
They are sometimes made of different types of dried plant stems, such as 
various cereals and palm leaves. In the Mediterranean, as far as I have been 
able to determine, the favored material was culms of wheat6 and perhaps 
sometimes barley straw.7

This ritual is linked to the belief that the Corn Spirit is present in the 
handful of corn left standing in the fields and that, with the cutting of this 
last handful, the spirit is caught, driven away, or killed. In the first instance, 
the last sheaf is carried joyfully home and honored as a divine being. This 
sheaf of corn is used to make the doll, which is then sometimes placed in 
the barn or over the door (Fig. 6.2). It may remain there until the harvesting 

Figure 6.1 (opposite). Corn dollies 
from: (a) Kalabaka, Thessaly, 
collected by J. T. Bent and pre- 
sented in 1888 to the Pitt Rivers 
Museum, Oxford (PRM 1888.37.2);  
(b) Corinth, collected in 1977  
by I. Papantoniou, Nauplion 
(1977.12.0031); and (c) Acharnon 
(Attica), Folklore Museum of 
Acharnon (31008). Photos courtesy 
Pitt-Rivers Museum, Oxford, the Pelopon-
nesian Folklore Foundation, Nauplion, and 
the Benaki Photographic Archives, Athens 
(M.1721)

5. See Frazer 1911–1915 for an 
extensive examination of these rites.

6. The culm is the stem of the ear 
of cereals.

7. All the ones I saw at the Pelopon-
nesian Folklore Museum in Nauplion 
were made from wheat stalks.

Figure 6.2. Corn dolly hung in the 
doorway of a house in central Crete, 
ca. 1927–1939. Photo E. Souyioult- 
soglou-Seraïdari, courtesy Benaki Photo-
graphic Archives, 1927/39 
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of the next year is over, when a new corn dolly is made with the new, fresh 
spirit. In other cases, the spirit is believed to live in the ornament until the 
next planting season, and it remains in place until the time comes to plow 
the fields for the next year’s crop. 

The details of these customs were not uniform, but they appear to 
have been variations on the same general theme. The essence of the belief 
is concerned with the cycle of the corn mother—death and rebirth, which 
must have been universal in the world of the past.8

A Brid ge-Spou ted Jar from Akrotiri

Although corn dollies seem to have been an intricate part of material culture 
in most traditional societies,9 they have not survived archaeologically.10 It 
was a surprise, therefore, to observe that a bridge-spouted jar of local ware 
from the West House at Akrotiri, Thera, is decorated with two motifs that 
may be interpreted as corn dollies.11 These two motifs are painted on the 
back of the jar (Figs. 6.3:a, 6.4). They depict two wreaths made of cereal 
culms and ears. In this case, art has preserved what taphonomy has not. 
Marthari presents a detailed description of this vase in which its connec-
tion to agricultural rites is noted but the symbolism of the corn dollies is 
not recognized as such.12

I suggest that the imagery of the bridge-spouted jar from Akrotiri 
would have been read from right to left. The starting point of the narra-
tive would have been the corn dolly of the past harvest on the right, which 
probably represents “last year’s spirit,” to be replaced by the current year’s 
corn dolly on the left (Fig. 6.3:a). This is made quite clear to the spectator 
as the corn dolly on the left is adorned with ribbons, while the other seems 
to have lost its decoration.

The wavy line under the two corn dollies may represent rhythm and 
consecutive time events, or the present world. The next stage, following 
this proposed convention, is the harvest of the grape at the end of summer, 
most probably in September (Fig. 6.3:b).13 In the third stage, represented 
on the front of the bridge-spouted jar (Fig. 6.3:c), we have, probably, the 
symbol of the rebirth of nature, with overly mature beans springing from 
the underground, depicted as six lines around the base of the jar.14 

8. Frazer 1911–1915.
9. See Frazer 1911–1915 for its 

many expressions in several traditions 
and continents, including Asia and the 
Americas.

10. Barnett (1989, pp. 5, 9) postu- 
lates that corn dollies originated in the 
Late Neolithic or Chalcolithic period 
in Canaan itself, although the area of 
origin still needs to be demonstrated. 
Corn dollies are traditionally present in 
wide geographic zones from the Medi- 
terranean to the Near East and north- 
ern Europe (Lambeth 1974a, 1974b; 

Frazer 1911–1915). The New World 
also has corn dollies. Barnett (1989,  
p. 5) believes that “the sign of Tanit,” 
which is a familiar symbol in Cartha- 
ginian iconography, could have por- 
trayed a corn dolly.

11. It is on permanent exhibition at 
the Museum of Akrotiri at Fira, Thera 
(no. 5350).

12. Marthari, forthcoming.
13. September was traditionally the 

month of the grape harvest at Santo-
rini, until the wine makers started to 
comply with European laws about 

wine-making and the harvest was 
moved to August. In the Attic calendar, 
it corresponded to the month of Boe- 
dromion, the month of the Eleusinian 
mysteries. The month of the Thesmo-
phoria festival was elsewhere called 
Demetrios, i.e., celebrated for Demeter 
(see Simon 1983, p. 18).

14. This is the only point where 
decoration (part of the plant and stem) 
from under the lines seems to come out 
and join the decoration above the line, 
perhaps in representation of the world 
of the living.
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Figure 6.3. Bridge-spouted jar 
(Akrotiri Museum, Fira, 5350)  
from Akrotiri, Thera, West House, 
room 6: (a) corn dollies; (b) grapes; 
(c) beans; (d) grapes. Photos T. Devetzi, 
L. Valassi, and S. Vakirtzi
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The mature bean symbolism may portray and reinforce a chant to na-
ture, rebirth, and fertility. The two inverted boxes on either side of the bean 
motif could represent at least another three species of plants. The next stage, 
the fourth wavy line, leads again to the grape (Figs. 6.3:d), which is a symbol 
of plenty.15 The grape could also have referred to the season of the opening 
of the jars of wine, which occurred between February and March.

In Egypt, a depiction of probable harvest festivals come from an 
XVIIIth Dynasty context somewhat contemporary with the Akrotiri vase. 
In tomb 38 (the Tomb of Nakht) at Thebes, Blackman recognized corn 
dollies on a wall entirely dedicated to the harvest (Fig. 6.5).16 In tomb 57 
(Tomb of Khâemhêt), reference to a similar festival was made. The infor-
mation from the two tombs suggests that this harvest festival may have 
lasted four or five days. It is possible that the rites in Bronze Age Greece 
took place over a period of similar duration.

15. Marinatos (1987, p. 135) states 
that “Minoan religion . . . was struc-
tured by seasonally determined major 
festivals.” This seems to be a very rea- 
sonable assumption; see also Betancourt 
2001, p. 148. Moreover, the ceremonies 
ostensibly conducted in the West 
Courts of the palaces are thought by  
N. Marinatos (1987, p. 137) to have 
had an agrarian character; see also Ma- 
rinatos 1993, pp. 46–48. The “Sacred 
Grove and Dance” fresco from Knossos, 
reconstructed by Marinatos (1987,  
p. 142, fig. 7) is thought to refer to an 
open-air festival. I agree with both 
Marinatos and Koehl (discussions after 
Marinatos 1987, p. 185) that the men 
in the fresco could have been harvesters 
“branching their sticks.” Hallager 

(1987, p. 174, fig. 2) suggests there  
were “Harvest Festival” rooms in four 
palaces, namely in the west wings of 
Knossos, Malia, Phaistos, and Zakros, 
which had immediate access from the 
central courts. A divinity equated to 
Persephone (Kore), Pe-re-twa, is ap- 
parently mentioned in the Linear B 
tablets from Pylos (Tn 316) (Ruipérez 
and Melena 1996). A Minoan Demeter 
is also inferred from the Linear A in- 
scriptions on two axes from Arkalo-
chori, ca. 1600 b.c. (Owens 1996,  
p. 175; disputed by Ruipérez and Mele- 
na 1996, p. 187).

16. Blackman 1922, pp. 235–236. 
There has been no detailed publication 
of these tombs as yet (N. Hetherington, 
pers. comm.).

0 1            5            10 cm

Καστανό χρώμα

Figure 6.4. Bridge-spouted jar 
(Akrotiri Museum, Fira, 5350), 
overview. Drawing A. Kontonis
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context and contents of the jar

The Akrotiri bridge-spouted jar was found on the ground floor of the 
West House, in room 6. This building has been described as an urban 
house and is mainly known in the literature for its wall paintings.17 Room 6  
may have been one of the main storerooms of the house.18 Notably, 15 ar-
chaeobotanical samples of cereals and pulses were recovered there. Room 6  
apparently held agricultural products that were to be consumed more im-
minently than those kept in room 5, another storage room also located on 
the ground floor. 

Unfortunately, no seeds were found in the pot with the corn dolly 
motifs, but the impressions of pulses were found on the inside walls of the 
jar, attesting to the contents just before the final destruction of the area. 
The impressions may have formed as the pulses rotted away, leaving only 
their shadow on its walls. Had they been charred, they would have been 
preserved. 

The shape of the pot leads us to believe it was meant to be used for 
liquids. It is possible that the shadow of the pulses left on its walls does not 
portray its intended function, but rather what happened to be stored in the 
pot when the destruction occurred. Chemical analysis is needed in order to 
determine what drink, if any, was kept in the jar at other times. 

The discovery of a household shrine at Pseira attests to the secular-
ization of at least some religious rituals.19 Betancourt suggested that food 
preparation would have taken place in the “large ground-floor kitchen, 
kept deliberately away from the more formal and sacred activities that took 
place upstairs.”20 Whether food was prepared in the ground-floor room 
6 at the West House is not known; no hearth has been detected in that 
room, however. Nevertheless, the bridge-spouted jar found in this domestic 
context may have been used to hold offerings of crops in the performance 
of an agricultural ritual. 

Figure 6.5. The corn-‘arûseh in  
Theban tomb 38, Tomb of Nakht 
(Dynasty XVIII). Blackman 1922,  
pl. XXVII:a, b

17. Televantou 1990; Doumas 1992; 
Sherratt 2000.

18. Sarpaki 1992; 2001, p. 34.
19. Betancourt 2001.
20. Betancourt 2001, p. 147.
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agricult ural rites  and the akrotiri  jar

The narrative of the bridge-spouted jar suggests that it depicts a version 
of the rituals in which it was used.21 This is consistent with Marthari’s 
interpretation that it served in a form of “agricultural worship.”22 In part 
because this worship involved communal oral traditions and crafts made 
from organic materials rarely preserved in the Aegean, the associated rituals 
would rarely have left any archaeologically visible material remains. The 
depiction of the corn dollies on this Late Bronze Age jar is so far unique 
in the Aegean (Fig. 6.6), and it affords a welcome window of insight into 
prehistoric harvest rites.

It is possible that such ceremonies were not confined to specific ar-
chitectural structures, but might have taken place in fields, homes, stables, 
or storage areas.23 It is also possible that no special groups of people (e.g., 
priests) presided over such ritual performances. Certain ritual rhyta found 
at Akrotiri (Fig. 6.7:a, b) may portray buildings best described as huts.24 
Could such light constructions have been dispersed in the Theran land-
scape25 and used for these agricultural rituals, maybe even in sacred groves?26 

21. See Peatfield’s (2001, p. 55)  
proposal for the peak sanctuary figu-
rines. 

22. Marthari, forthcoming.
23. An interesting hypothesis about 

harvest festivals taking place near the 
Minoan palace kouloures is presented by 
Marinatos (1987), who observes that 
these areas are causeways forming a 
triangle in which no major architectural 
structure has been detected. Marinatos 
states that “the triangle clearly serves as 
a behavioral ‘focus’ for the ceremonies, 
thus its associations with the circular 

Figure 6.6. Replica of the Late 
Bronze Age corn dolly depicted 
on bridge-spouted jar 5350 from 
Akrotiri. Made by Rosemary Sault,  
photo T. Devetzi, L. Valassi, and S. Vakirtzi

structures (kouloures) points to ritual 
action connected with the granaries” 
(1987, p. 137). This proposed connec-
tion of the palaces with agrarian con- 
cerns merits in-depth exploration in the 
future.

24. Koehl (1990, p. 350) suggests 
that Akrotiri rhyta were used in some 
settings that may be interpreted as 
cultic and in others where cultic and 
noncultic activities may have been 
intermingled. He also speculates on the 
association of the rhyta with harvest 
festivals (Koehl 1990, p. 359). See also 

Marthari, forthcoming, p. 13, figs. 28, 
29).

25. Compare the manner in which 
small chapels are dispersed on the 
landscape in Greece today.

26. It is known that in Classical 
times the Thesmophoria lasted for 
three days, and in the countryside sanc- 
tuaries of Demeter and Persephone 
were situated where people “built huts 
there in which they sat and where they 
slept on the ground” (Simon 1983,  
p. 18).
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Myres noted that symbols of Minoan divinity were “conspicuous by their 
absence” at the peak sanctuary of Petsofas.27 Peatfield interprets this lack 
of symbols for the divinity as a possible indication that “they were not that 
important to the expression of the cult.”28

The Akrotiri bridge-spouted jar is a vase of not very prestigious 
style, made of a common, unsophisticated ware. It was found in the West 
House, which appears to have been an urban but not a distinctive or special 
dwelling. Even so, just as wall paintings are believed to have been associ-
ated with the enactment of rituals, the Akrotiri jar may represent a class 
of pottery that portrayed the ceremonies in which it was used, including 
ritual feasting and other rites that lasted several days. Some of these rites 
may have been performed in ordinary domestic areas such as the West 
House at Akrotiri. 

27. Myres 1902–1903, p. 380.
28. Peatfield 2001, p. 54.

Figure 6.7. Rhyta in the form of  
huts: (a) Akrotiri Museum 3585;  
(b) breasted jug decorated with a 
similar rhyton, Akrotiri Museum  
4359. Scale 1:2 (a), 1:3 (b); photos  
M. Marthari 
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