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The exhibition “Golden Treasures of the Bronze Age – A World of Influence” will be 

shown at the Mount Holyoke College Art Museum in the Weissman and Garonzik galleries. This 

exhibit explores the styles and types of golden Minoan and Mycenaean artifacts found in Greece 

as well as how they were made. The centers of these two Bronze Age (3000 BCE to1000 BCE) 

civilizations were located in modern day Crete and mainland Greece respectively, though their 

influence and power spread beyond those regions. 

The Minoan civilization had a long history from circa 3000 BCE to 1100 BCE, with a 

peak beginning around 2000 BCE. Its population was a melting pot made up of native peoples 

and immigrants from Asia Minor. Many migrants traveled to Crete because of its prime location 

as a center of trade between Egypt and Greece.1 From what archaeologists can gather, the 

Minoans were a peaceful people. Their buildings were very open and their cities did not have 

walls. Very few weapons used for actual combat have been found. In their art they depicted 

scenes of nature and the mundane day to day occurrences around them, never fantastical fictional 

scenes. Their art depicts tranquil and harmonious subject matter and illustrates evidence of a 

seafaring nation. They also do not show scenes of hardship.2 The Minoan style, partly inspired 

by a mix of Egyptian, native Cretan, and art of the Far East, captivated other nearby civilizations. 

The Mycenaean civilization spanned from circa 1600 BCE to 1100 BCE. The citadel of 

Mycenae, a prime example of a Mycenaean structure, had towering cyclopean walls and was 

incredibly well fortified on a hill. Mycenaean art had violent motifs and their grave sites have 

evidence of warrior burials with countless weapons, both functional and ceremonial. All of this is 

evidence of a war-focused nation with a culture centered around violence and hunting.3 Their art 

reflected their warlike society, and their craftsmanship did not share the quality that is evident in 

Minoan pieces.  

Each of these nations had great power in different ways. The Mycenaeans ruled through 

domination, while the Minoans ruled through artistic tradition.4 What puzzled many 

archaeologists was that artifacts and pieces influenced by the Minoans began turning up on 

                                                           
1 Reynold Higgins, Minoan and Mycenaean Art, 17 
2 Donald Preziosi, Aegean Art and Architecture, 16 
3 Donald Preziosi, Aegean Art and Architecture, 14 
4 Donald Preziosi, Aegean Art and Architecture, 155 
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mainland Greece in Mycenaean graves. These pieces could have been made by the Minoans in 

Crete for a Mycenaean patron, by a Minoan artisan in Mycenae, or by a Mycenaean artisan 

replicating the Minoan style. In some cases Minoan symbols found their way into Mycenae. 

These artifacts were perhaps looted or stolen. These two seemingly polar civilizations were in a 

sense joined together by art. Around 1700 BCE it is likely the Mycenaeans invaded the Minoan 

civilization and brought its independence to an end. At this point there was an even further 

melding of these two civilizations through art.  

Through this exhibition, I wish to explore the idea of two drastically different 

civilizations brought together by a stylistic tradition. They share a common aesthetic, or look, yet 

their themes and subject matter are unique to their societies. But sometimes there is not a real 

difference. I will introduce the two civilizations through a wall text in the beginning of the 

exhibit. The wall text will be included alongside a digital rendering of the exhibit space after this 

overview. In the exhibit the two civilizations will not be separated, but instead mingle to an 

extent in the exhibit cases so visitors can see how similar these seemingly opposite cultures can 

be as well as how they differ. Specifically, the exhibit will focus on objects made of gold. These 

objects are defined and organized by category: jewelry and decorative pieces, ceremonial 

weaponry, and vessels. In addition to the jewelry, frescos depicting figures wearing such pieces 

will be included so that the viewer may better understand how they were worn by people of that 

period. 

The labels that I will be including with each object will list a given title, culture, date, 

material, place found, and some minimal didactic information. Each object will not have a label 

right beside it in most cases, but instead have a number that corresponds to a wall label beside 

the display with that object’s information in addition to the others in that case. I hope to create a 

conversational environment where information is provided, but visitors are allowed to interpret 

and analyze the similarities and difference of style between the two civilizations. This is the goal 

and reason why the Minoan pieces and the Mycenaean pieces will not be on opposite sides of the 

gallery. I wish for visitors to see for themselves how the two civilizations were influenced by 

each other and how they vary. Some objects are unique to the Minoans while some to the 

Mycenaeans, but there is a lot of overlap.  

When visitors enter the gallery, the first two pieces they will see are two bull rhytons 

with golden horns. One is Minoan and one is Mycenaean. By having these be the first two 
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objects, it asks the initial question of influence. How did these two civilizations impact each 

other? These two bull heads seem incredibly similar and almost identical, yet they were found in 

two different places among two different cultures. The rest of the exhibition will act as a 

conversation exploring this question, the theme of influence, and the style and motif similarities 

and differences. Looking to their right from these bull heads, visitors will see a wall devoted to 

the introductory text. This wall text will outline the two civilizations, their societal differences, 

and how stylistic influence played a role. The text will introduce the themes of the exhibition and 

act as a guide, but the visitor's exploration of the objects will allow for a full understanding of the 

exhibition. On the wall to the right of the wall text there will be a large rendering of Greece, the 

main region of focus for this exhibition. This is included to help orient the visitors as well as 

provide an aesthetically pleasing and simple accent in contrast to the dense text. From there, 

visitors can choose their own path around the exhibit. There is not a set sequence for how things 

should be viewed. The ceremonial weaponry is located on the right wall of the gallery when 

visitors first enter. Along the back wall will be all golden vessels. Two small freestanding 

displays a few feet in front of the main vessel case will highlight the two most famous vessels, 

the Vapheio Cups. Regardless of their fame, I wish to highlight these cups because they show 

evidence of influence and differing themes. The style appears Minoan, but they were found in 

Mycenaean lands. Some believe that the two depict the differing themes of the Mycenaeans and 

the Minoans. Both show the capture of a bull, but one shows this act in a more violent and 

dramatic way than the other. The calmer scene shows the bull following a decoy cow while 

another hunter captures the bull by the leg. The more violent cup shows bulls charging at hunters 

and shows the great feats made by the hunters to capture these wild beasts. The calmer scene 

could be considered the Minoan and the violent one the Mycenaean.5 These cups contrast the 

bull display by the entrance because they highlight thematic differences rather than similarities. 

By highlighting both of these sets of objects I hope to illustrate further the main theme of 

influence. 

The wall along the left side of the gallery houses two wall displays and a center lower 

case displaying jewelry. The wall display on the right will show larger decorative gold pieces. 

The thicker bands and diadems will be shown here as well as several funerary masks. The middle 

display will show gold seals on the right, signet rings in the center, and miscellaneous other rings 

                                                           
5 Ellen Davis, "The Vapheio Cups: One Minoan and One Mycenean?" The Art Bulletin 56, no. 4  
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on the left. On the far ends of this case will be Minoan pendants on the left and Mycenaean 

pendants on the right. This display will jut out from the wall and be slanted to allow for closer 

viewing. The wall display to the left will house necklaces, earrings, smaller diadems, and other 

delicate pieces of jewelry. In the two wall displays, the artifacts will be placed in such a way that 

one could imagine them on the body. The headpieces are toward the top while necklaces and 

chest pieces are placed closer to the bottom. On both sides at the bottom of these displays will be 

slanted sections, similar to the ring and seal display, to emphasize the smaller objects. The 

jewelry, ceremonial weaponry, and vessels all have their own space within the gallery, allowing 

smooth movement from one grouping to another and easy identification of each type of object. 

Though each section will not be labeled, visitors can visually make this deduction themselves. 

These wall displays will be slightly sunken into the surface of the wall. The rhyton display and 

the two displays for the Vapheio Cups are the only three freestanding cases. This leaves the main 

floor of the gallery very open, allowing visitors to jump from section to section, emphasizing my 

goal of conversation and exploration in this gallery. 

Above the ring and seal display, between the two wall cases, will be a Minoan fresco of 

“Ladies in Blue.” This fresco will help aid visitors in imagining how these pieces of jewelry 

would have been worn. In the fresco, beads wrap around the women’s hair, around their hands 

and arms, and drape around their necks. This will show the visitors that necklaces would have 

been not necessarily worn how we traditionally think they should be worn today. On the wall to 

the left of this jewelry section, on the other side of the entrance where the map is displayed, will 

be an additional Minoan fresco of an “Attendant to the Goddess” wearing and holding jewelry 

similar to what is in display case beside it. 

The main gallery will be painted in a dark navy blue. The color choice was inspired by 

the reoccurring theme of sea life in the gold works. Sea-life is one of those shared themes among 

the Minoan and Myceneans. It was also chosen because this dark navy blue brings out the bright 

color of the golden objects. The gallery will be primarily dim with light shining down on the 

three main freestanding displays, the wall labels and additional aids, and inside the cases. In 

addition to the color choice, the contrast between the dim surrounding and the bright targeted 

lighting on the golden pieces will bring out the object’s color and allude to the idea of “glittering 

golden treasures.” 
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In an effort to teach visitors more about the objects on display, I will utilize a smaller 

adjoining gallery as a learning space. The regions where the Mycenaeans and the Minoans 

resided do not have significant gold deposits. Despite this fact, a multitude of gold hoards and 

miscellaneous golden object have been found. So where did this gold come from? How did these 

ancient peoples work the gold once they acquired it? These questions will be explored through 

this space. In the center will be an interactive touch screen station displaying a map that shows 

the locations of where all of the exhibit objects have been found, split into Minoan and 

Mycenaean finds. Attached to this exhibition overview will be a link to this interactive program. 

This program is still in beta and when it is placed in the actual exhibit pictures of each of these 

finds will be included. For now, only accession numbers and titles are included to give an idea of 

where each object was found and so that the programmer may refer to them while finalizing this 

interactive feature. In addition, sources of ancient gold during this period will also be marked on 

this interactive map to show just how far the gold would have traveled. These locations span all 

the way from Spain, to Africa, and even as far as Siberia. Videos will be played on a loop 

showing the two major gold-smithing techniques used during this period: filigree and 

granulation.6 These videos will be shown on two large screens on opposite walls. There will be 

no sound on these videos as to not disrupt others in the galleries. This is so that, once again, 

visitors may choose their own direction despite this gallery being more of a lecture or teaching 

area. Wall text will be displayed beside these videos explaining more about the process. In 

addition, actual objects will be displayed next to the screens and descriptions to provide an 

example of this technique in action and to bring the visitors back into a Minoan and Mycenaean 

context. On another wall will be ancient metal working tools of this era to show what a craftsman 

would have physically used to make these gold pieces. I hope that visitors will take away just 

how much of a task creating these artifacts was as well as understand the global scale of these so-

called “primitive ancient people” had to operate on when it came to the trade of resources. 

This gallery will also be painted in the same dark navy blue as the main gallery. The 

rooms are painted the same color to emphasize cohesion and the continuation of this exploration 

through Minoan and Mycenaean gold. Unlike the main gallery, it will be fully lit. The interactive 

touch screen will be in the center of the room and will have two sides to it so that more than one 

guest can use it at a time. The wall to the left upon entering the learning space from the main 

                                                           
6 Reynold Higgins, Minoan and Mycenaean Art, 46 
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gallery will house the ancient tools and the wall on the right, a half wall, will contain the main 

wall text for this particular gallery. The other two walls will have the video screens. 

 What visitors will take away from this exhibition is how two very different civilizations 

can share a style and be influenced by one another, and then make the style their own. Through 

these 129 objects, as well as visual aids and text, I hope visitors leave with a greater appreciation 

for ancient art and the accomplishments of these ancient peoples. The medium of gold facilitates 

this exploration and acts a unifying element in and of itself due to its cross cultural importance 

and value. The Minoans, a peaceful and matriarchal society, and the Mycenaeans, a warring 

patriarchal society, reflect their societal norms and cultural standards in their art. To the naked 

eye, the art of these two civilizations could appear very similar, and there are many similarities. 

But when one looks closer, you are able to see just how truly different they can be. 

 

Additional Media Links 

Interactive Map 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=zVIwj-gWkCDc.kjoIdJqOUx9I&usp=sharing 

 

Filigree Videos 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9vtC24bckMY&feature=iv&src_vid=PSLOou_Aeqk&annot

ation_id=annotation_55265 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=diKd8_0v_Mo 

 

Granulation Video 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SdQAOy3WKFI 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=zVIwj-gWkCDc.kjoIdJqOUx9I&usp=sharing
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9vtC24bckMY&feature=iv&src_vid=PSLOou_Aeqk&annotation_id=annotation_55265
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9vtC24bckMY&feature=iv&src_vid=PSLOou_Aeqk&annotation_id=annotation_55265
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=diKd8_0v_Mo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SdQAOy3WKFI
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Introduction 

The Greek Bronze Age took place between 3000 BCE and 1000 BCE. Two of the major 

civilizations residing in modern-day Greece during this time period were the Minoan and the 

Mycenaean people. The Minoans were primarily concentrated on Crete and the surrounding 

islands. The Mycenaeans were originally centered on mainland Greece, but eventually 

dominated Crete and the rest of southern Greece.  

The Minoan civilization had a long history from circa 3000 BCE to 1100 BCE, almost 

the entirety of the Bronze Age. Its population was a melting pot, made up of native peoples and 

immigrants from Asia Minor. Crete was a common destination for migrants and travelers due to 

its prime location as a center of trade between Egypt, mainland Greece, and the Far East. The 

Minoans were a peaceful people. Their buildings were very open and their cities did not have 

walls. Very few weapons used for actual combat have been found. In their art they depicted 

scenes of nature and the mundane day to day occurrences around them, never fantastical fictional 

scenes. Their art depicts tranquil and harmonious subject matter and illustrates evidence of a 

seafaring nation. Some common motifs and popular imagery in Minoan art related to sea-life, 

nature, and sacred symbols such as the double-axe, the bull, and female deities. 

The Mycenaean civilization spanned from circa 1600 BCE to 1100 BCE. Mycenean 

settlements were well fortified with high walls and many weapons have been found. They were a 

warring nation with a culture centered around combat and hunting. Their art depicted their 

warlike society, and their craftsmanship did not reflect the quality that is evident in Minoan 

pieces. 

What puzzled many archaeologists was that artifacts and pieces influenced by the 

Minoans began turning up on mainland Greece in Mycenaean graves. These pieces could have 

been made by the Minoans in Crete for a Mycenaean patron, by a Minoan artisan in Mycenae, or 

by a Mycenaean artisan replicating the Minoan style. The completely Minoan artifacts could 

have also been taken through looting or piracy. Although to the naked eye their two styles are 

very similar, the cultural ideals of each civilization shows through. A shared style is made unique 

by each civilization. Each of these nations had great power in different senses of the word. The 

Mycenaeans ruled through domination, while the Minoans ruled through artistic tradition.  



8 
 

Where did the gold come from? 

Ancient peoples considered gold to be a magical element. Gold could be purified, passed 

through fire unharmed, and could resist decay. Panning for gold was one of the most common 

ways of acquiring the metal at this time. Mining for gold, also known as gathering “reef gold,” 

was very rare and not a common practice until centuries later during the dawn of the Roman 

period. Gold bearing sands, usually found in rivers flowing through gold-rich rock formations, 

were scooped up in shallow vessels which were shaken by the panner. The water and sand would 

spill out over the edges leaving only the gold traces behind because of gold’s higher density. 

This technique could have first been discovered by swirling these sands in cupped hands.7 

The other common technique for gathering gold during this period was by running the 

gravel and sand at the water’s edge against a grooved, pocketed, or ridged material. This material 

could have been canvas, netting, cloth, foliage, turf, roughly finished timber, or even animal 

pelts. The most popular material used for this technique was fleece. The fleece from a sheep had 

a very suitable texture and the right amount of greasiness to be the ideal choice for many ancient 

peoples. This practice is most likely where the myth of Jason and the Golden Fleece originated.8 

The region where the Minoans and the Mycenaeans resided does not have significant 

gold deposits. Areas in the Middle East, Africa, northern Greece, Spain, and even Siberia served 

as sources of gold for the Minoans and the Mycenaeans. The gold was obtained through trade.9 

To learn more about where this gold came from, explore the interactive map in the center of the 

room. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7 Jack Ogden, Jewellery of the Ancient World, 10 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
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Goldsmithing Technique: Filigree 

 Filigree involves the decoration of a gold surface with fine gold wires. 10 Ancient 

goldsmiths fashioned these gold wires by cutting long, flat strips from gold sheet and first 

twisting, then rolling them. Once the wires are formed, they can be beaded, woven, or shaped 

into small complex forms.11 

 

Goldsmithing Technique: Granulation 

Granulation is a method of fixing small gold spheres to a gold surface. Ancient 

goldsmiths most likely mixed the gold with small traces of copper so that the melting point may 

be lowered and the material more easily worked. Granulation was first practiced in ancient 

Mesopotamia and spread through Egypt, Greece, and beyond. Granulation is a more refined 

version of filigree.12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
10 Reynold Higgins, Minoan and Mycenaean Art, 46 
11 Kenneth Lapatin, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 34 
12 Ibid., 33 
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