Sun, sea and spirals: early Cycladic frying pans
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Today I will be presenting some circles and spirals found on “frying pans” of the EB2 period, in the Cyclades, c. 2650 – 2450 B.C. Frying pans have been the subject considerable discussion over time and I hope today to pour some petrol on the fire! Hopefully what I am about to present will provoke some lively discussion afterwards. I will be using the spirals as a starting point to look more widely at Cycladic engagement with seascapes. As the quantity of material is quite large, and my time today is short, I will only be considering material from one cemetery site, Chalandriani on the island of Syros.
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Presentation Notes
For the uninitiated, the Cycladic islands are located between the major landfalls of Greece and Anatolia, north of Crete. The islands are rocky and barren places, though a few islands have natural resources such as copper, obsidian and marble. As a result, seafaring was a central activity for the maintenance and prosperity communities, though more on that later.
The island of Syros is located in the northern Cyclades. Syros is a particularly dry island, which has led to the suggestion that the communities of the island expended considerable effort in engagement with the sea and outside contacts. The Chalandriani cemetery is by far the largest Cycladic cemetery. In EB2, most cemeteries commonly contained around 15-20 graves so 600+ at Chalandriani mark it out as exceptional.



EB Il: an /nternational spirit or maritime spirit?

EB Il = ‘Keros-Syros’ culture.
Period of high mobility.

In Cyclades, most evidence
comes from cemeteries.
Developments in metallurgy,
society and material culture.
‘Shared’ material culture across
much of the southern Aegean
littoral zones.

‘International spirit’ was
practiced within the context of
an Aegean seascape.

Map from Google Earth
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Presentation Notes
The EB2 period, in Cycladic terms, is equated with the Keros-Syros culture. The phase takes its name from the ritual centre at Dhaskalio-Kavos on the island of Keros, as well as the cemetery at Chalandriani on Syros. The phase is represented by numerous cemeteries across the Cyclades. The period is integral to Aegean development, with a range of developments in metallurgy, social complexity and maritime contacts, leading to the sharing of material culture across the southern Aegean. The phase being famously termed a period of “international spirit” and this was played out within the confines of an Aegean.



Tombs at Chalandriani

Hekman 2003, fig. 19A
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Presentation Notes
The frying pans I will be discussing are found solely within graves, which at Chalandriani are mostly of the corbelled vaulted type. I have excluded from discussion all of those that were of an uncertain provenance. From Chalandriani, we have 18 provenanced frying pans from over 600 tombs, meaning that frying pans are present in only 3% of the tombs. A limiting factor we have to contend with is the general level of illicit excavation, which has robbed many items, including frying pans, from their archaeological contexts. Despite these limitations, overwhelmingly, Cycladic burials were poorly furnished, though there were exceptional tombs in some cemeteries.



Anatomy of a ‘Frying pan’

Interlocked spirals/
Concentric circles

Boat
with
oars

Incised pubic
triangle

‘Frying pan’
from tomb 174

Hekman 2003, fig 46, 52, 57, 59, 64
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Without further delay, here are a few examples. As you can see, spirals and concentric circles are the dominant scheme of decoration, along with impressed Kerbschnitt decoration around the outer edges. The spirals and concentric circles are impressed onto the vessels, while the other decoration can be incised or impressed. Also present are boats with oars, fish and incised lines depicting a female pubic triangle .
The fact that the spirals are impressed rather than incised, suggests that there may have been seals or moulds bearing this motif for transfer, though none have been found in Cycladic settlements or tombs so far. There is seems to be an emphasis on executing a spiral that is identical to the others, symmetrical and evenly spaced. 
When found with boats and other marine imagery, such as fish, it seems undeniable that the spirals are representing the sea, though this in itself is not a revolutionary concept. The fact that some of the frying pans are filled with spirals would suggest a desire to depict the sea in a state of disquiet. The patterning of the spirals may also serve to emphasise the disorientating feel of the actions being depicted.


Function

- Drum? - Libations? - Experimental archaeology shows
- Incense burner? - Astrolabe? they would function quite well as

mirrors with ‘darkened’ olive oil.
Papathanassoglou and Georgouli, 2009

] (d)

Figure 4 Photographs of the reflected image of a face in four liguid mirrors, under the same lighting conditions.
The colour of the vessel is the same (dark brown) in all cases, while in {a) the liquid is water. in (b) olive oil,

in {c) ‘Black’ water and in (d) ‘black’ olive oil. The exposures were adjusted to obtain phatographs resembling,

as much as possible, the visual impression.
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Presentation Notes
There has been considerable debate regarding the function of the “frying pans” and it is clear that they were not used as actual frying pans! (Joke: I think the National Museum in Athens would be very upset if you tried to use these for frying your bacon and eggs…) The side which receives decoration is flat, whilst the reverse has small clay walls, allowing it to hold liquid or solids. Several functional interpretations have been suggested, such as drums, libation receptacles, incense burners and even primitive astrolabes. 
There isn’t time here to do justice to the weight of literature, though a recent study using experimental archaeology has demonstrated that “frying pans” could be used quite effectively as mirrors, particularly using blackened olive oil. (Point out the photos Papathanassoglou and Georgouli, 2009). A mirror seems the most likely function, though it is difficult to discern whether they were used for vanity or ritual, or even if the two were mutually exclusive. The fact that they are extensively decorated and deemed suitable for deposition within the tomb suggests that they may carry some ritual meaning. 
One unresolved issue is the fact that the decorative schemes are situated on the back of the “frying pans”, meaning they cannot be seen whilst the front is in use, otherwise the liquid will spill. As yet there is suitable solution, as the decoration is surely intended to be seen or read.



Seeing stars

Star/sun
Star/sun

Linked spirals
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Presentation Notes
The issue of stars on frying pans has been dealt with extensively by Lucy Goodison and only summary treatment will be given here. Stars are depicted with incision, though the spiral are also depicted in tandem. Spirals seem to circle around central star designs, as if the sun were floating in water. This has got me wondering whether we could be seeing a representation of an actual reflection of the sun, perhaps mirroring what would happen when the frying pan is in actual use? If this is the case, then it is interesting to speculate on whether the sun was the true focus of the vessel, rather than the human face. Until we find iconographic images depicting frying pans in use however, the issue will remain unresolved.


Spirals/whirls on other vessel types

Spherical jar

Footed biconical jars ——
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Hekman 2003, fig 50, 54 & 55
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Presentation Notes
While the “frying pans” receive a range of motifs, other types of vessels also received spiral motifs, such as the footed biconical jar and the spherical jar. Both types of were also deposited as grave goods, sometimes within the same tombs as the “frying pans”.  



Wikipedia; Museum of Cycladic art;

Eeckground: personal photograph The sea as life: some thoughts >

- Fertility charm in the form of a womb? (Higgins 1967)
- Womb of the ‘great goddess’? (Thimme 1964)
- Frying pan connected to fertility? (Goodison 1989)

- Representations of male desire and raiding? (Broodbank
2000; Sherratt 2000)

- Is the sea being gendered as female?
- Associated with a female deity?
- Cosmologically significant in biological reproduction? i
- The sea was a necessity for exogamy in the Cyclades — g™
village sized communities were too small to avoid e
inbreeding without external contact

Pubic triangle | . :

Sea as. an active constituentin the fertlllty process’>

~ Yaruva of the_‘ K_lmberley coast in Australia, maritime -
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Presentation Notes
The interplay between marine representation and female genitalia on frying pans raises a series of important issues. Frying pans have been described as fertility charms, representing the womb of a ‘great goddess’ and linked to fertility. They have also been linked to male sexuality and raiding via the sea, however there are no depictions of violence or conflict on the frying pans and could as easily represent fishing rather than raiding. I’m also not convinced that they were linked to some great goddess, though a link to fertility and femininity seems undeniable. 

Is the sea being gendered as female? Or associated with a female deity? Is the sea cosmologically significant in biological reproduction? There seems a plausible case for the “frying pans” being representative of a womb, not least due to the presence of genitalia, but also in the shape of the vessels. Interaction via the sea for exogamy would have been essential, so a link between the sea and fertility is understandable. 

In the spirit of this workshop, I’d like to go a little further. Perhaps the sea was even conceived as an active constituent in the fertility process. Relevant here are the cosmological beliefs pertaining to fertility of another maritime society, the Yaruva of the Kimberley coast in Australia. They believed that ‘spirit children’ resided in the sea and a woman became pregnant once a ‘spirit child’ entered her body. 

Arguing for a female deity of the sea on the basis of Cycladic evidence is difficult. I am reminded of the later Linear B references to a female Poseidon and Levantine imagery of a goddess of the sea and sexuality, though such assertions are tenuous in the Cyclades, especially when we are unsure whether Cycladic figurines depicted deities or worshippers.
The sea being depicted inside the womb could at least gender the sea as feminine, however, the meaning of the evidence is too difficult to read with any certainty. Perhaps the sea water in the womb is reference to the waters breaking prior to childbirth?

These ideas may sound farfetched for the Early Bronze Aegean, though clearly there is a significant association between fertility and the sea in the Cyclades. Regardless of the exact link, biological reproduction and the arrival of new members of the community would have been of utmost importance to the survival of Cycladic communities, living in a pre-modern world on the edge of an arid landscape with high infant and mother mortality. 

However, so far we have discussed the visual features of frying pans without giving more consideration to their funerary contexts.



The sea as death: some thoughts

Is death a watery journey?
- Later Greek ‘paying the ferryman’ and Egyptian
eschatological belief
- Mabuiag islanders of Papua New Guinea believed dead
souls were transported to an afterworld in the sea.
Funerary rites enabled the dead to travel to the
afterworld.
- Marine motifs on grave goods = desire to situate the
dead in an abstract seascape on land?
- If sea = a liminal space linked to death, then those
who could navigate it would have generated
significant social capital which feeds into the mortuary
arena.
Evidence for body modification from tombs, i.e.
shaving, scarification and tattooing. Bodies carrying a
symbolic association with the sea?
Perhaps the embodied practice of sailing and spending
time away could also link to a metaphorical journey to

the afterlife?

Tsountas 1899, pl. 2; Museum of Cycladic

art; background: personal photograph:
Cyclades
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Presentation Notes
For a maritime society, surrounded by sea, it is not difficult to view death as being ‘watery journey’. Later Greek belief referenced ‘paying the ferryman’ and boats and water played a prominent role in Egyptian eschatological belief. For the Mabuiag islanders of Papua New Guinea, the souls of the dead were transported an afterworld located in uninhabited islands, as well as the sea itself. 

The combination of maritime scenes on vessels deposited in tombs suggests a conscious desire to situate the dead within a seascape brought onto the land. If the sea was conceptualized as a liminal space linked to death, then the fact that some seafarers could traverse its surface, visiting foreign lands, obtaining exotic knowledge and goods and then return unharmed, may bestow significant social capital to those individuals. This then feeds into the mortuary arena, where links with the sea were stressed as part of individual identity.

Again in the spirit of this workshop, I’d like to push a little further with this line of thought. Boats in the early Cyclades were essentially dugout canoes without sails, with room for crews of around 20-25 people in longboats. If these individuals were figuratively sailing through a “deathscape” then the social capital generated by these individuals, in the eyes of regular people in Cycladic society, could be potentially huge. Especially if we consider the fact that tomb assemblages suggest a conscious intent to modify bodily appearance, with obsidian for shaving and scarification, and pigment for tattooing.] Not only could the bodies of seafarers have been visually different, but their bodies may have also carried a symbolic association with the sea. Perhaps the embodied practice of sailing and spending time away could also link to a metaphorical journey to the afterlife. 



“) The sea and bodies in rebirth: a (tentative) hypothesis

- We have seen that sea was potentially significant in fertility.

- Sea was also an important source of social capital and a part of identity and
social agency.

- Links to the sea were stressed in a mortuary context.

- Could the mixing of seascape, fertility and mortuary practices be linked to the
sea as a medium for rebirth?

Personal photograph, Glaronisi
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The sea was significant in fertility, whether as an active constituent or simply the medium through which people interacted and exchanged marriage partners. The sea was also an important source of social capital and identity in life, and links to the sea were deployed in sea motifs in a funerary context.
Could the mixing of the different spheres of the seascape and fertility in the context of mortuary practices be linked to a belief in the sea as a medium for rebirth? i.e. the belief in the sea as both the starting point and ending point for the souls of the unborn and the dead? More work on this is needed to make it a workable hypothesis though it is an interesting thought. 



Problems/further work

- Did the spiral motifs (sea), boats (human interaction with sea) and female
genitalia (fertility) form a package of motifs?

- Not all aspects are always found on together. Some just depict
spirals, while others depict stars.
- Do the spirals on other forms of vessel carry the same meaning as the
spirals on frying pans?

- | would argue yes, though without the boat/fish motifs to
conclusively indicate a marine setting, the link becomes less secure.

To ponder:

- What is the social significance of taking the sea onto land, in the
form of sea representation?


Presenter
Presentation Notes
The ideas presented here are a starting point and there are several issues to raise. Did the spiral motifs (sea), boats (human interaction with sea) and female genitalia (fertility) form a package? An issue here is that not all aspects are always found on frying pans, which can sometimes just depict spirals, or even other motifs, such as stars/sun.

Do the spirals on other forms of vessel carry the same meaning as the spirals on frying pans? I would argue yes, though without the boat/fish motifs to conclusively indicate a marine setting, the link becomes less secure. 

To ponder:
The most important question, one I hope to address during the course of my PhD thesis will be: What is the social significance of taking the sea onto land, in the form of sea representation and other forms?



Tack sa mycket! Any questions?

Renfrew 2007
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