
 
 

KNOSSOS IS BURNING: 
GENDER BENDING THE MINOAN GENIUS* 

 
 

“When I grew up, you wanted to look like Marlene Dietrich, Betty Grable. 
Fortunately, I didn’t know that I really wanted to look like Lena Horne” 

Dorian Corey, Paris Is Burning 
 
“This ‘being a man’ and this ‘being a woman’ are internally unstable affairs” 

Judith Butler, Gender Is Burning 
 

The iconography of the Minoan Genius changes through time, but retains elements 
that remain constant and make the Genius recognisable. These include a hippopotamus or 
lion head (rendered more donkey-like in later Mycenaean depictions), a long dorsal 
appendage, and bipedalism. It is, also, frequently associated with certain activities, such as 
libation pouring, hunting, sacrifice, or attending humans. 

Previous studies of the Genius have tended to focus on three areas: describing its 
iconography diachronically and regionally; studying its adaptation and evolution from the 
minor Egyptian deity Tawaret (t3wrt: ‘the Great’); establishing a chronology and typology of 
its representations based on changes in the iconography. Recent studies that have been more 
concerned with context examine both how it is placed in a scene, and what kinds of elements 
it is most frequently associated with.1 

While the Egyptian Tawaret is female, scholars have interpreted the Minoan Genius as 
both male and female, or its gender is not discussed.2 In most cases, its gender has either 
been assigned through a simplistic, binary, and essentialist treatment of the data, particularly 
with regard to indicators of gender such as the breast or belt, or assumed. No one has 
interpreted the purpose of the Genius’ gender with regard to symbolism or ideology. 

In this paper, I analyze the Aegean Genius from a gendered perspective. The goal of 
my essay is not to simply make an attribution of gender through a re-examination of the 
iconography. Rather, I intend to examine how the Genius became gendered, and what the 
significance of this process is. By examining the roles it undertakes in seal iconography and in 
other media, I argue that the gender of the Genius is ambiguous, but that its activities were 
predominantly associated with the domain of males in Aegean art. In carrying out this 
analysis, I argue that a symbol of female power and fertility was subverted into the male 
sphere through appropriation and re-signification. 

The iconography of Tawaret is known in Egypt as early as the Old Kingdom. It is also 
found at Byblos, by the 12th Dynasty of the Middle Kingdom,3 and at other Canaanite sites by 
the New Kingdom.4 Although her depictions vary substantially between the Middle and the 
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New Kingdom, Tawaret is clearly associated with women through Middle Kingdom 
inscriptions, and possesses the swollen belly typical of later depictions.5 

As a goddess linked to childbirth and fertility, Tawaret was depicted with a swollen belly 
and pendulous breasts suggesting pregnancy to some,6 and fecundity to others.7 Further 
attributes include her holding a sword, or the ankh or Sa (a herdsman’s rolled up shelter of 
papyrus), both symbols of protection.8 On her back is, alternately, a lion’s mane, a dorsal 
appendage, and, later, a crocodile. Thus, whether her depiction remains relatively similar till 
the end of the Bronze Age has been a matter of some debate.9 O. Keel regards Tawaret as a 
composite creature with particular features, such as a leonine mane or head and crocodile 
cape, which become more or less dominant at different times and places.10 J. Weingarten 
notes that both the leonine and hippopotamus form coexist and are functionally similar;11 
while, Keel places her in the “imaginary world of Egyptian apotropaia”12 The continual 
shifting and fluidity of her imagery can also be seen as a process that emphasised or 
enhanced her “otherness” rather, than simply as an evolution of style.13 

Scholarly opinion is divided on whether an early depiction on a scarab from the 
Platanos tholos tomb, and dated between EM II and MM II, was or was not imported from 
Egypt.14 Here, Tawaret maintains the swollen belly, but her breasts are absent. In a more 
detailed analysis, Weingarten has traced the further development of the Genius based on 
stylistic distinctions in the dorsal appendage, and showed that the proto-Genius maintained 
the breast and had acquired the jug in a depiction on two MM sealings from Phaistos, and on 
a third from Knossos.15 The addition of the jug or ewer is a Minoan feature, whereas the 
other elements retain Egyptian parallels.16 The alternation of the hippopotamus-head, the ass-
head, that is sometimes elongated, and the lion-head continue.17 

By LM I, the transformation of Tawaret into the Minoan Genius is relatively complete, 
with her breasts and belly replaced by the wasp waist and the cinch belt associated with 
Minoan males. As noted by J. Crowley, it is the belt that modifies the swollen animal shape, 
and indicates maleness.18 Such indications, however, are not clear-cut, as illustrated by the so-
called “Taureador” and “Priest-King” frescoes.19 Ironically using terms frequently associated 
with gendered assumptions about female imagery, S. Chryssoulaki regards the Genius’s 
delicate limbs, waist of a wasp, and graceful movement as features that conform to a Minoan 
aesthetic, which she associates with the ideal figure of a young man or kouros.20 But, she 
concludes, that it is a demonical figure, that has human posture and movement. Despite these 
changes in the iconography of the Genius, B. Alberti has decided that glyptic images cannot 
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be securely gendered, unless breasts are depicted.21 Can we, then, conclude or perhaps argue 
that Aegean artists constructed a deliberate androgyny for the Genius? 

Several functions are suggested for the transformed Tawaret in her new guise as the 
Minoan Genius, but these also neglect her gender transformation. M. Gill believed that the 
protective or apotropaic role of Tawaret was retained in the new incarnation that was put in 
the service of palace bureaucracies.22 Recent work has focused on the context of the 
iconography of the Genius, and has shown that it appears: as a single figure or as an 
antithetic pair or part of a pair; or accompanies a man (a male human?); or occurs in a frieze 
or in repeated pairs.23 The activities of the Genius include: attending a human, carrying either 
a libation jug, and sometimes pouring from it, or the prone body of a male human, or even 
of one or more powerful animals, and engaging in hunting.24 

While Chryssoulaki is not incorrect in suggesting that exhaustive documentation is the 
key to decoding Aegean art,25 it is not enough to reduce the function of the Genius to one of 
aesthetics and description. Such analyses alone do not pass for explanation. The interpretive 
possibilities offered by anthropology, myth studies, social theory, and gender theory may 
provide additional insights. 

The non-human aspects of the Genius as a composite creature also place it outside the 
boundaries of sexual dimorphism, and within the realm of divergent classifications 
conveniently labelled as “third gender.”26 Third gender refers to the plurality and fluidity of 
identity constructions that include transformation, conciliation and abandonment of the 
absolute contrast of male and female, although normative practices or behaviours may 
associate such individuals with traditional social categories.27 The iconography of the Genius 
might also be symbolically compared with the concept of the berdache: persons of one or of 
mixed anatomic sex, assuming part or most of the attire, occupation and social status of the 
opposite sex.28 

Questions that have emerged from social and feminist theory encourage us to ask what 
are the social and political forces that motivated the transformation and reconstitution of the 
Aegean Genius.29 To paraphrase and slightly modify J. Butler, the iconographic 
representations of the Genius can be sited as locations for the re-articulation of gender 
relations.30 It will be argued here that while the Genius is itself placed outside the traditional, 
if not entirely modern, categories of gender identity, its functions and activities — particularly 
pouring and hunting — can be gendered. 

The libation jug or ewer is regarded as the main attribute of the Genius, and represents 
its most common association.31 Thus, the Genius is frequently engaged in the activity of 
pouring libations onto trees, as well as onto pillars and baetyls.32 A. Evans also focused 
attention on the jug, noting that it had a metal prototype, and he interpreted the Genius as 
participating in a rain bringing ceremony.33 Although such a link seems tenuous, Evans’ 
observation associating the Genius with water may be of some importance. Crowley also 
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argued that the Minoan Genius followed the Mesopotamian tradition, was associated with 
obtaining water or fertilising rain, and became a symbol for preventing or ending drought.34 

It may be argued that the libation being poured was water if we consider the frequent 
association of the jug-bearing Genius with trees, and that the act of pouring was a gendered 
(male) activity. I am inclined to accept Crowley’s link with Mesopotamia, but to argue for it in 
a slightly different way: by viewing the imagery as metaphorical and by linking it to ideology. 
P. Rehak came the closest to delineating the Genius’ link to power and potency, noting that it 
occurred on prestige artworks and artifacts linked to palatial authority such as seals, frescoes, 
moulded ornaments and ivory carvings; and that its images tended to occur at major centers 
of power in Mycenaean contexts.35 More specifically, he linked some of the Genius imagery to 
the Throne Room at Knossos, through its association with palm trees and mountains — 
features depicted on the back of the stone seat of the Knossian throne, and in the associated 
fresco. Rehak concluded that the Genius “played a significant role in palatial ideology.”36 

Water is connected with life as a symbol, an icon and a metaphor in ancient Near 
Eastern cultures, where it symbolised the male power of creation — as indicated by the line 
“He watered my womb”, in the love poems of Inanna and Dumuzi.37 Indeed, the Sumerian 
word for water (A) is, also, the word for semen (or, more poetically, seed).38 Water is closely 
linked with the god En.Ki too, the Mesopotamian Lord of the Earth, god of wisdom, and of 
the fresh waters of creation.39 Furthermore, in Bronze Age Egypt and Mesopotamia water was 
linked to the primeval world of creation.40 

In addition, Tawaret was alternately known from the Pyramid Texts as Ipy, a wet nurse, 
who suckled the dead king with milk that was both nourishing and protective.41 As 
Weingarten explains, Tawaret became more generally associated with water in the New 
Kingdom, through the use of purification basins dedicated to her.42 In Minoan material 
culture, such a nourishing and protective role, in the sphere of the female, was already 
evident in EM ceremonial vessels, like the Goddess of Myrtos, which alternately depicted 
women as a source of nourishment or of life-giving water.43 

It is not critical to my argument to accept that the meanings identified with the Genius 
were taken from Egypt or the Near East. Rather, it is enough to admit that the Minoans could 
have had a similar world-view, based on the key role of water in ensuring agricultural fertility, 
and based on their exposure to these cultures through now well-documented trading contacts 
with Egypt and the Near East.44 One component of the expression of this world-view was 
adapted to local needs, and manifested through the transgendering of Egyptian Tawaret that 
resulted in the Minoan Genius. Furthermore, although the ewer held by the Genius, which is 
frequently associated with a tree, is Minoan, Crowley has pointed out that there are 
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Mesopotamian antecedents for associating water vessels with foliate motifs.45 The act of 
pouring may be read as symbolic of spreading fertility. Thus, the iconography of the Genius 
carrying the jug or pouring from it may be interpreted or read as an act of appropriation of 
the role of fertility from the female Tawaret. This iconography, in turn, became linked to 
“palatial” elites, through the circulation of these images in a palatial context. 

Male symbolism is echoed or projected in numerous aspects in the Aegean depictions 
of the Genius. In addition to changes in the physical representation of Tawaret, these 
symbols include the phallic shape of libation jug, the emphasis on male fertility through the 
act of pouring water libations on trees, the frequent depictions of the Genius with men that 
emphasise male potency. The few depictions of the Genius in association with women 
emphasise the Genius’ appropriation of the activity of promoting fertility. A notable example 
of this is the famous ring from Tiryns,46 whereby a row of Genii libate a series of trees, thus 
multiplying their connection with the act of fertilisation. Furthermore, whether males or 
females, the individuals associated with the Genius may be regarded as figures of authority, as 
noted by Rehak.47 The association with power may be a constant, even if the depiction with a 
particular gender is not.48 

The jug as an external symbol of fertility brandished by the Genius may also be 
understood through comparison with the hijra of India: a sexually ambiguous category within 
Indian culture that may include hermaphrodites, castrated males, non-menstruating females, 
as well as other ascetic or emasculated variations. Hijras are active within various aspects of 
the Hindu religion, and in various ceremonies such as births and marriages. But they attain 
much of their status from the notion of self-castration, associated with the mythology of Siva, 
whereby the power of generativity is concentrated in the male genitals that have been 
separated from the body.49 The jug as separate from, but wielded by the Genius may be 
assigned a comparable symbolism of potency. 

The association of the Genius with the world of water is further extended through its 
depiction on the famous triton shell vessel from Malia,50 itself one of many motifs related to 
the domain of water, and a prominent theme in Aegean art. Egyptian Tawaret’s apotropaic 
function was similarly extended through her depiction on Egyptian magic wands, which 
served to protect mothers and infants.51 

Its association with scenes of hunting and animal sacrifice also indicates the Aegean 
Genius’ re-signification into the sphere of male activities. Rehak52 identified the bull and, 
then, the stag as the most popular animal victims, and regarded sacrifice as a practice linked 
to hunting.53 In a sealing from Zakros, the Genius spears a bull; while, in a unique 
composition on a cylinder seal from Kakovatos, the Genius uses its paws to frame the 
scabbard of a hunter about to attack a lion with a sword.54 Although Rehak notes that the 
latter pose recalls that of holding the libation jug, he interprets it as an awkward attempt at a 
protective gesture.55 Another possibility is that the depiction of a powerful and aggressive 
male, at the moment of the kill, has intentionally replaced the jug/phallus, creating a vivid 
picture of male potency wielded by the Genius.56 Bulls and lions were and are well-known 
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symbols of male power and virility in the artistic and literary imagery of Egypt and the Near 
East.57 Aggression, control, provision and protection are among the agonistic themes 
associated with maleness by Alexandri.58 Associating the Genius with these contexts places it 
into the domain of the wild and untamed world of nature, male activity, and possibly even 
initiation. 

This paper has sought to view the iconography and activities of the Minoan Genius as 
metaphorical symbols of power and potency, which, in many instances, were associated with 
the domain of males. Gendering the Minoan Genius was not just a simple matter of changing 
the iconography, but was contextual, iterative, and performative.59 That is, the various 
representational types of Genius, as discussed, were deployed within multiple spheres of 
activities among the palatial elites. The power of these images was further charged by their 
being rendered on easily circulated portable items, made of exotic and/or prestigious 
materials.60 Although these representations have been connected with the foregrounding of 
male fertility, they may ultimately be understood, through the fluidity of “third gender” 
studies, as something manifesting a special power outside the realm of sexual dimorphism. As 
observed by Butler, “drag is a site of a certain ambivalence, one which reflects the more 
general situation of being implicated in the regimes of power by which one is constituted.”61 
Thus, palatial ideologies were re-enforced through the hegemony of artistic production and 
power, operating through gender re-articulation of Egyptian Tawaret as the Minoan Genius. 

 
 Louise A. HITCHCOCK 
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