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Conventions of Linear B

The following conventions are employed throughout the text in the transliteration 
of Linear B tablets.
KN Knossos
PY Pylos
.1 .2 .3 etc. Line numbers for a horizontally ruled tablet
.A .B etc. Line numbers for a partially ruled tablet
.a .b etc. Line number for an unruled tablet
recto Front side of a tablet
verso Reverse side of a tablet
vacat An empty ruled line
vestigia Traces of illegible signs remain
inf(ra) mut(ila) Damaged below
sup(ra) mut(ila) Damaged above
- Connecting signs in a word
, Word divider
[ ] Missing text
[ . ] Text missing a single sign
[ a ] Restored text
[[ a ]] Erased text (still legible)
< a > Restorable text omitted by scribal error
ạ Damaged sign, subscript dot indicates most likely reading

A fuller introduction to the conventions of Linear B transcription can be found in 
R. Palmer 2008. See also Nakassis 2013.
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1	 The women of Mycenaean 
Greece

Introduction
“Cherchez la femme.” “Find the woman.” This command, to search out an 
unknown or invisible woman at the heart of a mystery, has particular relevance 
for the study of women in Greek antiquity – where so often women have been 
shrouded in myth, notoriety or obscurity. To talk about the actual, rather than 
mythological, women of Greek antiquity is a complicated task – in order to locate 
the real women of Ancient Greece one must sift carefully through the historical, 
epigraphic, and archaeological records, all of which are dominated by the deeds 
and activities of Greek men. Greek women are consistently – across eras and 
regions – recorded far less frequently than their male counterparts, both as a 
consequence of women’s near complete exclusion from the political and military 
arenas and the tendency to locate women in the domestic world, where often 
their social and economic identities become subsumed under those of their male 
relatives.

This question of rendering women visible – of recovering them from the 
documentary and archaeological records – is a task historians of women and gender 
in the ancient world have been undertaking for four decades now. Women’s graves 
have been excavated, and their names, responsibilities, and rituals have been 
carefully sifted from inscriptions, orations and the texts of the historiographers. 
Yet, perhaps nowhere does visibility for women need to be recovered more than in 
the Greek Bronze Age, whose women have not previously been the focus of a full-
length study. Finley unlocked the Homeric world of Odysseus, but what might the 
Mycenaean world of a real-life Penelope look like? 1

This book is a study of the women of Mycenaean Greece as they appear in the 
administrative documents of Late Bronze Age Greece: the Linear B tablets of the 
14th and 13th centuries bce. This is the first study to compile all the references to 
women in the Linear B tablets from Pylos on the Greek mainland and Knossos on 
Crete – by far the two best-documented Mycenaean sites – and the first to offer 
a systematic analysis of the ways in which the economic institutions of these 
Bronze Age palace states were gendered. This study has three main objectives: 
1. to locate the women scattered throughout the records; 2. to identify the 
mechanisms and rationales that drove the visibility of the women recorded in the 
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documents; and 3. to assess the ways in which Mycenaean women functioned in 
the economic institutions where they were best attested – production, property 
holdings, land tenure, and cult practice – in order to determine whether gender 
practices were uniform in the Mycenaean states or differed from site to site. The 
study also raises a broader question: what was the relationship of the roles and 
status of Mycenaean women to their later Archaic and Classical counterparts, and 
do the often-proposed theories of a more egalitarian Bronze Age hold up to the 
evidence?

From the tablets of Pylos and Knossos, more than 2000 women emerge – 
rendering the Linear B tablets one of the largest sets of evidence for women in 
any period of Greek antiquity. Women surface either as individuals identified by 
their names and/or titles or as members of aggregate groups.2 I suggest that these 
Bronze Age women attested in the tablets do not enter the documentary record 
randomly, but rather that both sites demonstrate a clear (if idiosyncratic) logic 
as to which women come to warrant palace attention and hence textual visibility. 
Overall, I contend that key differences occur between the treatment of women in 
the Mycenaean and historical periods; while the later evidence primarily places 
women in the contexts of the oikos (family), most of the Linear B evidence 
registers women who are outside it. And finally, I argue that the two Mycenaean 
palace states, while not egalitarian in their approach to gender, nonetheless differ 
not only from the later periods but also from each other. Knossos and Pylos do 
not share a unified, homogeneous set of gender practices but differ in several 
important ways in their incorporations of women in their states’ economies. I 
conclude that as early as these earliest of Greek written records, gender already 
appears a variable institution in Ancient Greece, site-specific and driven by 
the idiosyncratic needs and histories of each state rather than as a monolithic, 
unchanging institution for the women of the Mycenaean world.

Gender and Aegean Prehistory
The concept of gender has meaning only as the product of specific historical 
circumstances. Gender, defined here as the differentiation of society based on 
perceived sexual difference, conveys different expectations for the roles of men 
and women in different cultures and functions as a primary, if not the primary, 
category of social organization in every known human society.3 Within a given 
society, gender establishes a framework for the activities of men and women, 
governs the mechanisms for the distribution of tasks and goods, sets the political, 
economic, and institutional roles assigned or denied to men and women, and 
provides a rationale for the social and economic separation of the sexes.4 As such, 
gender functions as a primary, defining trait of cultural identity – one as central as 
language and religion.

This awareness of the importance of gender as a social variable has been 
informing Classical scholarship since the early 1970s. Feminist historians, both 
inside and outside the field of Classics, have insisted on the historical specificity of 
gender throughout the different periods and poleis of Greek antiquity, recognizing 
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that the specific meanings of gender, as with other hierarchical categories, vary 
across space and time throughout the Greek world.5 In the historical period, 
social mores governing gender ideologies and practices differed widely, based 
on the particular histories of individual city-states. Certainly, no contemporary 
Classical scholar would declare that a universalized concept of gender was in 
place throughout the Classical period – even the most cursory of glances at the 
differences in women’s status and lives in fifth-century Sparta and fifth-century 
Athens would quickly dispel this notion; the differences in the gender practices 
of Athens and Sparta are substantial and are each rooted in the different historical 
and institutional circumstances of each polis. Both poleis evolved the gender 
systems specific to their own particular societal needs: the high levels of mobility, 
autonomy, and economic power enjoyed by Spartan women developed to fill 
needs opened in Spartan society by the vacuum left by the military-centered lives 
of Spartan men6 while the nascent democracy at Athens limited all of these to 
foster a sense of solidarity among citizen men and to protect newly restricted 
Athenian citizenship requirements – and so barred women from ownership of 
property and exercise of legal rights including the franchise and the ability to self-
represent in court, while social mores strongly discouraged even the circulation of 
citizen women in public spaces.7 Consequently, we observe each state developing 
those specific systems of gender practice which fit its own specific needs and 
societal ideals.

But how far back do the roots of such widely different gender practices in 
the Greek world extend? Are these variances in Greek gender practices to be 
attributed to pressures related to the eighth-century rise of the polis which then 
fractured an otherwise monolithic system of gender throughout Greece or was 
gender already a fragmented and site-specific phenomenon well before the end of 
the Early Iron Age (the so-called “Dark Age”)?

This study situates these questions in the earliest documented phase of Greek 
culture – in the palace societies of the Late Bronze Age Aegean (ca. 1400–1200 
bce) – to assess the form or forms which gender assumes several hundred years 
prior to polis development. To answer this question, this text undertakes a study 
of the two best documented palatial sites of the Late Bronze Age, Knossos on the 
island of Crete and Pylos on the Mycenaean mainland, focusing on the women of 
each site to determine whether a koine of gender practice was in place or whether, 
in the earliest written documentation in Greek, gender already displayed regional 
variances.

History of scholarship on Aegean women: Mythological and 
iconographic studies
Scholarship has long been interested in the question of women’s status and 
activities in pre-Classical Greece. As much of the literary and archaeological 
evidence for this period seems to allege that the mythological women of the 
Homeric epics and the few women known from the real-life Geometric-period 
(10th–8th century) burials occupied economic and political roles very different 



4  The women of Mycenaean Greece

from those occupied by 5th-century Athenian women. Several scholars postulated 
that women enjoyed a higher social rank in the earlier period than they did in 
historical-era Greece.8 With the archaeological rediscovery of the Bronze Age 
(ca. 3000–1100 bce) civilizations of the Aegean in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, this scholarly “elevation” of the Female was extended backwards to 
include the newly discovered women of Minoan Crete and Mycenaean Greece. 
This re-envisioning of women’s position in the Aegean led (and still leads) to the 
commonplace claim that the women of the Late Bronze Age Aegean occupied a 
substantially higher status than their historical-period descendants. What exactly 
the nature of this status difference was, however, has been a source of lively 
debate. Some researchers, influenced by Bachofen’s Mutterrecht or by Freudian 
models of societal development, located in the Bronze Age a matriarchal antiquity 
for Greece, citing such evidence as the mythic traditions recorded in Hesiod’s 
Theogony.9 These scholars read this myth, with its allusions to an early supremacy 
of Gaia supplanted ultimately by the patriarch Zeus, as perhaps preserving the 
memory of a much earlier time when the earthly rule of women was overthrown by 
men.10 Other readers were more circumspect: a second line of reasoning, seeking 
a home for the many memorable women of the mythic tradition, was tempted to 
locate in Greek prehistory a past where women exercised their voices and political 
muscles – as Helens, Clytemnestras, and Antigones – at a considerably higher level 
than did real women of the Athenian polis.11 Under such theoretical influences 
and faced with the many images of prominent women from the Knossos palace 
frescoes, this argument joined with Sir Arthur Evans, the excavator of Knossos 
and the discoverer of the Minoan civilization on Crete, in reading these images as 
“a sign of a female predominance”12 in the Bronze Age Aegean.13

One hundred years later, an interest in Bronze Age women still remains, but 
the central questions and methodologies have changed. Early interest in such 
questions as whether the Minoans were matriarchal or whether their religion 
centered around a mother goddess14 have largely given way to discussions of 
gendered spaces, women’s participation in cult and ritual, and public images 
of power.15 Currently, research on Aegean women is being conducted through 
three main avenues of research: through art historical approaches which privilege 
iconographic evidence, through archaeological investigations of material culture 
and burial sites,16 and through analysis of the Linear B tablets.

Research on the women of Minoan Crete,17 particularly in light of the absence 
of translatable texts in the Minoan language, has relied heavily on iconographic 
studies. These studies have tended to privilege images from fresco, and to a lesser 
extent, glyptic and small sculptures (figurines) over other forms of evidence.18 
These investigations have ranged in subject matter from women’s activities in 
religious ritual,19 to representations of women in public and domestic spaces,20 to 
studies on women’s clothing,21 and their possible participation in athletic scenes.22 
A few recent studies have also addressed the difficulties of recognizing girls in 
Minoan art.23 As a result of this research, several patterns in the way Minoan 
art portrays women may be identified:24 First and foremost, Minoan iconography 
consistently places women in public, never domestic, contexts where they often 
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occupy prominent spatial positions.25 Second, Minoan iconography depicts 
women of different social ranks, with status hierarchies emphasized on both the 
Grandstand and Sacred Grove frescoes, each of which depict two categories of 
women: some large and well-differentiated and others who, like the men depicted 
on both frescoes, appear on a much smaller scale as an undifferentiated mass of 
painted heads. Finally, when taken as a whole, Minoan women do not appear 
to occupy a fully equal standing with Minoan men even in Minoan art; women 
go missing from several important pictorial media – for example, stone vase 
reliefs,26 ivory figurines, and portrait seals27 – and are absent from the scenes most 
generally associated with Minoan hierarchy or administration such as the single 
standing (male) figures of the portrait seals28 or the “ambassadors” in the Avaris 
(Tell el-Dab’a) frescoes from Egypt – frescoes widely considered to be of Aegean 
origin or inspiration.29 Instead, Minoan art more commonly locates its women in 
prominent roles in cult practice, perhaps even eclipsing the roles of Minoan men 
in particular rituals.30

Images of women from the Mycenaean (Greek) mainland are somewhat 
different. Mycenaean images place some women in positions of power (for 
example as priestesses), but overall prominence in artistic images shifts to 
Mycenaean men, who as Kokkinidou and Nikolaidou note often appear in 
heavily militarized contexts.31 As yet, no Mycenaean women are seen occupying 
prominent positions at the expense of accompanying men. Mycenaean art also 
introduces a new locus for displaying women unattested in Minoan Crete as it 
adds a new trope for women, displaying them also in the domestic realm; over 70 
figurine representations of women caring for children are attested in a significant 
change from the exclusively public Minoan images of women.32

From these studies, we can gain some access to the ways in which these two 
societies address issues of gender. It is clear that these two societies approach 
gendered scenes differently and idiosyncratically, if not in practice, at least in 
representation. Not only are these neighboring societies not identical in their 
presentations of a gendered world, but each demonstrates its own specific 
approach to representing women in the public and domestic spheres: Mycenaeans 
conceptualized and structured gender in one manner; Minoans in another. 
Or more simply, gender appears to convey different meaning in each society: 
Minoans seem more invested in locating women in an official, civic context 
while Mycenaeans place greater emphasis on framing women within the family. 
Yet these two societies did not exist in isolation from each other, and the central 
theoretical question of this study is what is the historical result when one society 
comes to dominate another whose gender roles and ideologies differ from that of 
the governing society.

Iconographic studies are not, of course, without their own methodological 
difficulties, particularly if one’s goal is to recover the lived realities of actual 
Bronze Age women. Sara Immerwahr has identified succinctly the central 
problems in relying on the frescoes as evidence for “real life”: the ambiguous 
portrayal of prominent figures who cannot be distinguished as definitively human 
or divine, that is, as women or goddesses;33 the impossibility of distinguishing 
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between ritual, generic, or daily-life scenes as it is not yet clear how many of 
these options are exercised in Aegean iconography; the degree to which palatial 
frescoes depicting elite members of society do or do not accurately reflect life 
outside the palace; and difficulties in sorting out gender hierarchies as in some 
scenes women appear central and in others men do.34 Obviously, iconography 
alone is insufficient to recover the everyday, lived realities of actual Bronze Age 
women. In his discussion on the lack of warfare scenes in Minoan art, Charles 
Gates makes the larger point regarding the relationship between iconography and 
lived reality: “Pictorial art is not – or better, need not be – a direct representation of 
society, but instead function[s] as a set of ideological statements whose messages 
vary according to context and audience.”35

So, art can enrich but not of itself answer our questions. To investigate our 
topic, we need textual evidence which might provide a glimpse of Bronze Age 
women and their actual, day-to-day activities. Use of textual evidence, however, 
necessitates a much smaller chronological and geographical window of study. 
Because of the untranslated state of Linear A – and because of the abbreviated 
nature of most Linear A records – the historical realities of Minoan women before 
the period of Mycenaean administration on Crete are currently unrecoverable. 
Only the Linear B tablets are readable, and they limit the chronological scope for 
investigation of Aegean women to the final phase of the Bronze Age (1400–1200 
bce) – the period of the Mycenaean palaces of the mainland and the period of 
the Mycenaean administrative presence on (formerly Minoan-controlled) Crete. 
Furthermore, currently only two sites have produced a sufficiently large corpus 
of Linear B tablets to permit the large-scale investigation of women: Pylos on 
the Mycenaean mainland with 1107 tablets and Knossos on Crete with 3369.36 It 
must be noted that the tablets from Knossos date from the period of Mycenaean 
governance of (at least parts of) Crete. As a consequence, they cannot be used 
as direct evidence for women’s lives in indigenous Minoan society; rather they 
reflect the social organization and economic activities of the hybridized Minoan-
Mycenaean society that was Mycenaean Knossos (which may even provide some 
evidence of Minoan holdovers into the Mycenaean era). Nonetheless, even with 
these chronological limitations, for both these sites, the tablets are rich sources 
of demographic evidence for the women of Mycenaean-era Greece, with nearly 
2000 women securely attested in their combined corpora.

The content of the Linear B tablets: The Mycenaean economy
The content of the Linear B tablets is entirely administrative and economic.37 
The tablets record economic transactions (transfers, allocations, collections, 
etc.) considered to be of direct interest to the palatial governments which 
commissioned them; no non-palatial records are known from Pylos and Knossos 
nor any documents with anything other than an administrative context – such as, 
for example, letters, chronicles, or hymns. 38 Nearly all the tablets conform to one 
of three categories: inventories of goods and property holdings;39 production goals 
and records; and records of outflow, such as rations and offerings.40 As such, the 



The women of Mycenaean Greece  7

Linear B tablets act not as simply random windows into the Mycenaean world, nor 
as spontaneous or free-floating threads of evidence, but rather as mediated texts, 
filtered through the interests and responsibilities of both the scribes themselves 
and by the palace elites which commissioned them.

Since we are working, then, with evidence specifically pertaining to elite, 
palatial economic interests, a short survey of current perspectives into the 
workings of the Mycenaean economy seems useful. The nature and workings of 
the Mycenaean economy have been a key area of research across the 60 years 
of decipherment. Scholarship has long noted that the closest models for this 
pre-monetary economy are not the city-states of Archaic and Classical Greece 
so much as much as those of the palace states of the Bronze Age Near East, in 
that both share an emphasis on redistribution of goods, commodities, and labor 
by a central administration, palace- or temple-centered in the Ancient Near East, 
palace-centered for the Mycenaeans.41

And so, as the centers of redistributive economies,42 the palaces were the main 
economic nuclei of both Knossos and Pylos. The scope of the palatial economy 
embodied in the tablets is consequently broad as the palaces controlled the lion’s 
share of the Bronze Age states’ economies, particularly the import and export 
of goods.43 The tablets from both centers indicate that the palaces were closely 
monitoring a variety of industries and commodities, including the textile industry 
in all stages of production (from counts of herds to wool production to the finished 
textiles themselves), the manufacture of luxury products such as perfumed oil, 
the organization of land management, the distribution of metals, the rations 
given to dependent personnel, the management of multiple species of livestock, 
the production of foodstuffs, and the distribution of olive oil, gold, and other 
materials to the (Greek and Minoan44) gods. Early studies45 once attributed near-
complete domination of all aspects of the Mycenaean economy to the palaces;46 
more contemporary analysis would modulate this reading, noting that many 
areas of the economy and the vast majority of the population of the Mycenaean 
states do not come to enter the tablets,47 and that we are more likely working 
under a system whereby the palaces act as the largest economic driver, but “para-
palatial” or extra-palatial regions of the economy also play a significant role.48 
Under this model, then, we should read the tablets as reflecting the palatial area of 
the Mycenaean economy; much of the non-palatial economy remains outside the 
scope of our evidence. Nakassis sums up the situation usefully: “The Mycenaean 
palaces, then, rather than monopolizing virtually all economic activity, were 
engaged in mobilizing goods and services that benefitted the ruling elite.”49

In addition to moving away from extreme models of palace control of state 
economies, models for the degree of hierarchical, political, and social organization 
have also shifted. Again, the earlier reading had attributed greater agency to the 
elite, here elite political officials, than current models, which stress a less stratified 
and more complex series of interactions among palace and regional officials and 
the rest of the Mycenaean population.50 Again, missing sectors of the economic 
hierarchy are stressed, as is the multi-dimensional or overlapping nature of 
various officials’ purviews,51 with the result that more current emphasis focuses 
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on the relationship between the palaces and the groups, officials, and individuals 
with whom they interact.52

Women in the Mycenaean economy: The Linear B tablets
The Greek Bronze Age predates the invention of the alphabet but not the rise 
of recorded data. Writing and written documents emerge in the Aegean basin in 
the first half of the 2nd millennium bce, first in the form of Cretan Hieroglyphic 
(also known as Pictographic) on the island of Crete in the 18th century bce 
and then shifts to the – still-untranslated – syllabic script known as Linear A 
(well-documented by the 15th century bce as the major writing system of the 
Minoan civilization at its peak in the New Palace period). In this writing system, 
specialized scribes kept records by inscribing clay tablets with a combination of 
syllabic signs, drawn images (ideograms), and numerical tallies to keep records 
of economic transactions of interest to their palace and local administrations.53

Following the collapse of Neopalatial Crete in the 15th century bce and the 
consequent loss of the Linear A script, a new syllabic script emerged in the 
Aegean, Linear B, deciphered in 1952 by Michael Ventris, who proved it to be a 
syllabic script representing the Mycenaean dialect of Ancient Greek. Found both 
at mainland citadel and palace sites and replacing the earlier Linear A at the now 
Mycenaean-administered site of Knossos on Crete, Linear B adopted many of 
the conventions of Linear A, continuing to spell words out via their component 
syllables alongside the ongoing use of ideograms and tallies. Clay continued to 
be the main media in use, at least for records intended to be kept for relatively 
short times,54 and tablets were frequently stored in administrative centers, most 
typically palaces. When these palaces were destroyed, fires broke out and, 
fortunately for the modern researcher, baked the once semi-hardened clay tablets 
to kiln-like temperatures, inadvertently preserving these once short-term records 
for more than 32 centuries.

Once more, the primary impetus for creating these records was administrative 
and economic, allowing the palace administrations to track its varied interactions 
with an increasingly hierarchical and stratified Mycenaean population. On these 
records, the scribes would frequently list the names and titles of people either 
supplying or receiving goods and/or commodities for the palaces, the types 
of commodity involved in the exchange, and a tally of the number of units 
exchanged. From these records, we can reconstruct at least parts of those areas 
of the economy most regulated and recorded by palace scribes. Two palace sites 
emerge with vastly more documentation than the others: Pylos in the South-
Western Peloponnese with more than 1100 tablets surviving and Knossos on 
Crete with more than 3000.

While the tablets have too often been dismissed as impenetrable or been 
subject to accusations of being the ancient equivalent of shopping lists,55 the two 
corpora are actually rich sources for the social structures of Aegean proto-history. 
In fact, they provide a degree of demographic detail not replicated in later Greek 
history until well into the Hellenistic period. Of the nearly 5000 total tablets from 
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Knossos and Pylos, more than half provide evidence of the names, occupational 
responsibilities, and property holdings of real, rather than mythological, Bronze 
Age women and men.56 Furthermore, as property and commodity holdings are 
typically quantified, we can estimate a relative sense of the listed individual’s 
proportionate economic import vis-à-vis other members of his or her society. 
Overall, we see a high degree of centralization in the palace economies of the 
Aegean, with the palaces maintaining direct or indirect control over much of the 
economic activity within their states. Furthermore, these economies are maintained 
via a regimented hierarchy of personnel displaying a level of specialization 
unsustainable after the destruction of the palaces ca. 1200 bce.

This economic evidence is particularly useful for the study of Bronze Age 
women. For a time period previously dependent on the vagaries of iconographic 
representations or on dubiously sexed burials for our understanding of social 
organization,57 the tablets provide numerous and invaluable prosopographical 
details, documenting women’s names, titles, professions, and, through the 
materials variously allotted to or collected from them, a sense of women’s relative 
importance within the societies to which they contribute, a resource whose 
importance to the social historian cannot be overestimated.58 This situation, where 
women are rendered visible to the historian by means of their economic roles, 
stands in marked contrast to Classical Athens, for instance, where what visibility 
women accrue stems from their roles within the domestic or religious spheres.

Returning to the Late Bronze Age, it remains ironic that, while women’s 
importance has tended to be overread in the iconography, it has for the most 
part been marginalized in previous studies of Linear B administration. In many 
syntheses, the focus has been primarily on male officials with women mentioned 
only briefly in discussions of specific groupings of tablets such as the personnel 
series59 or as religious officials.60 This is particularly unfortunate as the tablets 
are a valuable primary source from which to access women’s role in the palatial 
economy. To date, in the 60 years following the decipherment of Linear B,61 
only seven studies have been specifically dedicated to women’s activities in the 
Mycenaean economy.

The first study to address the functions performed by women in the tablets was 
published in 1958, within six years of Ventris’s announcement of decipherment. 
In this study, Tritsch primarily addressed the workgroup women of the personnel 
series from Pylos.62 Tritsch noted that a wide variety of occupational tasks were 
assigned to these women and opened the debate as to whether these low-status 
workers were to be understood as slaves or free. Tritsch argued that these women 
were free female contract labor who traveled to Pylos as refugees from the 
disturbances throughout the Aegean in the Late Bronze Age in order to seek paid 
employment; this theory is no longer widely accepted.

The women of the tablets received only one direct study throughout the 1960s 
and 1970s in the form of Deger-Jalkotzy’s article on the parentage of the thirteen 
slave women listed on the tablet PY An 607.63 Otherwise throughout these two 
decades, women were addressed not in studies exclusively devoted to women per 
se but via treatments of areas of the economy in which women made prominent 
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appearances, for example, in work outlining the stationing and rationing of 
workers and in monographs devoted to specific institutions such as religion and 
industries such as textile production, where we are indebted to Killen’s decades 
of careful and insightful study.64

This period also saw the publication of two of the most influential reference 
texts in Linear B research: the revised 2nd edition of Ventris and Chadwick’s 1956 
landmark study Documents in Mycenaean Greek65 and Lindgren’s invaluable 
prosopographical study The People of Pylos,66 both published in 1973. Although 
neither of these texts has chapters or discussions devoted solely to women, both 
works are indispensable for researchers addressing Bronze Age prosopography 
and social and administrative structure.

The 1970s also saw a burgeoning interest in women’s history within the 
discipline of Classics, an interest which grew rapidly and in multiple directions 
upon the publication of Pomeroy’s 1975 landmark Goddesses, Whores, Wives, 
and Slaves.67 These new directions of inquiry into women’s historical realities in 
Ancient Greece took a variety of forms, ranging from monographs on women’s 
legal, domestic, and economic status, to sourcebooks of primary materials relating 
to women’s lives in antiquity, to thematically driven essay collections.68 In the 
1970s this growing interest in women’s history was concentrated on women of 
the historical period but expanded in the 1980s to include the women of Greek 
pre- and proto-history alongside their Archaic and Classical counterparts.

Billigmeier and Turner’s 1981 article,69 published in the essay collection 
Reflections of Women in Antiquity, was the first study to reflect this renewed 
interest and was designed for a largely non-specialist audience and remains 
perhaps the most widely read treatment of women in the Linear B tablets.70 In 
this survey of the evidence pertaining to women’s socio-economic roles in the 
tablets, Billigmeier and Turner concentrated on bringing to light the variety of 
occupations held by women throughout the major palatial sites, noting divisions 
between sacerdotal women and artisans. In particular, they emphasized aspects of 
the tablets where men and women appeared to enjoy a somewhat egalitarian status 
and made the now-contested claim that “women in Mycenaean Greece may have 
enjoyed a more equal socio-economic status than they did in Classical Hellas.”71 
However, this reading fails to note the dependent rather than free status of most 
of the female laborers and neglects to quantify the holdings associated with the 
different groups of women referenced in the tablets, thereby excluding from its 
treatment the evidence most pertinent to determining the status of the women of 
this study.

In 1983, Carlier published a short but first-rate article, “La femme dans la 
société mycénienne,” among the papers of the conference La Femme dans les 
Sociétés Antiques;72 it offered a well-grounded and judiciously presented survey 
of the types of information the tablets can and cannot provide about women in 
Mycenaean society.73 This study first addressed the evidence for women in the 
state hierarchy – the role played by priestesses in palace society and the continuing 
difficulties in clearly identifying a Mycenaean queen – and then sampled the 
evidence for craftswomen at Knossos and Pylos on a site-by-site basis. Perhaps 
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most importantly, Carlier first raised the possibility of differences in gender 
practices between the two sites, noting that in the Knossian texts recording 
women and children, greater attention was given to subdividing the age groups of 
the children accompanying the workgroup women than at Pylos, and that Knossos 
employed a wider variety of descriptive terms for women than did Pylos.

Uchitel further expanded the context in which the women of the Linear B 
tablets were studied in 1984. 74 He compared the records of Mycenaean women 
at Pylos and Knossos with those of the Near Eastern archives from Lagash and 
Ur.75 This article focused primarily on the status of the women of these records 
using the Near Eastern records as comparanda for the Aegean and argued based 
on (somewhat slim) internal evidence and through analogy with the Near Eastern 
material, that the women of Pylos and Knossos should not be considered to have 
been slaves but rather corvée workers.76 Of additional value is Uchitel’s lucid 
and concise methodological discussion of the Aegean personnel tablets and his 
treatment and elucidation of parallel sources.

The final major inquiry into women’s roles in the Aegean Bronze Age 
documents in this period of renewed interest was John Chadwick’s 1988 article 
“The Women of Pylos,” published as part of the essay collection Texts, Tablets, and 
Scribes.77 Like Carlier, Chadwick offered a circumspect treatment of the women 
of the tablets, specifically the palatial craftswomen. In this study, Chadwick 
compiled and presented all the extant texts pertaining to the craftswomen of 
the Pylos A series (Aa, Ab, and Ad), identifying them by their workgroup titles 
(frequently proposing and commenting on suggested etymologies for these terms) 
and by location. He also identified the calculations involved in the supply of 
rations to these workers, noting the standardized nature of the rations. On the 
larger question of the status of these workers, Chadwick quite effectively refuted 
Tritsch’s refugee theory, instead arguing in favor of regarding these women 
as “menial dependents, virtually if not legally slaves, many of them probably 
acquired through Greek trading posts in the Aegean.”78 It should be noted that this 
investigation was nearly exclusively devoted to the women of Pylos; Chadwick 
only briefly referenced the Knossos evidence, but noted one important difference 
between the women mentioned at the two sites: the location-derived adjectives 
(the so-called “ethnics”) which occasionally accompany women’s workgroups 
were exclusively derived from Crete in the Knossos archives while at Pylos 
women’s ethnics appeared to derive exclusively from the Eastern Aegean and the 
Greek mainland.

Kokkinidou and Nikolaidou’s sweeping 1993 synthesis Η αρχαιολογία και η 
κοινωνική ταυτό ητα του ϕύλου Προσεγγίσει στην αιγαιακή79 was the first 
systematic investigation to reformulate the social evolution of Aegean Prehistory 
with gender as its primary axis of investigation. This study postulated that an 
increase/intensification of warfare led to an increasingly stratified social hierarchy 
as the Bronze Age progressed, a social hierarchy particularly delineated along 
gender lines, and that the more “egalitarian” societies of the Early and Middle 
Bronze Age were replaced by a more militaristic, hierarchical, and consequently 
patriarchal one in the Late Bronze Age. Kokkinidou and Nikolaidou draw the 
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majority of their evidence from archaeological material, but they also briefly 
discuss the Linear B data, which they characterize as reflecting primarily an 
androcentric and hierarchical political system under the control of the male wanax 
(“king”) and an evident task differentiation between the sexes which they attribute 
to an indoor/outdoor division of labor. Additionally, they discuss palatial religion, 
which they contend also became dominated by (male) hierarchical structures such 
as the priesthood. While I am reluctant to accept all aspects of their polarized pre-
militaristic – egalitarian and militaristic – patriarchal theory of gendered social 
development, their discussion of religion is especially relevant to this project. 
Furthermore, their contention that women only acquire status through priesthood 
is addressed in Chapters 5 and 7, a contention I argue may be more accurate for 
the women of Pylos than for the women of Knossos.

From the late 1990s to the present, scholarship on women has evolved to 
include studies focused on recovering the lived realities of Bronze Age women and 
on recovering how Bronze Age social and political institutions were differently 
gendered for men and women. This scholarship has assumed three forms: 
1. discussions of gender practices within specific Bronze Age social institutions, 
2. textual studies not expressly devoted to women per se but where women figured 
prominently, 3. investigations employing ethnographic analogies to shed light 
on Aegean women and/or theoretical discussions about framing a methodology 
for studying Bronze Age women.80 This first category – investigations of gender 
practice within Bronze Age institutions – has largely concerned the family unit81 
while the second category – studies of specific institutions where women are 
predominant – has been spearheaded by Killen’s great corpus of work illuminating 
the textile industry at Knossos. Killen’s work on the textile industry is currently 
being expanded by Burke and Nosch, addressing the mechanics of the industry 
and the work performed by female laborers.82 Finally, Lupack’s ongoing work on 
cult sanctuaries and their personnel continues to tease out the complex economic 
interactions between cult personnel and their polities – especially pertinent to the 
study of Mycenaean women is her attention to the roles and economic activities 
of sanctuary priestesses.83

While these various studies each help to illuminate some aspect of gender 
organization in the Mycenaean world, we nonetheless remain left with a 
disjointed and patchwork view of women and gender in this time period. While 
it is, of course, helpful to have an understanding of the evidence for women’s 
activities in specific subsets of the tablets, or to tease out the complexities of how 
gendered iconography – both of women and of goddesses – is employed, we are 
still in urgent need of a broader narrative, one which helps illuminate the wider 
contexts occupied by women in the tablets and which helps to decipher at least 
some of the rules and patterns of Mycenaean gendered practices. In short, we have 
located and analysed many pieces of this puzzle, but we need a frame. At present, 
several key questions remain unanswered – and largely unposed: Who are the 
women visible in the tablets, how do they become visible, and are they broadly 
representative of the women of their states? What is the relationship between the 
various women recorded in the tablets at each site? Do they share a similar status 
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as women or do the categories of gender, class, and/or other variables intersect to 
create hierarchies among women? Do the rules and practices governing women’s 
activities in their states’ economies vary across sites or is the status and economic 
role of women relatively homogeneous in the Mycenaean world? Iconography 
hints at differences;84 do the texts confirm these? These questions all require 
answering, we need to take the tablets from each site as a whole, and this disparate 
evidence needs to be fitted into a more coherent narrative if we are to reach any 
overall understanding of how the category of woman functions in each of these 
palace states.

In addition to addressing these currently unasked questions, we also need to 
correct perhaps the largest methodological flaw in the previous scholarship; nearly 
all of the previous works share the tacit assumption that the different Mycenaean 
polities were essentially similar in their structures and institutions, and that the 
Linear B tablets reflected a Mycenaean koine not only of language but also of 
society. This methodological trait is particularly characteristic of previous studies 
of women’s roles in the tablets and creates, I argue, a misleading impression of a 
single, monolithic conception of gender in place at all the different states of the 
Late Bronze Age Aegean. No previous study has juxtaposed the experience of 
the women recorded on the tablets across sites. Some studies have been confined 
to one site (generally Pylos) but the question of how similar gender practices are 
between Linear B-administered Pylos and Knossos has not yet been raised.

In fact, only recently have scholars begun to question the homogeneity of the 
so-called Mycenaean experience. Kopcke’s paper (“The Argolid in 1400 – What 
Happened?”)85 prompted a discussion at the 1994 Politeia conference which led 
to Palaima’s challenge for the future direction of Linear B studies:

One of the challenges facing Linear B scholars in the next twenty or thirty 
years – and one we are coming to terms with now – is really to try to see, 
with the variations in information that are available from site to site, what 
the regional differences are even in the documentation for administration 
and economic and social structure from site to site. So it is very tempting 
to take the documentation that we have from Pylos – say texts Un 718 and 
Er 312 – and extrapolate from them universally….We should indeed not 
expect that Mycenae will conform to the pattern we see in the Linear B texts 
from Pylos....We should also not expect that Mycenaean Knossos is going to 
conform to the pattern that we see at Pylos [emphasis added]. So it is a real 
challenge to figure out region to region what is going on in the period of full 
palatial culture. 86

This emphasis on site differentiation has not previously been applied to 
scholarship on women in the Late Bronze Age. What has been lacking in these 
studies of women in the tablets has been an attention to the potential site-specificity 
of gender practice in the Late Bronze Age. Surely, we cannot assume that gender 
practices are uniform across all Bronze Age sites, particularly given the unique 
historical circumstances of Pylos and Knossos. Instead we must allow for the 
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possibility that Knossos and Pylos both functioned as unique and idiosyncratic 
political entities, which may well have made significantly different choices in 
their orderings of their gendered practices and structures.

This tendency to homogenize the social and administrative practices of 
Knossos and Pylos is understandable, if unfortunate. As Olivier has succinctly 
noted, there are many similarities in the scribal and administrative practices of 
these two states: documents are written and presented in a nearly identical fashion, 
the same ideograms are in use, and the same subject matter is addressed.87 The 
similarities between the sites extend further than the mechanics of the texts; as 
Olivier noted, the economic system, which permitted the palace to assess and 
redistribute agricultural products or semi-finished ones, seems to have been 
absolutely identical on Crete and in Messenia. Nearly all the traces of economic 
activity (religious, military or civil) in one palace find their equivalent at least 
partially in the other.88

Olivier, however, went on to note that while the two sites appear very similar 
on a macroscopic level, when examined on a more microscopic level, distinct 
differences in the recording practices and themes emerge between Knossos and 
Pylos. In particular, he noted significant archival differences between the two sites 
(including wide ranges in numbers of scribes, findspots, and signs per tablets).89 
Differences have also been noted in the organization of various industries and 
personnel including the varied treatment of smiths, and the obligations related to 
sanctuary lands, the management of the perfume industry, and the attention paid to 
children’s age grades at Knossos.90 These studies strongly suggest that the specific 
mechanisms of the palace economy are not uniform throughout all Mycenaean 
polities but instead are adapted to suit best the local needs of each state. Perhaps 
the notion of local variation should not come as a surprise to us, particularly given 
the different historical circumstances of Pylos and Knossos91 – those of Pylos, 
where a Mycenaean administration governed a Mycenaean population, and those 
of Knossos which, by the time of the Linear B tablets, witnessed a Mycenaean 
administration which superseded an earlier Minoan one and governed a co-
mingled population of Greeks and ethnic Minoans.

The question of Mycenaean Crete
Knossos, before the end of the Late Minoan IB period (traditionally dated to ca. 
1450 bce),92 had been the administrative center of one of at least five Minoan states 
– where Minoan populations had been governed by Minoan administrations.93 
Observable during the Minoan palatial period are distinctly and uniquely Minoan 
practices in architecture, ceramics, religion, social organization, and its system of 
scribal organization, which kept records in the Linear A script.

Widespread destructions of administrative buildings at the end of the LMIB 
period irrevocably changed the nature of Minoan Crete and the site of Knossos. 
These destructions have largely been attributed to the coming of Mycenaeans 
from the mainland who remained and grafted a Mycenaean administration onto 
what had previously been Minoan-governed Crete.94 While there continues to 
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be much debate over the exact mechanisms which governed this assumption of 
power on Crete by Mycenaean Greeks and whether they occurred concurrent with 
the LMIB destructions or in the following LMII period, certainly by the time the 
Knossos Linear B tablets were inscribed, Knossos and the parts of Crete under its 
control were unquestionably under Mycenaean administration.95

Yet the Mycenaean-administered palatial state of Knossos is an entity 
unparalleled on the Mycenaean mainland. At Mycenaean Knossos, we encounter 
not a state like Pylos, where an ethnic Mycenaean population is governed by a 
Mycenaean administration, but rather a hybrid society of both ethnic Minoans and 
ethnic Mycenaeans under the authority of a Mycenaean administration.96

One of the major issues current in Aegean research is the question of how 
Mycenaean was Mycenaean-administered Crete.97 Under this investigative rubric, 
archaeologists are focusing attention on questions of assimilation and of cultural 
survivals, asking what happened to Minoan culture in the period of Mycenaean 
administration. These investigations have devised a number of paradigms for 
interrogating material culture in order to identify the degree to which Minoan 
cultural traits are retained or displaced under Mycenaean administration. 
Scholarship is divided on the question of Minoan assimilation into Mycenaean 
“culture.” Davis and Bennet see Mycenaeanization as “a relatively homogenous 
cultural koine that covered most of the southern Aegean at the end of the Late 
Bronze Age,”98 one which had the capacity for absorbing and acculturating non-
Greek-speaking populations, especially non-Mycenaean elites. As evidence for 
a koine of Mycenaean culture, they cite the relative homogeneity of material 
culture during LH/LM III and read “the language of the Linear B tablets – 
almost indistinguishable from Knossos to Thebes – [as] used as a marker of elite 
Mycenaean identity.”99 (The central problem with this reading, of course, is that 
it notes the linguistic unity of the script used by the various palace scribes; yet 
unity of scribal language does not necessarily demand a similar level of cultural 
homogeneity in the social, political, and economic behaviors of the different 
Mycenaean states and their inhabitants.)

On the other hand, the persistence of Minoan ceramic and architectural 
styles on Crete would seem to indicate the continued survival of at least some 
indigenous Minoan artisanship and technologies into the period of Mycenaean 
administration. Additional Minoan cultural survivals seem to be indicated in the 
sphere of religion; various tablets from Knossos record local Minoan divinities 
receiving offerings along with Olympians, votive traditions persist, and Minoan 
burial patterns continue deep into the Mycenaean period. Two textual studies 
have also tracked the degree of assimilation for Minoan men by examining the 
geographical contexts where Minoan men’s names are given to boys and where 
Mycenaean ones seem to have been preferred.100 (Driessen has also argued on the 
basis of later literary evidence that the process of Hellenization on Crete should 
be regarded as a slow, centuries-long process.)101 It seems clear that at least some 
elements of an earlier Minoan culture persist and are co-existent with Mycenaean 
cultural traits, at least as far as religion, technology, and the social organization of 
men are concerned.
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But is this also true for the social organization of Cretan women? More to 
the point, how do the social and cultural choices of Minoan society fare under 
a Mycenaean Greek administration? Would our model be one of broad cultural 
assimilation to the gender mores and practices of the Mycenaean administration 
or do elements of Minoan cultural practices persist? To answer this question, we 
might look to see how closely the gender patterns of Knossos conform to those 
of mainland Pylos. Closely patterned similarities might argue for a high degree 
of assimilation of Minoan gender roles and practices into Mycenaean ones while 
significant differences might argue for the holdovers of at least some aspects of 
a more Minoan approach to gender organization, persisting even a century or so 
after the initial Mycenaean dominance of Knossos. This is particularly significant 
if the theorized higher status for women in Minoan Crete than in mainland Greek 
society is valid;102 should this be true, we would have a scenario in which a 
society with a relatively low status for women assumes dominance over another 
which accords women a higher social status. So what did political dominance by 
Mycenaeans mean for the women of previously Minoan Crete? The answer to this 
question may offer another entry point into the assimilation/persistence debate.

The structure and scope of this study
Uchitel writes concerning the Sumerian texts of the Ur III period, “we have to 
keep in mind that Sumerian economic texts were not written for the purpose of 
sociological research, but for the very practical reason of registration of actual 
work-teams”103 under the control of the administration of Ur. This caveat also 
applies to the range of evidence present in the Linear B records. Keeping this in 
mind, we must acknowledge the futility of using the Linear B tablets to answer 
all our questions about Mycenaean palatial society. A more viable and valuable 
approach to the tablets, then, lies in the careful framing of questions which the 
tablets can answer, rather than those they cannot. Therefore, for this study, the 
central research question posed is “is the treatment of women in the economic 
records from Pylos and Knossos the same?” – a question that the tablets can 
address. This central question is posed across the two sites in terms of how 
women’s status compares to that of men at each site, the ways in which women’s 
status tiers are arranged and structured and the ways in which well-documented 
institutions shared by both sites (e.g. land tenure and religion) are gendered.

Consequently, this study focuses mainly on the economic activities of women 
at these two sites and uses their Linear B tablets as its primary source for women’s 
participation in economic matters. In assessing this evidence, I contend that the 
different historical circumstances of Mycenaean Pylos and Mycenaean-Minoan 
Knossos have produced very different gendered economic structures at the two 
sites. In particular I ask the question, how closely do the economic activities of 
women at a purely Mycenaean site like Pylos conform to those of women at a 
hybridized Mycenaean-Minoan site like Knossos? Do we see women’s production 
and property holdings taking roughly the same form at both sites – indicating a high 
level of correspondence – or do they differ significantly? I argue that a high level of 
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correspondence would indicate that an indigenous Minoan gender system had been 
largely assimilated into that of the Mycenaean administration while a high level of 
difference would indicate that even under Mycenaean political domination, Crete 
continues to be governed by its own idiosyncratic system of gender.

Toward this end, I focus on the ways they manage their subordinate 
populations: women. Women are the focus of this project because it is here with 
women where gender-based status differences are visible – far more visible than 
among men within patriarchal societies. Due to the patriarchal organization of 
both Knossos and Pylos, the men of the two states appear largely the same; at 
both sites, men comprise the highest civic and ruling elite, own or control the 
majority of commodities and resources, and are fully integrated throughout all 
the arenas of palatial social, political, and economic life. To see difference, we 
must look to the marked, rather than unmarked, social category; to the ways in 
which the socially subordinated sex is incorporated into palace society, for it is 
here where we may observe variances in the degrees of access to resources, and 
in patterns of ownership, social and economic mobility, task-assignments, etc. In 
a mathematical analogy, if men are considered to have full (100 percent) access 
to all areas of ancient economic life (commodities, property, social and political 
institutions, etc.), differences in gender practice will not be particularly visible 
between one site or another. If, however, women at one site have 75 percent access 
to men’s activities, and women at another have 20 percent, we might speculate 
that different ideologies about women and their social roles are at work in these 
two societies.

Throughout this study, I focus on areas of visible difference – seeking to 
identify the types of access and relative economic status of the women at Pylos 
and the women at Knossos – both vis-à-vis men in their societies, and then vis-
à-vis each other. Practically, and due to the methodological issues inherent to 
the fragmented Knossos corpus, this translates to first identifying the ways in 
which various economic institutions at Pylos are organized by gender and then 
contrasting the more limited evidence from Knossos with the patterns recoverable 
at Pylos. As the evidence of both archives indicates the overall subordinate 
position of women,104 I ask not whether women were dominant or even equal 
participants in the political arena of Late Bronze Age palatial society— since it 
seems certain that they were not – but rather whether there was a common system 
of gender organization in place in the Late Bronze Age Aegean or rather discrete, 
site-specific systems such as those present in the historical period. In what ways 
is gender constructed in these two centers, what gender roles do women occupy, 
how do the palaces incorporate women into their economies, and does gender 
construction – in the forms of gender roles and gender ideologies as recoverable 
from both the textual and iconographic evidence – look the same on Mycenaean 
Crete as it does on the Mycenaean mainland? I argue that not only does gender 
play a major role in governing the range and scope of women’s roles in both 
palatial economies, but also that each site makes different and locally specific 
choices in the ways it structures women’s production and control over goods and 
commodities.
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This book addresses these questions by examining both the quantitative 
and qualitative evidence pertaining to women’s economics in the tablets, with 
emphasis on the specifics of each palatial site. Toward this end, I limit my 
discussion to only those women who can be established qua women with a high 
degree of security,105 and I concentrate on the ways in which task assignments and 
property holdings create and reinforce status hierarchies both between men and 
women and among women. Throughout, I identify what gender patterns are in 
place at each site with respect to such social and economic institutions as property 
holdings (including land holding), production and task assignment, and religion, 
and compare each site’s pattern for engendering each institution within the other’s 
in order to identify similarities and differences. As mentioned above, the evidence 
allows a greater chance at reconstructing and modeling gendered patterns at 
Pylos; the Knossos evidence does not allow such modeling, but can be used as a 
counterpoint to the patterns observed at Pylos.

Above all, I argue that even as early as Late Bronze Age Greece, gender is 
already a site-specific and locally distinct institution, governed by the needs and 
ideologies of a particular community at a particular historical moment. Toward this 
end, this book comprises several thematic chapters which explore different facets 
of women’s economic activities at both sites. Chapter 2 establishes the criteria 
by which I identify women in the tablets and discusses the ways in which both 
Knossos and Pylos are revealed as gender-segregated and patriarchal societies. 
The remaining chapters address the ways in which gender affects specific palatial 
institutions critical to the economies of both sites. Chapters 3–5 investigate the 
roles that production and property holding play in creating and reinforcing status 
hierarchies among elite and non-elite women at each site. Chapter 3 discusses 
the evidence for low-status women at Pylos, women who are defined exclusively 
through their production activities, while Chapter 4 discusses the property 
holdings of elite Pylian women as well as the criteria which appear to justify their 
more elite status. Chapter 5 discusses production and property at Knossos and 
identifies the ways in which women’s hierarchies at Knossos differ from those 
of Pylos. Chapters 6 and 7 each focus on the two specific institutions where men 
and women at both sites are recorded in sufficient numbers to assess how gender 
affects the involvement of the sexes vis-à-vis each other: Chapter 6 addresses 
men’s and women’s investiture into the land tenure systems of Pylos and Knossos 
while Chapter 7 surveys the evidence for the gendering of cult offices and the 
ways in which religion relates to the creation and sustaining of social hierarchies.

I conclude with a discussion of the ramifications of this gender-centric 
investigation106 as they pertain to the study of women’s economic history within 
Greek antiquity, especially with respect to low-status women, and within Bronze 
Age studies to address the ways in which newly visible gender practice impacts 
questions such as the structure of the larger palatial economy and the Hellenization 
of Late Bronze Age Crete.
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2	 Identifying and contextualizing 
women in the tablets1

Introduction
The Linear B tablets from Knossos and Pylos offer a rare opportunity for the study 
of women’s economic history in the ancient Aegean.2 These documents, which 
were commissioned and collected by the administrations of these Mycenaean 
palace states in the Late Bronze Age, were serendipitously preserved by the 
very fires that destroyed their palaces – fires that preserved the clay fabric of 
the tablets as if in a kiln. Therefore, these accidentally preserved documents, 
deciphered again some 32 centuries after their initial loss, are to historians of 
gender an invaluable cache of historical documents recording the lived economic 
and public roles of actual, rather than idealized, women. With the exception of the 
papyrological records of Hellenistic Egypt, these texts, in both the quantity and 
quality of information they preserve, provide the most extensive documentation 
of women in the historical record of any period in Greek antiquity. Consequently, 
study of these tablets serves to enlarge the scope of scholarship on women in 
Ancient Greece by allowing the inclusion of Mycenaean women in our discussions 
of women in Greek antiquity and offers a valuable early counterpoint to the more 
frequently discussed (and less well-documented) women of the Archaic and 
Classical periods.

Locating women in the Linear B tablets
Before any discussion of women’s roles and activities in the Linear B tablets can 
be initiated, it is first necessary to establish which persons can be recognized with 
certainty as women – and to limit the field of discussion only to those individuals 
who can be definitively identified as women.3 This task requires careful attention, 
as the usual means of identifying women in (alphabetic) Greek texts are further 
complicated by the conventions of the syllabic Linear B script.4 Isolating the 
presence of women in alphabetic Greek texts can be a thorny matter in itself; the 
choice of Greek to use the masculine plural to refer to groups including both men 
and women and the fact that Greek does not always allow the sexing of names 
based on their endings alone (as many Greek names of either sex end in –ω or –ις) 
highlight only two of the methodological obstacles to the secure identification 
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of women in Greek texts. The complexity of the situation is only heightened by 
the requirements for writing Linear B; in particular, the requirement of Linear B 
that all words be rendered in syllabic form (either naturally occurring syllables or 
those artificially rendered to fit the script) and that all syllables end with a vowel 
can make the normalization of a Mycenaean Greek word back into its phonetic 
counterpart difficult. This is especially the case in Linear B’s omission of final 
sigmas, which can serve to blur critical distinctions between such nominal endings 
as -ης and -η or -αϛ and -α and hence to obscure the gender of the named individual. 
And lastly, due to the particular history of Knossos with its co-mingled Greek 
and non-Greek populations bearing names either Greek in form or with apparent 
Minoan language origins further complicates the sexing of persons; it is surely not 
reasonable to assume that non-Greek words would follow Greek conventions for 
signaling gender. All of these are legitimate concerns that illustrate the inherent 
challenges of the evidence, and most careful attention is required to distinguish 
between male and female persons in the Mycenaean archives. Fortunately for 
the modern researcher, the ancient scribes seemed to have shared many of these 
concerns, employing in their texts several practical solutions through which they 
could (and we can) identify the sex of individuals or groups in the tablets, with a 
high degree of security. Of these, three primary conventions allow an individual 
to be securely sexed as female: the addition of the Linear B ideogram for woman 
(MUL); the use of a gender-specific familial, occupational and/or official title; 
and the use of the feminine variant of an identifiably Greek name.

Method 1: The MUL ideogram

The simplest and most secure means for distinguishing the sex of an individual is 
to locate a personal name or a title accompanied by the ideogram for either MAN 
or for WOMAN (Figures 2.1 and 2.2). These ideograms – schematic line drawings 
of either a man or a woman – are transliterated using the standard scholarly 
convention for rendering Linear B ideograms with their equivalent Latin terms. 
Hence, the convention is to render these ideograms in textual transliterations as 
VIR (“man”) and MUL (for mulier “woman”). When the scribes provide these 
ideograms, the task of detecting women in the tablets is much simplified.

Figure 2.1  MUL Ideogram Figure 2.2  VIR Ideogram
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In addition to being the simplest convention to convey gender, the MUL 
ideogram is also the most common means for signaling the presence of women 
on a tablet. Of the 199 tablets at Knossos that preserve mentions of women, 71 
employ the MUL ideogram and it can reasonably be restored in lacuna on another 
52 tablets. Similarly, MUL appears on 84 tablets and can reasonably be restored 
on another 11 of the 208 Pylian texts mentioning women.5 Overall, more than 
half of the women who can be identified in the tablets are identifiable through the 
usage of MUL either alone or in conjunction with women’s names or titles. This 
seems to be the solution that both Knossian and Pylian scribes most frequently 
employed to sidestep any difficulties involved in sexing potentially ambiguous 
names or titles.

The MUL ideogram in the Pylos tablets

As noted above, 846 of the extant tablets from the mainland site of Pylos use 
the MUL ideogram to signal that their tablets record women.7 These 84 tablets 
employing the MUL ideogram record a total of approximately 1100 women 
mentioned either as individuals or as members of collective groups. 8 The Pylian 
texts use MUL to signal “woman” in two different ways: either on its own or 
accompanying the women belonging to aggregate workgroups. In all instances at 
Pylos in which is it used, MUL refers to women of low social rank.

The MUL ideogram is almost exclusively the domain of the A series (or 
personnel series) tablets from Pylos, a series devoted to the tallying and rationing 
of low-ranking palace workers. Outside the personnel series, only three additional 
texts use this ideogram: the clay tablet-transport basket label PY Wa 114, which 
recorded rations allocated to workgroup women in Pylos’s outer province,9 PY 
Wa 1008, a sealing so fragmentary it preserves only the MUL and a three-sign 
word fragment, and the much-discussed offering tablet PY Tn 316.10

As a modifier for women’s workgroups at Pylos, MUL appears in the two 
subseries of the personnel tablets Aa and Ab, which respectively record the group 
strength and rations provided for workgroups of female laborers and their children.11 
In these personnel series tablets the MUL ideogram is used in conjunction with 
workgroup designations in four ways: with women’s occupational titles, with 
adjectives identifying the geographic (“ethnic”) origins of workgroup women, 
with place names identifying the current location of the workgroups, or to identify 
(unnamed) women in the service of elite male officials. These titles always appear 
in the nominative feminine plural. In these series, the ideogram serves to reinforce 
the entirely female composition of these workgroups.12 The following section 
offers a brief introduction to each of these workgroup designations. (Table 2.1 
lists all occupational usages of MUL at Pylos.)

Of these four types of workgroups, those identified with task designations are 
most common; MUL commonly appears alongside the occupational titles. Many of 
these titles normalize clearly into Greek and can be easily read and translated; other 
titles are less clear etymologically but can still be recognized as task designations 
due to their usages of agent suffixes, most notably the feminine variant of –ευς, 
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Table 2.1  Women’s titles identified by MUL at Pylos
Workgroup 
designation

Normalized (ethnics and tasks) Tablet

a-*64-ja Aswiai (“women of Asia/Lydia”) PY Aa 701, PY Ab 
515

a-ke-ti-ra2 / a-ke-
ti-ri-ja

asketriai “finishers/decorators” PY Aa 717, PY Aa 
815, PY Ab 564, PY 
Aa 85, PY Ab 1099, 
PY Un 219.04

a-pi-qo-ro amphiqoloi “attendant-women” PY Aa 804
a-pu-ko-wo-ko ampukworgoi “headband makers” PY Ab 210
a-ra-ka-te-ja alakateiai “spinning women” PY Aa 89, PY Aa 240
e-ke-ro-qo-no enkheroquoinoi “women wage-earners” PY Aa 854, PY Ab 

1100 
e-ke-ro-qo-no 
o-pi-ro-qo

enkheroquoinoi “unassigned/remaining 
women wage-earners,” opiloquoi 
“supernumerary”

PY Aa 777, PY Ab 
563

e-wi-ri-pi-ja Ewipiai (“women from Εὔριπος,” ethnic 
adj.

PY Aa 60 

ka-pa-ra2 description of women cloth-worker(s), 
ethnic or descriptive term

PY An 292.02, PY 
Aa 788

ki-ma-ra description of women, possibly ethnic adj. PY Aa 63
ki-ni-di-ja Knidiai (“women from Κνίδος),” ethnic 

adj.
PY Aa 792, PY Ab 
189, PY An 292.04

ki-ri-te-wi-ja a class of women with a religious function PY An 607
ki-si-wi-ja “Chian women;” ki-si-wi-ja ethnic adj., 

describing women
PY Aa 770

ki-si-wi-ja o-nu-
ke-ja

“Chian women o-nu-ka makers” PY Ab 194

ko-ro-ki-ja ethnic adj. describing women PY Aa 354, PY An 
292.03, PY Ab 372

ku-te-ra3 “Kytherai (cf. PN: Κύθερᾳ),” ethnic adj. PY Aa 506, PY Ab 
562

ku-te-ra3 ka-pa-
ra2 

“Kytheran textile workers;” ka-pa-ra2 
(above)

PY Aa 788

me-re-ti-ra2/ me-
re-ti-ri-ja 

meletriai “flour-grinders” PY Aa 62, PY Aa 
764, PY Ab 789

mi-ra-ti-ja Milatiai (“women of Miletus),” ethnic 
adj.

PY Aa 798, PY Ab 
382, PY Ab 573, PY 
Ae 634

mi-ra-ti-ja a-ra-
[ka-]te-ja 

Milatiai (“women of Miletus) spinning 
women”; a-ra-ka-te-ja (above)

PY Ad 380

ne-we-wi-ja adj., describing women textile-workers PY Aa 695, PY Ab 
560 

no-ri-wo-ko “nori-workers” (–worgoi) PY Aa 98 
o-pi-ro-qo opiloquoi “remaining, supernumerary” PY Ab 899
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Workgroup 
designation

Normalized (ethnics and tasks) Tablet

o-ti-ra2/o-ti-ri-ja “-triai workers” (name of a trade: -triai) PY Aa 313, PY Ab 
417+1050

pa-wo-ke pan-worges “maids with a variety of 
tasks”

PY Aa 795, PY Ab 
558

pe-ki-ti-ra2 ��������pektriai “wool-carders” PY Ab 578
ra-mi-ni-ja Lamniai (“women of PN: Λῆμνος,” 

ethnic adj.
PY Ab 186

ra-pi-ti-ra raptriai “sewing women” [ῥάπτριαι] PY Ab 555
ra-qi-ti-ra2 laqutriai description of women; women’s 

trade not identical with ra-pi-ti-ra2
PY Ab 356 + 1049

ra-wi-ja-ja lawiaiai, description of women PY Aa 807, PY Ab 
586

re-wo-to-ro-ko-
wo

lewotrokhowoi “bath-attendants” PY Aa 783, PY Ab 
553

ri-ne-ja lineiai “linen-workers PY Aa 94, PY Aa 96, 
PY Aa 772, PY Ab 
379, PY Aa 93, PY 
Aa 76

 (ri-ne-ja?) pa-ke-
te-ja 

lineiai “linen-workers;” pa-ke-te-ja 
(a women’s trade – obscure, perhaps 
“measurers”)

PY Aa 662, PY Ab 
745, PY Ab 746

?si-to-ko-wo sitokhowoi “grainmeasurer(s)?” PY An 292.01
[    ]-ti MUL too fragmentary for identification PY Ae 629
ti-nwa-si-ja “Tinwasian women,” ethnic adj. PY Aa 699, PY Ab 

190
ti-nwa-ti-ja i-te-ja “Tinwasian weaver women,” ethnic adj.; 

histeiai “weavers”
PY Ad 684

to-sa-me-ja “to-sa-me-ja women,” description of 
woman, probably a trade

PY Aa 775+0956, PY 
Ab 277

ze-pu2-ra3 ri-
ne-ja

“Zephyrian women linen-workers/flax-
weavers”; lineiai; ze-pu2-ra3, ethnic adj. 
from PN: Ζεϕυρία

PY Aa 61

Women’s workgroups identified by their location 
e-pi-jo-ta-na (PN) 
MUL

“women at PN: e-pi-jo-ta-na” PY Aa 95

me-ta-pa (PN) 
MUL

“women at PN: me-ta-pa PY Aa 752, PY Aa 
779, PY Ab 355

ne-wo-pe-o (PN) 
MUL

“women at PN: ne-wo-pe-o” PY Aa 786, PY Ab 
554

pi-we-re (PN) 
MUL

“women at PN: pi-we-re” PY Aa 1182


