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a Cult Deposit

Petra Pakkanen

Abstract

related to cult activity. The issue is approached from a three-fold perspective by 1) 

Kalaureia on Poros are compared with the material evidence from the sites of ancient native 

Introduction: the Problem

When we consider the problem of what makes a cult deposit two main issues confront 
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and refuse.

C. Renfrew listed the criteria for cult and as a result his work has become a kind of tool kit 
1 This approach starts from a 

interpretations of the material culture. It seems, however, that both of these approaches 
and all in between are nevertheless fundamentally based on the same problem: what is our 

2 but not solved so far. That is why it is worthwhile 

3 Different approaches in this respect can be differentiated, for 

Ritualdynamik studies4
5 

1

Biehl and Bertemes 

2

3 Kreinath et al. 2006 and 2007.
4 The Ritualdynamik

12–13. 
5
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6

a 2007 volume The Archaeology of Ritual7 and a 2009 volume Archaeologies of Cult8 

9 Ritual Theory, 
Ritual Practise 

10

11 Have we, then, moved anywhere from the 

Archaeology and Anthropology. Areas of Mutual interest 

12

13 a performance,14 a 
15 16 

actions,17 or they have drawn a distinction between ritual and ritualisation.18 Their basis 

6

7 Edited by E. Kyriakidis (2007a).
8

9 Cf. the volume Archaeology and World Religion

10 Bell 2007, 283.
11 Bell 2007, 283.
12 Leach 1977, 161.
13 Esp. Leach 1976.
14

15

16

17

Boyer (1994) and I. Pyysiäinen (2001).
18

Bradley 2003).
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19 On the contrary, when we are 

move within a skeleton or frame of performed past actions. The frame – our material 
per se the other pole 

20 This fact 
considerably reduces the possibilities of our interpretative task if it was to be compared 

21 Yet 

22 There is 

23 Thus, 

beliefs.24

is the action which counts.25 It has been noted that what makes an action ritual is its 

it from the profane forms of actions.26

19

20

21

also Allen 1978, 159–160. 
22

23

24

25

26 Cf. Lewis 1980, 7, 17. The Archaeology of Ritual 
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Naturally, any of these characteristics could be applied to profane actions, and 

27 Rites or rituals may be separated from the whole they are part of and 

cult into its components, rites and rituals, and when as much information as possible is 

28 The scholarly community, 

try to see the trees for the forest, not the whole forest at once. In this view a ritual is an 

29

30

of culture. They are more holistic concepts. Naturally ritual is more concerned with action 
in relation to material objects.31

27 Fortes 1966, 411.
28

29

30 Anttonen 2005, 187–
31

relationship between ritual, belief and action.  

Depositing Cult – Considerations on What Makes a Cult Deposit
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institutions to support and keep them up32

discussion we should nevertheless retain the special character of cultic and ritual, but 

33 

and relevant.34 This includes our ideas about cult deposits. Therefore, it is reasonable to 

separate ritual deposits into an often preconceived idea of ancient past cult as a whole. 

interpretations for features of the deposit itself.35 It has been claimed that this is 

clearly non-functional (and hence non-symbolic) is ritual or cultic.36 It has also been 

32

33 a priori approach which does not strive for 

Lakoff 1987, 17–21, 312, 327.
34

35

36

Petra Pakkanen
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symbols, rather than as utensils used in behavioural patterns.37 We read about deposits 

38 The 

has been noticed.39

40 This kind of 

41 Another feature 

42

43

formal or formalised acts is also important since repetition increases the likelihood that 
the material evidence linked with these actions can be discovered.44

structured mode of deposition.45

37 Walker 1998, 249.
38

39 Walker 1998, 259.
40 Bradley 2003, 8.
41 Insoll 2004a, 73.
42 Bradley 2003, 8.
43

esp. 24, 46–50).
44 Marcus 2007, 46.
45 Richards and Thomas 1984, 189, 215 (italics mine).
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cultic deposit is based on the strict demarcation between sacred and profane, and can as 
such be criticised.46

47

not necessarily contain deeply-held or widely-shared beliefs but actions of a specialised 
kind rather than propositions about the world.48

must lie a presumption of order: dirt is the reverse of the same coin and they are both 

49

Residues of ritual activities were pushed aside, recycled, thrown into wells and pits, 
purposefully destroyed or dutifully cleared away,50 and in such cases the items naturally 

46

47

48

49

50 Kyriakidis 2007b, 20.
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51 

52

them, ritually or non-ritually, marks one point in their potentially multi-functional life 

for vessels.53

54

was used for this purpose, not only in sacred enclosures but also in public spaces such as 
bouleitai in the Bouleteria, before dramatic performances, in households 

etc.55 After the ritual the used carcasses (katharmata/katharsia56

into no-man’s land between the boundaries of the polis triodoi, 
crossroads, to cisterns or to the sea. Katharsia seem to have included oksythymia, polluted 

 which, therefore, were similar in essence and 
had also to be deposited in liminal places.57 On the 
Sacred Disease from the early fourth century wrote about katharmata

51

52

53 Tzonou-Herbst 2009, 169.
54 Walker 1998, 252, 254–255. Brysbaert 2011 develops and adds to the concept of the chaîne opératoire 

discard, abandonment, reclamation and refuse of material objects. She pays special attention to the cyclic nature 

chaînes opératoires. Brysbaert takes a holistic view which 

See also Tzonou-Herbst 2009, 170.
55

56 Plutarch, Quaest. Rom. katharsia that were taken to 
katharsia 

periskylakismos
197–201, 205 and Pakkanen 2011, 127–128. 
57

Depositing Cult – Considerations on What Makes a Cult Deposit
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others they carry off to the mountains where nobody can touch or tread on them.’58

of refuse deposits defy the central idea behind the concept of a ritual deposit: it consists 

choice of deposited items or artefacts. In certain cases refuse disposal is clearly not a 
katharmata or 

oksythymia

because deposition of oksythymia is necessary: it has to be performed in order to maintain 

miasma

customarily deposited inside the sanctuaries in pits and in cisterns and wells which had 
59 Potentially, these kinds of deposits could 

miasma as they tell about separate ritual acts which produced this refuse 
and waste.60

etc. 

katharma and 
oksythymia

side of ritual and cultic life: powerful importance of residue and waste also in the 

58 Mobr. Sacr katharmata
thrown out (LSCG IG I3 257 = LSS 
59

60

sacralised and profane space, see Pakkanen 2006–2007, 345–346, 350–351, 353–354.
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up to determine patterns of urban consumption in the early 1970s.61 Depositions of waste 

62

(middens) associated with earlier compounds and structures, and dated to the phase AD 

63

64 Then, the deposits are, in fact, not only dumps 

the ritual whole, particularly when cleanliness has a capacity to be used as an instrument 
of power and coercion.65  a 
ritual act itself. 

and Morelos. In connection with the so-called New Fire Ceremony, a celebration of the 

66

67

61

issue of cyclic nature of the life-cycle of materiality within a wider theoretical perspcective and also within the 

62

63

64

65

66 Codex Tudela.
67 Elson and Smith 2001, 159–163.
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of items such as basic domestic wares when compared with middens.68 Their analysis 

dumps’ can only result from one-time ritual events as they are in effect sealed deposits. 

other material, such as historical and ethnohistorical data. If we were to follow this view 
strictu sensu we could only talk about ritual deposits, and not about cult deposits. I would 

the centre or in the near vicinity of monumental, ceremonial architecture. These deposits 

69 

a dense concentration of sherds encountered on a stairway of a pyramid structure at a 

separate vessels, but no animal bones, and only 17 non-ceramic artefacts.70 The ceramics 

or in near vicinity.71

appears that only 
72

68 Elson and Smith 2001, 159, 168–169.
69

462. 
70 Clayton et al.2005, 123–124, 127 (Table 2).
71 Clayton et al. 2005, 124, 126, 128.
72 Clayton et al. 2005, 128.
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ritual is understood here as an act, an event which could, if we were lucky, be connected 
73 but 

should not be confused with the reconstruction of aspects of Maya belief system’, the 
74

of the belief system simply because of the close conceptual relationship between ritual 

and sealed away. They are re-posited. When this act is connected with ritual and cult, 

been part of. The reason is that ritual acts are part of social and cultural behaviours and 

beyond their mere (functional) form to ritual patterns in the society, to observe possible 

73 Clayton et al. 2005, 128.
74 Clayton et al. 2005, 129.
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75 

time occurrence since at least certain decree of formulaicness is characteristic to ritual. 
The material record that rituals leave behind is, of course, a result of individual acts which 

This multiplicity is present also when an object is or objects are rendered sacred by 

 
76

 

77

78 Thus, dedications are set up for everyone to see on display and 
they had a communicative, public role, whereas some other items, probably of minor 

down. This difference is, however, 

 be more easily those which were deposited, put down rather that set up 

initial nature as objects laid down (rather than set up) and secondly by the nature of their 

an interpretative enterprise due to the reasons outlined above.
So, let’s return to ancient Greece and look at oksythymia

75

76

77

78
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79 has yielded material which shows that 

80 Deposits derive mainly from 
81 which 

D.82

produced fall into different phases of the Hellenistic period, namely early Hellenistic in 

79

Athens. (The project draw to its end in 2012 i.e. after this article was written.)
80

however, has also been attested for the Archaic period: Wells et al. 2008, 78.
81
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in the case of the cistern.83 84 and therefore will not 

85 Pottery 

82

83

84 Pakkanen 2006–2007, esp. 347–349, 354–355.
85

about animal bone analysis have been kindly provided by Dimitra Mylona who is responsible for their study, 
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analysis narrowed down the deposition date to c. 165–160 BC,86

87

88 On 

on bedrock, the area had evidently been cleared in preparation for it.’89

spot.90 

unanswered is why

The old cistern,91

50BC.92

species were discovered.93

86

87

88

89 Wells et al. 2005, 34. The term ’deposition’ used here could be understood as ’deposit’ due to an implicitly 

90 Wells et al. 2003, 168.
91

92

93
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eaten in the vicinity of the cistern, and unlike the adults, the puppies do not seem to have 

or left uncooked. D. Mylona who studied the bones proposes a scenario in which an old 

94

95 

the possibility of refuse deposition, and ritual or cultic behaviour is presumed to have 

temenos or hieron, but since they 
hieron deipnon), the remnants had to be disposed away 

from the sacred place: the purity of the place was to be restored, pollution (miasma) 
had to be driven away.96

97 
In Aristophanes’ Knights

Mobr. Sacr.) mentions that 

98

94 Wells et al. 2008, 90.
95 Wells et al. 2008, 48.
96 For more detailed discussion of the same, see Pakkanen 2006–2007, 351–352, 354–355.
97

98 See discussion in Ekroth 2007, 257–259.
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katharsia deipna
called hekataia

99 In this particular sense meat associated with 

into oksythymia, polluted household refuse which was to be left at a liminal space of 

interpretative possibilities within the realm of ritual and cultic behaviour which includes 

act with possible 

of objects and artefacts, but as remnants of possible ritual acts and, furthermore, deposits 
of a cult.

intentionality of actions behind their formation, 2) elaboration of the relationship between 

relationship between refuse and remains of the past peoples’ ritual practice.

Kalaureia Research Programme
Swedish Institute at Athens

99
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Plate 3.1. Sanctuary of Poseidon at Kalaureia, Poros (Emmanuel Savini). 

Plate 4.4. Plan with the two Altars of Artemis at Olympia (DAI Athens).


