Hazel Dawn Carter – Assignment 5 – Due 03/10/18
‘What were the burial customs of the Classical Athenians?’
Burial in Classical Athens followed a very strict and systematic format. The way that a burial was done was different during the classical period compared to the extravagance of the archaic or Hellenistic period[footnoteRef:1]. The burial was done in this way to appease the gods, something which was above the law of mortals in Classical Greece[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Kierdorf. 2006. Sec, Greece. “Burial” in Brill’s New Pauly]  [2:  Sophocles. “Antigone”. Lines 509-510] 

There are three steps to the funeral ritual in Classical Athens[footnoteRef:3]. Firstly, there is the process in which the corpse is washed, anointed, and then wrapped in a white shroud before being laid on a bed[footnoteRef:4]. Prothesis is the term used for the next part of the ritual in which the body is kept on the table for a day whilst the women weep over the body[footnoteRef:5]. An example of this mourning can be seen on a black figure plaque titled ‘The Prothesis’ which depicts the procedure[footnoteRef:6]. After this, there is then the process of ekphora which was where the corpse was carried to a pyre and set alight[footnoteRef:7]. Then, the ash is then placed in an urn and buried[footnoteRef:8]. Depending on your status, the burial mound may have been simply a pit, a hole with stones laid around it, or a tomb, but the ashes always resided in an urn[footnoteRef:9]. An example of the Classical Athenian ekphora can be found on the Sappho Painter’s Loutrophoros Amphora which shows the burial of the ashes after cremation[footnoteRef:10]. The Classical Athenian burial customs differ from the Archaic and Hellenistic customs due to their simplicity for, during the classical period, the extravagance of the procedure was reduced[footnoteRef:11]. Whilst during the Archaic period, people mourned the loss for three days, in the classical period it became one day[footnoteRef:12], public mourning was also prohibited by the end of the archaic period, so the journey from the house of mourning to the pyre was done in silence during the morning[footnoteRef:13]. After the procession had finished, there would have been a funeral meal and, depending on household income, funeral games[footnoteRef:14]. The cutbacks on expenditure made it much easier for poorer households to hold funerals[footnoteRef:15]. In Antigone by Sophocles, we can see how important the funeral customs are to the Ancient Greeks, for Antigone goes against man-made laws to follow customs that appease the gods, endangering her life in the process[footnoteRef:16]. [3:  Kierdorf. 2006. Sec, Greece. “Burial” in Brill’s New Pauly]  [4:  Kierdorf. 2006. Sec, Greece. “Burial” in Brill’s New Pauly]  [5:  Kierdorf. 2006. “Prothesis”, in: Brill’s New Pauly]  [6:  Shapiro. 1991. “The Iconography of Mourning in Athenian Art” pg 630 fig 1]  [7:  Kierdorf. 2006. “Ekphora” in: Brill’s New Pauly]  [8:  Kierdorf. 2006. Sec, Greece. “Burial” in Brill’s New Pauly]  [9:  Burkert. 1977. “Greek Religion”. Pg 191]  [10:  Closterman. 2007. The Sappho Painter's Loutrophoros Amphora (Athens, Nm 450) And Athenian Burial Ritual. Pg. 49. Fig 1]  [11:  Kierdorf. 2006. “Ekphora” in: Brill’s New Pauly]  [12:  Kierdorf. 2006. “Ekphora” in: Brill’s New Pauly]  [13:  Kierdorf. 2006. “Ekphora” in: Brill’s New Pauly]  [14:  Kierdorf. 2006. Sec, Greece. “Burial” in Brill’s New Pauly]  [15:  Kierdorf. 2006. “Ekphora” in: Brill’s New Pauly]  [16:  Sophocles. “Antigone”. Lines 509-510] 

In conclusion, Classical Athenians follow a burial ritual with three steps that are followed to appease the gods. 
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