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Introduction:
Shaft graves are a form of burial practiced in bronze age Mycenaean Greece. The best-known and most prominent examples of shaft graves are those that were uncovered in Mycenae by Schlieman’s excavations in 1873[endnoteRef:1] in the case of Grave Circle A, and by Greek archaeologists in 1952 in the case of Grave Circle B[endnoteRef:2], though they are not the only examples. Shaft graves are a form of tomb believed to have been used by wealthy Mycenaeans in the Middle Helladic and Late Helladic periods. While the shaft graves are a comparatively simple structure, not as difficult and expensive to construct nor as the tholos tombs[endnoteRef:3], the grave goods are among the richest found in the time period. The grave goods and how they change over time are an indicator of both the changing social status quo of the Mycenaean world, and the interconnectivity between the Minoan and Mycenaean worlds. [1:  O. T. P. K. Dickinson. “Schliemann and the Shaft Graves.” Greece & Rome, vol. 23, no. 2, 1976, pp. 159–68. JSTOR]  [2:  Dué, Casey, Susan Lupack, and Robert Lamberton. The Cambridge Guide to Homer. Ed. Corinne Ondine Pache. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020.]  [3:  Graziadio, Giampaolo. “The Process of Social Stratification at Mycenae in the Shaft Grave Period: A Comparative Examination of the Evidence.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 95, no. 3, 1991, pp. 403–40. JSTOR] 


Age And Location:
[image: A stone ruins of Mycenae

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The shaft graves were used from the late Middle Helladic III period, that started the 18th Century B.C.  to the Late Helladic II period that ended in the 15th century B.C. The most notable of the shaft graves are those found in grave circle A and grave circle B at Mycenae, with others scattered throughout the Mycenaean world, of which the most important is the Griffin Warrior Tomb at Pylos.
(Fig. 1, pictured above is Grave Circle A in foreground and Grave Circle B in background. Photographed by Robert Edwards.)
The Mycenaean Shaft Graves
The shaft graves at Mycenae are divided between two areas, “Grave Circle A” and “Grave Circle B”. They are shaft graves that have been surrounded by monumental stone walls. The presence of two Grave Circles has been suggested as possible evidence of dual royal or ruling families, a concept not entirely alien to Greece, as such arrangements would be present in several of the polis later on.[endnoteRef:4] However, the chronological misalignment of the graves makes this unlikely. In the case that there were two royal family lines, it would make more sense given the evidence that they were two consecutive lines as opposed to a joint monarchy. [4:  Gates, Charles. “Rethinking the Building History of Grave Circle A at Mycenae.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 89, no. 2, 1985, pp. 263–74. JSTOR] 

Grave Circle A was excavated in 1873 by Heinrich Schliemann[endnoteRef:5][endnoteRef:6]. It is the younger of the two burial circles. The graves are encircled by a monumental stone slab wall. It is possible that the walls around the circles were constructed at a later time, though if the builders were aware of the shaft graves is uncertain. [5:  O. T. P. K. Dickinson. “Schliemann and the Shaft Graves.” Greece & Rome, vol. 23, no. 2, 1976, pp. 159–68. JSTOR]  [6:  Schliemann, H. “Mycenae : a narrative of researches and discoveries at Mycenae and Tiryns.” New York, Scribner, Armstrong, 1878, Online.] 

Grave Circle B was excavated in 1952-1954 by several Greek archaeologists, after being discovered accidentally during nearby excavations. It contains both shaft graves and cist burials[endnoteRef:7], a cheaper burial format contemporary to the shaft graves, used primarily for the less wealthy or lower status dead[endnoteRef:8]. The grave circle was previously encircled by a wall, likely similar to that found around Grave Circle A, but only small fragments remain now.[endnoteRef:9] The final burial in Grave Circle B was in the Late Helladic II period[endnoteRef:10], with the later burials in Circle B being approximately contemporary with the earliest burials at Grave Circle A. [7:  Mylonas, G. E. “Grave Circle B of Mycenae.” Lund, C. Bloms boktr. 1964.]  [8:  Mylonas, G. E. “Grave Circle B of Mycenae.” Lund, C. Bloms boktr. 1964.]  [9:  Mylonas, G. E. “Grave Circle B of Mycenae.” Lund, C. Bloms boktr. 1964.]  [10:  Gates, Charles. “Rethinking the Building History of Grave Circle A at Mycenae.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 89, no. 2, 1985, pp. 263–74. JSTOR] 

The wall around Grave Circle A is misaligned with the shaft graves, and the wall fragment that remains of Grave Circle B would, when extrapolated, may not encompass the entirety of Grave Circle B.[endnoteRef:11] There is some disagreement over if the specific detail, Mylonas  [11:  Gates, Charles. “Rethinking the Building History of Grave Circle A at Mycenae.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 89, no. 2, 1985, pp. 263–74. JSTOR] 

The architecture of the Grave Circles are unique, not perfectly matching any other funerary architecture of the era[endnoteRef:12]. The closest architectural motif is the use of circular construction in some other tombs. [12:  Graziadio, G. “The Process of Social Stratification at Mycenae in the Shaft Grave Period: A Comparative Examination of the Evidence.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 95, no. 3, 1991, pp. 403–40. JSTOR] 

Notably, the shaft graves appear to have been constructed with the idea of reuse in mind. A number of the shaft graves have interred in them the remains of more than one individual, who were interred at different times with likely similar burial rituals (indicated by the remains of ritual sacrifice of food)[endnoteRef:13]. This is a stark difference earlier graves, which were typically single burial. [13:  Graziadio, G. “The Process of Social Stratification at Mycenae in the Shaft Grave Period: A Comparative Examination of the Evidence.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 95, no. 3, 1991, pp. 403–40. JSTOR] 

[image: A stone wall with a stone structure

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Fig.2, shown to the left is an image of two of the shaft graves in Grave Circle A. Photographeds by Robert Edwards

Grave Goods:
The shaft graves at Mycenae were filled with a great number of grave goods of all varieties. They are a “spectacular concentration of wealth”[endnoteRef:14], a remarkable amount of golden jewellery and other artefacts were found along with a high number of swords. The tombs typically (though not universally) contained more than one burial, often with male and female burials separated into different tombs. [14:  Graziadio, G. “The Process of Social Stratification at Mycenae in the Shaft Grave Period: A Comparative Examination of the Evidence.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 95, no. 3, 1991, pp. 403–40. JSTOR] 

The best-known grave good of the shaft graves at Mycenae is the so called “Mask of Agamemnon,” shown in fig. 3.  It is a gold death mask that was found by Schliemann in his excavations of Grave Circle A. There is some argument over whether or not the mask is authentic, with some arguing that Schliemann had it made, given the differences in style between it and the other gold burial masks that have been discovered.[endnoteRef:15] However this claim remains disputed, as does even the claim that the mask is the item that Schliemann identified as “The Mask of Agamemnon,” with Dickenson(2005) arguing that the mask identified by Schliemann was more likely the mask NM623,[endnoteRef:16] and that as such the mask of Agamemnon is either not a forgery, or at least made for Schliemann. [15:  Dickinson, O. “The ‘Face of Agamemnon.’” Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, vol. 74, no. 3, 2005, pp. 299–308. JSTOR]  [16:  Dickinson, O. “The ‘Face of Agamemnon.’” Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, vol. 74, no. 3, 2005, pp. 299–308. JSTOR] 

[image: A gold mask on a white surface

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Fig 3, pictured to the Right is a replica of the “Mask of Agamemnon,” found in the Museum at Mycenae. Photographed by Robert Edwards

The Male burials of Grave Circle A and B contain a great number of swords, of which one example is shown in fig. 4. The particular details of the swords deposited in the shaft graves are of some note, as their patterns likely reveal much about the society that was forming in Mycenae in the middle and late Helladic periods. The oldest graves in Grave Circle B contain a single blade (either a sword or a dagger), but as the graves become newer, a larger number of blades is found buried.[endnoteRef:17] The first change was to burial with paired weapons, a sword and either a dagger, spear or boar tusk. Then as the graves become later still, multiple swords begin to be buried with the same individual, with between 4 and 9 blades being the range of the later burials in Grave Circle B. While the earlier burials had their blades buried in an intimate and personal manner (i.e. alongside the dead individual), the later ones were arrayed in a more impersonal manner.[endnoteRef:18] While less is known about the deposition of swords in Grave Circle A due to Schlieman’s less than perfect archaeological method and recording practice, he did record that he discovered caches of swords piled together in the graves, and the number of swords discovered in Grave Circle A overall was very high, much higher than Grave Circle B.[endnoteRef:19][endnoteRef:20]  [17:  Harrell K. “The Fallen and Their Swords: A New Explanation for the Rise of the Shaft Graves.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 118, no. 1, 2014, pp. 3–17. JSTOR]  [18:  Harrell K. “The Fallen and Their Swords: A New Explanation for the Rise of the Shaft Graves.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 118, no. 1, 2014, pp. 3–17. JSTOR]  [19:  Harrell K. “The Fallen and Their Swords: A New Explanation for the Rise of the Shaft Graves.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 118, no. 1, 2014, pp. 3–17. JSTOR]  [20:  Schliemann, H. “Mycenae : a narrative of researches and discoveries at Mycenae and Tiryns.” New York, Scribner, Armstrong, 1878, Online.] 

The deposition of swords is just one of the pieces of evidence for the changes that Mycenae was undergoing, as the gathering of individual wealth became more and more important. Additionally many of the swords are made with decoration that sets them out as more than far more than just practical tools, with many featuring precious metals such as gold, ornamental hilts, and precious stones such as lapis lazuli.[endnoteRef:21] This again points to the theory that the Mycenaeans were developing a culture of ever-increasing conspicuous consumption. Where in the earlier graves single items are given more value, likely for the inalienable connection with the person being buried. The later graves however, have a pattern of deposition that makes more sense if the swords are addressed as an artefact of conspicuous consumption, a show of wealth, prestige and status. [21:  Harrell K. “The Fallen and Their Swords: A New Explanation for the Rise of the Shaft Graves.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 118, no. 1, 2014, pp. 3–17. JSTOR] 

[image: ]
(Fig. 4, pictured above is a type A bronze sword from one of the shaft graves, in the museum at Mycenae. Photographed by Robert Edwards)
The Griffin Warrior Tomb
The Griffin Warrior Tomb is a shaft grave found at Pylos in the West of Greece. It was discovered in 2015 during excavations of a different Mycenaean site near the town of Romanou.[endnoteRef:22] It may be the most notable shaft grave found outside of Grave Circle A or B at Mycenae. The tomb dates to the Late Helladic II period, roughly contemporary to the shaft graves found in Grave Circle A at Mycenae. Unlike many of the shaft graves found at Mycenae, the Griffin Warrior Tomb only contained the remains of a single individual, most likely a male of high social status and wealth.[endnoteRef:23] The status and wealth of the individual are denoted by the immense cost of the burial goods, which included a great number of goods made from precious stones such as agate and precious metals, such as gold.[endnoteRef:24] Additionally, no pottery was found in the grave, only metal vessels, an indicator of the immense wealth. [22:  “Excavations - Griffin Warrior.” Griffin Warrior, 12 Jan. 2022]  [23:  Davis J. L., Stocker, S. R. “The Lord of the Gold Rings: The Griffin Warrior of Pylos.” Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, vol. 85, no. 4, 2016, pp. 627–55. JSTOR]  [24:  Davis J. L., Stocker, S. R. “The Lord of the Gold Rings: The Griffin Warrior of Pylos.” Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, vol. 85, no. 4, 2016, pp. 627–55. JSTOR] 

It contains a wide variety of grave goods from across the bronze age Aegean, mostly of Mycenaean or Minoan origin. Among the most important artefacts discovered in the Griffin Warrior Tomb were the vast collection of sealstones and signet rings. Over 50 ornate sealstones and 4 gold signet rings were found, including the Combat Agate, one of the most detailed and extravagant sealstones found to date.[endnoteRef:25] [25:  Davis J. L. Stocker S. R. “The Combat Agate from the Grave of the Griffin Warrior at Pylos.” Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, vol. 86, no. 4, 2017, pp. 583–605. JSTOR] 

The Griffin Warrior Tomb is a show of the increasing power and importance of Mycenae in the ancient Aegean. The grave goods are also a show of the interconnectivity of the bronze age Aegean in the Late Helladic, particularly between the Mycenaean and Minoan worlds.
Many of the goods are also a sign that the Mycenaeans developed a culture of consumption of exotics as a show of wealth and prestige. The sealstones and signet rings for example, of which most have little to no signs of usage, do not share symbols, and are in some cases (such as the Combat Agate) far more detailed than can even show up when used practically as a seal.[endnoteRef:26] [26:  Davis J. L. Stocker S. R. “The Combat Agate from the Grave of the Griffin Warrior at Pylos.” Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, vol. 86, no. 4, 2017, pp. 583–605. JSTOR] 

The Griffin Warrior Tomb’s presence in Pylos is evidence that the practice of shaft grave burials was much more widespread than just Mycenae, at least by the time of the Late Helladic period.
The Implications Of The Shaft Graves
The shaft graves, both at Mycenae and elsewhere have a number of important implications. 
The shaft graves found in the grave circles at Mycenae indicate a number of developments over time in the societal ideals and attitude to material possessions in Helladic period Mycenaean society. They show the ever-increasing affinity for conspicuous shows of wealth that increased over time in the Mycenaean world. 
The Griffin Warrior Tomb and its burial goods grant a vast level of insight to the interrelationship of the Minoan and Mycenaean world, with a collection of grave goods from both worlds indicating a large trade exchange between Minoan Crete and Mycenaean Greece. It also correlates well to the attitude to consumption that increased into the Late Helladic period, with the vast collection of wealth in the grave of a single individual. 
Archaeological Practice and Academic Debate.
The shaft graves, especially Grave Circle A, cannot be brought up without the mention of the academic debate surrounding the excavation of the Grave Circles. Grave Circle A was excavated by Heinrich Schliemann in 1873, and even at the time there was much disagreement over his practice. Arguments against Schliemann have varied from poor archaeological technique (though this was not entirely uncommon for the archaeologists of late 19th century colonial powers), incredibly poor record keeping, and even the possible forgery of archaeological finds. The forged archaeological finds are likely the most dire of the accusations, and the one that isn’t nearly as commonplace as the poor archaeological technique of the late 1800s. The so called “Mask of Agamemnon” was found by Schliemann,[endnoteRef:27] and he declared it to be Agamemnon’s death mask. However, the mask has considerable stylistic differences to the other masks found in the grave circles, leading to the accusation that Schliemann had it forged. The argument remains ongoing, as it is unlikely the specifics will ever be fully resolved due to lack of evidence on either side. Schliemann’s poor archaeological conduct, at least when held to modern standards, is also of note. Academic discussion on this topic is a little less of a divisive topic. It’s generally agreed among the literature that his work was subpar, as was his recording. The bad recording in particular causes problems, as noted earlier in this article, for instance, his recording of the deposition of swords lacked detail on the specifics of their deposition, beyond that they were clustered together,[endnoteRef:28] detail that would have been incredibly useful in the understanding of the social implications of the burials. Additionally, a number of items from Grave Circle A that may have been of use have likely been ignored or damaged through poor excavation practice. [27:  O. T. P. K. Dickinson. “Schliemann and the Shaft Graves.” Greece & Rome, vol. 23, no. 2, 1976, pp. 159–68. JSTOR]  [28:  Harrell K. “The Fallen and Their Swords: A New Explanation for the Rise of the Shaft Graves.” American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 118, no. 1, 2014, pp. 3–17. JSTOR] 

Grave Circle B, on the other hand, is far less divisive in its excavation practice. It was excavated between 1952 and 1954, and has comparatively excellent practice and recording.
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