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When I walked into the Countless Aspects of Beauty Exhibit, I looked in awe at 

intricately painted vases, gold-encrusted jewelry, and multiple Aphrodite statues.1 As I moved 

through the exhibit, surrounded by these beautiful artifacts, three reconstructed wall fragments 

caught my eye. The first portion depicted two white women mounted on a chariot, riding by 

trees. The other two portions showed three hunters with short tunics, holding spears.2 The 

hunters, painted with a deep tan, bore a stark contrast to the whiteness of the two women. In my 

head, I deduced that the fragments, from different times periods, showed the evolution of female 

depiction in Ancient Greek art. However, the inscription identified them as one wall fresco, with 

female chariot riders and male hunters, recovered from a thirteenth century BCE citadel in 

Tiryns. The only aspect distinguishing between their gender was their starkly different skin tone.  

In the following paper, I will analyze the scholarly discussion surrounding this seemingly 

unimportant wall fresco. First, I will examine its importance through the historical context of 

where it was found. Then I will discuss how the differing artistic technique between drawing 

men and women provides a glimpse into the mind of the painter. Second, I will argue against the 

color differentiation showed differing sun exposure. Through defining Aristotelian narrative as 

the importance of analyzing influence, I will discuss the past, present, and future connections to 

the frescoes. For the conversation with the past, the influence of Egyptian male/female color 

differentiation will refute the color differentiation being caused by differing sun exposure. Then 

for present context, I will delve into the elitist aspect of frescoes versus the familial aspect of 

vases and how the differing ideologies were painted. Lastly, I will discuss the disappearance and 

reappearance of color differentiation. With the collapse in society during the Dark Ages, I will 

                                                
1 The Countless Aspects of Beauty Exhibit is found in the National Archeology Museum in Athens, 
Greece. 
2 Cover page includes a collage of the artifacts.  
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explain the shift in focus on the reproductive nature of women and how it was shown in art. Then 

I will discuss how Homer and Hesiod, along with continued trade and societal change, brought 

the color differentiation from the Mycenaean period back, and transferred it to Hellenic society. 

What began with an art technique ended as Athenian acceptance of women as a different and 

dangerous species to men. 

 The inscription provides a place to start, a thirteenth century Mycenaean citadel. The 

complexity of Ancient Greek history comes from its age and ever-changing structure. There were 

many ages or periods, every one of them with different social orders, and thus artwork.3 Reynold 

Higgins, in his book Minoan and Mycenae Art, described the Tirynian citadels, or fortified 

palaces, with hollowed outer walls for galleries.4 Mycenaean fresco-paintings decorated these 

galleries, starting in the thirteenth century BCE, with plaster overlaid with depictions of religious 

processions or scenes of war.5 Higgins says these scenes were the “first truly naturalistic style to 

be found in Europe or indeed in art.”6 The frescos were commonplace in Mycenaean culture and 

were mounted in places of massive social gatherings. Seeing them every day, could have 

cemented the conceptual scheme of a difference between male and female. As well, frescos 

began in the thirteenth century BCE, when the reconstructed frescos I found were painted. They 

were not only speaking to the thinking of the time, but were some of the first painted. I claim 

they are some of the original blueprints for the gender distinction in Ancient Greek society.  

In the book Greece in the Bronze Age, Emily Vermeule analyzes the artistic value of the 

reconstructed wall fragments. As a famous restoration of a hunting scene in Tiryns, Vermeule 

                                                
3 The Mycenaean civilization was the last phase of the Bronze Age, lasting from 1600 BCE to 1100 BCE. 
It was a time when social, economic, and technological advances made Greece the hub of activity in the 
Mediterranean. 
4 Reynold Higgins, Minoan and Mycenaean Art, Second (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1985), 86. 
5 Higgins, 94 and 102. 
6 Higgins, 95. 



	

	

3 

 

and Carpenter describe the scene as “a pair of rigid white-faced maidens who guide wooden 

horses through a grove of…upending ping-pong paddles.”7 Vermeule states they are uninspiring 

due to the artist being more focused on the chariot details. Instead of objectifying the women, 

they are window dressing in contrast to, “the striped tires, the yellow axle, the lynch-pin, the 

clumsy cross-gartered yoke, the horses painted red and white as in Egypt…the far girl has no 

arms.”8 By having no arms, I claim the second woman symbolizes lack of agency or the artist’s 

lack of attention. In contrast, the hunters are dynamic and detailed with an athletic build and 

“unbelievable red” skin with yellow or spotted tunics and javelins against a blue background.9 

Vermeule categorizes the scene, despite the white women, as active with an Aristotelian 

imitation of action than the urge to draw well.10 The artists of this time were judged on the scene 

props instead of the quality.11 I agree the women, stylistically, are not interesting, but if they are 

props, what do they add to the scene? I wonder what caused the artist to not put in effort to the 

women. Perhaps the women were drawn with minimal effort so the men would receive all the 

attention. This, in itself, shows how men and women were valued in society. And if the paintings 

were judged by quality, color differentiation had to play a role. Otherwise, the artist could have 

painted the men and women the same color. 

  Since these frescos were naturalistic, scholars have argued the color distinction represents 

the hunters living more outdoors than the women.12 Therefore, the darker skin tone comes from 

more sun exposure. The inscription says, when describing the women, “the whiteness of their 

                                                
7 Emily Vermeule, Greece in the Bronze Age (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1964), 192 and 
194. 
8 Vermeule, 194. 
9 Vermeule, 195. 
10 Vermeule, 195. 
11 Vermeule, 193. 
12 Mary Ann Eaverly, Tan Men/Pale Women: Color and Gender in Archiac Greece and Egypt, a 
Comparative Approach (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2013), 123. 



	

	

4 

 

skin and hairstyles reproduce the sophisticated attitude of the Mycenaean palatial world.” The 

maidens, from a wealthy background, could have spent more time indoors and were paler in 

comparison to the hunters.  

Other scholars disagree because of Egypt’s artistic influence. Vermeule used the word 

“Aristotelian” when describing how artists in the thirteenth century BCE were judged. 

Stansbury-O'Donnell defines the word “Aristotelian” as narrative storytelling. According to the 

definition, frescoes must be discussed by what category they fit into and how they relate to other 

artworks. She argues that even though a painting may have basic elements, they can represent 

narratives or portraits. We must analyze how frescoes interact with the other art of the past, 

present, and future.13 Before the Mycenaean civilization even 

fathomed building the citadel in Tiryns, Egyptians were 

distinguishing against gender. 

For centuries, the idea of male/female color differentiation 

represented an important element to Egyptian’s worldview.14 In 

statues and paintings, women were painted white while men were 

painted black or deep red.15 Mary Ann Eaverly argues instead of 

being a symbolic color scheme used to create a racial hierarchy, like 

the American system, it showed how: 

The union of male and female was an important component of the 
desired balance and harmony in the universe. The sun itself was 

                                                
13 Mark D. Stansbury-O’Donnell, Pictorial Narrative in Ancient Greek Art (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), 12 and 13. 
14 Eaverly, Tan Men/Pale Women: Color and Gender in Archiac Greece and Egypt, a Comparative 
Approach, 27. 
15 Shown in Image 1. Unknown, Nakht and his wife Tawy, Fourteenth Century B.C. Theban Necropolis, 
Egypt. https://brewminate.com/beyond-hieroglyphs-the-art-and-architecture-of-ancient-egypt/. 
 

Image 1: Nakht and Tawny making an 
offering. The tomb known as TT52 
houses an official named Nakht and his 
wife Tawy (14th century BCE). 
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reborn each day through the union of the setting sun (male) and the 
earth (female).16 
 

 In a male-centered ideology, males and females were in distinct, but complementary 

spheres.17 I agree with Eaverly, the color differentiation was used to show how women and men 

were expected to interact with each other. Even in a society ruled by pharaohs, men and women 

had important roles and worked hand-in-hand with each other.  

With ample similarities between artworks, it is clear Mycenaean Greece and Egypt had 

distinct political and trade connections. Scholars like Immerwahr have connected Egyptian 

male/female color differentiation with early Minoan frescos, which, in turn, influenced 

Mycenaean frescos.18 Many artifacts from either civilization have been discovered together, 

providing evidence of trading of ideas through artwork. In an excavation site in Avris, there were 

Minoan style bull-jumping frescoes. The frescoes show evidence that Minoan artists painted on 

Egyptian soil, meaning they came into contact with Egyptian art.19 With the consensus in the 

scholar community, I claim the Mycenaean wall frescos were influenced by Egyptian art. The 

frescoes I saw even have the red and white coloring of what would be found in Egyptian art. 

Therefore, I claim color was indeed used to distinguish between gender. In terms of the 

naturalistic aspect of the frescoes, Bridget Thomas states in her essay Constraints and 

Contradictions: Whiteness and Femininity in Ancient Greece that the color differentiation is, in 

fact, artificial. The color difference between actual Greek men and women would not be this 

extreme because as Mediterranean natives neither would be white.20  

                                                
16 Eaverly, 28 and 35. 
17 Eaverly, 55. 
18 Eaverly, 85. 
19 Eaverly, 85. 
20 Bridget M. Thomas, “Constraints and Contradictions: Whiteness and Feminitity in Ancient Greece,” in 
Women’s Dress in the Ancient Greek World, ed. Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones (London: Gerald Duckworth & 
Co. Ltd. and The Classical Press of Wales, 2002), 2. 
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By taking into account the Egyptian influence, I claim the artist added the color 

differentiation to add more to the story. As well, if the women were wealthy, they would have 

been given a more prominent role in the fresco. The artist was paid to create these frescos in a 

palace under the orders of the wealthy. He would not have dared insult the people who were 

paying him by not drawing the right number of arms. Instead, I claim the women in the fresco 

were not from high society. Other frescos from the time period included only women carrying 

offerings for the gods. I claim the women included in these frescos were maidens allowed into 

the citadels by the wealthy. I had trouble telling the gender difference between the maidens and 

the hunters, even with different hairstyles. The artist, knowing how effective the Egyptian color 

differentiation was, used color to provide a more distinct contrast. 

However, Eaverly discusses how Greeks did not try to understand or accept the ideals 

behind Egyptian gender representation.21 Their gender differentiation became “a translation [of] 

a native idiom.”22 I claim civilizations did not need to understand a conceptual scheme to adopt 

it. Instead, all they needed was the blueprint. While the Mycenaean color differentiation was 

inspired by Egyptian style, I can only claim it was used to easily distinguish between man and 

woman. However, the frescoes provide no evidence of a distinct change in society, only a 

painting technique. The revolutionary moment arrives centuries later. As Ancient Greek society 

progressed and changed, the color differentiation would be used to inforce a way of thinking into 

society. Instead of symbolizing reconcilable opposites, Greeks, particularly Athens, used color 

differentiation to show that women were a “distinct species from men.”23 Although, it took 

centuries for this chance to come. 

                                                
21 Eaverly, Tan Men/Pale Women: Color and Gender in Archiac Greece and Egypt, a Comparative 
Approach, 156. 
22 Eaverly, 157. 
23 Eaverly, 156. 
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Even in the Mycenaean period, even 

though frescoes followed the male/female 

color differentiation, other forms of art did 

not. Minoan nor Mycenaean sarcophagi 

followed the fresco pattern of color 

differentiation, but instead followed Egyptian 

burial traditions.24 Also, in Mycenaean 

pictorial vases, although showing the same 

themes of frescoes (hunting and warfare), gender was differentiated by costume and secondary 

sexual characteristics. Some scholars argue the different style was due to the lack of color pallet, 

but the details of the clothing were painted with many additional colors.25 Mycenaean vases have 

been shown to include dark brown and added white, but not for 

flesh color.26 Frescoes and vases were available to the public 

eye, influencing the artists. Scholars argue the similarities in 

subject, but not style, show there were different gender 

ideologies. I agree that in any civilization, there are many 

different ideas which circulate. I claim the frescoes I saw were 

important because they show what could be the beginning of 

distinguishing between gender, but that does not mean there 

                                                
24 Eaverly, 85. A sarcophagi is a stone coffin. Shown in Image 2. Unknown, Hagia Traida sarcophagi, 
1400 BCE. Limestone and fresco, Heraklion, Heraklion Archaeological Museum. 
http://odysseus.culture.gr/h/4/eh430.jsp?obj_id=7913.	
25 Eaverly, 87. 
26 Eaverly, 88. Shown in Image 3. Unknown, House of the Warrior krater, 1200 BCE. Clay Pottery, 
Athens, The National Archeology Museum. https://www.namuseum.gr/en/collection/syllogi-mykinaikon-
archaiotiton/.	
 

Image 3: Mycenaean Warrior Vase found from a twelfth 
century BCE Mycenaean Acropolis. The clay vase 
depicts six men walking off to battle while a woman (far 
left) waves as a farewell or symbol of mourning. 

Image 2: Hagia Traida sarcophagi made of limestone and painted with 
fresco technique. A depiction of a funeral depiction. 



	

	

8 

 

were other techniques used. The distinction between the vases and frescoes also show a 

difference in place they were shown. The frescoes were in palaces, while the vases were with the 

average person. There was a tension between how the different classes showed gender. And with 

the Dark Ages came severe social change. 

The Dark Ages brought widespread destruction, shifting the control from the palace to 

the households holding the most amount of money. With this came new emphasis on 

reproduction and marriage alliance. Geometric vases changed to differentiate between gender, 

focusing more on human form. Following the non-elitist gender ideology from the Mycenaean 

period, costume and hair style was used. Even though Mycenaean artwork with male/female 

color differentiation were still available, people of the Dark Ages had no intent to reproduce it, 

instead they tried to distance themselves as much as possible. With the new social changes, 

artwork and funerals started to depict men abducting women and shifted to showing younger 

women.27 The purity of a woman, meaning their virginity, connected to the family honor, wealth, 

and lineage. Instead of color differentiation, superficial elements signified the difference in 

gender.28 I claim for the first time in Ancient Greece, we see evidence of how women were put in 

a part of society focused on furthering the family line. Beauty and the social status started to 

ascribe to hairstyle and age. Here is where we see evidence that the conceptual scheme of a 

society can be changed and rewritten to fit with what the society needs.  

In the Age of Homer, around the eighth century BCE, male/female color differentiation 

started to resonate with Greek society again. Ian Morris claims the reason for accepting the color 

differentiation is the political climate of the period. The “elites” wanted everything to stay the 

same but the “middling ideology” stressed the unity of male citizens and needed clear 

                                                
27 Eaverly, 92. 
28 Eaverly, 93. 
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distinctions between male and female. The change of house layout provides evidence, as 

courtyards went from one room to multi-room, restricting women to certain parts of the home.29 

However, the new ideology needed to be engrained in society and women. The Mycenaean 

period provided a blueprint which Homer and Hesiod sought to resurrect.30 Homer wrote the 

Odyssey and Iliad which both took place in the Mycenaean period, and brought back the color 

differentiation in his poetry.31 He describes Hera, even as a goddess, as “white-armed” twenty-

four times in the Iliad. The description is used when she exhibits positive female behavior of 

helping the Greeks or listening to Zeus. However, when she dares to question Zeus, she is 

described as “ox-faced.”32 I claim the use of whiteness indicates her obedience to the men in her 

life. Greeks were starting to use whiteness to portray how women had to act in society.  

Hesiod strove to provide even stronger distinction between gender, by stating they were 

different species. The first to speak of the creation of women, he states that “Pandora” was a 

great evil who brought all the evils to men. Women, to him, had to be controlled and confined to 

the house.33 I claim this provided a shift in thinking for the Greeks, instead of costume or 

secondary sexual characteristics, color provided a stronger emphasis. Trade never ceased with 

Egypt and Homer brought back the theology of the Mycenaean period, so the male/female color 

differentiation could be brought back into society. Except this time, with a sinister motive. 

Greeks either did not understand Egyptians believed male and females were reconcilable 

                                                
29 Eaverly, 106. 
30 Vermeule, Greece in the Bronze Age, 309. 
31 Vermeule, 309. 
32 Thomas, “Constraints and Contradictions: Whiteness and Feminitity in Ancient Greece,” 3. 
33 Eaverly, Tan Men/Pale Women: Color and Gender in Archiac Greece and Egypt, a Comparative 
Approach, 104. 
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opposite, or they did not want to. While the sphinx in Egyptian culture showed the positive icon 

of kingly power, the Greek version showed the evil embodying women.34  

 From the eighth century to the founding of Athens, the male/female color differentiation 

became more prominent. It came up more in the form of outlining male and females differently. 

Beazley claims the color distinction was not strictly observed, but gradually became the rule. The 

fact the observance occurred overtime speaks to its artificiality. The frescoes I saw prove to be 

the beginning of a distinction between men and women which would transgress into oppressive 

control. 

 Athenians were eager to adopt the male/female color differentiation. A large but modern 

metropolis, Athens was a melting pot of different classes and backgrounds. Mary Beard states 

their culture was diverse, but brutal. Their inventions of democracy, theatre, philosophy, history, 

and what it means to be a human being went hand-in-hand with the exploitation of women.35 

Beard and Beth Cohen state in the classic Hellenic world, the person would be ideal, perfectly 

formed, good, speak Greek, and, most importantly, male.36 To define the ideal person, they 

placed him in stark contrast to women. The citizen had to be a man who was brave like a lion but 

well-proportioned, and good coloring.37 Aristotle makes the distinction between man and women 

clear in History of Animals.  

Female softer in disposition, is more mischievous, less simple, 
more impulsive, and more attentive to the nurture of the young; the 
male, on the other hand, is more spirited, more savage, or simple 
and less cunning. The traces of these characters are more or less 

                                                
34 Eaverly, 105. 
35 Mary Beard, How Do We Look: The Body, The Divine, And the Question of Civilisation (New York and 
London: Liberight Publishing Corporation, 2018), 33. 
36 Beard, 41; Beth Cohen, “Introduction,” in Not the Classical Ideal: Athens and the Construction of the 
Other in Greek Art (Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill Publishers, 2000), 4.	
37 Mireille M. Lee, Body, Dress, and Identity in Ancient Greece (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2015), 41. 
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visible everywhere, but they are especially visible where character 
is more developed, and most of all in man.38 
 

Male/female color differentiation became the tool to distinguish 

between fine-skinned, fragile women and tougher and harder men.39 

Athenian artwork ubiquitously used color differentiation in Attic black 

figure vases. Eaverly argues this means the gender construct was accepted in 

Athenian society. No matter if the women were mortal or divine, they were 

marked as separate from man.40 She argues this sent a direct message to 

Athenians or anyone visiting, especially women, that women were 

fundamentally different from men in their very nature.41 Along with the 

eighth century BCE belief that females embodied evil, I claim they were 

seen as an alien race living among men. With a city named after a goddess, 

Athenians identified Athena with male qualities. For to them, she was not 

female because she was born from her father’s head, not her mother’s womb 

and she was a virgin. 42 I claim the clear distinction made for Athena 

provides evidence that in Athenian culture women were defined only by 

their ability to reproduce and create the ideal Greek citizen, man. 

Analyzing the methods and motives of ancient civilizations remind us to not take any 

social expectation for granted. Revolution means a massive change in society occurs and people 

                                                
38 Lee, 37. 
39 Thomas, “Constraints and Contradictions: Whiteness and Feminitity in Ancient Greece,” 2. 
40 Shown in Image 4. Painter of Athens 12592 (A 20096), Panathenaic prize amphora in the term of 
Archon Callimedes, 360/359 B.C. Clay Pottery, Athens, The National Archeology Museum. 
https://www.namuseum.gr/en/collection/ysteri-klasiki-proimi-ellinistiki/. 
41 Eaverly, Tan Men/Pale Women: Color and Gender in Archiac Greece and Egypt, a Comparative 
Approach, 130. 
42 Eaverly, 128. 

Image 4: Athena Promachos stands to the 
left of a unique scene of wrestling on the 
ground. One Nike is flying over the 
wrestlers, while another to the left is 
holding the judge’s palm branch. 
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begin to ascribe to it. However, revolution doesn’t occur quickly or easily. The foundation for 

revolution comes from conceptual schemes which allow us to simplify the complicated. The 

blueprint for these can be created centuries before, but there are always different ideologies of 

how to represent the thought the best. These create a diverse range of blueprints. However, with 

a movement, people only need one. They use the blueprint that ascribes to their motives, but 

most of the time, without understanding it. These blueprints are difficult to find and see the 

connection. My artifact is this blueprint. Starting off as a competitive art technique for 

distinguishing gender, it evolved into a tool used to oppress gender. Color allows us to navigate 

our gender in our day-to-day lives. In the modern day, blue for boys. Pink for girls. And from 

these colors come different societal spheres each gender is allowed to inhabit and a set of 

stereotypes. Men cannot be too feminine and women cannot be too masculine. And the only way 

to free ourselves is to realize, gender is a conceptual scheme based off of the ideal relationships 

of a fifteenth century civilization starkly different from our own. 
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