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Death, Display and Status

Mycenaean Burial Practices and the Expression of Elite Status

Grave Circle A, Mycenae

Grave Circle A contained richly furnished
shaft graves dating to the Late Helladic
period, whose wealth and prominent
location relative to Circle B have been
interpreted as expressions of political
primacy and competition between rival elite
factions (Fitzsimons, 2011, p. 88; Piccardi,
2024, p.1212).

Image: Grave Circle A, Mycenae (Ancient-Greece.org,
n.d.). CC BY-NC-ND 4.0.

Chamber Tombs

Chamber tombs became increasingly
common during LH Il, with their size, plan
and design varying considerably. Cut into
the bedrock and generally provided with a
built entranceway, these monumental
funerary structures offered opportunities
for the competitive display of resources and
the expression of social distinction
(Fitzsimons, 2011, p. 93; Boyd, 2015, p.
205).

Image: David Parker / Science Photo Library (n.d.),
Mycenaean chambered tombs, Aidonia (C056/7116).

The Treasury of Atreus

The Treasury of Atreus, built in the 13th
century BCE, represents a much later phase
of tholos tomb construction at Mycenae,
long after the decline of tholos tomb
building in the Argolid by the end of LH
IlIA:1. Its enormous scale, massive stone
blocks and sophisticated construction
distinguish it from earlier examples. These
monuments not only displayed the wealth
and power of Mycenae’s rulers but also
connected the authority of the state with
the prestige of the past, incorporating
earlier architectural traditions and the
memory of ancestors into the political
landscape (Fitzsimons, 2011, pp. 110-111).

Image 1: Treasury of Atreus (Encyclopaedia Britannica,
n.d.).

Image: Lookphotos / age fotostock (n.d.), Interior of the
Treasury of Atreus. Image ID: 70428867.
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Dressing the Dead

The dead were carefully dressed and
adorned as part of their funerary
preparation. Elaborate clothing was
fastened with valuable pins and decorated
with sewn-on gold ornaments, while
jewellery, including gold diadems and
bands, further embellished the body. These
practices made bodily adornment part of
the ritual presentation of the deceased,
expressing social status through the
clothing and valuables worn in death
(Voutsaki, 2010, p. 83).

Image: Zde (2019), Gold jewellery found in the
Mycenae chamber tombs. National Archaeological
Museum, Athens.

The Scale of Mycenaean Shaft Graves
The scale of Mycenaean shaft graves
distinguished them from earlier Middle
Helladic cist graves. Excavating the largest
examples at Grave Circle A may have
required almost 100 man-days of labour,
highlighting the resources needed to
construct monumental tombs (Fitzsimons,
2011, pp. 79-84).

Image: Daniel Levine, Shaft Grave 1.

Tholos Tombs: Symbols of
Conspicuous Consumption

Tholos tombs developed alongside
chamber tombs, with both types in use
during the Late Helladic period. Their size
and construction required substantial
resources, making them an effective means
of competitive display through expressions
of conspicuous consumption (Fitzsimons,
2011, p. 93).

Image: Tholos Tomb (DK Images, n.d.), reproduced on
Brown University’s Archaeologies of the Greek Past.

Ashlar Masonry and the Display of
Elite Status

The introduction of ashlar masonry further
enhanced the monumentality of Mycenaean
tholos tombs. Carefully cut and shaped
stone blocks required specialised
craftsmen, new tools and considerable
expenditure. The Treasury of Atreus and the
Tomb of Klytemnestra were both
constructed entirely in this fashion. The
resources and technical expertise required
for their construction made these tombs a
powerful display of elite wealth and status
(Fitzsimons, 2011, pp. 95-98).

Image: Jeff Schneiderman (2026), Vaulted Tomb of
Clytemnestra ll, Mycenae. Getty Images, Creative
image 2270985279

Minoan Connections and Elite Power

The silver bull’s-head rhyton from Grave IV
demonstrates the use of precious objects in
elite burial. Access to valuable resources,
including goods obtained through
connections with Minoan production
centres, helped establish and preserve elite
positions of power and authority by visibly
demonstrating their access to resources
unavailable to other members of the
community (Fitzsimons, 2011, pp. 77-78).

Image: Bkwillwm (n.d.), Silver bull’s-head rhyton from
Mycenae, Grave Circle A, Grave IV. Wikimedia
Commons.

Mycenaean Grave Markers

The status of shaft-grave occupants was

commemorated through physical markers
placed above the burial. These included
rings of small stones around tumuli, stone
cairns and grave stelai. These markers
identified the location of the tomb and
commemorated its occupant, reinforcing
their prominence beyond death and burial
(Fitzsimons, 2011, p. 83).

Image: Xuan Che (2010), Funerary stele from Grave
Circle A, Mycenae. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY 2.0.
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Tomb Architecture, Procession and

Social Status

Tholos tombs and chamber tombs shared
key architectural features, a dromos
(passageway) which led to the stomion
(doorway), which opened into the thalamos
(burial chamber). These spaces shaped the
movement of participants during funerary
rituals. The longer dromoi and larger scale
of later monumental tholos tombs could
accommodate much larger numbers of
mourners, making funerary processions a
more public event and social hierarchy
more apparent (Fitzsimons, 2011, p. 92;
Boyd, 2015, pp. 213, 216).

Image: The Griffin Warrior, “Tholos Tombs”.

Funerary Performance as a Display of

Elite Power

This clay larnax depicts female mourners
with their arms raised in lamentation,
illustrating the performative dimension of
funerary ritual. Funerary performances
involved exceptional, publicly displayed
actions . Such performances provided
opportunities to express social
relationships and status through the
treatment of the dead and the participation
of the living (Boyd, 2016, p. 194).

Image: O. Mustafin (2017), Clay larnax with
representation of a lamentation scene, Cemeteries of
Tanagra. Archaeological Museum of Thebes.

Weapons and the Warrior Elite

Swords, daggers and boar’s tusk helmets
deposited in Mycenaean burials
represented the warrior elite. These
weapons and items of equipment served as
markers of prestige and male elite status
(Konstantinidi-Syvridi and Paschalidis,
2018-2019, p. 122; Phillips, 2026, p. 9).

Image 1: Zde (2022), Findings from Grave IV, Grave
Circle A, Mycenae. Wikimedia Commons.

Image 2: Jebulon (2015), Boar’s tusk helmet with
cheek-guards, Mycenae, Tomb 515. Wikimedia
Commons.
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Mycenaean Peribolos Walls

Peribolos walls enclosed the shaft graves of
Grave Circles A and B, physically separating
these burial spaces from contemporary
burials elsewhere in the Prehistoric
Cemetery. This emphasised the exclusive
status of those buried within the enclosures
(Fitzsimons, 2011, p. 83).

Image: Mycenae: Grave Circle A Reconstruction
(Ancient-Greece.org, n.d.).
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Elite Access to the Underworld

The archaeological plan shows Grave Circle
A and the Cult Centre in relation to the red
lines marking seismic faults. The shaft
graves are aligned along fault planes or dug
directly into them. This deliberate
placement may reflect beliefs that fault
lines were sacred gateways to Hades,
suggesting the elite had special access to
the underworld (Piccardi, 2024 p.1214).

Image source: Piccardi (2024, p. 1209, Fig. 3A).

From Tombs to Palaces: The Rise of
State Power

By the end of the LH IllA:1 period, the
decline of tholos tomb construction in the
Argolid coincided with the emergence of
monumental architecture, including the
royal palace at Mycenae. This shift suggests
that resources were increasingly directed
towards projects beyond funerary
construction, reflecting a changing political
landscape and the rise to dominance of a
single elite faction (Fitzsimons, 2011, p.
110).

Image: Balage Balogh (2021), Mycenae, Acropolis: The
Royal Palace with the Main Megaron on Summit and
the Queen’s Megaron to the Right, 1250 BC.
Archaeology Illustrated.

Gold, Wealth and Elite Status

The quantity and quality of grave goods in
Shaft Grave Il reflect the wealth of its
occupants. The acquisition and display of
valuable objects helped establish and
maintain social hierarchy, demonstrating
the elite's access to resources and
reinforcing their status and authority
(Fitzsimons, 2011, pp. 77, 84; Piccardi,
2024, p. 1208).

Image source: Konstantinidi-Syvridi (2018, pp. 49, 51).
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Gold Masks and the Presentation of

the Dead
Gold masks were placed over the faces of a

small number of male burials in the Grave
Circles. Alongside elaborate clothing,
jewellery and other bodily adornments, they
formed part of the ritual presentation of the
deceased. The use of gold to cover the face

made the body itself a focus for the display

of wealth and status (Voutsaki, 2010, p. 81).

Image: DieBuche (2005), Mask of Agamemnon.
National Archaeological Museum, Athens.



Death, Display and Status:

Mycenaean Burial Practices and the Expression of Elite Status

Burial practices in Mycenaean Greece offer valuable insights into the structure of society and the expression of status. Tomb architecture, funerary rituals, body preparation,
and grave goods all provide evidence of how individuals and groups were represented in death. Changes in these practices over time raise questions about the relationship
between wealth, social distinction, competition and power. By exploring the development of Mycenaean burial, this board considers what funerary evidence can reveal

about status and the changing social and political landscape of the Mycenaean world.

The selection of images brings together different aspects of this evidence, from the monumental architecture of shaft graves, chamber tombs and tholoi to the objects and
bodily adornments interred with the dead. Grave markers, enclosure walls and the positioning of burial spaces also show how status could be expressed beyond the tomb
itself. Other images explore funerary performance, including the preparation and presentation of the deceased. Precious objects, weapons and imported goods further raise

questions about access to resources, connections with other Aegean communities and the relationship between material wealth and authority.

These examples show that burial was more than a way to dispose of the dead: it allowed people to express and negotiate social relationships, collective identities, and

claims to power.
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