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Abstract

Photos and/or copies of one hundred Upper Paleolithic (45,000-40,000 to 10,000 BP) statues 
were studied, the photos having been taken from the frontal, lateral and back view. Among the 
97 female idols studied, 24 were skinny (mainly young women), 15 were of normal weight, while 
more than half of them (51) represented overweight or very obese females whose breasts were 
also extremely large. The figurine analysis revealed various types of obesity. Increased fat tissue 
deposition can be seen in the following body parts: belly only in 2 Venus figurines, belly + hip 
in 10, belly + gluteal + hip in 14, belly + hip + gluteal + femora in 24 and diffuse obesity in 
one. Steatopygia (derived from the Greek “steato” meaning fat, and “pygia” meaning buttocks 
and describing excessive fat of the buttocks) was observable in 7 idols, although these females 
were not particularly overweight and had a reasonably thin waist and legs. Only seven statues 
were in the state of advanced gravidity (pregnancy). The presence of such a small number of 
gravidity statuettes challenges the general view concerning Venus idols, namely, that they all 
represent female fertility. 
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INTRODUCTION

In 1926 K. Lambrecht1 stated “Only the bones of 
our ancestors remain until today, the soft-tissues having 
decomposed. How much more we would surely know 
about our ancestors’ physiology if only the remains of one 
frozen human mummy were discovered in the Siberian 
ice-sheet, just as have been the dozens of mammoths and 
woolly rhinoceros” The truth is that skin color, hair, 
body habitus, body mass and surface area as well as 
the various types of obesity and steatopygia cannot 
be recognized based on bones alone. Nevertheless, 

examination of Upper Paleolithic sculptures may help 
us identify the physiologic habitus, the body weight 
and the body proportions of women of the Upper 
Paleolithic Era.2-4 

With regard to these prehistoric artworks, one may 
draw a distinction between paintings on the walls of 
caves, rock shelters and open-air sites (parietal or cave 
art) and movable works (portable art). Portable art is 
further classified according to its material (organic or 
inorganic) and its durability (impermanent or long-
lasting). Portable art includes sculpted figures and 
innumerable sets of decorated stone plates.5 Their 
topics varied from groups of animal figures and human 
forms to abstract, none of them, however, depicting 
landscapes. There were very few human images, these 
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representing female, male and indeterminable, and 
mixed forms, including some that combine human 
and animal traits, the most common being depictions 
of females. The statuettes are almost invariably nude 
and the sex can be identified by their facial features 
or their vertical body shape. Among the extremely 
interesting statues, male figurines are scarce as op-
posed to female figurines. One of the most distinctive 
innovations of the Upper Paleolithic is the emergence 
of symbolic, imaginary artistic representations, this 
signifying the need to pass on aesthetic and notional 
concepts.

A considerable number of so-called Venus idols 
have been found throughout most of Eurasia, from 
Spain to the Amur River,6,7 male figurines being iso-
lated and sporadic in their spatial distribution. Thus, 
more than 97 percent of these statuettes have female 
characteristics, whereas male images are mainly re-
stricted to cave wall paintings.8 Examining the idols, 
we were able to identify their body habitus,2,9-11 the 
social background of the prehistoric period always 
needing to be taken into consideration in any attempt 
to evaluate the characteristics of ancient female 
obesity.12-15 

Material

Photos and/or copies of one hundred (3 male and 
97 female) Upper Paleolithic statuettes were studied. 
The photos were taken from the frontal, lateral and 
back view. The female idols were excavated from 
Western Europe in regions across the European 
Plain and as far as Lake Baikal and the Amur River. 
They comprise 12 from France, 60 from Russia, 3 
from Ukraine, 6 from the Czech Republic, 7 from 
Italy, 4 from Austria, 3 from Germany and 1 piece 
each from Switzerland and Turkey. Most of the idols 
were engraved on mammoth ivory or mammoth 
bone (metacarpals), as well as limestone, serpen-
tine, amphibolyt, hematite and in rare cases burnt 
clay. The majority of the Venuses were nude, only 
the Siberian specimens showing clothing and hoods. 
The chronological age and stature of the sculptures 
are known from previous studies in which the body 
weight was calculated based on the estimated thick-
ness of abdominal fatty tissue as described by Kósa 
and Zöllei16 in 1975.

Results

Among the 97 female idols studied, 24 were skinny 
(mainly young ladies) and 15 of “normal” weight. All 
of these statues had small breasts, with the exception of 
two. More than half of the statuettes (51) represented 
overweight or very obese females; in most cases, their 
breasts were also extremely large (Figures 1 and 2).

Steatopygia (derived from the Greek “steato” 
meaning fat and “pygia” meaning buttocks and de-
scribing excessive fat of the buttocks), was evident in 
7 idols although these females were not particularly 
overweight and had a reasonably thin waist and legs. 
The condition is characterized by distension and 

Figure 1. Avdeevo (Russia). Mammoth ivory, 12-15 cm. tall. 
20,000 BP. The Avdeevo figurines demonstrate the transition 
from the normal weight to the overweight and extremely obese 
female.
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Seven statues are in the state of advanced pregnan-
cy. The presence of only a small number of gravidity 
statuettes calls into question the generally accepted 
interpretation of Venus idols, namely, that they all 
depict female fertility. The Venus figurines display 
numerous pathological conditions such as genu val-
gum in 3 cases and genu varum in 2 cases. The genu 
varum and curvature of the lower limbs shows signs 
of a healed rachitis. Hyperlordosis of the lumbal spine 
was noted in 10 figures and in the cervical spine in 
6, while kyphosis of the dorsal spine was observed in 
3 idols. Hernia of the navel (umbilical hernia) was 
identified in one figurine. Hypertrophic (enlarged) 
breasts were visible in 39 idols.

Discussion

The classifications of Abramova,18 Bereczki6 and 
Józsa15 include three types of idols: 

Classic type with proportionate body. In the pre-
sent classification, normal body weight females. The 
estimated weight of these figurines varied between 
43 and 54 kg.

Skinny type with thin body parts and limbs. In 
the present categorization, skinny females. Their 
estimated body weight varied from 38 to 45 kg. 

extreme fatness in the buttock area alone. This de-
formation, which is observable today mainly among 
women, is also called Hottentot Bustle because it 
was — and occasionally still is amongst women of 
certain African tribes — common in Hottentot people. 
Today it has been ascertained that steatopygia was 
widespread throughout Eurasia during prehistoric 
times, not only in regions with a hot climate but also 
in the colder northern territories17 (e.g. present-day 
Russia). 

The Avdeevo Venuses demonstrate the transition 
from normal weight to the overweight and excessively 
obese female (Figure 1). The figurine analysis showed 
the various types of obesity. Fat tissue deposition can 
be seen in the following body parts: belly only on 2 
figurines; belly + hip on 10; belly + gluteal + hip 
on 14 idols, belly + hip + gluteal + femora on 24 
and diffuse obesity in one Venus (Figures 3). More 
than two thirds of the obese statues had giant breasts 
hanging down to the crista iliac or to the suprapubic 
region. A hypertrophic (enlarged) breast was visible 
in 39 idols. 

The estimated body weight of the obese figurines 
would have ranged between 85 and 105 kg if the models 
were 155 cm tall, whereas, the body weight of skinny 
and normal weight figurines ranged from 43 to 54 kg. 

Figure 2. Venus of Willendorf (Austria). Limestone, 23,000-
21,000 BP. The idol is 65 mm tall, while the circumference of 
the belly is 102 mm.

Figure 3. Çatalhöyük, (Turkey). Limestone, 5.8 cm 22,000-
20,000 BP. Diffuse fatness is visible on the idol.
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Venus type with over-stressed body parts. In the 
present classification, obese females (more than 10 
kg compared with the ideal body weight), and exces-
sively obese females (more than 20 kg compared with 
the ideal body weight).

The body height of Neanderthal females ranged 
from 152 to 156 cm and the “normal” body weight 
varied from 50 to 55 kg.10 In the Upper Paleolithic 
(earlier than 12,000 BP) the females were small and 
robust2 with a mean height of 158 cm and an esti-
mated average body weight of 54 kg The association 
of fat with fertility has been widely discussed in the 
anthropological literature.19,20

Throughout the Paleolithic Era there were fre-
quent periods of famine when obesity would have 
been rare21,22 as opposed to the era of the sculptures 
where skinny subjects are rare and obesity is frequently 
seen.22 How can we resolve this contradiction? I 
would advance the hypothesis that obesity during this 
remote age expressed ideal beauty, being considered 
aesthetically most desirable, though it cannot be ex-
cluded that in some societies overweight females were 
common. This, in my assessment, could explain the 
large proportion of obese females portrayed amongst 
the figurines of the Paleolithic Era.
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