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Recreating physical things in diverse materials 
or/and in altered sizes involves a transposition 
process, conceivably entailing divergent func-
tions of the copies, be they sensu stricto practical 
or fictional, or a combination of both. If the real 
or imaginary functionality of a reproduction di-
verged from that of its prototype, it is to be de-
bated whether a convenient morphology was in-
tentionally selected and imitated because of its 
concrete advantages, fortuitously referring to 
real or fantasy images, or if a theme was depic-
ted because of its symbolic potential, although 
the resulting morphological characteristics were 
consecutively exploited for practical purposes, 
different or not from those of the original, or 
even if a blend of initial symbolic and utilitarian 
qualities was pursued in the same recreated and 
transformed object. Besides different materials 
used in imitations, the choice of scales, varying 
from the diminutive to the monumental is obvi-
ously significant. Small-size reproductions might 
sometimes even be further subdivided in clusters 
of different sizes, possibly implying varying uses 
and/or symbolic functions and roles of the cop-
ies. This essay endeavours to examine the social  
significance of Neolithic and Early Bronze Age 
examples, mainly from Northern Greece and  
the neighbouring areas, in archaeological con-
texts insinuating human–thing relations.

Neolithic; Early Bronze Age; imitation; miniaturization; 
materiality; symbolism
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INTRODUCTION
Besides tangible remains of real beings and things, a second, mirrored rea-
lity on a reduced scale was represented in prehistory. Neolithic and Early 
Bronze Age three-dimensional eidolia (Greek      = small image)  
depict their human creators, as well as their animate and inanimate envi-
ronment – animals, structures and artefacts. Most figurines and models 
from Northern Greece and the neighbouring areas do recall reality, inclu-
ding possibly missing originals, non-identifiable prototypes being an ex-
ception. However, if miniatures provide indications of the reconstruction 
of real life, they may not necessarily constitute its accurate reflection. 
Images are both the product of imitation and the materialization of thought, 
referring to the social environment in which they were used, but also to a 
world beyond the tangible, the realm of symbols.

In fact, during the mental process of transferring a prototype to its 
image, the original features may have remained unchanged or not: unreal 
details may have been added, others removed and means of abstraction or 
exaggeration may have been applied. Imitations are an expression of diffe-
rent transfers and semiotics, while their symbolic values could be connec-
ted to the originals and/or to their miniature copies.  The copies’ (known 
or guessed) significance, use and function may also have been different 
from that of the prototypes. Therefore, it is to be debated which parts of 
the copies are real and which imaginary, which originate in the makers’ or 
users’ mental creation, and which in images and concepts of the collective 
memory of the community. Obviously, many questions remain open.

Copies being artefacts, a concrete functionality is combined with  
symbolic charge, whereas a prototype’s morphology (beyond schematisa-
tion and naturalism) may be at least partially connected to practical ad-
vantages. Means for gripping and handling or the intended place in the real, 
human space may influence the appearance of imitations. Besides, the dis-
tinction between the sensu stricto ‘utilitarian’ and the ‘symbolic’ is a modern 
concept: for example, based on their form, both real-size and miniature 
vases, boats, or houses constitute ‘containers’ with a specific volume and 
content. Similarly, zoomorphic and anthropomorphic vessels or tools that 
constitute complete figurative representations (not just decorative pat-
terns) are not only vessels or tools, but also autonomous copies of beings. 
Furthermore, different raw materials may be used and the conversion from 
an original to its copy following diverse modes of ‘transfer’ may take place 
at more than one scale depending on the possible concrete uses, not  
necessarily depending on the restrictions the raw material may have posed. 

In short, recreating physical things in altered sizes and/or in diverse 
materials involves a transposition process, conceivably entailing various 
functions of the images, concrete and/or fictional, combined in the same 
artefact. A brief overview of selected indicative examples allows us to show 
their possible social significance in contexts insinuating human–thing  
relations, in the real as well as in the miniature world.

ειδώλιο
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IMITATED ORIGINALS AND 
MINIATURIZATION
Significantly, the choice of subjects that are imitated is period-specific. In 
the Neolithic, humans, animals, various types of buildings, house equip-
ment, fixed, e.g. ovens or ‘platforms/benches’, or mobile, e.g. furniture or 
‘screens’ (Elster & Nikolaidou, 2003, pp. 432–435 on stools; Marangou, 2019, 
pp. 132–142 on furniture, pp. 142–149 on ovens), boats of different morpho-
logies, probably referring to various raw materials and types of real water-
crafts (Marangou, 1991a; Marangou, 2001a; Marangou, 2001c), more rarely 
tools (Crnobrnja et al., 2009; Crnobrnja, 2011) and other implements  
(musical instruments? Todorova et al., 1983; Todorova, 2003), as well as 
vases (their identification depending on published information concerning 
‘normal’ sized pottery) are imitated in miniature size, most often in clay. 
Miniature boats, stools and vases appear since the Early Neolithic and 
houses at least from the Middle Neolithic onwards. Indistinguishable  
compositions of heterogeneous elements are attested early, such as a sea-
ted human bearing an infant, whereas in the Late Neolithic, domestic  
interiors may be modelled together with household equipment, such as 
ovens and benches (Gallis, 1985; Renfrew et al., 1986, fig. 8.20a, pl. XL, nos. 
1a–d, pl. XCV, no. 4; Elster & Nikolaidou, 2003, pp. 438–439, pls. 11.26, 11.27e;  
Alram-Stern, 2022), sometimes even with humans (Popudnja: Gusev, 1995; 
Lazarocivi & Lazarovici, 2010b, figs. 37, 38). Animals are loaded with vases, 
which could have had a combined practical function, e.g. as lamps (Maran-
gou & Stern, 2009). However, clay houses, ovens, furniture, vases, tools, 
implements and human figurines were also modelled separately: movement 
and modification of their layout and/or contents would have been possible, 
they could have been flexibly placed on particular surface areas, inside  
a vessel or a building model and even arranged to seemingly interact with 
each other.

Clay was the preferred material, although stone, as well as bone and 
shell, particularly for pendants, was occasionally used for miniatures.  
Towards the end of the Neolithic, clay was sometimes combined with stone 
(acrolithic figurines: Papathanasopoulos, 1996, figs. 216, 217). Not only the 
represented subjects, but also the contexts, when known, are mainly  
domestic, even in the case of watercraft models. Funerary contexts are rare 
and are attested in particular in the case of bone, stone or shell  
examples (see below).

In contrast to the Neolithic, in the Early Bronze Age miniature vessels, 
structures, buildings, artefacts and anthropomorphic or zoomorphic  
figurines are not combined. Rare exceptions are known. There is a prefe-
rence for either human or animal figurines. Very few miniatures of furniture 
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are known. They occur permanently combined with anthropomorphic  
figurines, such as marble compositions of humans sitting on seats, some-
times holding an object (e.g. a musical instrument). Possibly, the occupa-
tion or specialisation of the depicted person was intended to be emphasized 
(Marangou, 1992, p. 170). While in the Final Neolithic stone is combined with 
clay to create anthropomorphic acrolithic figurines, and figurines from  
stone as well as from bone are also attested at the same time, in the Early 
Bronze Age, besides some clay examples, stone and bone are the preferred 
materials in the manufacture of anthropomorphic figurines. Their making 
required specialised craftsmanship (see below). At the same time, the num-
ber of miniature vases increases, particularly in the Northeastern Aegean, 
where they outnumber other miniature categories (Marangou, 1994). They 
more often imitate vessel types associated with individual consumption 
than types connected with storage, transport and, in general, collective use. 
The total number of the latter collective use subcategories approximately 
equals the number of miniatures of types for individual use (Marangou, 
1992, p. 168; Marangou, 1994). Miniature stone or clay tools (clay ones being 
relatively rare in the Neolithic) are now well represented (Marangou, 1991b; 
Marangou, 1992, p. 170). At this stage, a newly introduced raw material, 
namely metal, was used as well for tools, manufactured by specialists.  
Anthropomorphic figurines as well as micrographic vases and tools may 
have had funerary associations in selected tombs (see below).

The interior space of houses and buildings does not seem to have been 
of interest in the Early Bronze Age, since house models seem to have been 
exceptional. They might have rather served as clay vessels in the shape of 
houses (e.g. Sampson & Fotiadi 2008, p. 221, fig. 22.6). Ships rather than 
boats are represented in miniature in the Early Bronze Age: developed  
composite dugouts, i.e. long, asymmetrical rowing vessels, such as on en-
graved two-dimensional representations from the Cyclades (Doumas, 1965; 
Basch, 1987, p. 80), as well as models from the Acropolis of Athens (Basch, 
2017, fig. 7.1), Crete (ibid., p. 85), and Thermi in Lesbos (Marangou 1996b) 
are attested. Their originals would have been sea-worthy. Simpler vessels 
are very rare in this period and may have served other purposes (e.g. Troy: 
Marangou, 2001c). In fact, the Final Neolithic rock art of Strophilas on the 
island of Andros (Televantou, 2018) may be more indicative of the asymme-
trically shaped, developed dugouts of the Early Bronze Age, than of the 
Neolithic watercraft types. Most Neolithic models seem to correspond to 
originals mainly used in inland waters. The Early Bronze Age miniatures 
not only reflect the degree of technical expertise and specialisation, but 
also the general interest in sea voyages.
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SCALES AND CONCRETE 
USES: MATERIALITY
In miniaturization, the copy’s size is not only related to the prototype’s  
dimensions, but also depends on the reduction scale. Reproductions may 
sometimes even be subdivided in clusters of size, implying varying concrete 
uses and roles of the copies: there are miniaturized miniatures (‘micro- 
miniatures’: Marangou, 1992, p. 185; Marangou, 2019, p. 172), which do not  
necessarily show evidence of having been used as pendants. In the Neolithic, 
small anthropomorphic figurines could have been intended to be put inside 
a house model or a vase: together with larger examples, they possibly depic-
ted younger individuals (Gallis, 1985; Gallis, 2022; Alram-Stern, 2022). In any 
case, they may coexist with figurines of ‘standard’ miniature size (Fig. 1a) (e.g. 
in Prodromos, Dikili Tash and Dhimitra: Marangou, 1997b; Marangou, 2000; 
Marangou, 2013; Marangou, 2019). Zoomorphic figurines, mainly referring to 
domestic animals (Toufexis, 2003) may also come in different sizes (Fig. 1b), 
and diverse reduction scales may be attested for a specific set of micrographic 
vessels (Fig. 2a–b). At the same time, the sizes of miniature vases for indivi-
dual or collective use (Fig. 2c) may not vary significantly, despite the different 
dimensions of their originals (Marangou, 2019, p. 174, note 516).

Fig. 1a. Late Neolithic clay female figurines of different sizes from Dikili Tash.
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Fig. 2. Late Neolithic clay micrographic vases of Dikili Tash. a–b: Various  
dimensions of miniatures of the same original; c: Closed type miniatures with  
dimensions comparable to those of vessel types for individual use.

Fig. 1b. Late Neolithic clay animal figurines of different sizes from Dikili Tash.

b

c

a
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In the Neolithic, the approximate maximum dimensions for clay miniatures 
range between 6 and 12 cm, 12 and 20 cm, and 2 and 6 cm for humans, but 
also up to almost 1 m and even more. Animal figurines reach maximum 
dimensions of 10–20 cm and 4–6 cm, yet much larger ones are also attested. 
Micrographic vessels generally measure 3–8 cm and 1–3 cm. Micrographic 
furniture shows maximum dimensions of 5–10 cm and 3–4 cm. Houses mea-
sure from 10 to 50 cm, and boats from 6 to 25 cm (Marangou, 2013). In some 
cases, so-called ‘half-seated’ anthropomorphic figurines are equipped with 
proportionate chairs (Todorova et al., 1983, p. 91).

Furthermore, large anthropomorphic – but not only – busts have been found 
inside real-life buildings, while some rare fragmentary heads, some with 
hybrid features (Marangou & Grammenos, 2005; Marangou, 2010) are  
attested as chance finds. Such fragmentary three-dimensional terracotta 
heads may have originally belonged to large, even almost life-size statues 
(Fig. 3) (see also Galović, 1959; Marinescu-Bîlcu, 1981). At Opovo, human or 
animal (bovine?) clay heads would have been fixed on a stand (Tringham 
et al., 1985), and large figures of pigs were found at Achilleio and Anza  
(Chapman, 1981; Gimbutas, 1976; Gimbutas, 1984; Gimbutas, 1989; see also 
the fragment from Dhimitra: Marangou, 1997b, p. 238, pl. 70a–b). This could 
also be the case for some fragments of relatively large terracotta legs or 
heads (e.g. from Ftelia in Mykonos: Sampson & Mastrogiannopoulou, 2017, 
figs. 4.8–4.10; from the Late Neolithic Sarakinos cave: Sampson & Mastro-
giannopoulou, 2018, pp. 264–265), unless they would have belonged to  
anthropomorphic vessels.

Non-autonomous, large, anthropomorphic, zoomorphic or hybrid  
figures from clay could also be connected to architectural elements (e.g. to 
interior walls or on roofs), or be integral parts of domestic structures, such 
as ovens. Besides real bucrania, possibly integrating additional elements 

Fig. 3. Large, clay head from Vassilika (surface find) (front and side view).
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made of clay, clay animal heads with bovine horns are also attested  
(Kormadin: Jovanović & Glisić, 1960; Dikili Tash: Treuil & Darcque, 1998), 
in some cases decorating the rooftop of houses (Petrovic, 1990; Toufexis, 
2003, fig. 29.3). Anthropomorphic relief decoration is known in ‘special’ buil-
dings (‘temples’: Lazarovici & Lazarovici, 2010a; Lazarovici & Lazarovici, 
2010b; in Dolnoslav: Raduncheva, 1991; Promachon-Topolnica: Koukouli-
Chrysanthaki et al., 2007). On some models of buildings, such representa-
tions are replicated, for instance cylindrical anthropomorphic elements on 
the roof, or bucrania reliefs above the entrance or on inner walls have been 
evidenced (Lazarovici & Lazarovici, 2010b; Marijanović, 2015). Such figura-
tive decorations could indicate the special status of a unique (?), imposing 
(possibly common) building.

It has been suggested that statuettes with perforated shoulders or head 
may have been attached to walls with wooden dowels (Burdo et al., 2013, p. 
105). On the other hand, real buildings may also have contained decorated 
moveable elements, as is suggested by miniatures, such as the so-called ‘altar 
models’ (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 72, fig. 112 from Ovčarovo) and possibly the Dhi-
mitra micrographic ‘screen’ decorated with a bucranium in relief (Fig. 4) (Ma-
rangou, 1996a; Marangou, 1997b, p. 251), including moveable screens/parti-
tions from non-preserved, possibly organic material (Marangou, 2020, p. 39).
As can be guessed not only from their varying dimensions, but also from 

Fig. 4. Clay micrographic ‘screen’ with relief and incised decoration from Late 
Neolithic Dhimitra.
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other features, the practical use of Neolithic closed and open building mo-
dels must have been different, regardless of whether they were exact copies. 
The ‘open’ house models, in particular in the Late Neolithic, such as those 
from Thessaly and Eastern Macedonia, have maximum dimension of c. 20 
cm (Fig. 5a) (Gallis, 1985; Renfrew et al., 1986, fig. 8.20a, pl. XL no. 1, pl. XCV 
no. 4; Toufexis, 1996, p. 329, no. 266; Toufexis, 2022; Elster & Nikolaidou, 
2003, pp. 438–439; Trenner, 2010, p. 135, no. 11, p. 153; Alram-Stern, 2022). 
They feature a floor surrounded by very low walls and are unroofed, with 
the interior visible. The focus is obviously on the interior layout of the house 
and the domestic equipment, i.e. oven and ‘platform’, and sometimes also 
on the occupants – in some cases moveable (Plateia Magoula Zarkou:  
Gallis, 1985; Gallis, 2022; Alram-Stern, 2022), in others fixed (Popudnia: 
Gusev, 1995). In the case of Plateia Magoula Zarkou it has been suggested 
that the anthropomorphic figurines of different sizes and types inside the 
house model may have represented a family of three generations (Gallis, 
1985; Gallis, 2022; Alram-Stern, 2022), or an extended family of the same 
household, including people connected to them by their activities (Alram-
Stern, 2022, p. 480). The ensembles could also represent practices with an 

Fig. 5a. Late Neolithic clay open house model from Sitagroi.
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entire ‘household’ involving residents, visitors and ritual participants (as 
well as ancestors according to Burdo et al., 2013, p. 113). It should be noted 
that the two four-legged anthropomorphic figurines included in the house 
model, both considered as male, do not show any obvious sex characteris-
tics and therefore possibly contradict the interpretation of a family featu-
ring a man and a woman as parents. Combinations of female and apparent-
ly asexual figurines, with at least one of them smaller than the majority, 
have also been found in smaller or larger sets, on a platform or inside vases 
(Marangou, 2009) (see below). Therefore, the Plateia Magoula Zarkou  
ensemble might reflect a comparable situation with larger and smaller  
females and/or asexuals, in the restricted space of an open house model. 

Although there is evidence of autonomous, small roofs from Late Neo-
lithic contexts (Fig. 5b) (initial maximum dimension up to 10–12 cm, e.g. at 
Dhimitra: Marangou, 1996a, fig. 5; cf. Trenner, 2010, p. 174, no. 96; see also 
Marangou, 1992, pl. 3, nos. 9–10; Raczky & Anders, 1999), they do not seem 
to correspond to the known open house models, which are usually larger 
and have low walls, so that a roof could not be placed onto them. A ‘transi-
tional type’ of two-piece house model has been proposed by P. Raczky and 
A. Anders (1999): independent removable roofs would presumably have  
covered the house models, though allowed occasional access to the interior. 
However, no such complete example is known. The independent terracotta 
roofs size corresponds to a subcategory of the small, closed, roofed house 

Fig. 5b. Late Neolithic clay miniature house roof from Dhimitra.
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model (usually up to 10–12 cm in size), mainly attributed to the Middle 
Neolithic in Thessaly and central Greece (Theocharis, 2000, pp. 180–181; 
Marangou, 1992, p. 442, pl. 3, nos. 9–10; Gallis, 1996, p. 64; Toufexis, 2022). 
Access to the interior of these roofed, closed models might have been dif-
ficult or even impossible in some cases, even if there are holes in the roof, 
such as an opaion, possibly with a corresponding opening in the floor  
(Skafida, 1996, p. 327, nos. 262–263; proposed reconstruction in Trenner, 
2010, p. 178, pl. IIb), or in the walls (windows/doors?) (Toufexis, 1996, p. 328, 
nos. 264–265; Toufexis, 2022; Trenner, 2010, p. 164, no. 76). It has been  
suggested that some of the small models could represent granaries (Tou-
fexis, 1996; Burdo et al., 2013, p. 103). Furthermore, in cases of similar sha-
pes, it may be difficult to clearly distinguish an oven from a house model 
(Marangou, 2019, p. 148, with further references).

There are also large building models focussing on their exterior,  
sometimes without floors, and even ‘two-storey’ ones (Gallis, 1996, p. 64, fig. 
17; MN: Toufexis, 1996, p. 328, no. 264; Toufexis, 2022; Burdo et al., 2013, p. 
99, fig. 5.4; Hodroyianni-Metoki, 2017, p. 27, fig. 2). The maximum dimension 
of the floorless models reaches 40–50 cm. It has been suggested (by Trenner, 
2010, p. 153 no. 42, p. 258 no. 62) for the Late or Final Neolithic models from 
Kodjadermen and Cascioarele (Popov, 1918, p. 134, fig. 136; Dumitrescu, 1968), 
which include 3 or 4 roofs and openings in the walls, as well as generally for 
models with more than one roof and a common infrastructure, that they 
would not represent houses, but rather a whole settlement (Gheorghiu, 
2009, pp. 115–116; Trenner, 2010, p. 158, no. 62, p. 165, no. 80). Interestingly, 
concrete, specific use of such large-scale models is attested. The Sultana 
model (Gumelnita) has seventeen openings of 4.5 to 5 cm in diameter in the 
walls and the roof. Eleven golden objects and limestone beads were found 
among its fragments, which appear to have originally been kept inside the 
model (Hansen et al., 2012, pp. 93–94, figs. 4–5). A combined, both practical 
and symbolic use must be assumed, in which the miniature building would 
have covered, perhaps also ‘protected’ valuable objects. A similar combined 
purpose may be suggested for a large anthropomorphic vase from Vidra, 
found close to anthropomorphic and animal figurines and a gold ornament, 
thought to have been ‘worn’ by the vase (Rosetti, 1938; see also Marangou, 
1996a, with further references).

Neolithic boat models are attested from inland wetland sites (Fig. 6) 
(Marangou, 1991a; Marangou, 2001a; Marangou, 2001c), apparently repre-
senting different types of watercrafts and providing us with valuable infor-
mation on technological progress, everyday activities and movement on 
water (see Höckmann, 1996), but also implying the prehistoric natural  
environment. Although generally preserved incompletely, they seem to have 
had an original maximum dimension of 6–25/28 cm in length (in most  
cases 10–25 cm), a width of 2.5–14 cm and a depth/height of 2–7.2 cm, with 
a length/width ratio of 2:3.4 or even 2:5.8. The real vessels would have been 
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symmetrical or asymmetrical, with an ellipsoidal or almost quadrangular 
section, with oval or trapezoidal edges, sometimes horizontally perforated, 
with straight or upwards tapered sides (Fig. 6) (Marangou, 1991a; Marangou, 
2001a; Marangou, 2001c; on an experimental, double-ended, paddled  
papyrus boat see Tzalas, 1995). Although the size of watercraft models is 
comparable to that of open house models, until now, they have been found 
empty of other miniature objects.

In the Early Bronze Age, zoomorphic figurines are mostly made of clay, 
small-sized and standing stably. In contrast, anthropomorphic figurines 
measure from a few centimetres to almost monumental sizes (Marangou, 
1997a); they are usually found isolated. Bone (Marangou 1997a) and stone 
(Thermi I–II: Marangou, 1997a; Filaniotou, 2019) are often used, raw mate-
rials which impose size restrictions. However, a similar morphology of flat 
and unstably standing figures was apparently aimed at, not only of stone 
(Thermi I–II), but even of clay (Thermi III–V) (Figs. 7a–b) (Marangou, 1992; 
Marangou, 1997a). At the same time, sherd figurines occur as well. The  
typically required focus on the frontal view (‘frontality’) is also evidenced 
on the back side of bone figurines, which is usually unworked (Fig. 8). It has 
also been suggested that natural stones with distinct shapes, which in some 
cases may have undergone some slight reworking, could constitute ‘pebble 
figurines’ (Filaniotou, 2019, pp. 147–148).

It is difficult to distinguish between a (large) stone figurine and a 
stela: both are characterised by their frontality, large size and relative  
instability (Marangou, 1997a; Marangou, 2013). Stelae being hardly worked 
on the reverse, they would have been looked at from one direction, similar-
ly to small stone or bone examples, which could possibly be suspended. 
Originally, stelae or figures could have been leant against a wall or stuck 
into the ground, the figures also deposited in Cycladic tombs. Their bulki-
ness and the fact that they were mostly found in isolation shows that they 
were very probably not designed to be ‘active’, i.e. did not need to move in 

Fig. 6. Neolithic clay miniature of watercraft from Tsangli (Thessaly).
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Fig. 8. Early Bronze Age bone anthropomorphic figurines/spatulae from Poliochni
(front and back view).

Fig. 7a–b. a: Early Bronze Age clay anthropomorphic head and torso of fragmen-
tary figurine from Thermi (Lesbos); b: Early Bronze Age clay anthropomorphic 
figurine body (head missing) from Thermi (Lesbos) (front and side view).

a b
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space or ‘interact’ with other figurative representations.
Long, rowed ship models of the Early Bronze Age show proportions of 

c. 1:12 width/length (Fig. 9) (Thermi: Marangou, 1996b). Clay and metal ship 
models are frequently attested in Crete and the Cyclades, where they were 
mainly found in funerary and rarely in domestic contexts (Wedde, 2000, pp. 
307–308, figs. 101–108). Ships are also represented in two dimensions on 
stone engravings (‘sanctuary’ of Korphi t’Aroniou: Doumas, 1965) and as 
linear, mostly incised representations on several clay ‘frying pans’ and  
other pottery sherds, mainly from Cycladic burials (Wedde, 2000, pp.  
313–315, figs. 401–422). 

A detailed study by L. Basch based on the comparison between the 
Neolithic Tsangli model (Fig. 5) (Marangou, 1991a), a Final Neolithic (?) 
(Basch, 2017, figs. 7.3–7.6) and an Early Bronze Age (?) (Basch, 2017, fig. 7.1) 
model from the Acropolis of Athens, as well as the Early Bronze Age Cycla-
dic types may show the transition from simpler Neolithic watercrafts  
to more complex Early Bronze Age vessels. Whereas the earlier watercrafts 
seem to have been mainly used for inland (exceptionally maritime, see  
below) navigation, the later examples would have required specialised  
shipbuilders and maritime navigators.

In the Early Bronze Age, micrographic tools were much more common, 
particularly the ones made of metal, yet it is difficult to distinguish small 
dimensioned operational metal tools from ‘miniature’ ones which did not 
serve their original purpose. Very small tools may have been used for fine 
work (Marangou, 1991b; Marangou, 2001b). The artefacts considered  
‘miniatures’ by their discoverers are much smaller than ordinary metal tools 
belonging to the same or a similar type. Compared to the originals, they are 
produced in a size ratio of 2:3 to 2:5 (Marangou, 1991b).

Fig. 9. Early Bronze Age clay ship model from Thermi (Lesbos).
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MAKERS AND MANUFAC-
TURE
Besides the diversity in size, differences in production processes, a variety 
of manufacturers, both experts and apprentices, must be assumed in the 
Neolithic. Some clay miniatures had been modelled and fired with skill, even 
richly decorated by connoisseurs, while others, sometimes – not always – of 
smaller size, had been made in a clumsy manner, apparently by non-experts. 
Poorly made, unsuccessfully executed examples of standard types and well-
modelled pieces of workmanship, carefully decorated with complex pat-
terns, possibly imposed by ‘rules’, are attested on the same site (Dikili Tash: 
Marangou, 2019, pp. 92, 122, 141, 173). Relatively large anthropomorphic  
figurines bore incisions (Fig. 10a) (Marangou, 1997b, p. 234; Marangou, 2019, 
p. 91), which served as auxiliary markings for the application of plastic 
details, such as arms. Whereas larger ones may also be poorly fired, smaller 
ones could be meticulously decorated either by an expert (Marangou, 2019, 
p. 92, pl. 81, no. M 1219) or by an inexperienced maker (Fig. 10b) (Marangou, 
2019, p. 92, pl. 78, nos. M 196, M 219, pl. F): independently of their size, some 
figures are made clumsily, others rather expertly. Indeed, it did not neces-
sarily have to be the very small figurines that were made by novices.

Fig. 10a. Late Neolithic clay female figurine with incisions-guides for the applica-
tion of arms, from Dhimitra (front and side view).
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As already mentioned, small, undecorated anthropomorphic figurines were 
found together with larger, decorated ones and miniature house equipment 
inside vases or house models. Such ensembles could not have been toys 
made by children (see Moses, 2015, contesting the interpretation of Cata-
höyük figurines as toys). This hypothesis seems also highly improbable in 
the exceptional case of the very poorly made micrographic vases found 
burnt in incineration tombs of adults (Soufli: Gallis, 1982). Rather, they may 
have been especially made for instant use in the funerary context.

In Late Neolithic Dikili Tash, among animal figurines of two different 
types and sizes, the larger, two-headed, heavy ones are roughly made of 
porous clay containing impurities, even pebbles, while the smaller ones are 
made of finer clay, show more details and are better fired (as in Fig. 1b). 
There is however one small example of an unfinished or failed figurine  
(Marangou, 2019, p. 122).

Fig. 10b. Late Neolithic clay decorated figurines from Dikili Tash, showing an  
expert (left) and a ‘novice’ (right) maker.
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Fig. 11. Early Bronze Age roughly-made clay micrographic vases from Poliochni.

Learning craft skills can begin early in life, by formal or informal instruc-
tion, by observation and imitation, guided by more experienced makers 
(Sofaer, 2015). Fingerprints of a child up to 10 years of age were found on 
two micrographic vases and a zoomorphic figurine of the Vinča culture: the 
well-polished zoomorphic body bearing fingerprints of a child on its back-
bone suggests that both an adult and a child, an expert and a novice, had 
worked on the same miniature (Balj, 2017). Rather than just child’s play, 
domestic apprenticeship seems a probable interpretation. However,  
connoisseurs and apprentices seem to have worked in few Neolithic houses.

There is no conclusive evidence of varying degrees of skill in Early 
Bronze Age bone figurines, although ‘child work’ is attested on clay minia-
ture vases (Fig. 11) (Marangou, 1994). With regard to stone artefacts, several 
Cycladic figurines, including an unfinished one, were found in a Skarkos 
building. They were associated with residues of marble-processing waste 
and various tools and pigments, indicating a specific space of specialized 
manufacture (Marthari, 2017). However, the specialised manufacturers of 
the figurines did not necessarily have to correspond to the individuals who 
‘used’ them: at Troy, a sherd figurine was found in a stone carver’s workshop 
and a stone one in a deer antler workshop, while at Poliochni (Green Period) 
a bone figurine was found together with several stone axes (Marangou, 
1997a; Marangou, 2001b; Marangou, 2013). Working stone and bone required 
specialised technological knowledge, which may be evidenced in particular 
by the miniature metal tools (Marangou, 1991b). The discovery of such  
micrographic metal tools in a few children’s tombs opens interesting inter-
pretative directions (Marangou, 1991b) (see below).
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COPIES IN THE WORLD  
OF THE ORIGINALS:  
SYMBOLISM
Precise information of the primary archaeological contexts of the Neolithic 
figurines and models is not very common. Neolithic clay figurines and  
models are mostly found in domestic, rather than in funerary contexts, and 
seem to have been related to daily activities. Micrographic, closed vases, 
sometimes containing seeds or carbonized wood, thus ‘functional’ in a sen-
se, as well as anthropomorphic figurines were connected to food prepara-
tion and storage, or to whorls and weaving equipment, i.e. to work areas 
that are considered ‘female’ (Marangou, 2001b; Marangou, 2020). Decorated 
micrographic vases and figurines were found with jewellery (Marangou, 
2001b). A relationship between anthropomorphic figurines and textiles is 
also indicated by specific imprints on clay bodies of some acrolithic exam-
ples (Marangou, 2020, figs. 10a–c). Hence, the miniatures’ domestic refe-
rence hints at everyday matters, while they could also be associated to  
ritual/magic concerns. The connection of miniatures to ovens/hearths and 
places related to fire in houses or yards in general is attested in several 
cases. This suggests that miniatures were associated either to a family or 
household, or to a group of households sharing a common oven or heating 
structure (Marangou, 2001b; Nikolaidou, 2003).

Composite works, such as permanently seated human adults with 
infants, double-headed animals, or open house models with modelled  
together platforms, ovens and even anthropomorphic figurines, could  
represent performative scenes, imaginary or real, which were conceived as 
an entity and presented in a fixed setting (Marangou, 2018a). There are also 
syntheses in sets or ‘scenes’, their distinctly modelled associated movable 
elements being occasionally grouped together and combined. The well-
known ‘cult scene’ from Ovčarovo IX, consisting of 26 miniature objects, 
anthropomorphic ‘half-seated’, mainly female figurines, miniature vessels, 
furniture and possibly musical instruments and elements of interior 
screens/partitions (?), was found inside a building, underneath the frag-
mented remains of a large, unfired clay model of a building, covering an 
area of c. 50 x 50 cm (Todorova et al., 1983, p. 91; Todorova, 2003, pp. 287, 
323, fig. 16A). The latter was probably a building model without a floor of 
similar dimensions: it could originally have covered all the miniatures (see 
above).

Groups of figurines, mainly female half-seated ones, together with 
miniature furniture and other modelled items, placed on a bench, on the 
floor, by the oven, could have been connected to large house models (e.g. 



86ORIGINALS AND COPIES 86

Ovčarovo), although not necessarily. They could not represent a family, but 
rather a larger social group (the larger figurines perhaps representing 
adults, and the smaller, younger individuals), perhaps from a whole settle-
ment (Marangou, 1996a). This also applies to the large group of 46 asexual, 
or possibly male figurines, found in front of an oven at the site of Stubline. 
The figurines stand, holding 11 preserved tools (Crnobrja et al., 2009;  
Crnobrja, 2011). A possible concurrence of oven models and anthropomor-
phic, half-seated figurines of proportionate dimensions may also be evi-
denced at Dikili Tash (Marangou, 2019, p. 149). Separately modelled anthro-
pomorphic figures and furniture miniatures were deliberately associated; 
there is also evidence of the simultaneous manufacture of a seat and an 
autonomous figurine: at Kodzadermen, a miniature seat’s backrest has even 
left imprints on an anthropomorphic figurine’s back when the material was 
still soft (Popov, 1918, p. 138, fig. 143; Gaul, 1948, p. 134, pl. LXIII, no. 1).

Besides models of furnished and inhabited house interiors or of their 
elements, occasionally flocks of miniature domestic animals are found  
(Marangou, 1996a). An exceptional example is known from the site of 
Ovčarovo, House 10, where in front of a real oven a miniature flock was found 
in the vicinity of (not inside) a house model (Todorova, 1982; Trenner, 2010, 
p. 153, no. 43). It is feasible that real animals were kept in residential buil-
dings or in courtyards (Marangou, 1992, p. 224; Marangou, 1996a). Although 
both main categories of zoomorphic figurines (including a small, perforated 
one) from Dikili Tash are standing stably (as in Fig. 1b), their obvious diffe-
rence in size and treatment could imply that they were used differently. 
Whereas the smaller ones may be movable and/or occur in groups, the larger 
and heavy ones appear rather isolated and static.

As suggested by models of special structures (‘altars’: Hansen et al., 
2011, p. 94, figs. 73–74), real screens/partitions may have been used in  
interior spaces. Sets and scenes of miniatures may have been covered by a 
house model or kept inside a vase, yet the ‘concealment’ of ‘cult scenes’ could 
also have happened by perishable means, including possible textile or  
wicker hanging fixtures (see Marangou, 2020), in particular if the miniatu-
res’ display was only occasional (Marangou, 1996a; see also prints of texti-
les on real size clay items: Marangou, 2020, with further references). Such 
real partitions could be decorated with a bucranium, as is for instance  
indicated by the clay miniature ‘screen’ from Dhimitra (Fig. 4).

Surprisingly, boat models were also found close to an oven, same as 
figurines and micrographic vases (Marangou, 1996b; 2001a, with further 
references). This means that a domestic environment may constitute the 
context even of micrographic watercrafts. It is therefore possible that mi-
niatures did not necessarily or were not supposed to depict their prototypes 
in real domestic interiors, but that they could also have rather constituted 
their symbolic representations connected to the domestic sphere (Maran-
gou, 2018b). 
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At the end of their life cycle, the miniatures seem to have been broken  
since only separate fragments are usually found (see Chapman, 2000 on 
fragmentation, and Biehl, 2003 on ‘ritual destruction’). However, in the Late 
Neolithic Sarakinos cave, a large concentration of figurines was deposited 
in an area near the entrance, while at the same time numerous other figu-
rines were found on the different floors, together with complete deer  
antlers, suggesting ritualized depositional behaviour (Sampson & Mastro-
giannopoulou, 2018). Interestingly, in the Late Neolithic Lion’s Cave (Attica), 
clay figurines were found grouped together, while stone specimens seem  
to have been intentionally placed in isolation under stone constructions  
of activity areas. Both categories were associated with other artefacts  
(Karali et al. 2018, p. 280).

Miniatures rarely occur in funerary contexts, though examples made 
of valuable materials (gold) have been found in rich burials containing ‘pre-
cious’ goods (Varna cemetery: Fol & Lichardus, 1988). On the other hand, used 
miniature bowls or ‘feeding bottles’ were included in some children’s and  
women’s (mothers?) tombs (Marangou, 1992, p. 229; Marangou, 2001b), and 
poorly made miniature vases were found in adult tombs (see above).

It seems as if in the domestic interiors of the Neolithic, presumably 
symbolic objects and everyday (female) activities were tightly linked, in 
both the tangible and the imaginary sphere (Marangou, 2001b; Marangou, 
2013). The role of (special?) women in the ritual domain may have been 
important (Marangou, 2020). However, miniatures are not found in every 
house and hence might not have constituted an inherent element of every 
household or social group (Marangou, 1996a).

The general characteristic of Early Bronze Age miniatures consists of 
diverse contexts and the absence of interrelations. Different concrete uses 
of iconographic categories seem probable: humans, animals, vases and tools 
do not occur as combined ensembles, but rather they are found individu-
ally, in some cases also in small groups of the same theme category. In fact, 
when (rarely) attested on the same site, anthropomorphic and zoomorphic 
figurines are not found in the same house, at least never in the same room 
(Marangou, 1997a). Clay zoomorphic figurines, or micrographic closed  
vases, sometimes containing seeds, and exceptionally anthropomorphic 
figurines are found in contexts related to food storage, mainly in Southern 
Greece (Marangou, 2001b). Their deliberate separation also manifests  
in the fact that zoomorphic figurines are found in bothroi filled with  
common household waste, organic residues, tools, while anthropomorphic 
figurines are found in bothroi containing jewellery and pigments, ochre  
and azurite (Marangou, 1997a). The latter correlation can also be observed  
in Early Cycladic tombs.

Anthropomorphic figurines are found mostly isolated. They are found 
in few houses, only exceptionally may they occur in groups or related to 
ovens (Marangou, 1997a; on Skarkos see Marthari, 2017). More often, they 
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are found in open areas of settlements (Marthari, 2017), as well as in streets, 
in particular outside houses containing figurines (Thermi: Marangou, 1997a). 
They are also associated with funerary or ritual contexts. In fact, anthro-
pomorphic figurines are found, both whole and fragmented, in some  
Cycladic graves that do not appear to be associated with figurine manufac-
turers. This corresponds to the fact that figurines of different raw materials 
are attested in spaces of manufacturers working on other materials, as 
mentioned earlier. Ritual deposition of marble figurines, all deliberately 
broken, has been proposed by D. E. Wilson (2017). The relevant specimens 
were found as foundation deposits of houses, in addition to their discovery 
as offerings in burial or sanctuary contexts. Ritual treatment of anthropo-
morphic figurines is also attested from finds in walls or under house floors 
in the Northeastern Aegean (Hüryilmaz, 1999).

In contrast to large Neolithic figures related to houses/buildings, 
either at the entrance, or fixed on walls or placed near ovens, Early Bronze 
Age anthropomorphic stelae are found embedded in settlement enclosures 
or fortifications, sometimes even near the entrance (Thermi, Troy: Maran-
gou, 2001b, with further references), including in secondary use (Skala  
Soteros: Koukouli-Chrysanthaki, 1987, p. 391). These contexts suggest the 
objects’ involvement in collective rituals, including as foundation offerings. 
Large figures and stelae usually refer to open, non-built, public spaces, 
crossroads and streets (Troy, Thermi: Marangou, 1997a). Stone slabs with 
cavities on paved roads (Poliochni: Marangou, 2001b) might indicate col-
lective game or rituals. Unlike the Neolithic figurines which were designed 
to be viewed from all sides, Early Bronze Age anthropomorphic figurines – 
flat, plank-like, standard size ones or larger examples similar to stelae – do 
not stand stably. In particular large examples, appropriate for open public 
spaces, were leaned against a wall, embedded in it, or anchored into the 
ground. They could be seen from a distance by passers-by or assembled 
groups and could have functioned as signals of a specific location or area. 
Baetyls which may have represented animate beings are rarely found. They 
were originally placed in open, uncovered spaces, such as for instance in a 
yard at Eutresis (Marangou, 1992, p. 233 with references) or in a paved court 
at Poliochni (Cultraro, 1997).

As mentioned above, already in the Final Neolithic, symbolic objects 
and representations are often found near the entrance or on the enclosures 
of coastal settlements, perhaps for the ‘protection’ of the inhabitants or to 
‘demonstrate power’: the two-dimensional ship representations at Strophi-
las are mainly carved in public areas, such as in front of the settlement 
enclosure, most of them placed opposite of the entrance, perhaps marking 
the access to the settlement, while numerous other ships are depicted on 
the exterior façade of the enclosure (Televantou, 2018, p. 391). In Final  
Neolithic funerary contexts, such as at Kefalas (Kea: Coleman, 1977), the 
anthropomorphic figurines are attested in a central area of both sectors of 
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the cemetery, where they were placed outside of graves, including near the 
earliest grave. The cemetery is located at the base of the cape, and the area 
in which the figurines were placed is near the access to the settlement of 
Kefalas. As has also been suggested by C. Broodbank (2000), anthropomor-
phic figurines are found in domestic contexts of the Late Neolithic, where-
as in the Final Neolithic they seem to have been preferably placed in ceme-
teries, outside the graves. In the Early Bronze Age, anthropomorphic 
figurines were deposited inside the graves.

In the Early Bronze Age, models of the artificial environment do not 
contradict the context of figurines: they are rarely associated with the  
domestic sphere, but rather indicate their involvement in exterior public 
activities and collective, as well as funerary practices. Certain thematic 
categories are also connected to specialized tasks and possibly clusters of 
population (Marangou, 2018b). Two-dimensional representations of sea-
crafts may also have funerary associations, such as the incised examples 
on the Syros ‘frying-pans’ (Broodbank, 1989; Wedde, 2000), but are also 
attested in outdoor, public spaces (Doumas, 1965, p. 53, fig. 7, pl. 37a). An 
Early Bronze Age ship model (Fig. 9) has been found in a street in Thermi, 
in front of most important houses which contained figurines (Marangou, 
1996b). Yet, ship models were also found in Cycladic tombs. Such funerary 
associations with seaworthy vessels might imply the dead’s related specia-
lized activity or a similar connection.

In the Early Bronze Age, micrographic stone and clay axes are nume-
rous, while miniature metal tools also occur on sites with evidence of  
metallurgical activities. Micrographic vases, in particular vases related to 
liquids (jugs, bowls and ‘feeding bottles’), are not only attested in houses, 
but also in public outdoor spaces and in areas around wells (Marangou, 
1991b; Marangou, 2001b), as well as in graves of (usually not too young) 
children. Some miniature ‘feeding bottles’ have also been found in tombs of 
women (mothers?), and stone miniature vases containing pigments in adult 
tombs (Marangou, 2001b, with further references).

Children could have been assigned outdoor tasks, such as herding 
and tending animals, or helping with water procurement. In select Early 
Bronze Age tombs of children who had died after the age of first dentition, 
micrographic clay, open vases and, more rarely, micrographic copper or lead 
tools were found, in cemeteries where some adults had also received a dif-
ferentiated treatment in death (Devnja: see references in Marangou, 1991b). 
While the functionality of these miniature tools cannot be excluded, signi-
ficantly the children’s graves did not contain anthropomorphic figurines, 
or ‘dolls’. On the other hand, sometimes female figurines and whorls had 
been given to deceased pre-adolescent or adolescent girls, in the Final Neo-
lithic (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 199, fig. 312). Children may have become efficient 
and productive community members after reaching a certain age, a life 
stage, having entered or achieved apprenticeship or completed initiation 
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(including initiation to a craft), without excluding external ‘work’ activities 
(Marangou, 1991b; Marangou, 2001b). At least some children can also be 
associated to symbolic practices.

Therefore, the symbolic charge and concrete use of Early Bronze Age 
miniatures is different from the Neolithic ones: the choice of the depicted 
themes, their associations and combinations change. The symbolism and 
contexts of the miniature objects point to a collective rather than house-
hold/family-connection. Furthermore, we observe a shift towards their 
involvement in communal practices as well as public gatherings in outdoor 
spaces, but also towards their use in the funerary sphere, as observed in 
some burials. Finally, the miniatures, in particular in regard to certain  
thematic categories, imply a connection with specialised activities.

CONCLUSIONS
The prehistoric miniatures under discussion did not necessarily have the 
same concrete function, even when referring to the same prototype. Taking 
into consideration the factors of the miniatures’ practical usability vs.  
unusability, flexible combinability vs. fixed composition, moveability vs.  
permanently or temporarily fixed placement, they were part of a system. 
On the one hand, they could form individual entities, or on the other hand 
change their components and mise-en-scène.

Flexible combinations among Neolithic clay miniatures were possib-
le since they were usually stable and more or less proportionate in size. 
They are normally connected to domestic contexts associated to ‘female 
activities’, including in limited spaces called ‘functional’, such as inside 
house models or other containers, including exposed on real-life benches, 
or by an oven or on the floor. House models could have covered both  
miniature ‘scenes’ and valuable objects. Rare large building models with 
more than one roof on top of the same base might also represent clusters 
of houses, kin groups, or clans. Groups of miniatures were found in a few 
houses or close to some ovens, including in yards. However, it is unknown 
if they referred to just one family, or rather to a small group of households, 
a social group, or special persons from the whole settlement. In any case, 
domestic apprenticeship and manufacture by some families, households 
or individuals seems probable. On the other hand, large, immovable figures 
were fixed on architectural elements in or outside particular, ‘special’  
(common?) buildings.

The ‘interacting’ (in practical reality) of different Neolithic microgra-
phic categories could only be seen when entering buildings and probably 
not constantly. Only a few persons might have been aware of the hidden 
miniatures in storage pits or vessels. Possible ‘ritual specialists’ would have 
known the required combination of the mobile and/or fixed miniatures, the 
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respective narrative scenario as well as its performative re-enactment  
(Marangou, 2020). Large, immovable figures were sometimes connected to 
particular closed spaces, to which access was possibly restricted to special 
individuals or groups. The miniatures and their meanings seem in accor-
dance with everyday concerns, i.e. the household, livestock, subsistence, 
survival and probably with the transmission of collective beliefs and  
narratives.

In the Early Bronze Age, bone, stone, metal and clay were used for an-
thropomorphic figurines. Zoomorphic figurines were mostly manufactured in 
clay. Miniature vases from clay increased, and micrographic tools, now inclu-
ding metal ones, became much more frequent. Miniature furniture or houses 
were rather exceptional. Whereas anthropomorphic figurines, mostly of stone, 
were used in funerary and rarely in domestic-ritual contexts, a turn towards 
the public sphere and specialization, if not individuality, is suggested. Micro-
graphic human beings do not seem to have interacted with other miniatures. 
Large anthropomorphic figures or stelae as well as ship representations were 
exposed in open areas. A few closed micrographic vases and zoomorphic fi-
gurines were connected to storage. On the other hand, miniature open vases 
were possibly related to children in open areas. In some cases, they were found 
together with miniature metal tools in children’s graves, probably indicating 
young individuals of a distinguished social group, or of a gender or specific 
biological stage, hinting at an acquired special skill, a specialized craft or  
an expertise.

In conclusion to this overview, the choice of themes and transfer  
processes was intentional and connected to both practical functions and sym-
bolic meanings – domestic or public, profane, ritual or funerary, related or 
unrelated to a specific individual, family, group, gender, age or specialization. 
If miniatures reflect either a Neolithic dwelling filled with household gear and 
operated by a particular family, some households, a social group, a particular 
gender, or ritual specialists, or Early Bronze Age public, communal activities 
of guilds or groups or individuals of special, including ritual, status or exper-
tise, we still have to bear in mind that the words are lost and that the unders-
tanding of prehistoric symbols can never be absolutely objective, nor conclu-
sive: narration, ritual, apprenticeship and even play could have resulted in 
similar miniature representations, referring to a ‘looking-glass world’.
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