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Abstract

 

This paper discusses the evidence from several Mycenaean sites
which in recent years has been associated with the practice of burnt
animal sacrifice. It argues that this evidence does not provide suffi-
cient proof that burnt animal sacrifice was part of Mycenaean ritual
practice.*

 

It can be regarded as universally accepted that animal sac-
rifice was part of Mycenaean ritual practice. The icono-
graphical, textual, and material evidence (animal bones
found in ritual contexts) concur in supporting this conclu-
sion.

 

1

 

 The question of whether burnt animal sacrifice also
existed has, on the other hand, been the subject of some
debate. Interest in this issue is derived in no small part
from the fact that burnt animal sacrifice, which can be de-
fined as the burning of the whole or part of the animal as
an offering to a deity, was a central part of Greek ritual in
the historical period. According to the descriptions in
Homer, it consisted of the burning of the thighbones (

 

ossa
femoris

 

) of the animal from which the flesh had been re-
moved and which had then been covered with a double
layer of fat and small pieces of meat (e.g. 

 

Il

 

. 1.458–461).

 

2

 

Later literary and iconographical evidence indicates that
the tail with the os sacrum was also burnt as part of the of-
fering to the gods.

 

3

 

 The practice of burnt animal sacrifice
has also been confirmed by archaeological evidence from
sanctuaries.

 

4

 

 Consequently, if it could be shown that burnt
animal sacrifice also occurred in the Mycenaean period,
one could, if one wished, postulate continuity of ritual
practice.

 

5

 

In an important article published in 1988 Bergquist ar-
gued that burnt animal sacrifice was not part of Bronze
Age ritual practice, and that consequently there were sig-
nificant differences between Mycenaean and later Greek
sacrificial practice. Her conclusions were based on the
evidence from the sites of Kynortion on the Mainland and
Kato Syme on Crete, where large quantities of animal
bones testified to the importance of animal sacrifice and
ritual meals. With regard to the Bronze Age, Bergquist
particularly emphasised the complete lack of evidence for
sacrificial structures suitable for the display and burning

of meat offerings of the type that we would expect on anal-
ogy with later Greek practice.

 

6

 

 
Following on Bergquist’s article, it would seem to have

been generally accepted that burnt animal sacrifice did not
exist in the Mycenaean period, or in the least that the ques-
tion must remain open until new evidence can be brought
forward. In an article which discusses the archaeological
evidence for Mycenaean ritual, Hägg makes the valid and
important point that without contextual evidence, which
can adduced in support, the presence of burnt animal
bones in a cultic context does not alone constitute suf-
ficient evidence for burnt animal sacrifice.

 

7

 

 Like Berg-
quist, he emphasises the significance of the fact that no
structures which can convincingly be associated with the
practice of burnt animal sacrifice have been identified in
Mycenaean cultic contexts. 

In the last few years, however, it has been claimed that
both new evidence and the re-evaluation of old evidence
from several sites indicate that Bergquist’s conclusions
have now been overturned. The sites in question are Pylos,
Mycenae, Eleusis, and Methana. There would now seem to
be a tendency to accept the Bronze Age origins of burnt ani-
mal sacrifice, as indicated by, for example, Dickinson’s re-

 

*  I am grateful to the anonymous reviewer whose comments made
me think again on several points.

 

1

 

Mylonas 1973, 102; 1982, 316; Kilian 1981; Vermeule 1974, 67–
69; Piteros 

 

et al

 

. 1990, 103–184; Killen 1994, 67–84; Konsolaki
1996, 73, Renfrew 1985, 388, 479–483; Hägg 1998b.

 

2
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cent book.

 

8

 

 The purpose of this article is to review the evi-
dence from the above-mentioned sites and to question
whether it can really be said to prove the existence of burnt
animal sacrifice in Greece in the Bronze Age. 

Methana represents the only case where the burnt animal
bones come from a primary deposit and is therefore poten-
tially the most informative. The evidence comes from a re-
cently excavated cult building dating to the Late Helladic
IIIA–B period. The building consists of four adjacent rooms
with separate entrances (

 

Fig. 1

 

). Room A seems to have
been the primary cult room while the other rooms were per-
haps used as subsidiary cult rooms or for storage.

 

9

 

 Within
Room A there was a stepped platform in the northwest cor-
ner against the wall opposite the entrance. Numerous terra-
cotta figurines were found associated with it. In the south-
east corner of the room to the left of the door as one enters
there was a hearth, covered with a thick layer of ashes.
Mixed in with the ashes were the burnt bones of pigs, sheep,
and goats. It has been argued by Hamilakis and Konsolaki
that this constitutes definite evidence for burnt animal sacri-
fice in a Mycenaean sanctuary.

 

10

 

Almost fifty years ago Jameson argued that the evident
symbolic importance of the hearths in the megara of the
palaces should be interpreted as evidence for the importance
of burnt animal sacrifice in Mycenaean religion.

 

11

 

 He sug-
gested that, in contrast to later Greek practice, burnt animal
sacrifice in the Mycenaean period mainly took place in an
indoor setting. The evidence from Methana could therefore

be seen as a confirmation of Jameson’s hypothesis. Further-
more, if the evidence from Methana can be accepted as indi-
cating the practice of burnt animal sacrifice in the My-
cenaean period, it has also a more general significance as it
could be argued that hearths which are found in other cultic
contexts should be interpreted as ritual installations or altars
for the dedication to the gods of the whole or part of the
slaughtered animals by means of fire. 

However, in contrast to the monumental and centrally
placed palatial hearths, the hearth in Room A at Methana is
roughly constructed, small, and inconspicuously situated in
a corner, at the opposite end of the room from the platform
with the figurines, which was, in all probability, the central
ritual feature of the room. Anybody officiating at the hearth
would therefore have been standing facing into the corner
with his back towards the platform and presumably also to
the images of the gods who were the recipients of worship.
The fact that in the later Greek period a large fire which pro-
duced much smoke was an important part of the sacrificial
procedure may also be of relevance here.

 

12

 

 Sacrificial fires
of this type would clearly be incompatible with an indoor
setting such as is the case with Room A at Methana.

 

13

 

 Fur-
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Fig. 1. Methana, cult
building. After Hami-
lakis & Konsolaki
2004, fig. 3.
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thermore, a large number of cooking pots were found close
to the hearth. These indicate as does possibly also the pres-
ence of a stone stand for a roasting-spit that it was used for
the ordinary cooking of food. It can therefore be suggested
that rather than documenting the existence of burnt animal
sacrifice, it would seem more likely that the burnt bones
represent waste from the preparation and/or consumption of
meat dishes which had been thrown into the fire in order to
dispose of it such as one might find in connection with any
domestic non-ritual hearth.

 

14

 

 
In their argumentation Hamilakis and Konsolaki make

much of the fact that the bone material from the hearth in
Room A is dominated by bones from very young pigs, while
the bones of sheep and goats predominate in the material
found in Rooms B and C. This is interesting and may be the
result of religious requirements. In the later Greek period,
piglets were offered to a variety of gods.

 

15

 

 On the other
hand, it could rather be associated with the fact that while
cattle, sheep, or goats can be kept for a variety of reasons,
pigs are generally raised solely for their meat.

 

16

 

 Moreover,
pigs reproduce fast and are easier and cheaper to keep than
other domestic animals because they are not picky eaters.
Van Straten suggests that in the later Greek period piglets
were popular as sacrificial animals precisely because they
were cheap.

 

17

 

 The preponderance of bones from very young
pigs in Room A at Methana need not then be interpreted in
strictly ritual terms. The assemblage of identifiable bones
from Room A at Methana is not large, only a little more
than a quarter of the total assemblage, and the extent to
which it is possible to draw secure conclusions can also be
questioned. In any case the selection of animals is not rele-
vant one way or the other to the question of whether the
bones in the hearth were burnt intentionally as the god’s
portion or had been discarded as waste. 

Evidence from other Mycenaean cult buildings does not
provide much support for Hamilakis’ and Konsolaki’s con-
clusions. In the Room with the Fresco (Room 31) in the Cult
Centre at Mycenae, there was a large oval hearth in the
centre of the room. Square projections with post sockets at
either end suggest that it may have been covered by a
canopy. In contrast to Methana, the monumentality and cen-
tral position of this hearth would seem to indicate that it had
an important ritual function. The bone material from the
Cult Centre at Mycenae has not yet been fully published. It
has, however, been referred to by Hamilakis and Konsolaki
as evidence which supports their conclusions concerning
the existence of burnt animal sacrifice in the Mycenaean pe-
riod.
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 According to French, however, it does not come from
primary contexts, and it is not clear from the available pub-
lications to what extent the bones were burnt.

 

19

 

 On the evi-
dence which has presently been made available through
publication, it would seem doubtful then that the hearth in
the Room with the Fresco at Mycenae is to be related to the

practice of burnt animal sacrifice. Furthermore, as was the
case at Methana, the cooking of food is indicated by the fact
that pottery, including cooking ware and storage vessels,
was found both in the hearth and in its vicinity.

 

20

 

 Analysis
of the cooking pots found near the hearth indicate that two
had contained a meat stew with lentils, while one had con-
tained fish cooked in olive oil and wine.

 

21

 

 This is significant
information, as the evidence for what can be considered
relatively sophisticated cooking weakens quite considerably
the suggested link between the occurrence of a hearth in a
ritual context and the practice of burnt animal sacrifice, and
suggests rather that the evidence for food preparation and
consumption in Mycenaean sanctuaries should be inter-
preted in terms of a different type of ritual food transaction.
The evidence from Methana and Mycenae which has been
discussed indicates the likelihood that eating and drinking
formed an important part of the ritual activity associated
with the Mycenaean sanctuaries. It might furthermore be
possible to suggest that the evidence for food preparation in
Mycenaean sanctuaries also demonstrates that the feeding
of the gods was part of Mycenaean ritual practice.

 

22

 

 This is a
practice which is widely attested in ethnographic and ar-
chaeological literature. In the ancient Near East it is particu-
larly well-documented in Mesopotamia where ample textual
evidence exists from the second and first half of the first
millennia.

 

23

 

 Providing the gods with the necessary require-
ments of food and drink was also part of Hittite ritual prac-
tice.

 

24

 

 It could therefore be suggested that the evidence for
food preparation and consumption from within Room A at
Methana and the Room with the Fresco at Mycenae indi-
cates that there may have been a commonality of ritual prac-
tice over a large geographical area and that contemporary
cultures in the Near East can provide a framework for un-
derstanding one aspect of Mycenaean ritual practice.

Animal bones were also recovered from the cult build-
ings and the court in the Unterburg at Tiryns. These have
been interpreted as the remains of cult meals, and there
would seem to be little evidence which could provide
grounds for suggesting the existence of burnt animal sacri-
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In Room B 85 at Malthi a hearth was found covered with ashes,
charred wood and the fragments of burnt bones from small animals
(Valmin 1938, 174).
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See Clinton 2005 on the significance of pigs as sacrificial ani-
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fice in connection with the cult buildings at Tiryns.

 

25

 

 Large
quantities of burnt animal bones have been reported from
the open-air sanctuary at Kynortion.

 

26

 

 These were found in
the ashes of the altar and it would seem very possible that
they represent refuse from sacrificial meals as suggested by
Bergquist rather than the remains of burnt animal sacrifice.
However, since no details have as yet been published, fur-
ther evaluation is not possible.

At Pylos six deposits of burnt animal bones dating to the
final period of the palace which derive from Blegen’s exca-
vations have now been restudied and interpreted as the re-
mains of burnt animal sacrifice.

 

27

 

 The bones were com-
pletely burnt, and consist almost entirely of parts of the head
and legs of cattle. According to the recently published inter-
pretation, each deposit represents the remains of a sacrifice
which took place on a single occasion. The deposit of bones
found in a corner of Room 7 of the Archives Complex has
received particular attention. It consists of bones from at
least ten cattle which seem to have been dumped in a heap
on the floor within the room. Room 7 has been identified as
the office of the archivist where clay tablets were kept tem-
porarily before being archived in Room 8.

 

28

 

 It has been seen
as notable that several of the texts recorded on the Linear B
tablets found in the room appear to deal with provisions for
feasts. Among the other finds from Room 7 were around
twenty miniature kylikes, and it was suggested that these
were also connected with sacrifice and banqueting. Al-
though too small to have been used as drinking vessels, they
could have been dedications made by those who had taken
part in a sacrificial feast. A sword was also found in the
room and it was suggested that it could have been used for
the slaughter of animal victims. Stocker and Davis therefore
argue that in addition to its function as archival office,
Room 7 may have been used for the storage of sacrificial
equipment. They suggest that the find context of the bones
could indicate that they had been brought to the archivist as
concrete proof that the sacrifice, for which provisions had
been given, really had taken place.

 

29

 

 This does not seem a
very convincing explanation for the presence of the animal
bones in Room 7, but alternative interpretations are hard to
come by. It may be significant that the deposit had been
made just before the final destruction of palace, as it would
seem possible that the fact that animal bones had been
dumped within the room may in some way be attributed to
the disorder which must have reigned at Pylos in the last
weeks or days before the palace was torched. 

Of considerable interest is the fact that the deposits found
at Pylos consist solely of bones from specific parts of the
animals. They might therefore be seen to present a remark-
able concurrence with later Greek evidence, where selected
parts of the animal were burnt as the gods’ portion. The
bones found in the Pylian deposits are mandible, femur and
humerus bones. As the thigh bones of sheep, goats, or cattle

were normally the bones which were burnt in later Greek
sacrifice, the nature of the selection represented by the
Pylian deposit is all the more striking. 

Hamilakis and Konsolaki state that they do not believe
that there is necessarily a direct connection between My-
cenaean and later Greek practice with regard to burnt ani-
mal sacrifice.

 

30

 

 In the initial publication by Isakidou et al.
the deposits found at Pylos were compared with the descrip-
tion of animal sacrifice in the Odyssey, and it would seem
that the similarities in the selection of animal parts with
later Greek sacrificial practice contributed significantly to
their being interpreted as the remains of burnt animal sacri-
fice.

 

31

 

 However, Isakidou et al. carefully point out that the
material from Pylos does not in itself prove continuity of
sacrificial practice between the Bronze Age and later pe-
riods, and it is furthermore evident that the presence of man-
dibles in the Bronze Age material represents a notable and
possibly significant difference from the Homeric accounts
as well as from later osteological evidence for burnt animal
sacrifice. Another difference from later Greek practice can
be seen in the fact that no 

 

ossa sacralia

 

 or caudal vertebrae
were represented in the deposits from Pylos.

 

32

 

 It is difficult
to know how much should be made of this. The burning of
tails as part of the god’s portion is not mentioned in Homer.
At Kalapodi in Phocis there is evidence for cult activity, in-
cluding animal sacrifice, from the Late Helladic IIIC period
onwards. According to Stanzel, who published the animal
remains from the sanctuary, burnt animal sacrifice is not
certainly attested before the Geometric period, when a sub-
stantial number of the bones are burnt.

 

33

 

 It is, however, in-
teresting that a common characteristic of the bone assem-
blages of all periods represented in the sanctuary is the al-
most complete absence of caudal vertebrae and 

 

ossa sacra-
lia

 

. Stanzel suggests that this should be attributed to the fact
that these bones are small, do not preserve well, and are
easily lost.

 

34

 

 He admits, however, that even so one would
expect them to be represented to a greater extent than is the
case, and suggests alternatively that they have not been pre-
served because they were removed and completely burnt as
part of the sacrificial ritual. In a recent discussion of sacrifi-
cial activity at Kalapodi, Felsch argues that the lack of cau-
dal vertebrae or 

 

ossa sacralia

 

 in the bone material should be
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interpreted as demonstrating that burnt animal sacrifice of
the usual Greek type was practised at Kalapodi from the
earliest phase of the sanctuary in the Late Helladic IIIC pe-
riod.

 

35

 

 The bone material which has been recovered can then
be regarded as representing the parts of the sacrificial ani-
mal which were consumed by worshippers during the ritual
meals which took place within the sanctuary. While
Felsch’s reasoning is on the whole convincing, it can be re-
marked that femur and humerus bones which one would
also have expected to have been removed and burnt as part
of the god’s portion are well-represented in the bone mate-
rial. Clear evidence for the burning of the tail as part of the
god’s portion is first found in the Geometric period at
Eretria, where the remains of burnt femora, 

 

ossa sacralia

 

,
and caudal vertebrae were found in connection with an
altar.

 

36

 

 
While the nature of the deposits from the palace at Pylos

is compatible with the idea that they represent the remains
of burnt animal sacrifice, it could also be proposed that the
bones reflect the nature of the slaughtering process. Cut
marks on the bones indicate that the meat had been removed
before burning. It could therefore be postulated that imme-
diately after slaughtering the meat was removed from the
head, humerus, and femur bones which were then discarded,
while the remainder of the animal was cut up and distrib-
uted in some way, to the palace kitchens, or perhaps to the
palace dependents who took them away for consumption
elsewhere. It cannot be excluded therefore that the deposits
represent waste material from the butcher shop of the palace
at Pylos which had been disposed of by burning. A com-
parison with deposit from Tsoungiza which contained ani-
mal bones as well as much pottery would seem instructive.

 

37

 

The deposit consisted of the bones of cattle, pigs, sheep,
goats, and other animals. About a quarter of the bones
showed signs of burning. While the remains of pigs, sheep,
and goats include most parts of the animal, the remains of
cattle consist mainly of the bones from head and feet. Ac-
cording to the excavators, the number of cattle bones, repre-
senting at least six and probably more animals, could indi-
cate that the animals had been slaughtered for a special oc-
casion, such as a feast, which perhaps was organised on a
regional level involving the inhabitants of several villages.
An association with feasting is also suggested by the analy-
sis of the ceramic material from the deposit. It would there-
fore seem possible that the bones were derived from ani-
mals which had been ritually killed before being eaten.
However, there was nothing that indicated that the disposal
of these bones had any symbolic significance. In view of the
evidence from Tsoungiza, it could therefore be concluded
that burning was at times used as a practical means of dis-
posing of bone waste from butchering, food preparation, or
consumption. In sum, it can be argued that the evidence from
Pylos is ambiguous and open to various interpretations.

The deposits found at Pylos indicate that on several occa-
sions large numbers of cattle had been slaughtered. The
large number of animals could be seen to correspond to the
evidence for feasts provided by the Linear B tablets.
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 The
Mycenaean feasts attested by the Linear B tablets are be-
lieved to have had a ritual function. It is therefore perhaps
not unimportant that iconographical evidence from Pylos
clearly shows that there was a connection between sacrifice
and cattle. If this is the case, it could be speculated that, in
view of the evidence for the preparation and consumption of
food in the cult buildings at Methana and Mycenae, the
meat from the bones found in the deposits had been re-
moved immediately after the killing of the animal and taken
away so that it could be used in the meals prepared for the
gods in their sanctuaries. Waste from the rest of the animal,
which was consumed at the sacrificial feast, would then
have been disposed of elsewhere. A similar explanation
could also apply to the bone material found in the deposit at
Tsoungiza. A fragment of a clay female figure which was
found in the deposit may indicate the existence of an impor-
tant sanctuary at Tsoungiza.
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The femur and humerus of cattle provide good meat.

Heads, on the other hand, provide little meat, and Maltby
has pointed out that consequently head bones are common
as waste from butchering in northwest Europe in the Roman
and early Medieval periods.
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 As also discussed by Maltby,
waste bones from several activities may end up in the same
deposit.
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 It could therefore be postulated that immediately
after slaughtering the heads were discarded and thrown
away with the humerus and femur bones from which the
meat had been removed. However, an interpretation along
these lines seems unlikely. Cut marks on the head bones
from both Pylos and Tsoungiza indicate that the meat had
been removed before they were discarded, and this suggests
that they represent waste from food preparation or con-
sumption rather than from butchering.
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 It may also be rele-
vant that in the later Greek period, there is literary evidence
that mentions both the head and the tongue as parts of the
sacrificial animal which were reserved for the priests.
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 It
would seem very likely that this was because the meat from
the head was particularly appreciated.
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 Accordingly, if this
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was also the case in the Mycenaean period, the meat from
the head along with the meat from the thighs may have been
regarded as the most desirable parts of the animal and con-
sidered as the most suitable for offering to the gods. Conse-
quently, it can be suggested that the bone material from the
deposits at Pylos and Tsoungiza represents the culinary
preferences of the gods (or of the priests and/or the mem-
bers of the elite who in all likelihood were the ones who in
actual fact consumed the food prepared in the sanctuaries).
Judging from the finds of cooking pots at Methana and
Mycenae, it would further seem that in the Mycenaean pe-
riod the gods preferred their meat boiled in stews rather than
fried or grilled. Cooking vessels were also well-represented
among the ceramic material from the deposit at Tsoungiza.
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At Eleusis eighteen burnt bones of sheep, goats, and pigs,

which were found in a drain to the south of Megaron B,
have been interpreted as the remains of burnt animal sacri-
fice.
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 The bones were found with fragments of pottery, in-
cluding alabastra, goblets, and coarse jars. It would seem
likely that this material may have been washed down from
the platform of Megaron B. Cosmopoulos suggests there-
fore that Megaron B had a religious function and that the
platform was used for the performance of cult activities in-
volving burnt animal sacrifice and libations. Those partici-
pating in the ritual would have assembled in the courtyard,
below the platform. Cosmopoulos argues that the burnt
bones cannot represent ordinary domestic refuse, as in that
case the pottery would also have been burnt, which it is
not.
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 However, according to the excavation notebook
quoted by Cosmopoulos, the bones were found mixed in
with ashes as well as with pottery. In an upper layer of the
drain, carbonised remains of some kind were found mixed
in with pottery fragments. Accordingly, it would seem that
material from the drain does not represent a single deposit.
It could therefore be argued that the ashes, the carbonised
matter, and the burnt animal bones may be waste from vari-
ous cleanings of a hearth while the pottery represents ves-
sels which had been broken and after having been discarded
had become mixed in with the waste material from the hearth.

In conclusion, it can be argued that the evidence, which has
accrued or been restudied since Bergquist wrote her articles,
is not of such a nature as to alter her conclusions. In fact, it
can be stated that the important points raised by Bergquist
and also by Hägg have not been sufficiently taken into ac-
count. It is also noteworthy that the evidence from the various
sites does not cohere to form any kind of pattern of My-
cenaean sacrificial practice. This may not be significant as it
could be due to the specific cultic requirements of individual
festivals or sanctuaries. It does, however, contrast strongly
with the practice of burnt animal sacrifice in the later Greek
period. While the aim of this paper was not primarily to argue
against the existence of burnt animal sacrifice in the My-
cenaean period, but rather to point out that definite evidence

continues to be lacking, the fact that there is some evidence
that shows that the feeding of the gods may have played a
major role in the cult practice associated with Mycenaean
sanctuaries, makes it more likely that Bergquist may have
been right also in rejecting the practice altogether. 
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