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Abstract: The Collection of Classical Antiquities of the Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest, (here-
after MFAB) holds five terracotta figurines attributed to the Mycenaean culture: a Psi (T.737), 
a Kourotrophos (T.15), a female figurine sitting on a throne (T.5), a Linear Type 2 bovine figure 
of (93.15.A), and a figure of a couple lying on a bed (T.13). This paper presents these figurines 
and discusses some questions regarding their typology, function, context, and origin.

Keyword: Mycenae, figurine, terracotta

Mycenaean terracotta figurines are small handmade objects, ranging from 5 to 20 cm in height and 
portraying humans, animals, furniture, and chariots. Anthropomorphic figures most commonly 
depict females; the variants were termed Psi, Phi, and Tau, based on their resemblance to the re-
spective letters of the Greek alphabet.1 These figurines are characteristic of the Late Bronze Age, 
with most of the pieces dating from the LH III period. Most specimens come from Mycenae and the 
surrounding areas, but many originate from other regions of the Aegean, including Crete, as well 
as other parts of the Mediterranean.2 They are usually painted, mainly with linear motifs, although 
unpainted examples also exist. The figures were decorated with black or red paint before firing.

Most of these statuettes were recovered from the graves of males and females of all age groups, 
coming from a variety of social backgrounds. Additionally, many pieces were found in deposits, 
mostly in the walls of monumental tombs, and a large number have been recovered from simple 
waste disposal pits around dwellings.3 Given the diversity of contexts, recent research is increas-
ingly focusing on analyses suggesting that contextual differences may indicate variations in the 
function and use pattern of the figures. The question of function remains an open and controversial 
issue in the research of this find group, even though it is one of the most discussed topics, with 
many theories developed since the 19th century.

The collection of the Museum of Fine Arts in Budapest holds five Mycenaean terracotta figurines. 
Two have received special attention in international research due to their uniqueness; however, no 
precise information is available about the origin and context of any of them.

1	 Furumark 1941, 86–89.
2	 French 1971, 103–108.
3	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, ii.
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Brief research history

Terracotta figures of Mycenaean art have 
been known since the excavations of Heinrich 
Schliemann in Mycenae and Alfred Biliotti in 
Rhodes.4 After Schliemann, several researchers, 
including Christos Tsountas, Wolfgang Reichel, 
and Maximilian Mayer, studied Mycenaean ter-
racotta objects in the 19th century.5 Despite the 
early recognition of the find group in archaeolo-
gy, they were not properly researched for a long 
time. Some attention was given to the female fig-
ures, for which Arne Furumark developed a ty-
pology, terming the distinguished variants using 
letters of the Greek alphabet (Psi, Phi, and Tau). 
He, however, ignored animal figures.6

Elizabeth French conducted the first comprehen-
sive study of Mycenaean terracotta figurines. Her 
doctoral thesis, The development of Mycenaean 
terracotta figures, was completed in 1961, but its 
extended and updated version was published only 
in 1971. She examined the stylistic development of 
the figures and placed the different types in chron-
ological order based on Mycenaean pottery, thus 
giving them a considerable dating value (Figs 1–2).7 

Ingrid Weber-Hiden created a separate chro-
nology based on the figurine record of Tiryns. 
She aimed to create a chronological framework 
equivalent to that of Mycenaean pottery.8

The most recent and comprehensive study is 
the work of Ioulia Tzonou-Herbst, published in 
2002. As part of her doctoral research, she exam-
ined more than 4,000 terracotta figurines from 
Mycenae, focusing on their contexts. She also 
examined areas outside Mycenae, including the 
Greek mainland, the Aegean islands, and sites 
beyond the Mycenaean world, incorporating both human and animal figures into her research.9

In 2009, important studies were published in the 20th issue of the journal Acta Instituti Atheniensis 
Regni Sueciae, published by the Svenska Institutet i Athen. Edited by Ann-Louise Schallin and Petra 
Pakkanen, the issue contains fourteen articles on terracotta sculptures in Mycenaean art.10 

4	 Schliemann’s excavations in Mycenae began in 1876, while Biliotti conducted excavations in several 
settlements on Rhodes between 1852 and 1883 (Schliemann 1878; Barchard 2006).

5	 Tsountas 1888; Tsountas 1892; Mayer 1892; Reichel 1897.
6	 Furumark 1941, 86–89.
7	 French 1971.
8	 Weber-Hiden 2002.
9	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002.
10	 Schallin – Pakkanen 2009.

Fig. 1. Elizabeth French’s typology and chronology  
of the female figures (Phí, Psí and Tau) (Tzonou- 
Herbst 2002, Fig. 1).
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Melissa Vetters also worked with this find group, contributing to its research with a contextual 
analysis of the deposits unearthed in Tiryns.11

Mycenaean terracotta figurines in the Classical Antiquities Collection of the 
Museum of Fine Arts in Budapest

The five examined figurines belong to different types and periods. There is, however, a common 
trait that connects them: all were acquired on the antiquities market and, consequently, no informa-
tion is available on their provenance or find context, especially as none of them can be associated 
with a specific archaeological site. In addition, the lack of information and the high probability that 
several pieces were traded before entering the museum collection raise the issue of forgery, which 
must also be thoroughly examined. The terracotta figurines from Mycenae are easily forged due to 
their small size and simple hand-formed design. Moreover, their black market value is relatively 
high;12 several such figurines are currently being sold at auction houses around the world for very 
high prices. 

Psi type figurine

The so-called ‘Psi idol’ (Inv. no. T.737) of a female is 10 cm high, solid, and cylindrical. The figurine 
stands on a cylinder with a flared, reverse conical base (Fig. 3).13 Her arms are raised on the sides, 
lending a crescent shape to her upper body; only a pair of small breasts protrude from the flat chest. 
Her broke off; it was restored only in 2005, when Ágnes Zamadits cleaned it. The head has a bird-like 

11	 Vetters 2015.
12	 As part of my subsequent research, I carried out technological investigations of the manufacturing 

process through experimental archaeological methods. These experiments indicated that the production 
of such figurines does not present significant technical challenges and can be accomplished relatively 
quickly, although a certain level of ceramic expertise is required.

13	 The figurine was first published in 1947 by Zoltán Oroszlán and Aladár Dobrovits in the exhibition 
guide of the Hungarian Museum of Fine Arts: Oroszlán – Dobrovits 1947, 22. Another exhibition 
guide was written by János György Szilágyi: Szilágyi 2002, 16–17.

Fig. 2. Elizabeth French’s typology and chronology of animal figures (Tzonou-Herbst 2002, Fig. 2).
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design, and it is capped with a typical polos. The 
figure is decorated with brownish-black paint. 
Slant hatching covers the upper body, enclosed 
by a thicker horizontal line at the bottom; be-
sides, a thin line adorns the face, two dots mark 
the eyes, and a line accentuates the edge of the 
polos, the top of which is decorated with an ‘X’. 

This figurine belongs to the Psi type. In her 
typological framework, French added further 
subtypes to the ones determined by Furumark 
(Fig. 1). The Psi type was divided into the so-
called Hollow Psi, Psi, High-Waisted Psi, and Late 
Psi variants.14 A columnar stem and a moderate 
waistline characterise the Psi type. The piece in 
Budapest belongs to this particular group. Psi 
figurines are present in the LH IIIA period, but 
there are no pieces dated with certainty to the 
LH IIIB period. However, since late Psi-type fe-
male figures appear in the LH IIIB period, the 
Psi figurines likely disappear before that.15 We-
ber-Hiden dates the Psi statuettes in the period 
LH IIIA2 to LH IIIB2.16

Little is known about the provenance of the fig-
ure, which was catalogued as originating from 
Crete, from where it was transferred to Athens, 
where it was purchased. It was donated to the 
Museum of Fine Arts by Dr István Genthon, but 
the exact date was not recorded. Due to a lack 
of information, its dating cannot be specified 
within the LH IIIA period

Kourothrophos figurine

The kourotrophos (Inv. no. T.15), the figure of a woman holding a child, represents a rarer type.17 The 
statuette is small, only 6 cm high, with a cylindrical body that widens into a reverse conical base. 
The figurine of the woman is embracing a child with both arms, holding it close to her left arm 
(Fig. 4).18 The representation is exaggerated, featuring a bird-like head, and the child is even more 
schematic. Faint traces of red paint are visible on the surface. The female figure resembles the so-
called Transitional type, suggesting it may have been made in the LH IIIA1, IIIA2, or IIIB1 period.19 
The kourotrophos had been part of the Paul Arndt Collection before it was deposited in the MFAB.

14	 French 1971, 108.
15	 French 1971, 129; Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 35.
16	 Weber-Hiden 2002.
17	 Szilágyi 2002, 16–17.
18	 Kourotrophoi always hold their children on their left arm.
19	 French 1971, 142–143

Fig. 3. Psí in the Collection of Antiquities of the 
Museum of Fine Arts, LH IIIB–C. Collection of 
Antiquities of the Museum of Fine Arts, a. no. T.737 
(photo by László Mátyus) © Museum of Fine Arts, 
Budapest. 
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Bovine figurine

The only animal figurine in the Budapest collec-
tion depicts a bovine (Inv. no. 93.15A).20 Based 
on its design and decoration, it belongs to the 
Linear Type 2 in the typology of French, which 
she created based on form and painted decora-
tion. The most frequently portrayed animal is 
cattle, but the typology also applies to other, 
less common species. French created four ba-
sic types based on ornamentation: wavy, linear, 
spine, and ladder,21 subdividing each into two 
sub-types, Type 1 and Type 2.22

The figurine is 10.72 cm long and 7.68 cm high; it 
is hand-formed and features painted decoration 
on the body and the head (Fig. 5). Body and head 
were formed from a single piece of clay, while 
the tail was formed separately, as a thin band and 
folded between the also separately shaped legs, 
which were subsequently attached to the body. 
The horns point upwards, and the nose is broad 
and elongated, with a sharply truncated tip that 
appears flat and round from the front. The horns, 
head, body, and legs are covered with painted 
patterns. The paint is mostly black, except on the 
right hind leg, where it exhibits a reddish tinge, 
possibly a firing irregularity (Fig. 6).23

The figurine was purchased from the Swiss auc-
tion house Galleria Serodine in Ascona in 1993. 
No further information is available on how the 
object came into the auction house’s possession 
or where or by whom it was found. The Buda-
pest piece dates from the LH IIIC period.

Linear Type 2 is simplified compared to the pre-
vious variations. Only a few lines run along the 
body, most often three or four. The horns are 
generally short and difficult to distinguish from 
the ears. The body shape is completely schemat-
ic.24 This variant is present from the LH IIIA to 
the LH IIIC period.25

20	 Szilágyi 2002, 16–17.
21	 French 1971, 151.
22	 French 1971, 151–152.
23	 It is difficult to determine with the naked eye that it was a firing fault, it may be that a different paint 

was used on the right hind leg. To establish this for sure, scientific investigations are needed, which  
I would like to carry out in my further research.

24	 French 1971, 155.
25	 French 1971, 156.

Fig. 4. Kourotrophos in the Collection of Antiquities 
of the Museum of Fine Arts, LH IIIA1–B1. Collection 
of Antiquities of the Museum of Fine Arts, a. no. T.15 
(photo by László Mátyus) © Museum of Fine Arts, 
Budapest.

Fig. 5. Terracotta bull figurine in the Collection of 
Antiquities of the Museum of Fine Arts, LH IIIA–C 
Museum of Fine Arts, Collection of Antiquities,  
a. no. 93.15.A (photo by László Mátyus) © Museum 
of Fine Arts, Budapest.
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A similar figurine—bearing a striking resem-
blance to the one presented here—was auc-
tioned at the Artemis Gallery in Louisville, 
the United States.26 

Female figure on a throne

The figurine of a female seated on a throne 
(Inv. no. T.5) belongs to another rare type of 
Mycenaean terracotta figurines (Fig. 7).27 The 
statuette is 8.5 cm high; it depicts a Psi figure 
seated on a three-legged throne. Unlike typi-
cal Psi idols, the female is depicted without a 
polos. She lifts her arms upwards but not ful-
ly, following the upper curve of the throne’s 
frame; her hands are attached to the upper 
corners of the frame, and her lower body is 
merged with the seat part, as if she were to 
melt into the throne. The whole statuette is 
decorated with black painting, with vertical 
and horizontal lines covering the entire sur-
face of the throne, the upper body, and the 
arms of the female figure; the hatching ends 
at the neck with a horizontal line. Two dots 
mark the eyes in the bird-like head, and the 
nose is marked by a vertical line starting from 
the top of the head. The back and top of the 
head are completely covered with paint. 

The figure received some attention in inter-
national research, as Elizabeth French cited 
it as an example in her dissertation.28 This is 
because intact thrones are scarce, and figu-
rines depicted seated on them are rarer still. 
This piece also came from the Paul Arndt col-
lection, but we have no information about its 
history or provenance.

Depending on the type of the figurine, seat-
ed figurines can be dated from the LH IIIA1 
to the LH IIIC period.29 The female figurines 
may belong to the Psi, Phi, and Tau types; the Budapest figurine is a Psi. The thrones can be classi-
fied into three different categories: Type A, Type B, and basket type.30 Usually—including this case—

26	 Artemis Gallery, Louisville, CO, US, Lot 7A: Greek Mycenaean Painted Terracotta Bull. Based on the 
similarity of their shape and decoration, it is possible that the two figurines originated from the same 
region or even the same settlement of the Aegean, however, this cannot be demonstrated with certainty.

27	 Szilágyi 2002, 16–17.
28	 French 1971, 170.
29	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 39.
30	 The type A and B came from Mylonas, and later on, French added the basket type.

Fig. 6. The bull figurine has red paint on the right 
hind leg. Museum of Fine Arts, Antique Collection, a. 
no. 93.15A (photo by Mirtill Árvai).

Fig. 7. Female figure seated on a throne, in the  
Collection of Antiquities of the Museum of Fine Arts,  
LH IIIB. Collection of Antiquities of the Museum of 
Fine Arts, a. no. T.5 (photo by László Mátyus)  
© Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest.
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Psi figurines sit on Type B thrones.31 Two closely similar seated figurines are known from Corinth,32 
and the collection of the Metropolitan Museum holds a third one (A. N. 74.51.1711) from Cyprus.

Figurine of a couple lying on a bed

One of the most interesting figurines is undoubtedly the statuette of a couple lying on a bed (Inv. 
no. T.13).33 It is 10 cm long and only 3 cm high (Fig. 8.a–b); it was also obtained from the Paul Arndt 
Collection in 1914, without any information on the previous owner.34

The figure depicts a low, four-legged bed, probably made of wicker (as suggested by the painted 
decoration), with a cuddling couple lying on top. The legs of the figures merge into the plane of 
the bed, while their upper bodies are more prominent and three-dimensional. The left figure’s arm 
reaches toward the breast of the other figure. The head of the right figure is missing. The bed and 
the couple are decorated with black and reddish-brown lines. 

Elizabeth French also mentions this piece in her 1971 work as one of the earliest group compositions 
in Greek art.35 The Vlastos collection in Athens holds a similar terracotta statuette, the provenance 
of which is also unknown.36 This figurine, however, most probably represents a child in a small bed 
or cradle rather than a couple lying on a bed. Tzonou-Herbst also mentions some beds, but none 
of them has a couple lying on them. Some of these compositions include a standing human figure 
attached to the side of the bed (breadmaker type).37 

Many terracottas depicting couples making love—probably hieros gamos scenes—have been found 
in Mesopotamia (Figs 9–10). These compositions bear a striking resemblance to the Budapest piece, 
differing only in the design details of the human figures and decoration (in the case of Mycenaean 
tradition, a bird-like face and painted wavy lines). The Mesopotamian terracottas likely had an 
apotropaic function.38

31	 French herself mentioned this seated figurine in her dissertation, where she identified it as a Psi sitting 
on a Type B throne (French 1971, 170).

32	 They are on display in the Archaeological Museum of Ancient Corinth. Reference: objects MK 6870; MK 6871. 
33	 Szilágyi 2002, 16–17.
34	 Majewski 1956, 5.
35	 French 1971, 172.
36	 French 1971, 172.
37	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 40.
38	 Assante 2002, 27–30.

Fig. 8. a–b – Figure of a couple lying on a bed in the Collection of Antiquities of the Museum of Fine Arts,  
LH IIIA–B. Collection of Antiquities of the Museum of Fine Arts, a. no. T.13 (photo by László Mátyus)  
© Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest.

a b
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The possibility that the Budapest figurine is a 
forgery cannot be ruled out completely due to 
its uniqueness and the total lack of reliable ter-
racotta analogies. Whether this is the case could 
be decided with instrumental analyses, which 
are planned for the next phase of research.

Origin and distribution
Discussion is ongoing in academia on the origin 
of the Mycenaean figurines. They are usually 
examined as one group, though certain variants 
may have separate origins. Carl Blegen consid-
ered them to have Aegean origin and compared 
them to an EH figurine he found in Zygouries.39 
He believes that Mycenaean figurines do not 
originate from Minoan Crete but may have de-
veloped in the mainland. In light of his excava-
tions at Prosymna, he later suggested a Minoan 
and Cycladic influence, and traced back at least 
one of the Psi and Tau figurines to the EH peri-
od. Blegen found an ivory sculpture in Prosym-
na, which he linked to the Minoan tradition and 
considered to be the predecessor of the Phi type. 
He was unable to find an exact prototype for 
the Psi figures, but linked the type to the Gour-
nia figures. He concluded that the animal figu-
rines bear a strong resemblance to the bull from 
LM I Pseira, thus the Mycenaean animal figures 
may be a continuation of the Minoan tradition 
in mainland Greece. In the case of the Tau type, 
he considered EC marble statues as a possible antecedent. In summary, Blegen identified influences 
from Cycladic, Cretan, and mainland cultures on the terracotta figures.40

Mylonas, on the other hand, rejected the theory of Minoan origin, arguing that Mycenaean types 
were not present in Crete. He pointed out that the time gap is too big for a connection between 
the EH and LH figures.41 French believed that a Cretan origin should be sought and argued that the 
development of the LH IIB period, through which the terracotta figures passed, was triggered by 
contact with the emergent Crete.42 

In addition to the general origin of the figures, there is also the question of the Psi figures and their 
possible connection with the Minoan goddess with upraised arms. French believes the Psi to be of 
Cretan origin, but its iconography reflects mainland traditions.43 Renfrew argued for a full Cretan 
origin.44

39	 Blegen 1937.
40	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 85–86.
41	 Mylonas 1966, 116.
42	 French 1971, 103–106.
43	 French 1971, 103–106.
44	 Renfrew 1985, 413.

Fig. 9. Old Babylonian terracotta from Susa. Louvre 
SB 7979 (photo: Raphael Chipault).

Fig. 10. Terracotta figure from Uruk. Louvre AO 8662 
(photo: Christian Larrieu).
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Martin P. Nilsson focused on Minoan and Mycenaean customs rather than the appearance of the 
characters. He pointed out that figures, unlike in Crete, often appear in Mycenaean tombs. He linked 
the custom of placing figurines next to the deceased to the Mycenaeans and, therefore, considered the 
Cretan-type figurines in Cretan tombs to be evidence of Mycenaean influence.45

Tzonou-Herbst also studied the issue of origin, focusing on the presence of the figurines in the EH 
period and their absence in the MH period. The absence of terracotta figurines in the Early and 
Middle Bronze Age may indicate a Minoan origin, but MM figurines differ greatly from Mycenaean 
ones. However, Minoan figurines are older, so it is possible that they inspired Mycenaean art. Tzo-
nou-Herbst believes this is possible because Mycenaean terracottas appeared after the Mycenaeans 
had gained ground in Crete and adopted Minoan traditions in their own way—in summary, that the 
emergence of Minoan terracotta figural art was triggered by Minoan inspiration, but the statuettes 
were designed in a local style. 46

The temporal and spatial distribution of the figures shows both continuity and discontinuity across 
the Mycenaean world. They were popular in some areas and less so in others. They rarely appear 
north of Thessaly and not at all in Macedonia. The types of figures in Crete and Cyprus are very 
different: in Crete the most popular type is Phi, while in Cyprus it is the Psi. Another difference 
between the two islands is that in Crete, Mycenaean figurines don’t appear in burials, while in 
Cyprus there are examples from tombs. In contrast, figurines have been found in Mycenaean tholoi 
in Mycenae, Pylos, Achaea, and Mesolonghi, whereas in Lamia, Argolis, and Achaia, they are less 
frequently found in burials.47

Nenad Petrovic presented a summary of all animal figures from outside the Aegean,48 from at least 
17 sites, mainly in the Eastern Mediterranean, the Levant, and Cyprus. More than twenty animal 
figurines have been found in excavations in Ugarit and Enkomi. He also studied the find context of 
the included statuettes, concluding that only the inland regions of the Levant differ from the Greek 
mainland. Animal figures appear in both settlements, burials, and possible sanctuaries in the coastal 
parts of Cyprus and the Levant. In contrast, three or four of the five animal figures found in the 
inland Levant were discovered in or near sanctuaries and one in the palace of Megiddo. Petrovic 
gave two possible explanations for this distribution: either the figures were brought to the shrines 
as votive offerings by visiting Mycenaeans, or they were traded items that became votive offerings 
due to their exotic character, obtained by people unfamiliar with Mycenaean traditions. Apart from 
Knossos, Mycenaean terracotta figurines—especially those portraying animals—were rare in Crete. 
However, their absence from Cretan shrines is striking. Cretans were likely more familiar with My-
cenaean customs than the peoples inhabiting the coastal areas of Cyprus and the Levant, and they 
did not use these customs as votive offerings.49

Interpretation

Cultic / Religious artefacts

The interpretation of these figurines is even more debated. Many theories were put forward on the 
subject, but a scholarly consensus remains to be reached. Several researchers linked the figures to 
religion and rituals, while others proposed a much simpler function as toys.50

45	 Nilsson 1927, 257–265; Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 87.
46	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 88.
47	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 192–195.
48	 Petrovic 2004.
49	 Petrovic 2004, 252–255.
50	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 64.
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Figures of women and animals are found in a variety of contexts, including burials, votive depos-
its, shrines, and dwellings, which does not help much with determining their one-time functions. 
Research on the religious function of figurines depicting images of deities has focused on female 
figures. Early scholars, notably Heinrich Schliemann and Christos Tsountas, both argued that the 
statuettes depicted deities. Schliemann, following Homer’s description of the ‘cow-eyed’ Hera and 
associating the goddess with Prehellenic cults, concluded that the Phi figures symbolised the full 
moon and the Psi figures the crescent moon. He also believed that the Psi figures represented the 
horns of Hera’s sacred animal, the cow.51

Initially, Tsountas accepted Schliemann’s theory that the figurines represent a deity. However, in 
1897, he criticised it, saying that it relies too heavily on Homer’s descriptions. Tsountas did not 
consider the terracotta figurines of Mycenae representations of Hera, focusing instead on what 
the pieces he studied reveal about a deity. He interpreted the animal figurines as votive offerings 
and noted the absence of shrines, suggesting that the rituals might have been performed within 
households or possibly at outdoor altars. He also considered the figures recovered from graves to 
be simply personal items used by the deceased during their lifetime.52

Nilsson strongly criticised Schliemann’s theory, saying that there is no evidence for such a role 
and suggesting that the figures might represent the worshippers themselves. According to him, 
the figures were considered divine representations because they were deemed unfit for any other 
function. Nilsson pointed out that there is no real evidence for identifying the figurines as god-
desses and that the existence of so many variations in different styles actually contradicts such an 
interpretation. He pointed out that the meaning of the figures may depend on the context in which 
they appear.53

In the mid-20th century, Alan Wace considered the question of the function of female and animal 
figurines unanswered, while leaning towards interpreting them as votive objects.54 Nilsson’s count-
er-arguments, on the other hand, led Blegen to question the religious function of the Prosymna ar-
tefacts. The 1950s witnessed a debate revolving around the two theories, continued in the 1960s and 
‘70s, with Mylonas also opting for the deity hypothesis and French favouring the worshipper in-
terpretation. The publication of the Phylacopian shrine represented a breakthrough, as the authors 
raised an important question about the figures: When should they be seen as offerings to the gods, 
and when should they be thought of simply as toys for the amusement of children? Colin Renfrew 
argues that cults should be recognised by their context, and that the most convincing evidence of 
a cult’s presence is the symbols used, especially if they represent people and animals.55 Eventually, 
Renfrew was convinced by the large quantity of terracotta sculptures that the structure excavated 
at Phylakopi was a sanctuary, and accepted that the animal figures, at least the cattle, were cult 
objects.56 Alternatively, in his monograph on the buildings at Phlyakopi, he suggested that the 
building might not have been a shrine but a warehouse or possibly a shop selling toys. With regards 
to the question of function, he argued that the context from which the figurines were retrieved is 
not necessarily to be associated with ritual practice, and even proposed that some fragments might 
be rubbish, i.e. come from disposed items. Renfrew endorsed Robin Hägg’s view that the figu-
rines were used mainly in domestic and funerary rituals instead of public ones and sanctuaries.57  

51	 Schliemann 1878, 10, 12, 19–22, 106.
52	 Tsountas 1897; Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 66.
53	 Nilsson 1927, 260–263.
54	 Wace 1949, 115.
55	 Renfrew 1985. 
56	 Renfrew 1985, 361–368.
57	 Renfrew 1985, 389, 402.



115

Some thoughts on five Mycenaean terracotta figurines from the collection of the Museum of Fine Arts…

Hägg also hypothesised two layers of Mycenaean religion: an official, state religion, and a folk 
cult.58 This was proposed by Spyridon Marinatos already in 1927, who believed that the figures 
mostly found in relatively poor tombs indicate the coexistence of two religious systems: one for the 
elite and the other for the less distinct strata of society.59

Children’s toys

According to another interpretation proposed first by Blegen, and later by Mylonas and Jon C. van 
Leuven, the figurines may be associated with children. Van Leuven attempted to prove, using sta-
tistical methods, that the figures appear more frequently in context with children than with others, 
but he could not rule out their connection with adults.60 He suggested that the figures may have 
served as votive offerings from families unable to have children, who sought the gods’ help.61

Blegen first raised his theory in connection with his excavations at Prosymna, where several figures 
were found in children’s tombs.62 He uncovered nineteen graves with such statuettes (with eleven 
child burials amongst them) and nineteen more children’s graves. This high number suggests that 
terracotta figurines in Mycenae are the most common additions to children’s burials. Blegen sug-
gested that the female figures may represent the child’s nanny, while the animal figures perhaps 
symbolise breast milk or could be simple children’s toys. He believed that even the female figurines 
could be children’s toys and that the carriage statuette was certainly a toy. This explanation seems 
plausible for both pieces discovered in burials and those on the floors of dwellings, as well as the 
pieces found in religious contexts.63 He saw the kourotrophoi as strong evidence for his theory, as 
kourotrophos figures often depict breastfeeding women, which fit the ‘nanny’ interpretation.64 

Blegen’s theory received a mixed reception. Mylonas later combined it with a religious hypothesis, 
equating the Psi figurines with the Minoan goddess with raised arms, identified as a goddess of 
blessing. He described the Phi and kourotrophos figurines as divine nursemaids, placed in children’s 
graves along with the Psi figures to protect them during their journey to the afterlife, while the an-
imal figures were supposed to provide milk for them during the journey. The carriage figures were 
interpreted as children’s toys. Blegen built his theory based on material he excavated in Prosymna 
and Eleusis, as well as Varkiza, Voula, and Perati.65 

Later, Van Leuven pointed out that not all child graves discovered by Blegen can be dated to the 
LH III period, and that the tombs with the highest number of children do not contain terracotta 
figurines. In total, twelve graves contained both children and figurines, of which a visible link be-
tween the children and the figurines placed next to them could be detected in only five. Van Leuven 
developed a separate typology based on three variables: the presence or absence of female figures, 
animal figures, and child remains. He revealed that the frequency of figurines was higher in chil-
dren’s graves than in graves with no children, and that most children’s graves include terracotta 
figurines, which he saw as conclusive evidence of a connection between figurines and children. He 
believed the figures were placed in burials by families who had problems having children or had 
higher rates of child mortality, and interpreted the figures as a kind of plea for help in conceiving 

58	 Hägg 1981, 39.
59	 Marinatos 1928, 21. 
60	 van Leuven 1994.
61	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 77–79.
62	 Blegen 1937, 255–256.
63	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 74.
64	 Blegen 1937, 356; Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 75.
65	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 76.
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and in protecting children. In her 2002 study, Tzonou-Herbst criticised Van Leuven’s theory be-
cause, despite considering the graves examined by Blegen problematic, Van Leuven worked with 
the same graves. Tzonou-Herbst found van Leuven’s statistics unacceptable because they included 
several graves with no direct link between the figures and the child remains.66

A bit of both

French also addressed the questions of interpretation, origin, and chronological position.67 She sup-
ported the religious interpretation, but she did not completely reject other theories, believing that 
the artefacts in question had a complex function. French placed great emphasis on context, on how 
the figures that emerged could be interpreted. She believed that female figurines represent either 
a goddess or a worshipper, depending on the context, and tended to interpret animal figurines and 
group compositions as elements of everyday life. According to her, all figurines could have been 
used as offerings or could be attributed with various magical traits and associated with supersti-
tions. She did not reject Blegen’s theory about children and even considered it possible.68 

Recently, the context of the figurines has become an increasingly central topic of research.69 Tzo-
nou-Herbst’s study provides a very thorough contextual analysis of the included figurines. She 
agreed with French in that the context and the function of the objects are closely related, and 
argues that the meaning and the function of the figurines may vary in different contexts, as well 
as that previous and current research and its conclusions are based on little evidence and do not 
consider all aspects in their full complexity. She believed that the figurines were ordinary objects 
for the Mycenaeans, as they also appear together with luxurious and administrative items. Such 
artefacts also appear in both poor and wealthier burials of adult women and men and children alike. 
In residential buildings, they are often found in waste disposal pits. For example, such statuettes 
were discovered as offerings at the perimeter wall of the tomb of Clytemnestra in Mycenae. 

She pointed out that even if the figures were disposed of in waste pits away from their place of 
use, they still reflect the user’s intention. In the case of pieces recovered from rubbish pits and fill 
layers of terraces, one can assume that the figure ‘outlived’ its primary function and was reused as 
construction material. So, when they were discarded, their meaning and significance changed after 
their ‘first life’ was over. She also stressed that even if one accepts that the figurines were sacred ob-
jects, the fact that some were obtained from profane contexts cannot be overlooked; therefore, one 
cannot state that a context is ritual just because of the presence of a figurine. Perhaps only some 
types had a ritual or religious function, while others did not, or they only served ritual purposes on 
certain occasions.70

The Budapest figurines shall be evaluated in light of all these theories. Tzounou-Herbst’s theory 
requires information about the exact find context and site. Since all of them are in good condition, 
one may assume a funerary or ritual context, as the pieces obtained from graves and depositions 
are usually less fragmented. 

The most interesting figure is the couple lying on a bed. This unique piece shows great similarity to 
Late Bronze Age terracotta statuettes in Mesopotamia (Figs 9–10).71 Cultural transfer seems a fitting 
explanation in this case: perhaps Mycenaeans came across some Mesopotamian terracotta figurines 

66	 van Leuven 1994, 44–45; Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 77–79.
67	 French 1971.
68	 French 1971; French 1981.
69	 French 1971; Tzonou-Herbst 2002; Vetters 2015.
70	 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 309–310; Tzonou-Herbst 2009.
71	 Assante 2002, 27–30.
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and were inspired to create their own version, adapting the concept to their own artistic style; 
however, supporting evidence is yet to be found. The Mesopotamian terracottas are considered to 
depict hieros gamos scenes, but this interpretation is difficult to adapt directly to the Mycenaean 
piece, especially without knowing its context and provenance. 

Summary

This paper presented an overview of the Mycenaean terracotta figurines in the Collection of Clas-
sical Antiquities of the Museum of Fine Arts in Budapest. It sought to highlight the challenges 
concerning their archaeological context, provenance, and authenticity, as well as address the inter-
pretation of this particular group of objects.

Many theories about the roles of these figurines have been put forward over the years, but a con-
clusive answer remains to be found. Currently, it is increasingly accepted that the figurines served 
different purposes and their role could change during their use-life. This is supported by the fact 
that they are found in various contexts, where their frequency of occurrence varies both within and 
beyond the Greek world, possibly due to differences and changes in function.

Since the Budapest figurines were all obtained from the antiquities market, information on their 
provenance and find context is either lacking or uncertain. Four of the five figurines (Psi, Kourotro-
phos, bovine, and the female sitting on a throne) fit into the existing typological framework, while 
the piece depicting a couple lying on a bed remains unique. The only parallel to the latter, cited by 
French, depicts not a couple but likely a child in a cradle. In light of the origin of the figurines and 
the uniqueness of the couple on the bed, the possibility of forgery cannot be ruled out. As the next 
step in their research, instrumental analyses—including a pXRF analysis—will be conducted, which 
will hopefully provide conclusive evidence regarding at least the authenticity of the figurines. 
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