
 
 

Cycladic Civilization 
A very ancient island - culture	

The Cycladic Civilization flourished on the Cycladic Islands in the Aegean Sea 
during the Early Bronze Age., from 3200 to 2000 BC. Ιt became famous mainly for 
its small marble figurines that were found abundantly in tombs and settlements in 
these islands.  



 

Seafaring people, the Cycladic islanders traveled the Aegean in their ships 
exchanging goods and ideas. Farming, raising livestock, fishing and hunting 
constituted the daily activities of these island dwellers who resided permanently in 
small settlements, first near the coastline, then later on hillsides. In their everyday 
lives they used vessels and utensils made of clay while in parallel they fabricated 
tools and weapons made of bronze, others made of silver and lead. Marble could be 
found on almost all islands along with other materials like obsidian from Melos and 
emery from Naxos. These were also very important in the life and art of the 
inhabitants of the Cyclades.  

Our knowledge of everyday life of the ancient Cycladic peoples, their burial customs 
and religious beliefs are based exclusively on the objects that archaeologists 
discovered and continue to discover in excavations, as there exists no written 
accounts whatsoever from this era. 

	

	

The Cyclades 
The Cyclades are a group of small islands in the central-southern part of the Aegean 
Sea, forming a virtual land bridge between Mainland Greece and Asia Minor. Naxos, 
with an area of 428 sq. km. is the largest. The name “Cyclades” is used by the 
historians Herodotus, Thucydides and several other ancient authors. According to 
the geographer Strabo, the Cyclades included Keos, Kythnos, Seriphos, Melos, 
Siphnos, Kimolos, Paros, Naxos, Syros, Mykonos, Tenos and Andros, which formed 
a circle around the sacred island of Delos, as well as Thera, Ios, Sikinos, 
Pholegandros, Amorgos and Anaphi.  

The Cyclades have limited water resources, a restricted range of flora and fauna 
and little farming land. The climate is dry, with prolonged periods of sunshine and 
little rainfall. However, the strong winds that prevail for most of the year, especially in 
the summer, help regulate the temperature and favor coastal navigation. 

 

 



	

	

	

 

 

 



Cycladic figurines 

The small marble statues of the human form, the Cycladic figurines, are the objects 
that best represent the art of the Cycladic Civilization.  

During the approximately one thousand years (3200-2000 BC) that the Early 
Cycladic Civilization lasted, various types of figurines were created, sometimes with 
more and other times with less sculptural detail. They represent mostly female 
figures; male figures are rare and there is also a small number of unusual examples 
representing various groups of figures. 

The figurines with folded arms are the most common and almost always female. 
Other well-known types are the violin-shaped and the seated figures, such as the 
harp-players or the man sitting on a stool proposing a toast, figures depicting 
hunters or warriors, musician etc. 

 

 
	

	

To sculpt the figurines, the people of the Cyclades carved larger or smaller pieces of 
marble using mainly stone tools. Marble was abundantly available on the Cycladic 
islands. It came primarily from Naxos and Keros, and in lesser quantities from Paros 
and Ios. 



 
All the evidence shows that the figurines were painted with pigments mainly to 
indicate 

facial features-eyes, mouth and hair. 

 

	  
 

Maybe it was because they practiced the custom of making up their faces or other 
parts of the body on special occasions. 

 



 
 

 

What were these figurines after all? 

We’ll never know for sure, as we do not have written documentation from this era. 
The archaeologists are trying to understand their meaning by studying the figurines 
themselves but also the place where they were discovered along with other objects 
that were found with them. 

Today one can see the Cycladic figurines in museums in Athens, in the Cyclades, 
and in many museums around the world in New York, in London,in Paris and 
elsewhere. 

 

 

 

 

 



The Cycladic figurines and modern art 
Cycladic figurines, among the earliest depictions of the human figure, impress us 
today with their unadorned and timeless presence. Nevertheless, until the mid-20th 
century, the archaeologists who discovered them as well as the public at large, 
considered them “inelegant”, “inartistic”, “primitive” because the paragon for these 
people was Greek art of the Classical period, particularly the famous statues, such 
as the “Hermes” of Praxiteles (4th century BC) or the Hellenistic “Venus de Milo” 
(2nd century BC). 

From the end of the 19th century but mainly from the beginning of the 20th century, 
renowned Europe-an artists, sculptors and painters, such as Brancusi, Matisse, 
Moore, Coper, Hepworth, Picasso, Giacometti, Modigliani and others, began 
discovering Cycladic figurines in museums and collections. The almost flat, marble 
figures along with the simplicity and symmetry of their proportions struck and 
inspired the imagination of these artists. With their works, they invite us to look at the 
Cycladic figurines through different eyes and imagine a bridge crossing over the 
millennia. 

 

	



	

	

	

Cycladic CivilizationThe Museum of Cycladic Art The 
Museum of Cycladic Art is a dynamic cultural organization in the centre of Athens 
that focuses on promoting the ancient cultures of the Aegean and Cyprus, with 
emphasis on Cycladic art of the third millennium BC. 
 
Since it was founded in 1986 to house the private collection of Dolly and Nikolaos 
Goulandris, the Museum has expanded significantly and now houses one of the 
most complete private collections of Cycladic art worldwide, with representative 
examples of the world-renowned Cycladic marble figurines. 
 
The Museum’s permanent collections include 3000 Cycladic, ancient Greek and 
ancient Cypriot artefacts, witnesses to the cultures that flourished in the Aegean and 
the Eastern Mediterranean from the fourth millennium BC to approximately the sixth 
century BC. 
 
The Museum of Cycladic Art’s temporary exhibitions focus on archaeology and 
modern and contemporary art with the aim to familiarize the public with important 



twentieth and twenty-first century artists and to explore the relations between 
ancient cultures and modern art. Salvador Dali, Pablo Picasso, Thomas Struth, 
Louise Bourgeois, Sarah Lucas, Ugo Rondinone, Jannis Kounellis, Mario Merz, Ai 
Weiwei, and Cy Twombly are among the artists hosted.  
 
Τhe Museum of Cycladic Art is also actively involved in the organization educational 
and community programmes, conferences, seminars etc.  
	

For more details on the various activities of the Museum of Cycladic Art please visit 
www.cycladic.gr 

 

 

 


