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Choosing a case study of your choice drawn from the Bronze Age East Mediterranean (Aegean, Cyprus or the Levant) consider how theoretical perspectives might help archaeologists to interpret Ritual and ceremony in palatial contexts

Mycenae is believed to have been founded by the Classical hero Perseus, it was only until Heinrich Schliemann uncovered evidence that supported the Homeric myths of the civilisation[footnoteRef:1] in 1876. There are several archaeological sites at the city that has been excavated, and from these we have increased our understanding of the civilisation. However there are still several ways that can develop our perception on the Mycenaean culture; by looking at the theoretical perspectives of Bruno Latour, Paul Connerton and using the Materialities theory, archaeologists may be able to interpret and grasp a better understanding of ritual and ceremonial performances in these archaeological sites. [1:  Drosou-Panagiotou. N. (2007) Trans. Doumas. A. Ancient Greece. Page. 96] 

The main focus of this analysis will be the palaces excavated in Mycenae, and as comparisons, a small analysis of the grave pits; this will allow us to place any objects into context that could be interpreted as a tool or even a small contribution to ritualistic ceremonies. Some of these ceremonies have been argued to have been ‘overlooked’[footnoteRef:2]  by archaeologists, in particular the act of feasting; this can be identified as one of the most interactive ceremonies due to the fact that it is a very communal based performance which involves the whole community and can easily be recreated by archaeologists. The palace that we will be looking at closely is the Palace of Nestor in Pylos; the palace has been identified to have had many feasts hosted from evidence of translated Linear B texts[footnoteRef:3] which also identifies a religious element in the act of feasting. By looking at some of the theoretical perspectives of scholars such as Connerton archaeologists may be able to understand the performance of ritual ceremonies in Mycenaean culture. [2:  Wesolowski. D. L. (2006). Feasting at Nestor's Palace at Pylos. Page 117]  [3:  Wesolowski. D. L. (2006). Feasting at Nestor’s Palace at Pylos. Page 117] 

Paul Connerton’s theory involves the exploration of social memory and how tradition is a ceremony of remembering the past. In How Societies Remember, he explains how the recollection of memories act as a cult practice that turns into tradition that is carried out generation after generation but is performed as a ‘re-presentation’[footnoteRef:4]. Connerton uses this concept on Nazi Germany and goes into detail about the annual ceremonies that were created to commemorate the mythic events[footnoteRef:5] that shaped the rise of the Third Reich. The performance of these events were acted out as a re-presentation of already existing Christian traditions that were adopted by Hitler due to their ‘timing and intrinsic character’[footnoteRef:6], which Connerton compares to the adaption of Pagan traditions to Christianity. [4:  Connerton. P. (1989). How Societies Remember. Page 43]  [5:  Connerton. P. (1989). How Societies Remember. Page 43]  [6:  Connerton. P. (1989). How Societies Remember. Page 43] 

This theory of re-presenting traditions can still be applied today with several annual ceremonies. For example the ceremony that re-enacts the events of November 5th 1605 is annually celebrated with an elaborate spectacle across Britain. Each year this ceremony is acted out in different ways with different types of people, but the ancestral purpose of this event is still remembered as the celebration of the King’s survival from the failure of the Gunpowder Plot. Connerton’s theory on social memory helps explain how social memory is re-enacted through the cult-like actions[footnoteRef:7] that commemorate the events of the past. Archaeologists could use this theory and apply it by looking at ritual performances as a way of re-presenting the past, for example feasting can be interpreted as a social ceremony that celebrates the mythological events of the ancestors.  [7:  Connerton. P. (1989). How Societies Remember. Page 43] 

Another theoretical perspective that could be useful to archaeologists is the theory proposed by Bruno Latour, Actor Network Theory (ANT). He explains in Reassembling the Social that objects shaped by people also shape the people using them, they are a part of the society they are placed in thus should be included in the understanding of how these civilisations lived. This is analysed and discussed in an archaeological view by Stockhammer[footnoteRef:8] which can aid archaeologists to use Latour’s ANT to look at objects as not only tools, but actants[footnoteRef:9] that shape the lifestyle and play a fundamental role in the lives of the actors[footnoteRef:10].  [8:  Stockhammer. P. W, Heidelberg. R-K-U. (2012). Performing the Practice Turn in Archaeology. Pages 7 - 42]  [9:  Latour. B. (2005). Reassembling the Social. Page 71]  [10:  Latour. B. (2005). Reassembling the Social. Page 71] 

Stockhammer explains by looking at Latour’s theory from an archaeologist’s viewpoint, we can see that ‘actions are not triggered by types of objects but only by the objects themselves’[footnoteRef:11]. This can be used to help understand the practice of ritualistic ceremonies by looking at the material culture as not only mere objects, but as an important actant of the ritual that shapes the ceremony and the actors themselves. He not only applies ANT to archaeology, but also develops the theory further by questioning the reason behind why ‘different actors are acting in a structurally similar way over and over again’[footnoteRef:12]. Latour did explain how these actors and actants were ‘motivated’[footnoteRef:13] but Stockhammer helps expand on finding the reason behind the repetition of the ceremonial rituals. He explains that ‘every study needs to begin with a contextual analysis of individual social practices, whose regularities and structure may then be interpreted as the realisation of similar world views or identities’[footnoteRef:14], this can be used to aid archaeologists in the study of ritual performances in Mycenae which may lead to links with ritualistic ceremonies in other civilisations. [11:  Stockhammer. P. W, Heidelberg. R-K-U. (2012). Performing the Practice Turn in Archaeology. Page 10]  [12:  Stockhammer. P. W, Heidelberg. R-K-U. (2012). Performing the Practice Turn in Archaeology. Page 11]  [13:  Stockhammer. P. W, Heidelberg. R-K-U. (2012). Performing the Practice Turn in Archaeology. Page 11]  [14:  Stockhammer. P. W, Heidelberg. R-K-U. (2012). Performing the Practice Turn in Archaeology. Page 11] 

By applying the theories of Connerton and the developed theory of Latour by Stockhammer to the study of Mycenae, archaeologists will be able to get a better interpretation of the ritualistic ceremonies that were performed as an act of social memory. As we look at the sites of Mycenae such as the Palace of Nestor we will be see how these theoretical perspectives can be used to look at ritual performance in new ways that will create a range of interpretations that have not yet been explored thoroughly. 
It was clear that feasting in Mycenae was a repetitive element and acted as a ceremonial ritual that worshipped the gods[footnoteRef:15]. This is was no different in Mycenaean Pylos due to the abundance of animal bones that were uncovered at the Palace of Nestor[footnoteRef:16]. The bones discovered indicate some form of sacrificial ritual occurring before the temple’s destruction[footnoteRef:17], most likely to the god Poseidon who was believed to have been in the city according to the Iliad and the Odyssey.  [15:  Wesolowski. D. L. (2006). Feasting at Nestor’s Palace at Pylos. Page 117]  [16:  Wesolowski. D. L. (2006). Feasting at Nestor’s Palace at Pylos. Page 117]  [17:  Wesolowski. D. L. (2006). Feasting at Nestor’s Palace at Pylos. Page 118] 

The Palace of Nestor was excavated in 1939 by the archaeologist Carl Blegen[footnoteRef:18] and due to Homer’s influence, Blegen associated the site to the ruler Nestor who was portrayed in the works of Homer[footnoteRef:19]. The palace can be located at Ano Englianos near the gulf of Navarino which allows it to have natural protection due to the two ravines surrounding it[footnoteRef:20]. The palace was found surrounded by buildings which were used for storage[footnoteRef:21] perhaps for the drinking vessels for the feasting ceremonies. It is the best preserved Mycenaean palace and also where most of the Linear B tablets have been discovered[footnoteRef:22]. These tablets indicate the act of feasting taking place at the palace of Nestor and also explain the religious responsibilities of the wanax[footnoteRef:23]. According to the tablets the host of the feast was responsible for providing the inventory for the sacrificial ceremonies.  [18:  Gates. C. (204). Ancient Cities: The Archaeology of Urban Life in the Ancient Near East and Egypt, Greece and Rome. Page 137]  [19:  Gates. C. (2004). Ancient Cities: The Archaeology of Urban Life in the Ancient Near East and Egypt, Greece and Rome. Page 137]  [20:  Wardle. D, Wardle. K. A. (1998). Cities of Legend: The Mycenaean World. Page 19]  [21:  Wardle. D, Wardle. K. A. (1998). Cities of Legend: The Mycenaean World. Page 19]  [22:  Wardle. D, Wardle. K. A. (1998). Cities of Legend: The Mycenaean World. Page 19]  [23:  Shear. I. M. (2004). Kingship in the Mycenaean World and Its Reflections in the Oral Tradition. Page 44] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]From looking at the remains of objects found in the storage rooms of the palace, it can be seen how significant the ritual act of feasting was to Mycenaean Pylos. There was an estimate of over 6, 000 pieces of pottery that were found in the storage pantries at the Palace of Nestor[footnoteRef:24], these varied from ‘stemmed kylikes, bowls, and large pots to small diminutive votive vessels’[footnoteRef:25]. The variation of pottery shows how large these ritual performances were and to hold such an event one must need a large space in order to fit all of the participants. The place that would be the most suitable for such event would be the megaron which is located in the centre of the palace which could be due to the religious and ceremonial importance of the room itself. [24:  Wesolowski. D. L. (2006). Feasting at Nestor’s Palace at Pylos. Page 118]  [25:  Wesolowski. D. L. (2006). Feasting at Nestor’s Palace at Pylos. Page 118] 

[image: ]By looking at the site plan from Gates’ Ancient Cities (2004), we can see that the megaron is located near the back of the palace and is surrounded by ‘rooms devoted to the important economic activities of the palace’[footnoteRef:26]. Gates explains that the palace was the centre of the collection and redistribution of the regions products[footnoteRef:27] and uses this as the reason behind the storage rooms made for wine, oil and grain. However it is more likely that these store rooms were used to hold the provisions for the ceremonial feasts and the palace being the centre of trade can be seen as merely a method of obtaining the bountiful provisions needed for the ritualistic feasts. [26:  Gates. C. (2004). Ancient Cities: The Archaeology of Urban Life in the Ancient Near East and Egypt, Greece and Rome. Page 138]  [27:  Gates. C. (2004). Ancient Cities: The Archaeology of Urban Life in the Ancient Near East and Egypt, Greece and Rome. Page 138] 
Figure 1. Plan, Palace of Nestor. Gates. C. (2004) Ancient Cities: The Archaeology of Urban Life in the Ancient Near East and Egypt, Greece and Rome. Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, London and New York. Page 138

Not only was the megaron one of the largest rooms of the palace, it was also the most elaborately designed. Descriptions of it claim that it would’ve been decorated and would also be ‘dark and smokey’[footnoteRef:28], this may be due to the vast amounts of feasting taking place around the large hearth with a diameter of 4.02m[footnoteRef:29]. The hearth was also decorated elaborately and may have had both a religious and functional purpose[footnoteRef:30]. According to Taylour it wasn’t until later in Greek religion that the hearth became associated with the cult of Hestia[footnoteRef:31], the Greek goddess of the hearth. The fact that the room itself and the hearth at the centre of the megaron were both elaborately decorated shows how important the ceremony of feasting was, it was more than just a communal gathering it was a ceremony that had a religious purpose which was conducted by the king[footnoteRef:32]. The small votive cups found in the throne room and the shallow basin lead by a channel cut into the floor indicates some form of sacrificial libations occurring during these feasts[footnoteRef:33]. These libations may have been done in honour of Poseidon, however the speculations of an early cult of Hestia hesitates the final judgement of the ceremonies’ purpose. Questions regarding whether or not these feasts were private or were made public must also be explored.  [28:  Gates. C. (2004). Ancient Cities: The Archaeology of Urban Life in the Ancient Near East and Egypt, Greece and Rome. Page 138]  [29:  Taylour. W, Chadwick. J. (1983). The Mycenaeans and The Decipherment of Linear B. Page 56]  [30:  Taylour. W, Chadwick. J. (1983). The Mycenaeans and The Decipherment of Linear B. Page 56
]  [31:  Taylour. W, Chadwick. J. (1983). The Mycenaeans and The Decipherment of Linear B. Page 56]  [32:  Taylour. W, Chadwick. J. (1983). The Mycenaeans and The Decipherment of Linear B. Page 56]  [33:  Taylour. W, Chadwick. J. (1983). The Mycenaeans and The Decipherment of Linear B. Page 56] 

At the palace there is a small room that was believed to have been made into a shrine, outside of this shrine was an ‘altar built of rubble and mud-brick, covered with stucco and painted on all surfaces with linear and geometric patterns’[footnoteRef:34]. This shrine may have been for public use and the more elaborate ‘cult room’ may have been for the elite such as the king who would’ve been acting as more than just a provider of the ceremonial provisions, but as an initiator for the ritual itself[footnoteRef:35]. This role as a ‘priest-king’[footnoteRef:36] was not accustomed to the Greeks but it may have been adopted at the Palace of Nestor at Pylos as there are already signs of an early cult practice that hadn’t been seen in Greek religion until much later so the concept of a new religious role as king is not that questionable. [34:  Taylour. W, Chadwick. J. (1983). The Mycenaeans and The Decipherment of Linear B. Page 56]  [35:  Taylour. W, Chadwick. J. (1983). The Mycenaeans and The Decipherment of Linear B. Page 56]  [36:  Taylour. W, Chadwick. J. (1983). The Mycenaeans and The Decipherment of Linear B. Page 56] 

The concept of this early cult being a private event led by the king can be further supported from looking at the Linear B tablets found at the site. However some have argued that the tablets ‘over exaggerated’ the religious role of the wanax[footnoteRef:37] . They say that the priest of a sacrifice would be the one receiving donations for the ceremony rather than being the one to provide them[footnoteRef:38]. This contrasts with the fact that the king had the responsibility to provide provisions for the sacrifice, perhaps it could be argued that in some cases, the king was both the initiator and the host of the sacrificial ceremonies. The Palace Of Nestor could be seen as one of these rare cases where both roles applied to the king.  [37:  Shear. I. M. (2004). Kingship in the Mycenaean World and Its Reflections in the Oral Tradition. Page 45]  [38:  Shear. I. M. (2004). Kingship in the Mycenaean World and Its Reflections in the Oral Tradition. Page 45] 

There are some scholars that disagree with this notion and claim that the ruler of the palace was more concerned with other matters than religious ceremonies. Shear suggests that the wanax was more concerned with military reinforcement due to the abundance of chariots uncovered from the records at the Palace of Nestor[footnoteRef:39]. He supports this with references to the Iliad by explaining that the evidence suggests a military based society and the leader of the army would of course be the king, however the kings son would replace him if he got too old, according to the Iliad Hector the son of Priam led the Trojan army[footnoteRef:40]. He also attempts to support this theory by comparing the amounts of oil that were stored and sent from the Palace of Nestor. According to Shear the amounts of oil sent from the palace and the amounts stored suggest that religious matters were a trivial matter to the king. [39:  Shear. I. M. (2004). Kingship in the Mycenaean World and Its Reflections in the Oral Tradition. Page 45]  [40:  Shear. I. M. (2004). Kingship in the Mycenaean World and Its Reflections in the Oral Tradition. Page 45] 

This can be counter-argued with the fact that the Palace of Nestor was the centre of trade so the amounts of oil kept and stored at the sight were constantly changing depending on the amounts collected and redistributed[footnoteRef:41]. It can also be said that the king had a duty to perform a sacrifice as it is portrayed by Homer. In the Odyssey Odysseus offers many sacrifices to the god Zeus at his palace in Ithaka[footnoteRef:42] which suggests that the king has the religious duty to perform sacrifices[footnoteRef:43]. The issue with both of these arguments is that they are both basing their judgements on the works of an author whose existence is heavily questioned, thus we should not assume the structure of a civilisation by the works of Homer. This unfortunately was already done so by the excavator of the Palace of Nestor, Blegen who named the palace after the Homeric ruler of the palace, Nestor, then after discovering the vast amounts of pottery claimed that the ‘august figure’[footnoteRef:44] dealt in kitchenware. The carelessness of the analysis of the site and the objects uncovered has led to judgements that are solely based off the fictional works of a figure that may or may not have existed at all. [41:  Gates. C. (2004). Ancient Cities: The Archaeology of Urban Life in the Ancient Near East and Egypt, Greece and Rome. Page 138]  [42:  Homer. Odyssey. Book 1. Page 135]  [43:  Shear. I. M. (2004). Kingship in the Mycenaean World and Its Reflections in the Oral Tradition. Page 44]  [44:  Gates. C. (2004). Ancient Cities: The Archaeology of Urban Life in the Ancient Near East and Egypt, Greece and Rome. Page 139] 

By using Connertons theory of social memory, archaeologists can create better judgements and interpretations of sites that have been poorly analysed by excavators who base their facts from classical texts rather than the evidence that lies in front of them. By looking at the amounts of pottery, the focused decoration of the megaron and hearth and the fact of the palace being a centre of trade, we can see how a feasting cult could’ve been shaped at this site. Looking at this palace as a potential site for an early feasting cult, we may be able to determine how these rituals were performed my looking at the remains of the palace. 
It was realised that the analysis of the animal bones found at the site was completely overlooked by Blegen so it was decided in 1998 that the faunal remains were to be examined by Halstead and Isaakidou[footnoteRef:45]. From the analysis of the bones left at the site it was determined that the burnt bones had been placed with extreme care rather than being discarded as waste[footnoteRef:46]. The similarity that these bones shared was that they were all cattle bones and were specific parts of the animal, the mandible, femur and humerus[footnoteRef:47]. The specifics of these remains confirms some form of ritual occurring at the Palace of Nestor, Halstead and Isaakidou suggested a form of sacrificial ceremony that involved the filleting of the joints due to the clear knife cuts that were found on the bones[footnoteRef:48]. They also say that ‘three, and probably four, of the six deposits of burned bones were found in the northwest part of the site, just outside the Main Building, and it seems likely that in each of these places bones from a sacrifice were purposely discarded’[footnoteRef:49], this indicates a cult practice that may have been a private affair as the bones would’ve shown signs of a sacrificial ceremony occurring at the palace. This may have been condoned at the time hence the purposeful disposal of the bones, to remove all signs of the ceremony taking place, also sacrificial burning of animal bones was unusual in Classical Greece, they were normally ‘swept from the altar’ and discarded after a ceremony[footnoteRef:50].  [45:  Stocker. S. R, Davis. J. L (2004) Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, Vol. 73, No. 2, Special Issue: The Mycenean Feast . Pages 179-195]  [46:  Stocker. S. R, Davis. J. L (2004) Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, Vol. 73, No. 2, Special Issue: The Mycenean Feast . Pages 182]  [47:  Stocker. S. R, Davis. J. L (2004) Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, Vol. 73, No. 2, Special Issue: The Mycenean Feast . Pages 182]  [48:  Stocker. S. R, Davis. J. L (2004) Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, Vol. 73, No. 2, Special Issue: The Mycenean Feast . Pages 182]  [49:  Stocker. S. R, Davis. J. L (2004) Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, Vol. 73, No. 2, Special Issue: The Mycenean Feast . Pages 183]  [50:  Stocker. S. R, Davis. J. L (2004) Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, Vol. 73, No. 2, Special Issue: The Mycenean Feast . Pages 183] 

This can be further supported by the remains that are confirmed to have been placed during the time of the destruction of the Palace of Nestor. In room 7 of the palace, Blegen discovered burnt animal bones that were placed carefully in a wooden box which was also labelled[footnoteRef:51]. Among the wooden box were weapons and small kylikes[footnoteRef:52] which would suggest a final sacrificial ritual just before the destruction of the palace, perhaps a final act of the private cult that existed at the palace. Latours ANT guided by Stockhammer supports this concept due to the fact that the ‘cult rooms’ shaped the ceremonial rituals that were performed and thus shaped the cult that performed these rituals. The remains left at the site are the product of that shaping and they could be argued to have been not only the final ritual of the site but also an attempt to define the Mycenaean culture at Pylos.  [51:  Stocker. S. R, Davis. J. L (2004) Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, Vol. 73, No. 2, Special Issue: The Mycenean Feast . Pages 183]  [52: Stocker. S. R, Davis. J. L (2004) Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, Vol. 73, No. 2, Special Issue: The Mycenean Feast . Pages 184] 

By using various theoretical perspectives archaeologists would able to develop new theories that will aid the interpretation of sites such as the Palace of Nestor. These interpretations will improve the understanding of the civilisations as they would be based off the actual evidence found at the site rather than the fictional textual evidence written by an author whose existence is questioned and lived many years after the sites destruction. By using Connertons theory on social memory, we can look at the bone remains as a cult action that was repeated to set an early Hestia cult which was then privatised by the elite with evidence of the elaborate decorated megaron and hearth that shaped the cult and the participants of the ritual which can be examined when using Stockhammers guided view of Latours ANT.
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