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Private and Communal Ritual at Post-Palatial Tiryns

Melissa Vetters

Abstract

paper.1

Introduction

a set of theoretical approaches about how to reconstruct activities and their potential 

2 
3 

1 This article was submitted in March 2009 and has not been updated since. 
Tiryns were the topic of my PhD thesis (Vetters 2009).
2 

type).
3 
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they have been interpreted as children’s toys,4 votives,5 cult statues6 and tools of protective 
7

Herbst,8

detail.

former two concepts which are widely accepted in the scholarly discourse on Mycenaean 

9

10 

were totally unknown in the austere Middle Helladic material culture – start to appear in 
11

onwards is the palatial period.12

4 
5 Picard 1948, 246–248.
6 

7 Kilian 1992, 16, 21 n. 132.
8 Tzonou-Herbst 2002.
9 

10 
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13 Concomitantly, a multi-layered settlement hierarchy 

as Attica and Boeotia on the southern Greek mainland,14 15 Messenia and 
Laconia on the Peloponnese.16 A complicated system of administrative palatial control 

B script17 18

towards the needs of the palace.19 International contacts with contemporaneous states 
in the Eastern Mediterranean (especially Hittite Anatolia, the city-states of the Levant 

20 

21 the Cyclades, the Dodecanese and 
parts of Asia Minor.22

23 The 

24 

11 

few decades, it becomes obvious that this process does not constitute a direct transfer or wholesale cultural 

12 
13 
14 
15 Kilian 1981b.
16 
Laconia, but it has recently been documented in more detail by the intensive survey projects of the Pylos 

1995, esp. 85 (for Laconia).
17 
18 Pini 1990.
19 

20 
21 

Driessen 2000.
22 Niemeier 2005.
23 

24 
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25

26 some of these records, such as 
Linear B tablet PY Tn 316,27 contain the names of a few well-known deities of the later 

28 Hera and Artemis – but 
also names of deities unattested in the later sources.29

names concerns a number of Minoan deities documented in the Knossian tablets30 as 

Linear B tablets of Pylos and is closely associated with the palace, but is only attested as 
an epithet in historical times.31

32 as can 

33 

34 especially in the case of the murals35 – shows a 

25 

26  Hiller 1981.
27 
28 

29 
30 
31 , see Boëlle 

32 
33 

34 
35 This was already noted by Rodenwaldt 1912, 200, 202.
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36 

palatial period,37

Room of the Frescoes and the so-called Temple in the Cult Centre of Mycenae comprise 

in the former38 39 
40 In contrast to this, 

41 and no wheelmade 

42 as well as a ship 
model.43 Hence, even in comparisons of two palatial-period sanctuary sites within the 

44

45 Gradually 

mainland.46 For more than a century this society features a host of continued traditions 

written administration as well as most of the specialised craft production attached to the 
47 

36 

37 

of time.
38 Moore and Taylour 1999, 46–47, 89–93, pl. 11–12.
39 

40 
chart 2, 46, 50, 62, pl. 22b–c.
41 cf. Konsolaki-

42  Konsolaki-Giannopoulou 2003a.
43 Wedde 2003.
44 

45 E.g.
46 viz

47 
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Yet this post-palatial or Late Helladic IIIC period is not a time of constant decline 

48 

case-studies focus. 

since frescoes,49

General Remarks

Approaches to Mycenaean Ritual
Any reconstruction of ritual – for the palatial as well as the post-palatial period – depends 
heavily on the analysis of traces and patterns in the material remains which repeated 

the places at which they were performed. 
Funerary cults50

palatial periods.
State or palace cults51

52

Hypaethral sanctuaries
the Kynortion Hill (the later Apollon Maleatas sanctuary) at Epidauros.53

48 Rutter 1992.
49 

50 Recently, see Gallou 2005.
51 
52 
architectural features of the innermost palace, but the painted plaster-embellishment of the central hearths in 

53 
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unearthed ashy layers around an altar with animal bones, votives and cult paraphernalia 
(inter alia weapons, jewellery and a Minoan relief-carved stone vase) and abundant 

54 
The best attested settlement sanctuary is the already mentioned Cult Centre in 

Mycenae55

56

Domestic cult

paraphernalia such as miniature vessels and rhyta, and, most commonly, by the absence 
57

,

The differentiation of spheres of ritual behaviour
58 in more detail, I would 

54 

15, cf.

of the palatial period. 
55 E.g.
2003.
56 

57 
58 
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59 

deposited in special pits, or bothroi
ordinary settlement debris.60

and open spaces within the settlements. In spite of this apparently random distribution, 

61 and they 
were not produced at the household-level.62

only in houses, but also in places which are best characterized as sanctuaries, because 

installations (i.e. benches or altars), and ritual paraphernalia such as rhyta occur. No 

63

64 These 

59 Walker 1995, esp. 68–77.
60 See the discussion in Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 229–235.
61 Tzonou-Herbst 2002, 76–79, 175, 179, 200–204.
62 

prehistoric societies and is only a very modern phenomenon (Vetters 2009, chapter 4.2).
63 
64 
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popular cults

the palatial period

artefacts
Middle Helladic traditions

hypaethral shrines, household cults

central hearths as focus of domestic rituals, 

kylikes, skyphoi and similar vessel-types 

(anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, miniature 

the end of the palatial and commonly in the post-palatial period,65

terracottas. 

palatial frescoes.66

67 while processions 
68

vessel types of Minoan derivation, especially rhyta, are employed in such ritual acts as 
libations.69

70

65 
66 
67 Maran and Stavrianopoulou 2007, 288–292.
68 
69 
70 
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to other settlement areas,71

72 

73 The same applies to the 
74 or 

the mainly post-palatial open-air shrine at the site of the later Amyklaion near Sparta75 
76 

mainland traditions, since they were totally absent from Middle Helladic material culture 
and were only (re)introduced to the mainland at the time of intense contacts with Minoan 
Crete.

it seems desirable to introduce an additional concept to discussions of Mycenaean ritual 

These terms will shift the focus from aspects of social rank and a strict check-list for 

71 
Lower Citadel.
72 

with the innermost spaces of a palace. All evidence cited is drawn from Tiryns, where the palace area itself is 

73 
74 
75 Demakopoulou 1982.
76 

below.
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linked to a household, i.e. a multifunctional room or rooms which are comparatively 

Case studies

The site of Tiryns with its three-tiered citadel, the remains of the Mycenaean palace on 

77

78

development of ritual behaviour from the palatial into the post-palatial period. Moreover, 

offers a broad spectrum of artefacts, architecture and settlement data which form the basis 
79

77 , 

78 

79 See the series Tiryns Forschungen und Berichte
artefact classes.
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80 

With these problems in mind81

5.2): One of the areas under review is part of the settlement in the Northern Lower Town 

layer which effectively blocked the dislocation of older settlement material.82

situated in the Lower Citadel, an area continuously inhabited over centuries, the second 

83

Private Ritual

80 

waste within habitation areas.
81 

82 Maran and Papadimitriou 2006, 99–104, 127–130.
83 –

Melissa Vetters
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Courtyard 1 (to the north) and Courtyard 3 (to the south).

Private and Communal Ritual at Post-Palatial Tiryns



78

communal cult,84 where the use of a certain space for communal purposes and especially 

Tiryns Northwest

of the citadel. In the area Tiryns Northwest successive layers of LH IIIC Early to LH IIIC 
developed habitation can be observed.85 Tiryns Northwest comprises three phases of at 
least one multi-room domestic structure with an adjacent courtyard.86

87 the last one witnesses a reduction in rooms, but 

88 

anthropomorphic, 23 zoomorphic and one is part of a miniature bed model.89 The 

90 and zoomorphic91

92 93 which were 
probably incorporated in the mudbrick walls and cannot be counted as part of the actual 

94 in the 
95

84 
85 

86 
architecture which has been well studied in the Lower Citadel and in the settlement areas outside the walls 

87 

and southeast.
88 

89 

90 
91 
92 
of the volume).
93 DB-Nos. 993, 1116, 1246, 1249, 1251.
94 

95 Two thirds or completely preserved.

Melissa Vetters
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96 and the entrance 
area.97

part of the courtyard and southwest of Room 308. The animal98 99 in 

100 and one female terracotta101 which came 

102 and ceramic vessels103 were found in this area. 

96 DB-No. 1001.
97 DB-No. 998.
98 
99 DB-No. 980.
100 

101 
102 

of bone, Rahmstorf 2008b, 6 Cat.-No. 1289, and an ivory pommel, Krzyszkowska 2005, 206 Cat.-No. 29 pl. 
3, 6.
103 
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104 

anthropomorphic types,105 106

bed-model.107

108 lay directly on top of the hearth in Room 305. An almost intact 
animal109 110 

111 with a hollow stem were found 
112

104 Mühlenbruch 2004, chapter 2.3 (horizon 19B).
105 
106 
107 DB-No. 984.
108 DB-No. 1004.
109 DB-No. 1115.
110 DB-No. 1114, also completely preserved.
111 
112 
northeast of Room 306 close to the drain of this room.
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on benches, similar to what can be observed in cases of communal ritual in Tiryns. Two 
113

in the western courtyard. One part114

a well, the other115

bench.

Room 127 in the Lower Citadel

116

117

another one118

119

113 
114 DB-No. 1243. 
115 DB-No. 996.
116 

117 

118 

119 
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120 and two terracotta 
whorls have been located in the eastern centre of the room.121

122 found in this room are fairly well-preserved, another one is but 

cup.123

120 

121 

122 DB-Nos. 907, 2218.
123 DB-No. 2098.

Melissa Vetters
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of the hearths.124

from Italian prototypes.125 In the southern centre of the structure an animal terracotta 
126 A 

completely preserved wheel-model127

linked to household tasks: terracotta whorls128

124 

and architecture represent the third phase of Room 127, i.e. horizon 21c1, see also note 128 below.)
125 
2007, 118–119, pl. 59.4–8.
126 
127 
a wheel-model of the handmade burnished ware-type, but the section of the piece shows that it is not pierced 

spindle whorl, too. 
128 
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the previous phase. 
Continued occupation after the burnt destruction level on the same plot and 

advanced, because three of the former four hearths are located directly on top of the 
129 four of which are well 

130

131 c. 2.5 m southwest of the previous one and close to 

whorl were associated with it.132 In the western centre of the structure two thirds of yet 

129 DB-Nos. 715, 716, 901, 904, 905, 906, 1907.
130 
131 DB-No. 906. A third zoomorphic terracotta, DB-No. 904, of which merely one third is preserved, derives 

132 Rahmstorf 2008a, pl. 139 (Cat.-Nos. 100, 831).
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133 Since a steatite 
134

135 
– 136 are in close vicinity 

137 The north-eastern 

138. 

almost no plain ware and no plain kylikes.139

Courtyard 3 south of the house.140

141

142 In 
contrast to the previous phases only one small hearth west of the southern entrance can 

143

tool, a clay spool and a skyphos.144 145

133 DB-No. 716.
134 Rahmstorf 2008a, pl. 139 (Cat.-No. 105).
135 
136 DB-No. 716 and the steatite conulus.
137 

138 

139 Kilian 1983, 281.
140 Mühlenbruch 2007, 245, 247. Yet such an activity can only be postulated for the second, third and fourth 

2008, 306-310, 327–328.
141 Kilian 1981a, 159.
142 
to the east.
143 

144

145

older settlement strata.
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Plate 5.8). In the western room-compartment, Room 127a, three are well preserved.146 

147

148

the two room-compartments. Further southwest in front of the southern wall the second 
zoomorphic terracotta149

146 DB-Nos. 902, 903, 2267. The head of an unpainted and unslipped animal, DB-No. 887, was either found 

147

148

149 DB-No. 902. 
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of cereals in the area west of the hearth.150 The handle of a carinated cup with an attached 

151

entrance.152 153 out of a total twelve known from Tiryns 
were found within Room 127,154

south and in the second entrance area east of the room.

indicated by the association of animals with either hearths, or doors and also areas of 

house.155

Communal Ritual 

post-palatial period,156

157

110 and Room 110a covers all sub-phases of the LH IIIC period from Early to Late. The 

150

151 DB-No. 2267. The handle and the applied protome are almost completely preserved, but the rest of the 

152

of the room’s former inventory.
153

154

155

156

157
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in architectural layout.158

159

the whole structure.160

in the Lower Citadel by the end of LH IIIC Advanced.161 Afterwards, Room 110a, even 

162 The distribution maps163 of 

Room 117 
 and Plate 5.9). 

164 165 with 
the same attire are attested within Room 117166 167 

168

169

170

that there is no evidence for their contemporary use.171

158

159

160

161 cf. 
Rahmstorf 2008a, 266–267, pl. 129.
162

2008a, 267, pl. 130.
163 These differ in some respects from the distribution maps already published by Kilian 1992, pl. 5a–c, 6, 1, 

material.
164

165

Kilian 1992, pl. 4.1.
166 DB-Nos. 1213, 1400, 2067.
167

168

5.9 and Plate 5.9.
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level of the shrine172 and thus cannot be 

rituals.173 Two well-preserved animal 

174 They are, 
however, far removed from the focus of 

169

170 DB-Nos. 320, 532, 535.
171 DB-No. 539, 2330.
172

173

palatial period by stylistic criteria. Their interpretation as kick-ups is corroborated by the fact that most of them 

174 DB-Nos. 1721, 1722.

the Lower Citadel (LH IIIC Early–Developed, 
horizons 19b–20). For the plan in colour and 
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117.175

Room 110

176

the bench177

slab in the adjacent Room 115.178

dedication of jewellery.179 A well-preserved bovine terracotta180 and the miniature model 

175

the area of Courtyard 1 from votive deposits prior to the construction of Room 110.
176 

Room 110a (see note 193 below).
177

phase. It is here characterized as a kick-up in Room 110 since only one third of the animal is preserved and 

178 DB-No. 2406, cf.
179 Rahmstorf 2008a, pl. 121 (Cat.-Nos. 1648, 1752).
180 

Melissa Vetters
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of a bird181 were found within 
Room 115, and another 
animal directly east of it.182 In 

associated with Room 115, 
this structure with its three-

represent a functional hybrid 

characteristic of both private 
and communal cult.183 Yet 

181

182

(note 180 above).
183

is known, but its internal posts point to elite habitation, cf. Tiryns Northeast Room 8/00 and see Maran and 
Papadimitriou 2006, 105–111. Since most parts of Room 115 are disturbed, no hearth or installations apart 

. all the 

Lower Citadel (LH IIIC Developed–
Advanced, horizons 20a3–21d). For 

older kick-ups.
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184 one notices 

185 

Ritual performance
So far I have mainly dealt with ritual refuse which does not attest clearly to the actual 

three parts.186

room.187

factors.188

sources of the palatial period which – in this case – also pertain to post-palatial rituals. 

184

185

110, respectively. In contrast to Room 117, in which 4 beads of unusual shape and material are attested in front 
of the bench, Rahmstorf 2008a, pl. 128 (Cat.-Nos. 1638, 1640, 1646, 1652), only a steatite conulus and a bone 

cf. Rahmstorf 2008a, pl. 129 (Cat.-Nos. 2413, 2414). Thus, 

186

187

188 In contrast to the stem, the slip and paint on the torso above the waist are well-preserved. Since the torso 

Melissa Vetters
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189 and 
Mycenae190

the above mentioned Linear-B tablet PY 

of Mycenaean communal rituals.191

Room 110a

Lower Citadel is represented by Room 

in situ at the foot of the 
bench.192 There are some indications that 
at least the head of a smaller wheelmade 

phase, because parts of it were found on 
193

and re-deposited on the bench at the rear 
of the shrine.194

shrine most of the terracottas plotted on the 

and represent kick-ups from the palatial 
period due to accelerated erosion of 
earlier settlement strata.195 Very few 

189

have been clearly visible above the hand of its carrier.
190

191 

192

193 DB-No. 1691.
194

Albers 1994, 118-119, 206 n. 542.
195

or Plate 5.12).

from Room 110.
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the relevant strata of the court area.196 South of Room 110a, two-thirds of a zoomorphic 
terracotta197 198 

199 was found close to a stone-paved and clay-lined substructure 
north of Room 106.200

from Room 110a and not obviously linked to the shrine. What merits attention is the clear 
201 

palatial sanctuaries in Tiryns,202

203 

204

Conclusion

features which hint at elite habitation. Despite the elite character of the domestic case 
studies, communal ritual in Tiryns does not involve any of the zoomorphic types which 

in both private and communal ritual, but a continuous increase in the popularity of 

196

197 DB-No. 1418.
198 

199  DB-No. 1198, almost completely preserved.
200 Kilian 1978, 460.
201

point in favour of this hypothesis of a substantially reduced sphere of cult activity.
202

203

204 See note 175 above.
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the differences between private 
and communal cults and what has 

How do post-palatial rituals 

To summarize, I dismiss the 

the correlation of artefacts with 
social status is not valid, since 
no clear-cut distinctions can be 

record. More importantly, rituals 

from Middle Helladic traditions 
which are supposed to lie at the 

believe that the use of Mycenaean 

of the palatial society they were an 

– by an unmonitored emulation-

both in the privacy of one’s home 
and in public that endorsed the 

elite.205 After the collapse of the 
palatial system a few terracotta 
types directly linked to palatial 

206 At Tiryns, as at other sites, terracottas 
continued to be employed in private and communal ritual, but the overall numbers of 
terracottas decrease in the course of the post-palatial period. This phenomenon can be 

hatched circle = older kick-ups.

205

206
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207 and 

terracottas became the dominant type. At a time when the post-palatial elites were 

types of former private rituals208

of course my own.

207

and a carinated bowl (Kilian 1978, 464 with further references) – indicate that these were set up on the bench 
as well.
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209

New Evidence from Thessaly’, in M.L. Galaty and W.A. Parkinson (eds.), 
Rethinking Mycenaean Palaces 

Albers 1994 = G. Albers, Spätmykenische Stadtheiligtümer
1994.

Celebrations. Sanctuaries and the Vestiges of Cult Practice. Selected Papers and 
Discussions from the Tenth Anniversary Symposium of the Norwegian Institute 
at Athens, Athens 12th–16th May 1999

 
12 (1958) 179–299.

Bell 1997 = C. Bell, Ritual. Perspectives and Dimension

(ed.), The Archaeology of Ritual
2007, 277–288.
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BSA 
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