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Most studies of art in the context of reconstructing ideology focus on two-dimensional 
artistic depictions (such as painting) as well as three-dimensional sculptures manufac-
tured from wood, stone, clay, antler, bone, and metal. Sculptures, both large and small, 
are represented around the world. The Venus figurines are one well-known type found 
in many sites in Europe dating between about 30,000 and 20,000 years ago. The figu-
rines, averaging about 11 centimeters (4.4 inches) in height and made from a variety 
of materials, generally portray women, often with large buttocks and breasts and explicit 
genitalia. Features of the face are often simple or nonexistent. There is no consensus on 
what these figures mean, but they are usually correlated with ideology. The figures have 
been variously interpreted as symbols of fertility, goddesses, or matriarchies; self- 
portraits by women artists; educational tools; and prehistoric pornography.

CANNIBALISM AND TREPANATION

Although not common, evidence of cannibalism does exist in the archaeological 
record. It isn’t likely, however, that cannibalism has ever been a regular component of 
any group’s subsistence strategy. The major types of cannibalism and its archaeological 
indicators are listed in Table 9.4.

TABLE 9.4 Types and Archaeological Indicators of Cannibalism

TYPES OF CANNIBALISM DEFINITION

Exocannibalism Eating non-group members

Endocannibalism Eating group members

Ritual cannibalism Eating people, usually in very small or 
symbolic portions, as part of a ritual

Vengeance cannibalism Eating enemies

Aberrant behavior Deranged individuals eating people

ARCHAEOLOGICAL INDICATORS OF 
 CANNIBALISM

EXAMPLES

Modification to human bone Butchery marks on human bone

Artificially enlarged foramen magnum

Charring or burning of human bone

Coprolites Human coprolites containing human remains

Context Human bone found mixed with food refuse
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