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L’exploitation des figurines de terre cuite dans une perspective 
d’anthropologie sociale et culturelle renouvelle profondément un 
domaine de recherche longtemps resté à l’ombre d’une histoire 
de l’art surannée. Conformément à une tendance lourde de l’ar-
chéologie aujourd’hui, les contributions de ce volume privilégient 
une remise en contexte, dans tous les sens du terme et à plusieurs 
niveaux : archéologique – assemblages d’objets et répertoire ; cadre 
du sanctuaire, de la tombe et de la maison ; contexte culturel – pour 
montrer tout ce qu’une catégorie d’objets trop longtemps discré-
ditée comme pacotille sans signification peut apporter, correcte-
ment interrogée, à la connaissance de la piété envers les divinités 
et les morts. 

Une première partie commente quelques types particuliers de 
terres cuites figurées, tandis que les trois autres les envisagent succes-
sivement dans les principaux contextes d’utilisation : le sanctuaire, 
la tombe et la maison. L’ensemble fait apparaître la profonde cohé-
rence de leur fonction dans les pratiques votives et funéraires et 
apporte des éléments pour caractériser les cultes domestiques. Ce 
qui se manifeste ainsi, ce sont des préoccupations fondamentales 
des sociétés traditionnelles : intégration des jeunes des deux sexes 
dans la famille et la société, mariage et enfantement. Cette forme 
d’archéologie cognitive, qui interroge le pourquoi de la présence 
muette des figurines et donc les intentions de leurs « utilisateurs », 
débouche sur une anthropologie des sociétés antiques. 
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Avant-propos

Malheureusement, bien des spécialistes, surtout ceux des objets, 
statuettes de bronze ou figurines de terre cuite, quand ils ont établi la date 
et l’origine, ne semblent pas penser que c’est alors que commenceraient 
à se poser les véritables questions : comment ? pourquoi ?

Claude Rolley1

Une première période des travaux de l’équipe de recherche lilloise sur la coroplathie grecque a 
été consacrée au « comment » – les aspects technique, artisanal et typologique des modalités 
de fabrication et de diffusion des figurines de terre cuite  : elle a ainsi décrit les tenants et 
aboutissants d’une véritable industrie d’art, dont les produits ont souvent connu une distri-
bution à l’échelle de l’ensemble du monde grec antique2. Depuis quelques années, cette équipe 
met désormais l’accent sur le « pourquoi », à savoir l’élucidation de la fonction des terres 
cuites figurées, statuettes et protomés, dans les différents contextes où elles sont mises au jour, 
sacré, funéraire et profane3.

Cette nouvelle orientation est à l’origine de l’organisation à l’université de Lille 3 Sciences 
humaines et sociales du 35e symposium international du centre de recherche Halma 
UMR 8164, intitulé Figurines en contexte : iconographie et fonction(s) (Villeneuve d’Ascq, les 
7 et 8 décembre 2011), manifestation organisée par Christine Aubry, Stéphanie Huysecom-
Haxhi et Arthur Muller, avec le soutien du CNRS, de la Région Nord – Pas-de-Calais et 
du Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst (DAAD) et présidée par Enzo Lippolis. 
Parallèlement, à l’initiative de sa jeune garde réunissant Caitlín E. Barrett, Clarissa Blume et 
Theodora Kopestonsky, le Coroplastic Studies Interest Group organisait dans le cadre de la 
113e rencontre annuelle de l’Archaeological Institute of America une session intitulée Silent 
participants. Terracottas as Ritual Objects (Philadelphie, 6 janvier 2012), sur un thème qui 

1	� « L’artiste et le citoyen. Réflexions sur l’art grec archaïque », Mémoires de l’Académie des sciences, arts et 
belles lettres de Dijon 126 (1983-1984), p. 325.

2	� Voir par exemple les différentes contributions au colloque Muller 1997a.
3	� Voir en particulier le colloque Prêtre, Huysecom-Haxhi 2009, ainsi que les travaux de Stéphanie  

Huysecom-Haxhi et d’Arthur Muller repris dans la bibliographie cumulée du présent ouvrage. 
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recoupait donc celui de la manifestation lilloise. Cette coïncidence témoigne d’un glissement 
généralisé de la problématique des études sur les terres cuites figurées et du regain d’intérêt 
pour un questionnement vieux de plus d’un siècle4, à partir d’une base documentaire consi-
dérablement élargie, établie désormais de façon bien plus rigoureuse et envisagée avec des 
méthodes évidemment renouvelées. 

Dans ces deux manifestations, l’objectif était d’aborder de front les difficiles questions de 
l’identification des terres cuites anthropomorphes – statuettes et protomés – et de leur(s) 
fonction(s) dans les différents contextes de trouvaille : elles constituent l’une des principales 
catégories d’offrandes dans les sanctuaires, notamment de divinités féminines et couro-
trophes ; elles apparaissent aussi auprès de certains défunts, principalement les enfants, garçons 
et jeunes filles – les immatures donc – et les femmes ; on les trouve enfin, mais bien moins 
nombreuses, dans les maisons. Ces modestes objets, souvent considérés comme dénués de 
signification et de ce fait largement sous-exploités dans les études sur les pratiques religieuses 
antiques, sont en fait potentiellement riches d’informations sur la nature des cultes et rites 
dans un sanctuaire ou autour des morts et éventuellement dans le cadre domestique, sur la 
personnalité et les rôles des divinités honorées, sur l’identité et le statut social des fidèles qui 
les ont consacrés et des défunts auprès de qui ils ont été placés. Correctement interprétés, ils 
donnent indéniablement accès aux pratiques religieuses, aux individus et à leur rapport avec 
les divinités, aux préoccupations fondamentales d’une société. Bien au-delà du strict domaine 
de la coroplathie, le thème des réunions de Lille et de Philadelphie relevait donc autant de 
l’archéologie de la religion que de l’anthropologie culturelle. 

L’objectif était plus précisément de proposer des études de cas mettant en jeu les questions 
d’identification et, au-delà, de fonction des terres cuites figurées dans des « contextes » bien 
identifiés, ces derniers étant compris à la fois comme le lieu de découverte (sanctuaire, tombe, 
maison) et comme l’ensemble des objets associés au sein d’un répertoire, votif, funéraire ou 
domestique, dans lequel et avec lequel elles prennent tout leur sens. La très large prédomi-
nance des représentations anthropomorphiques dans le répertoire coroplathique explique la 
place qui leur est réservée dans les études actuelles et le long débat qui traverse la recherche 
à leur propos  : représentations de divinités ou de mortel(le)s  ? Dans la plupart des cas, il 
s’agit de passer de l’iconographie à l’identification – divinité et laquelle ? mortel(le) et de 
quel statut social et familial ? – et de comprendre la fonction de ces objets dans les pratiques 
rituelles propres à chaque contexte : à Lille comme à Philadephie les travaux ambitionnaient 
de contribuer au débat entre tenants d’identifications et fonctions variables selon les contextes 
et tenants d’un système cohérent valable pour tous les contextes.

4	� Voir par exemple E. Pottier, Quam ob causam Graeci in sepulcris figlina sigilla deposuerint (1883), au titre 
significatif.
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Les liens tissés par-dessus l’Atlantique depuis le colloque international d’Izmir5 et surtout 
la communauté de problématique ont suggéré de publier dans un même volume les textes 
issus des communications présentées à Lille et à Philadelphie6, sous un titre commun qui 
emprunte à celui de chacune des deux manifestations. Thomas Nicq a toiletté l’ensemble 
des illustrations. Les Presses universitaires du Septentrion ont accueilli ce volume dans leur 
collection Archaiologia. La publication a reçu le soutien de l’Institut universitaire de France 
et de Halma UMR 8164. Que soient remerciés ici tous ceux qui ont rendu possibles ces 
manifestations scientifiques et cette publication.

Christine Aubry, Stéphanie Huysecom-Haxhi et Arthur Muller
Organisateurs du Symposium de Lille

Caitlín E. Barrett, Clarissa Blume et Theodora Kopestonsky
Organisatrices de la Session d’étude de Philadelphie

5	� Muller, Lafli 2015.
6	� Dans ce volume, les textes de Caitlín E. Barrett, Stéphanie Hagan, Ann-Louise Schallin et Melissa Vetters 

sont issus des communications présentées à Philadelphie. Tous les autres sont issus de communications 
présentées à Lille. 
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From Discard Patterns to Enacted Rituals?

Contextualizing Mycenaean Terracotta Figurines 
in Settlement Deposits

Melissa Vetters
School of Archaeology and Ancient History, University of Leicester, UK.

résumé	� Du rebut à l’acte rituel ? Remise en contexte de figurines en terre cuite recueillies dans 
des habitats mycéniens					      
On examine ici dans quelle mesure les figurines de terre cuite mycéniennes des xiiie – 
xie s. av. n.è. recueillies dans des habitats peuvent être utilisées pour la reconstitution 
de rituels domestiques. L’exemple des trouvailles de Tirynthe permet d’évaluer ces 
objets comme témoignage matériel de rituels religieux dans la sphère domestique  : 
c’est l’occasion de proposer une méthodologie d’analyse des figurines mycéniennes 
en contexte d’habitat, qui repose sur l’état de conservation de chaque fragment de 
figurine, sur la distribution spatiale des trouvailles et sur des comparaisons typolo-
giques et stylistiques. On fait valoir que les rituels domestiques mycéniens doivent 
être étudiés pour eux-mêmes, et non comme simple complément des rituels publics ou 
communautaires. Ce n’est que lorsque les contextes d’habitat sont étudiés individuel-
lement, puis comparés aux modèles de « consommation » des figurines en général 
qu’un répertoire particulier de types peut dans certains cas être mis en évidence, indice 
d’un usage sélectif des figurines dans les rituels domestiques. De plus, d’éventuelles 
modifications sur le long terme de la composition du répertoire des types ou classes 
devraient permettre de distinguer des évolutions dans le temps des rituels domestiques.

mots clefs	 figurines mycéniennes, rituel domestique, Tirynthe.

abstract	 �This paper focuses on Mycenaean terracotta figurines of the 13th-11th centuries BC and 
explores the extent to which figurines in settlement contexts can be used to reconstruct 
domestic rituals. Figurines found in Tiryns serve as case studies to analyze their role 
as material witnesses to religious rituals within the domestic sphere. A methodology 
based on an assessment of the extent of preservation of every single figurine fragment, 
find distributions, and typological-stylistic comparisons is suggested for the analysis of 
figurines in Mycenaean settlements. It is argued that Mycenaean domestic ritual needs 
to be studied in its own right and not just as a subsidiary to public and communal 
rituals. Only when domestic contexts are studied individually and then compared 
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to overall contemporary figurine consumption patterns, a specific choice of figurine 
types or classes may become evident in certain cases. Such may indicate selective use of 
figurines in domestic rituals. Furthermore, if shifts in the specific selection of figurine 
types and/or classes appear over time, these patterns then provide a basis for distin-
guishing diachronic changes in domestic ritual.

keywords	 Mycenaean figurines, domestic ritual, Tiryns.
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1. Introduction
Terracotta figurines have increasingly become the focus of studies on ritual performances and 
religious identities in Aegean archaeology.1 In multi-phase settlement layers, figurine concen-
trations have often been taken as indicators of cult,2 but scattered or single occurrences of 
figurines in a settlement context do not necessarily designate a cult place. The interpretation 
of figurines scattered in settlement strata requires retracing one’s steps backwards from the 
excavated figurines to the likely activities once performed with them. This can be conceptua-
lized as a bottom-up or inverse chaîne opératoire: starting with the general distribution and 
zooming in on the preservation, we may assess which figurines constitute the best evidence 
for ritual activities within the household. The term chaîne opératoire is here applied broadly3 
as a description of the life cycle of figurines, from their manufacture to subsequent use and 
final discard. By embedding ritual actions, i.e. the performance and staging of rituals, into 
the complete life-cycle of these objects,4 we may assess what activities can be witnessed in the 
archaeological record and what steps are so far missing and can only be surmised on the basis 
of the given data. This paper aims to integrate the detailed contextual study of individual 
domestic spaces into the frame of “figurine consumption” in the wider settlement area or 
chronological phase, ultimately contrasting normative and habitual with exceptional and 
deviant ritual practices. Such practices do not reveal specific “meanings” for figurine types, 
but differential figurine consumption provides material evidence for discrete choices in ritual 
enactment; these choices may in turn relate to the ritual habitus5 of different social classes, 
ages, or genders.

Settlement and hypaethral sanctuaries are at the core of many recent contributions to 
Mycenaean religion, and public rituals have received extensive discussion in the last decades.6 
Yet the employment of figurines in domestic settings is so far under-theorized and has often 
been treated as ancillary to public, communal ritual.7 Figurines found in multi-functional 
rooms have been taken as evidence for undifferentiated “religious ritual”8 without further 
attention to their modes of deposition, or investigation of the specific characteristics of 
such rituals. Figurines are ubiquitous in settlement contexts, but their preservation is often 
fragmentary. As Elizabeth French has aptly stated, figurines take their interpretation from 

1	� E.g. Schallin, Pakkanen 2009; Hallager 2009.
2	� For a definition of cult see Press 2011, p. 367; domestic rituals are here defined as individual acts of piety, 

addressed either to specific deities or supernatural powers, with the aim of protecting the functioning 
and prosperity of the household, by individuals or families within multi-functional rooms of a domestic 
structure. 

3	� For such a broad concept of chaîne opératoire not restricted to the production context only, see Brysbaert 
2007, pp. 330-331.

4	� For a similar approach see Tzonou-Herbst 2002.
5	� P. Bourdieu, Sozialer Sinn. Kritik der theoretischen Vernunft (1993) [translation of Le sens pratique (1980)], 

pp. 97-121.
6	� E.g. Hägg 1981; Kilian 1990, 1992; various papers in Schallin, Pakkanen 2009; Wright 1994.
7	� For problems with distinct spheres of official and popular religion, as proposed by Hägg 1981 and Kilian 

1992, see Vetters 0000.
8	� Against a primary function of figurines in domestic contexts as children’s toys, see Vetters 0000, n. 52.
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their context and not vice versa.9 Precisely because most figurines in settlement contexts are 
fragmentary, the following case studies present the general distribution of figurines in specific 
areas, but the focus lies on those figurines whose context best associates them with ancient 
ritual activities.

Mycenaean terracotta figurines of various types10 appear in burials, settlements, and 
open-air shrines from ca. 1430 BC to the very end of the Bronze Age, ca. 1070 BC.11 Three-
dimensional terracotta figurines are not attested in the preceding, austere Middle Helladic 
material assemblages, and the female figurines that are so conspicuous in the Mycenaean 
period do not survive into the following Early Iron Age. This paper will predominantly discuss 
the small, handmade figurines and leave aside the larger wheel-thrown female12 and bovid 
figures13 that are more sparsely distributed and that are often, but not exclusively, associated 
with Mycenaean sanctuaries.14 The handmade, and mostly pattern-painted, figurines can be 
divided into four classes. Most numerous are the anthropomorphic female figurines and the 
zoomorphic figurines,15 the latter mostly represented by bovids and equids. Less frequently 
attested are the next two classes: first, miniature models of furniture,16 ships, and other media 
of transport (e.g., single wheels)17 that I have termed “skeuomorphic”; and second, group-
figurines,18 which combine two representational classes, such as anthropomorphic and skeuo-
morphic (e.g., female figurines on a throne model,19 kourotrophoi,20 ridden animals,21 and 
chariot groups).22 These types and the larger wheel-made figures appear in diverse contexts: 
settlements,23 tombs,24 and open-air sanctuaries.25 In the Palatial period (LH IIIA-B, 14th-
13th centuries BC), Mycenaean figurines are very standardized; they exhibit the same clay 

9	� French 1981, p. 173.
10	� For the figurines’ chronology and typology see French 1971, 2011, pp.  87-95; Weber-Hidden 1990; 

Pilafidis-Williams 1998, pp. 6-77.
11	� For the chronology of the Mycenaean period see Shelmerdine 1997, pp. 539-541, table 1.
12	� French 1981; Moore, Taylour 1999, pp. 46-62, 89-104; Catling 1995; Pliatsika 2012.
13	� Damm 1997, pp. 213-231; Guggisberg 1996.
14	� Albers 2009 on distribution patterns of figures and figurines in settlement sanctuaries.
15	� French 1971, pp. 151-164; French 2011, pp. 91-94; Schallin 2004; Weber-Hidden 1990, pp. 55-76.
16	� Tamvaki 1973, pp. 246-256.
17	� Tamvaki 1973, p. 256.
18	� Blegen 1948; Polychronakou-Sgouritsa 1986; Tamvaki 1973. 
19	� Vlassopoulou-Karydi 2008; Vetters 2011b.
20	� Pilafidis-Williams 2009; Budin 2010, pp. 299-314.
21	� Konsolaki 2003, pp. 376-377, 380-381; Tamvaki 1973, pp. 243, 244, fig. 19.
22	� Tamvaki 1973, pp. 229-242; Konsolaki 2003, pp. 378-380.
23	� Tzonou-Herbst 2002, pp. 109-144 for Mycenae; on figures and figurines in settlement sanctuaries, see 

Albers 2009.
24	� Gallou 2005, pp.  54-58; Tzonou-Herbst 2002, pp.  104-109, 158-161, 163-171, 174-175, 179-184, 

189-190.
25	� Demakopoulou 1982; Pilafidis-Williams 1998; Peppa-Papaioanniou 1985.



From Discard Patterns to Enacted Rituals?  	 341

fabrics as painted fine-ware pottery,26 and specific technical traits on the figurines point to 
mass-production.27

2. Methodology
Due to its repetitive character, ritual establishes a normative, traditional performance.28 
Refuse patterns potentially reflect practices involving the use of objects; hence scattered 
figurine fragments in settlement layers may indicate truncated remnants of ritual practices, 
however far removed and de-contextualized. We therefore need to develop a methodology 
to distinguish between depositional and post-depositional influences on figurines’ archaeo-
logical contexts, and to identify patterns that provide information about the objects’ use.29 

I propose a three-step model for the contextual analysis of figurines from settlement 
contexts. The first step is the analysis of the exact location of every single terracotta fragment 
in any deposit, with respect to the fragment’s three-dimensional findspot and stratigraphic 
context. The findspot provides the basis to determine whether figurines come from a fixed 
architectural setting, such as rooms in a domestic structure, or whether they were scattered 
in open settlement areas such as yards, streets, or even pits, fills, and eroded or accumulated 
settlement debris. The second step requires assessing the differing extent of preservation and 
wear on figurines from the same as well as different contexts. The type and amount of wear on 
a figurine provides another form of evidence for its deposition and/or re-deposition. We may 
then compare the preservation and wear on figurine fragments from room deposits to those 
from refuse in open areas, assessing the similarities and differences between them. Third, we 
must assess the stylistic and typological homogeneity or heterogeneity of figurines from all 
contemporary contexts, in order to derive an approximate idea of a ‘typical’ figurine assem-
blage at a certain point in time. 

The first step aims at distinguishing closed contexts (i.e., floor assemblages in rooms) from 
less well-stratified find distributions in open spaces with a more complicated depositional 
history. The second step makes it possible to filter out any fragmentary figurines that come 
from a closed context, sealed between succeeding floor levels and bounded by the walls of a 
room, yet never functioned as constitutive parts of the inventory of the room when it was in 
use. (Examples are, for instance, figurine fragments included in mud bricks or incorporated 

26	� Vetters 2011a, pp. 31-33.
27	� For instance, stylistic uniformity and identical forming techniques observed in the Tau- and Psi-figurines 

with hollow stems suggest a uniform chaîne opératoire in the manufacture and standardized motor habits 
in the production process: Vetters 2009, pp. 140-179, esp. p. 160. Neutron activation analyses (NAA) 
have yet to be carried out on a bigger sample and at more sites, but results from NAA on Mycenaean figu-
rines from the Aphaia sanctuary indicate that the majority conform to clay recipes used for Mycenaean 
fine-ware, painted pottery in the Argolid; see Pilafidis-Williams 1998, pp. 166-170; Vetters 2011a, 
pp. 31-33 with further references.

28	� Bell 1997, pp. 38, 138-169.
29	� On context definition and formation processes in general, see Schiffer et al. 2010, pp. 37-61; for contexts 

of Mycenaean figurines specifically, see Tzonou-Herbst 2002, pp. 43-49, 51-57.
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into fill used for floor renovations.) The final step provides a measure of typological and 
stylistic variability at a specific point in time, derived from (1) the comparison of contem-
porary closed contexts, and (2) a database of the range and variation in type and technological 
profile (including shaping techniques and clay fabrics) from the developed to late Palatial and 
early Postpalatial periods.30 This methodology provides the necessary data to identify change 
or consistency over time in the use of specific figurines or classes. 

The following case studies provide examples of the utility of this method when analyzing 
figurine distributions in settlements, and enable us to evaluate whether figurines in domestic 
ritual were employed habitually or selectively.31

3. Analyzing settlement contexts in Tiryns
The Mycenaean center of Tiryns in the Argive plain comprises a fortified citadel with 
a surrounding lower town and represents one of the core sites of the Palatial (ca. 1400 – 
1200 BC) and Postpalatial period (ca. 1200 – 1070 BC). Excavations in Tiryns have revealed 
settlement strata spanning from the Protopalatial period to the Early Iron Age on the citadel 
and in the surrounding plain.32 Since the mid-1970s, excavators recorded three-dimensional 
findspots for the majority of small finds, enabling a highly detailed spatial analysis of figurine 
distributions. 

To illustrate the figurines’ general distribution, figure 133 maps the occurrence of Tau- 
and Psi-figurines with hollow stems34 to investigate whether similar types show similar 
distribution patterns throughout the settlement. 95 individual hollow Psi-figurines35 and 
77 individual Tau-figurines can be attributed to a specific findspot. A comparison of distri-
bution patterns within the different settlement areas in Tiryns shows that Tau-figurines are 
spatially slightly more constrained and cluster in certain locations: for example, the so-called 
Zwinger36 (“bailey”: a misnomer, since it is not part of the fortification), an open area next to 

30	� In Tiryns, these are the phases LH IIIB Middle, Developed and Final (i.e., the stratigraphic horizons 16, 17 
and 18) for the developed and late Palatial period, and LH IIIC Early (i.e., stratigraphic horizon 19) for the 
Postpalatial period; see Rahmstorf 2008, p. 14, fig.  4.

31	� For instance, a recurrent choice of specific figurine types or classes at certain findspots would indicate a 
normative pattern pointing to a shared, habitual enactment of figurines in domestic cult. Deviations in the 
choice of figurine types or classes may then point to the selective use of such terracottas in the domestic 
sphere and may imply a conscious choice to divert from or act against established ritual practices in the 
installation of figurines. Such observations of normative and exceptional patterns may eventually provide 
a much more nuanced picture of domestic cult and religious behavior than hitherto discussed and esta-
blish a framework for the study of domestic cult that does not treat it as ancillary to communal cult.

32	� Maran 2010, with further references.
33	� All figures by the author, based on maps from the Tiryns project archive.
34	� These counts refer to all non-joining fragments of the respective types.
35	� The following data derive from the catalogue of all Late Bronze Age terracotta figurines from Tiryns: 

Vetters 2009.
36	� Kilian 1979, pp.  393-394, 400, 404 with fig.  27; Kilian 1981, pp.  166-174 with figs.  22-26. The 

Tau-figurines in this area constitute one of the arguments contra Kilian 1982, p.  428; Kilian 1990, 
p. 196. Kilian connects figurines found in the Zwinger with a deposit outside the fortification wall just west 



From Discard Patterns to Enacted Rituals?  	 343

the fortification wall in the central-western Lower Citadel. However, this spatial analysis does 
not consider distinctions in stratigraphic provenience.

If one limits the analysis only to securely stratified examples (fig. 2), the numbers decrease; 
only 55 Psi-figurines with hollow stems and 51 Tau-figurines can be attributed to a specific 
stratigraphic horizon. (This classification reflects the final depositional context without diffe-
rentiation into in situ debris, primary or secondary refuse and thus cannot be taken as a repre-
sentation of the life-span of these types.) Both types first appear in LH IIIB Middle37 and 
peak in the occupation phase just prior to the catastrophic event(s) at the end of the Palatial 
period.38 The considerable decrease in numbers during the Postpalatial period suggests that the 
types went out of production and use after the collapse of palatial society. From a depositional 
perspective, the smaller peaks in the LH IIIC Advanced and Late strata probably represent 
older intrusive artifacts; following the successively wider abandonment of the settlement, 
older settlement strata naturally started to erode, with earlier material accumulating in open 
areas.39 In sum, a difference between the types is visible: although they were in use during 
the same periods, Tau-figurines are spatially more confined than Psi-figurines and cluster in 
certain areas.

From the last phase of palatial expansion, LH IIIB Developed and Final in Tiryns, 
domestic architecture is well preserved in the central western part of the Lower Citadel 
(fig. 3). Building Complex A40 shows several traits of palatial architecture and is the largest 
architectural complex in the Lower Citadel; it also features three wall chambers built into 
the fortification wall.41 Immediately south of Building Complex A lies Building VI.42 The 
open space between the fortification wall to the west, Building VI to the east, and Building 
Complex A to the north is the above-mentioned Zwinger. Another wall chamber, chamber 
West 743, was only accessible via the Zwinger.

A total of 138 figurine fragments were excavated in the layers of the three occupation 
phases attested in this area (fig. 4). However, the oldest floors and walking horizons, 17 a1 – 17 

to the Zwinger (Kilian 1988, pp. 142-145, figs. 43-47) and interprets them as the remains of cleaning acti-
vities in his assumed Cult Chamber West 7 during the late Palatial period. However, the deposit outside 
the fortification wall does not contain a single Tau-figurine, and most figurines found outside the fortifi-
cation wall are typologically later, dating to the early Postpalatial period; see Vetters 2009, pp. 367-374 
(on further evidence against the use of Wall Chamber West 7 as a late Palatial cult place). 

37	� The extent of the excavated earlier settlement strata is considerably smaller than the succeeding LH IIIB 
Middle, Developed and Final occupation layers, so the Tirynthian evidence may not reflect the earliest 
occurrence of these types.

38	� This, however, is the occupation layer that has been most extensively excavated and was best preserved in 
comparison to earlier strata.

39	� Corroborative evidence comes from the very fragmentary preservation of figurines found in these late 
layers and the wear observable on the respective fragments.

40	� The structures formerly designated as Buildings I, VII and VIII are now subsumed under Building Complex 
A, because recent excavations have demonstrated that they form parts of a single architectural complex.

41	� These are the so-called Wall Chambers West 9-11 (KW 9-11 in fig. 3).
42	� Kilian 1979, pp. 400-404, figs. 26-27; Kilian 1981, p. 173, fig. 25; Kilian 1982, pp. 400-405, figs. 11-16; 

Kilian 1983, pp. 302-305, fig. 27. 
43	� See note 36 above.
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a2, have not been encountered in Building VI. Fragments of female figurines dominate the 
assemblages, but inside Building Complex A zoomorphic figurines become more frequent 
in the final occupation phase (LH IIIB Final). Most of the figurines are in such fragmentary 
state that the majority cannot be used to analyze domestic rituals in detail.44 The following 
analysis focuses only on completely or largely preserved figurines.45

Figures 5-7 differentiate figurines found directly on the floors from those in the layer 
above the floors.46 Turning first to the distribution of anthropomorphic figurines, the oldest 
occupation phase47 (fig. 5) featured a fireplace48 in the southwest of the Zwinger. A grinding 
stone, a stirrup jar, two bone points and two steatite conuli lay around it, indicating an outdoor, 
domestic activity area. A completely preserved Tau-figurine49 lay south of the fireplace – a 
noteworthy example of the association of a figurine with a hearth – and another fragment, 
representing two-thirds of a second Tau-figurine,50 lay in the central part of the open space.

During the second occupation phase51 (fig.  6) most figurine fragments were scattered 
in the interior court of Building Complex A. However, only one well-preserved anthropo-
morphic example, i.e., two thirds of a Tau-figurine,52 was encountered in the interior court. 
Figurines appear in Building VI for the first time: a well-preserved Proto-Tau-figurine53 came 
to light at the northern wall of the room. In the adjacent Zwinger west of Building VI, a 
buttress-wall was constructed against the northeastern corner of Wall Chamber West 7 in the 
fortification wall. South of this buttress-wall, a hearth closed parts of the entrance area to the 
wall chamber. Another hearth is attested at the exterior wall of Room 122. Two-thirds of a 
miniature Tau-figurine54 was documented north of the buttress-wall, and another miniature, 
this time of a Psi-figurine with hollow stem,55 was unearthed in the center of the Zwinger 

44	� In the following, I cite the database numbers of the figurines recorded in the catalogue of my PhD thesis, 
Vetters 2009, which correlate to the numbers given in the figures. References are only given for those 
figurines that stand out from the general scatter of fragmented figurines and – on the basis of the three 
criteria outlined above – provide evidence for former activities. 

45	� Figures 5-7 map all fragments found in the respective layers; the symbols of examples that preserve more 
than half of the original figurine are slightly larger in scale. Fragments of polos heads, quadrupeds’ legs and 
horns as well as figurine fragments that preserve less than half of the original are excluded from further 
consideration. Applying the three-step model discussed above figurines that preserve more than half and 
usually at least two thirds of the original, exhibit few or no traces of wear in the breaks and confirm to 
types prevalent in the late Palatial period will be discussed in the following. Although these constitute a 
minority of all fragments found in the area, they form the basis for an analysis of domestic rituals invol-
ving figurines.

46	� Figurines found on the floors are marked in red, those found in the fill above the floors in magenta. 
47	� See also Rahmstorf 2008, pls. 113, 124.
48	� Kilian 1981, p. 171. 
49	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 594.
50	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 598.
51	� See also partly Rahmstorf 2008, pls. 114, 125. 
52	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 196.
53	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 1414.
54	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 579.
55	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 578.
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between the two hearths. A completely preserved Tau-figurine56 lay between the buttress-wall 
and the hearth in the entrance area to the wall chamber.

During the third and last occupation phase57 (fig. 7) anthropomorphic figurines cluster in 
the Zwinger. The only figurine attributable to Room 123 in the southern part of the building 
is an almost completely preserved Tau-figurine58 in the northeast corner of the room, presu-
mably close to an entrance from the Zwinger. In the northern part of the Zwinger another two 
thirds of a Tau-figurine59 was encountered. Well-preserved figurines are mainly concentrated 
on the staircase of Building VI: here, a miniature figurine of transitional Phi-Tau-type60 is 
completely preserved. A Psi-figurine with a hollow stem61 and some typologically late features 
came to light south of the building’s central corridor, at the door of Building VI’s annex. Thus 
Tau-figurines prevail in the assemblage of well-preserved examples during all three occupa-
tional phases and derive mainly from the Zwinger and Building VI. 

The distribution of animal, skeuomorphic and group-figurines shows some differences. In 
the older occupation phase in LH IIIB Developed (fig. 5), a completely preserved miniature 
figurine of a spine-type animal62 comes from Room 9 in the north of Building Complex A, 
close to the threshold of Room 14 (i.e. the staircase of Building Complex A). This find attests 
to the ritual protection of another type of liminal spaces: not only are figurines installed at 
entrances to buildings, but also at doors and thresholds within one building. A parallel for 
the location of figurines at or on staircases comes from the aforementioned miniature female 
figurine in Building VI.

In the second occupation phase in LH IIIB Developed (fig.  6), an almost completely 
preserved figurine, again of the spine-type,63 lay in the center of Room 9. Further south, a 
completely preserved bovid figurine of ladder-type64 was found close to the eastern wall in 
Room 120. A small throne miniature65 is the best preserved skeuomorphic example of this 
phase. It came from Room 191, the southernmost room of Building VI, and lay next to the 
central hearth of the room. A few glass beads and steatite conuli66 around the hearth attest to 
a deposition of votives in the domestic sphere,67 mirroring the frequent offering of pieces of 
jewelry in settlement sanctuaries. 

The third distribution map (fig. 7) illustrates the last occupation phase during LH IIIB 
Final, and the subsequent conflagration and destruction deposits at the end of the Palatial 
period. Due to this mode of abandonment, finds are especially frequent. In the interior court 

56	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 580 + DB-No. 583.
57	� See Rahmstorf 2008, pls. 115, 126, 127. 
58	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 553.
59	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 571.
60	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 362.
61	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 670.
62	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 1167.
63	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 1166.
64	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 339.
65	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 669.
66	� For the small finds found in Room 191 see Rahmstorf 2008, p. 274, pl. 135.
67	� For a different interpretation of Room 191 as a potential workshop see Rahmstorf 2008, p. 274.
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of Building Complex A, approximately half of an animal figurine with an attached but missing 
rider68 lay close to the staircase. Half of a throne model69 was found in the entrance area in 
front of Room 16. Within Building VI, figurines cluster especially on the staircase connecting 
the building parts on the lower terrace with those on the upper, eastern terrace; a completely 
preserved miniature model of a tripod offering-table70 stems from this location. 

To sum up the distribution of animal, skeuomorphic and group-figurines: well-preserved 
animal and group-figurines are confined to Building Complex A and are often located 
close to staircases and entrances. Skeuomorphic figurines are more frequently attested in 
the open-air Zwinger and in Building VI, as are the best-preserved Tau-figurines, whereas 
Building Complex A features female figurines less frequently. 

However, one room in Building Complex A contains female figurines almost exclusively. 
With seven and a half square meters, Room 1071 is one of the smallest rooms in Building 
Complex A; but in proportion to its size, the three floor levels within this room present the 
largest concentration of figurine fragments in Building Complex A. The room is located 
in the northwest of Building Complex A, adjacent to the fortification wall. Ashy layers 
separate the floor layers, and moveable finds indicate artisanal activities, probably metallur-
gical, although no furnace or other installations were excavated in the room.72 I focus on the 
figurines on the uppermost floor, dating to LH IIIB Final just before the end of the Palatial 
period; in contrast to the preceding floors, female figurines are the only class documented in 
the last occupation phase (fig. 8). The assemblage comprises fragments of two Psi-figurines 
with hollow stem,73 a figurine of Late-Psi B-type,74 and an example of Late-Psi C-type.75 Three 
quarters of the figurine of Late-Psi B-type lay on the threshold to Room 7 above a thin layer of 
clay, indicating that the figurine most probably fell off a niche in the wall adjacent to the door. 
The joining head76 was found more than 50 m to the south of Room 10 in a stratum of the 
early Postpalatial period,77 indicating anthropogenic causes, probably leveling activities, for 
the spread of the Palatial destruction debris. The second figurine of Late-Psi-type78 came from 
the western center of the room and was completely preserved except for its head. Probably 
also part of the original assemblage was a canonical Psi-figurine:79 its three joining fragments 
were scattered in the destruction debris of Building Complex A above the youngest floor of 
Room 10.

68	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 1158.
69	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 345.
70	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 1259.
71	� Kilian 1981, p. 176; Kilian 1983, p. 308.
72	� See Rahmstorf 2008, pp. 252-253, pls. 113-114 for the first two occupation phases of Room 10.
73	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 92; DB-No. 1528 (the latter is a miniature).
74	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 93 + DB-No. 747.
75	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 85 + DB-No. 1644.
76	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 747.
77	� Found in the stratigraphic horizon 19 a0.
78	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 85. The joining head, Vetters 2009, DB-No. 1644, was found ca. 10 m southeast 

in the fill on top of wall M121, Building V’s supporting terrace and west wall east of Building Complex A.
79	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 86 + DB-No. 87 + DB-No. 2039.
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To summarize the characteristics of figurine-use in Room 10, this context from the very 
end of the Palatial period features the first figurines of the Late-Psi-type that become the 
most common anthropomorphic type in the Postpalatial period. The habitual installation 
of figurines at entrances is attested by the findspot of one example in Room 10. Comparable 
to the exclusive use of female figurines on the latest floor in Room 10 are distribution 
patterns in and to the south of a LH IIIB Middle metallurgical workshop in Room 210 in the 
southwestern Lower Citadel;80 it may be hypothesized that female figurines were preferred in 
rituals protecting metallurgical and other artisanal activities. 

These examples of Palatial domestic rituals within the citadel contrast with those of the 
Postpalatial period outside the citadel. The Lower Town Northwest provides successive layers 
of LH IIIC Early to Developed habitation:81 Tiryns Northwest comprises three phases of at 
least one multi-room domestic structure with an adjacent courtyard. A total of 46 individual 
terracotta figurines were found, out of which 22 are anthropomorphic, 23 are zoomorphic 
and one is part of a miniature bed model (fig. 9).

The distribution map of figurine fragments during the first phase in Tiryns Northwest 
(fig.  10) shows 24 different terracottas, comprising eleven anthropomorphic and thirteen 
zoomorphic figurines; out of the seven figurine fragments82 in the central Room 307, only 
two83 preserve three quarters of the original figurines. These two zoomorphic terracottas, 
which are characteristic for LH IIIC animal figurines, were found together at the west side of 
Room 307 in the fill above the floor – one in close proximity to the central hearth, one at the 
entrance to the room. 

The second phase (fig.  11) features a slight modification of the previous architecture, 
but stills dates to LH IIIC Early. A total of 12 terracottas are attributable to this phase. Five 
are anthropomorphic figurines,84 six are animal terracottas,85 and one fragment is part of a 
miniature bed-model.86 Out of the total 12 figurines, five87 preserve more than half of the 
original. Three of them were found in rooms. A zoomorphic figurine88 lay directly on top of 
the hearth in Room 305. An almost complete animal89 was found at the threshold of Room 
311 and another90 on the floor of same room. The second phase of Tiryns Northwest offers 

80	� See Vetters 2011a, pp. 39-40, 41 fig. 2.3; Vetters 2012, p. 35.
81	� Kilian 1978, pp. 449-455.
82	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 986, DB-No. 988, DB-No. 989, DB-No. 998, DB-No. 999, DB-No. 1001, DB-No. 

1901.
83	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 998, DB-No. 1001.
84	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 103 + DB-No. 2065, DB-No. 981, DB-No. 983, DB-No. 991, DB-No. 1121.
85	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 996 + DB-No. 1243, DB-No. 1004, DB-No. 1111, DB-No. 1114, DB-No. 1115, 

DB-No. 1253.
86	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 984.
87	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 103 + DB-No. 2065, DB-No. 996 + DB-No. 1243, DB-No. 1004, DB-No. 1114, 

DB-No. 1115.
88	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 1004.
89	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 1115.
90	� Vetters 2009, DB-No. 1114.
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the best contextual evidence for the positioning of animal figurines in proximity to hearths 
and thresholds.

To sum up the evidence for Tiryns Northwest: 24 out of 46 figurines of all three phases 
come from within rooms, and well-preserved animals predominate. Contextual analysis 
supports an association of zoomorphic terracottas with hearths in all phases, and once in each 
phase presented above an animal figurine is associated with a threshold. Interestingly, rooms 
void of terracotta fragments do not seem to feature hearths either. Noticeable is the gradual 
increase of animal figurines in domestic rituals that is an even more pronounced feature of 
the later Postpalatial period.91 In Tiryns, throne-models stop being produced after the Palatial 
period92 and female figurines become increasingly associated with public cults in settlement 
sanctuaries only.93

4. Conclusion
The preceding essay has presented several snapshots of figurine consumption in the domestic 
sphere over a period of ca. one century, focusing on domestic and artisanal spaces of the 
Palatial period in the Lower Citadel and early Postpalatial domestic contexts in the Lower 
Town. The findspots of figurines exhibited some common features. Figurines were often 
installed at liminal spaces such as doors, entrances and staircases, or close to the central focus 
of the household, the hearth: two locations that are important spaces and most sensitive to 
protective rituals on behalf of the whole household.94 However, divergent patterns emerge 
from a comparison of the selection of specific figurine classes or types.

In order to take a comprehensive chaîne opératoire-based approach to domestic rituals, 
further research remains necessary. The steps and decisions of the manufacturing process of 
Mycenaean figurines can only be determined indirectly, but present evidence already points 
to the figurines’ manufacture within the mass-production of Mycenaean fine-ware vessels 
in specialized pottery workshops. Also, present data do not allow us to determine which 
members of a household used or acquired figurines; that is, practices involving figurine use in 
settlements cannot presently be gendered nor tied to specific age-categories. However, since 
fragmented figurines occur in many room deposits, it seems likely that a number of figurines 
were present in certain rooms during the active use of the domestic structures in question. 
This pattern may indicate that figurines were periodically replaced – perhaps during periodic 
festivities where people cleared out old pieces and ceremonially installed new ones instead. 
Consistent patterns in the archaeological remains attest to domestic rituals associated with 
the figurines’ installation: figurines are often found at entrances and hearths, but apparently do 
not feature in every single room of a building. Generally, female, zoomorphic, skeuomorphic, 

91	� Vetters 0000.
92	� Vetters 2011b, pp. 326, 328.
93	� Vetters 0000.
94	� See already Kilian 1988, p.  133; Kilian 1992, pp.  14, 21; most recently Richardson 2001, pp.  44,  

46-47, 83.
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and group-figurines seem to have been appropriate choices for domestic ritual at hearths and 
entrances. The installation of figurines at such locations thus reflects a habitus in domestic 
ritual. 

However, the selection of specific terracotta classes or types appears significant. Some 
deposition patterns indicate specific choices in certain locations. One room – a potential 
workshop space in Room 10 of Building Complex A during its last phase, LH IIIB Final, – 
contained exclusively female figurines. However, in other locations of this elite residence, well-
preserved animal figurines predominate. A contrasting pattern is observed in the open-air 
Zwinger and Building VI, where Tau-figurines clustered at hearths and entrances. These diffe-
rences may conceivably reflect variations in domestic rituals between different social classes, 
or they may derive from the semantics of specific figurine classes or types; the data at hand 
are not sufficient to answer such questions, and future contextual studies remain necessary. 
Nonetheless, one general trend (based on observations from Tiryns) involves a gradual shift 
from the predominantly female figurines of Palatial-period domestic contexts to a preponde-
rance of animal figurines in the Postpalatial period. 

Focusing on further stages in the chaîne opératoire of practices involving figurines, the 
contexts studied here do not provide evidence for any deliberate curation and recycling of 
damaged figurines. The high turnover of figurines in domestic contexts advocates against 
such curation. The breakage of the figurines apparently terminates their inclusion in domestic 
rituals, but intentional breakage patterns are not observable.95 The figurines’ subsequent incor-
poration into the settlement refuse usually marks the last phase of their life cycle, although 
fragments may also be incorporated – probably unintentionally – as temper in mud bricks or 
other building material in subsequent phases. The only evidence for intentional reuse comes 
from the very few fragments (e.g., fragments of polos heads or columnar stems)96 that were 
reshaped into stoppers. However, these fragments probably no longer retained much resem-
blance to the original figurines by the time of their secondary use, and people may no longer 
even have perceived them as figurines. 

A detailed analysis of figurine consumption within settlements, and of the use of figurines 
to enact specific beliefs and traditions during domestic rituals, inevitably opens up more 
questions than it answers. However, the disentangling of depositional histories and the 
contextualization of specific figurine assemblages should facilitate productive future research 
on patterns of figurine use and deposition within households. 

95	� The open-air road-sanctuary of Ayia Triada (Kilian 1990, pp.  185-190) may provide evidence, so far 
unique, for intentional breakage of figurines. The 127 fragmentary terracottas from this site consist predo-
minantly of the stems of female figurines, whereas most of the heads and upper torsos are conspicuously 
missing at the site.

96	� Out of more than 3,200 recorded figurine fragments in Tiryns, only five show evidence of re-modification 
and potential reuse as stoppers; see Vetters 2009, DB-No. 1044, DB-No. 1819, DB-No. 2134, DB-No. 
2703, DB-No. 2830.
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Fig. 1. – Spatial distribution maps of Tau- and Psi-figurines with hollow stems.
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Fig. 2. – Chronological distribution of Tau- and Psi-figurines.
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Fig. 3. – Map of Lower Citadel with Building Complex A, Building VI, and Zwinger.
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Fig.  4.  –  Total distributions of figurine classes in Building Complex A, Building VI and Zwinger during all sub-phases of LH IIIB  
Developed and Final (horizon 17).
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Fig. 5. – Figurine distributions in Building Complex A, Building VI and Zwinger in horizon 17 a1-2, i.e. first occupation phase.
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Fig. 6. – Figurine distribution in Building Complex A, Building VI and Zwinger in horizon 17 a3-4, i.e. second occupation phase.
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Fig. 7. – Figurine distribution in Building Complex A, Building VI and Zwinger in horizons 17 a5-18, i.e. third occupation phase.
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Fig. 8. – Distribution map of Room 10 with figurines of horizons 17 a5-18.
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Fig. 9. – Chart with figurine distribution in Tiryns Lower Town Northwest, classes and phases.
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Fig. 10. – Map of Tiryns Lower Town Northwest, phase 1.
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Fig. 11. – Map of Tiryns Lower Town Northwest, phase 2.
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dans le sanctuaire, la tombe et la maison
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L’exploitation des figurines de terre cuite dans une perspective 
d’anthropologie sociale et culturelle renouvelle profondément un 
domaine de recherche longtemps resté à l’ombre d’une histoire 
de l’art surannée. Conformément à une tendance lourde de l’ar-
chéologie aujourd’hui, les contributions de ce volume privilégient 
une remise en contexte, dans tous les sens du terme et à plusieurs 
niveaux : archéologique – assemblages d’objets et répertoire ; cadre 
du sanctuaire, de la tombe et de la maison ; contexte culturel – pour 
montrer tout ce qu’une catégorie d’objets trop longtemps discré-
ditée comme pacotille sans signification peut apporter, correcte-
ment interrogée, à la connaissance de la piété envers les divinités 
et les morts. 

Une première partie commente quelques types particuliers de 
terres cuites figurées, tandis que les trois autres les envisagent succes-
sivement dans les principaux contextes d’utilisation : le sanctuaire, 
la tombe et la maison. L’ensemble fait apparaître la profonde cohé-
rence de leur fonction dans les pratiques votives et funéraires et 
apporte des éléments pour caractériser les cultes domestiques. Ce 
qui se manifeste ainsi, ce sont des préoccupations fondamentales 
des sociétés traditionnelles : intégration des jeunes des deux sexes 
dans la famille et la société, mariage et enfantement. Cette forme 
d’archéologie cognitive, qui interroge le pourquoi de la présence 
muette des figurines et donc les intentions de leurs « utilisateurs », 
débouche sur une anthropologie des sociétés antiques. 

-:HSMHPH=YVVXWW:

Directeurs
Stéphanie Huysecom-Haxhi

Arthur Muller

Collaborateurs
Christine Aubry

Caitlín E. Barrett

Clarissa Blume

Theodora Kopestonsky

Contributeurs
Marina Albertocchi

Caitlín E. Barrett

María Belén Deamos

Angela Bellia

Maria Chidiroglou

Véronique Dasen

Solenn de Larminat

Jorge H. Fernández

Stephanie A. Hagan

Antoine Hermary

Frédérique Horn

Sandrine Huber

Stéphanie Huysecom-Haxhi

Heather Jackson

Violaine Jeammet

Ana Maria Jiménez Flores

Pauline Maillard

María Cruz Marín Ceballos

Néguine Mathieux

Ana Mezquida

Rebecca Miller Ammerman

Arthur Muller

Belisa Muka

Antonella Pautasso

Gina Salapata

Ann-Louise Schallin

Agnes Schwarzmaier

Jaimee P. Uhlenbrock

Melissa Vetters
Cratère du Peintre de Dolon.
photographie Serge Oboukhoff.
© Bnf-CNRS-Maison René Ginouvès
maquette de couv. Nicolas Delargillière

1597_Huysecom-Haxhi _Muller_couv.indd   1 10/11/2015   16:55:48




