
MINISTRY OF CULTURE AND SPORTS 

NATIONAL ARCHAEOLOGICAL MUSEUM 

or..y666/6~ 

EDITOR 

Moria Lagogianni-Georgakorakos 

ATHENS 2017 

PUBLISHED BY THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL RECEIPTS FUND 



The individual authors are responsible for the views expressed in the texts 

© National Archaeological Museum 
© Archaeological Receipts Fund 
© I lIiopoulou, extracts from the poems by 0. E/ytis 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press 
Townsend: Copper Canyon Press 

© A Lontou, extracts from the poems by G. Seferis 
Princeton: Princeton University Press 

© E Ritsou, extracts from the poems by Y Ritsos 
Princeton: Princeton University Press 
Minneapolis, Minnesota: The North Central Publishing Company 

ISBN 978-960-386-320-5 



THE MYCENAEAN PALACES 

Already the first excavations that led to the identification of a My­

cenaean culture as such also yielded evidence for outlining distinctive 
features of a Mycenaean palace In 1884 the excavation of Heinrich 
Schliemann and Wilhelm Dorpfeld on the Upper Citadel of Tiryns led to the 
discovery of an architectural complex (fig. 1 a, e) with a monumental rect­

angular bu ilding at its centre showing a tripartite subdiv ision into a porch, 
a vestibule, and a main room furnished with a large central ceremonial 
hearth 1 The porch opened onto a court accessed, notably not along the 
axis of the megaron, through a monumental propylon To the east of this 

building stood a simi lar one, but measuring only roughly half of the size of 
the main building and consisting of a porch opening to a court as well as a 
room w ith a rectangular hearth. Although the two buildings were situated 

next to each other, no direct means of access existed between them on 
floor level. The finely plastered floors and walls of these buildings as well as 
other rooms of the palace were decorated w ith painted ornaments >' DOrp­
feld labelled the two buildings with the Homeric term "megaron"3. This term 

is used until today for build ings with a hearth room and a porch opening to 
a court although we do not know how they were designated at the time of 
their use. How right DOrpfeld was to consider this type of building as a de­

fining feature of a certain type of palatial architecture became apparent 
a few years later, when the excavation by Christos Tsountas on the acropo­
lis of Mycenae (fig 2 a, b ) uncovered a building similar in every respect to 

the Great Megaron of Tiryns·. As of 1900 the excavations under the direc­
tion of Sir Arthur Evans in Knossos highlighted the fundamental differences 

1 Schliemann 1886. 

2 Rodenwaldt 1912. 
3 Dcrpfeld 1886 

4 Tao0vTa~ 1888 Tsountas - Manatt 1897 

Fig. 1. Tiryns: a. Upper Citadel' plan of the 
palace published by K Muller in 193Q with 
positions of viewers for reconstructions 
(b), (c) and (d) indicated by triangles, 
b. Upper Citadel: Reconstruction of view 
from gateway towards main gate by 
H Sulze. c Palace: Reconstruction of view 
from outer towards inner propylon by 
H Sulze. d Palace: Reconstruction of view 
from inner propylon towards the Great 
Megaron by H Sulze. e. Aerial photograph 
of the Citadel of Tiryns from the south, 
1998, with positions of viewers for 

H Sulze's reconstructions indicated 
by triangles. 
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Fig. 2 Mycenae: a Photograph of the 
newly excavated remains of the megaron, 
1890, with original extent o f hearth room 
and hearth indicated by dashed lines. 
b. Detail o f an aerial photograph of the 
citadel of Mycenae from the south-west, 
2014, showing the restored megaron 
and the palace's courtyard c Aerial 
photograph of the Citadel of Mycenae 
from the south. 2009, with indication 
of the location of throne room (1), Cult 
Centre (2), and Grave Circle A (3) 
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between Minoan and Mycenaean palatial arc hitecture. The plan of the 
palaces in Crete was not dominated by a central building, but a large rect­
angular court surrounded on all sides by architectural units. The excavation 
of the Knossos throne room a lso enabled the identification of a rectangu­

lar field in the floor decoration of both the Great and the Little Megaron of 
Tiryns as the place where orig inally a throne had stoodS 

Just as later excavations have underlined the w ide distribution of the 

palatial plan first recognized at Knossos in other reg ions of Crete, the exca­
vation directed by Carl W. Blegen at Pylos (Messenia) demonstrated that 
the palace complex built a round the megaron is a phenomenon also en­
countered, on the mainland, outside the Argolis6 The resemblance of the 

architec tural complex uncovered a few years ago at Dimini shows that 
certain principles of palatial o rganizat ion were not restricted to the Pelo­
ponnese, but reached as far north as Thessaly l This makes it probable that, 

in future, megaron palaces will also be uncovered in other areas of Central 
Greece. 

Even though the megaron-palace is the most well-known t ype of My­

cenaean palatial architecture, there is evidence indicating that it became 
canonical perhaps as late as the 13th c . BCE, while before that period a 
greater variability in palatial p lans may have ex isted. Furthermore, it seems 

that these different architec tural layouts of palaces should not be per­
ceived as stages of a linear evolution, but rather as the result of multiple 
transformations caused by the agency of pol itical groups". No evidence of 

palatial architecture remains from the beginning of the Mycenaean period 
( 17th and 16th c . BCE); the funerary sphere may have constituted the on­
ly area of architectural monumentalization then. As a, so far, singular 15th 

c BCE building, the so-called Mansion I at the Menelaion near Sparta in La­

conia seems to anticipate central features of the megaron palaces 9 and 
is considered as a kind of ' proto-palace" by many. Nonetheless, it appears 

that during the 14th c BCE the significance of this si te was eclipsed by 
nearby Agios Vasileios, where ongoing excavations are uncovering a much 
larger and unquestionably palatial complex, whose most prominent feature 

so far is a large court surrounded by stoQS, while a central suite of rooms has 
as yet not been identified I". Th is recalls the suggestion that a palatial com­
plex with a large central court resembling Minoan ones may have served as 

a predecessor of the megaron-palace at Pylos ". 
Even if future research attests to the existence of an alternative ' Mino­

an" model, the fact remains that the first megaron palaces that were built 

in Tiryns during the 14th c BCE and in Pylos around 1300 BCE '2 seem to have 
been imposed on top of the remains of earlier architecture with a different 
layout 13. In Tiryns, there is reason to b el ieve that the point of reference for 

choosing the p lot for the palatial megara were not the immediately pre­
ceding buildings but a ritual tumulus formed in the late 3rd millennium BCE 

5. MUlier 1930., 145. 

6. Blegen - Rowson 1966 

7 Ac5p0~~-Do~6v~ 1999-20.0.1 . Adrymi-Sismoni 20.0.4/ 20.0.5. 

8. Kilion 1987b. Dobney - Wright 1990. Wright 20.0.8. 

9. Cotling 20.0.9. 

1 G. BOOIAOV6~~pou 20. 1 0. BOOIAOV6~~pou 20. 1 I. BOOIAOV6~~pou 20. 12 
11 Kilion 19870. Nelson 20.0.1 Nelson 20.0.7. 

12 Kilion 1987c Kilion 1989 Nelson 20.0.1. 

13 Moron 20.0.10 



-
out of the ru ins of the Early Helladic Circular Building (Rundbau) " The con­

struction of the most important build ings of the Mycenaean palace exactly 
above the anc ient tumulus would have allowed for the integration of the 

megaron into a long chain of tradition. 
c oncerning the cho ice of the megaron as the central building, there is 

a strong tendency in research of identifying this building as a purely "Hella­
dic " architectural form that developed continuously out of earlier Mainland 
Greek predecessors of the Middle Bronze Age IS Despite the fact that rect­

angular buildings with hearth rooms indeed had a long tradition on the 
Greek Mainland, the megaron palaces of the 14th century may be bet­
ter understood as a reinvention based on a transcultural process in which 
architects, designers, and builders deliberately merged Mainland Greek ar­

chi tectural elements, such as the central hearth, with features of Minoan 
derivat ion 16 Hence, the positioning of the throne on the right-hand side 
of the ma in room of Mycenaean palatial megara and the framing of the 
throne by a wall-painting w ith a griffin in the megaron of Pylos (fig. 3) em­

phasize that certain features of the layout of the main Mycenaean palatial 
bui ldings reflect the design of the Knossos throne room ". 

Mycenaean palaces were administrative, economic, political, and 

relig ious centres although these sectors of society often cannot be disen­
tangled, since they were so closely interrelated. All palaces were integrated 
into a w ider architectural setting consisting of quarters used for storage, ad­
ministration, artisanal act ivity, cult purposes, or for housing personnel The 

administrative role of the palaces is reflected in the activities of a bureau­
cracy using the Linear B-script to wri te early Greek texts on unbaked clay 
tablets 18. These texts provide information about the structure of the palatial 

polities and demonstrate that the palaces took a strong interest in certain 
sectors of the economy, but do not seem to have controlled all econom­
ic activ ity The palatial centres are also distinguished by the presence of 
art isans w ho manufactured a var iety of f in ished products consisting of 

raw ma terials that were often obtained through long distance trade. The 
palaces also had facilities for the bulk storage of commodit ies, such as 
wine and oil, in sufficient quantities so as to cover the needs of the perma­
nent res ident s of the palatial centres and those w ho visited them on the 
occasion of festivities 19 

The characteristic form of the Mycenaean centres of the Argolis is the 
citadel in which the palace and parts of the surrounding settlement were 
forti fi ed wi th a massive Cyclopean wall, while other architectural complexes 

remained outside of the fortification2o Similar fortified palatial centres also 
seem to ha ve existed in Attica and, at least to some extent and in Slightly 
different form, in Boeotia, w hi le in Messenia, Laconia and Thessaly citadels 

of this kind have not been ascertained 21 . Mycenaean palaces were not 
alwa ys bui lt on the highest part of a hill, but in most cases topographical ­
Iy exposed points were chosen as building plots, which suggest s that the 
palaces were meant to be visible form far away. The Palaces were "per-

14 Maran 20 16 

15 KlIian 1987a. Barber 1992. 

16 Wright 2008 

17 Moron - Stovria nopoulou 2007. 

18 Shelmerdine 2008 Shelmerdine - Bennet 2008. 
19 NakasSls 2012 

20 lakovides 1983 

21 Hope Simpson - Hagel 2006, 23- 143. 
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Fig. 3. Pylas. Throne room. Digital 
reconstruction of the view across the 
central hearth towards the throne. 
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formative spaces' that were designed down to the smallest detail for the 

staging of certain forms of soc ial communication. above all processions 22 

that crossed through courts and ultimately led to a specific destination. Le. 
the central building and its court" The various hypethral and roofed spaces 
of the palaces were used by different social groups for feasting and oth­

er ceremonies 2' . The architectura l layout of the palaces guided visitors to 
move in a certain direction. exposed them to various sensory stimuli and 
drew them deeper and deeper into the palace (fig 1 b. d ). until those al­

lowed to reach the final destination of t he procession performed those 
rituals central to the state ideology" Some of the themes of the palatial 
wall-paintings were ciosely related to the social practices that were ac­
tually carried out in the rooms or buildings they adorned. something that 

becomes particularly evident in the frescos of processions that in Pylos and 
most likely Tiryns as well moved in the direction of the throne room26. 

Although the prominence of processions suggests significant commu­

nal participation. what was going on inside the palaces was undoubtedly 
embedded in a strategy of concealment. exclusivity. and sec lusion by the 
ruling class - a tendency that seems to have increased in the course of 
the Palatial period until reach ing its peak in the final fifty years of that pe­

riod>? The structuring of the routes used for ritual movement is a reflection 
of the hierarchical political order culminating in the wanax and the associ­

ated ruling elites2B which. in the course of the Palatial period. seem to have 
increasingly emphasized their exclusive rights to control public ritual. At Myc­
enae. the final decades of this period saw the construction of a new west 
cyclopean wall. by means of which the Cult Centre and Grave Circle A 
(fig. 2 c : 2-3). previously situated outside the citadel wall. were integrated 

into patterns of circulation inside the ci tadel29 Th is a llowed processions to 
c reate links between the seat of the ruler. the seat of the gods in the Cult 

Centre and the seat of the ideologically elevated ancestors in Grave Cir-

22 Weilhortner 2013 

23 Wright 1994. Wright 2006 Tholer 2006. Moron 2006 

24 Sendoll 2004. Stacker - Dovis 2004 

25 Wright 1994. Kopper 2006. 1 1 1- 1 13 Tholer 2012. 

26 Moron 2012. Moron - Popodimijriou - Tholer 2015 

27 Moron 2015 

28 Tholer 2015. Tholer (forthcoming). 

29. Wardle 2003 Wordle 20 15. 



cle A30 In this way, the control over access to crucial religious monuments 

became an exclusive right of the palatial elite. Such a wish for exclusiv­
ity is also manifest in Tiryns, where starkly contrasting sensory impressions 

created by the elaborate architecture and artfully employed changes of di­
rect ion appear to be the archaeological correlates of differentiated rights 
of access that came into play as a gradually diminishing group of par­

ticipants in a procession neared its destination. This staging of exclusivity 
reached its climax in the Throne Room, which was dominated by the cere­

monial hearth and offered very limited space to participants" 
At the turn of the 13th to the 12th c. BCE the Mycenaean palaces were 

destroyed and subsequently not rebuilt. Only at Tiryns in the early 12th c . 
BCE a narrow megaron was integrated into the ruin of the Great Megaron 
(f ig 4) so as to reuse the p lace of the throne and also the Great Court as 
well as a hypethral altar within it were reused 32 By contrast, the rest of the 

palace was not rebuilt and left as a ruin which shows that the activities 
of the Post-palatial period aimed at reclaiming only such points that had 
been of the highest political and religious significance in the former palace. 
The way how the inhabitants intervened into the ruin of the destroyed pal­

ace established a new tradition of exalting the past and using it as a source 
for gaining legit imacy under new political and social circumstances that 
lacked the pronounced hierarchies of the Palatial period. 

Joseph Moron - Ulrich Tholer 

We would like to express our deepest gratitude to A Papadimitriou, who kindly provided 

the aeria l photographs from the Photograph ic Archive of the Ephorate of Antiquities 

of the Argolis, and to M Kostoula for the faithful translation from German into Greek of 

the text and the digital processing of the figs. 2 and 4. 

30 StovrionopoulOu 1995 

3 1 Tholer 20 12. 

32. Moron 2000 Moron 200 la. Moron 200 l b . 

Fig 4 Tiryns Reconstruction of the citadel 
after the destruction of the palace and 
the erection of the post-palatial megaron 
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