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ARCHITECTURE AND POWER IN THE BRONZE AGE ARGOLID I 

The question of the origin and rise of Mycenaean palatial civilisation 
is perhaps one of the most discussed topics in Aegean prehistory. Over a 
period of roughly 4 'l; centuries from 1650 to 1200 B.C., small segments 
of the native population succeeded in transforming the socio-political 
landscape from one inhabited by a rural, largely isolated people to one 
characterised by a series of palace centres whose products, influence and 
perhaps even inhabitants, stretched across the central and eastern 
Mediterranean. While the amount and variety of archaeological evidence 
for this important period in Aegean prehistory is somewhat limited in 
scope2, it has nevertheless allowed scholars to theorise to some extent 

I The following paper presents a brief summary of my doctoral research at the Uni-
versity of Cincinnati, and was heavily inspired by James e. Wright's contribution to the 
Celebrations of Death and Divinity in the Bronze Age Argolid conference, which was 
published in 1990 (see infra). I would like to express my gratitude to Professors Joachim 
Bretschneider and Jan Driessen for affording me the opportunity to present these ideas at 
this conference, and extend a special thanks to Ms. Greta Jans for her encouragement and 
help in preparing them for publication. I received a great deal of helpful comments and 
criticisms from a number of my peers, including Jack L. Davis, Evi Gorogianni, Donald 
e. Haggis, Margaret S. Mook, Michael C. Nelson, Rebecca Sweetman and Gisela Wal-
berg. Unfortunately, however, I must take full responsibility for any errors and oversights 
that remain. 

2 See, for example, comments on the paucity of material, especially of the settlement 
variety, dating to Early Mycenaean, in: O.T.P.K. DICKINSON, The Origins of Mycenaean 
Civilisation (Studies in Mediterranean Archaeology XLIX), Goteborg, 1977, p. 66; J.e. 
WRIGHT, Mycenaean Masonry Practices and Elements of Construction, Ph.D. disserta-
tion, Bryn Mawr College, 1978, p. 5; O.T.P.K. DICKINSON, Cretan Contacts with the 
Mainland during the Period of the Shaft Graves, in: R. HAGG & N. MARINATOS (eds.), 
The Minoan Thalassocracy: Myth and Reality. Proceedings of the Third International 
Symposium at the Swedish Institute in Athens, 31 May - 5 June, 1982 (Skrifter utgivna av 
Svenska institutet i Ath., 4°, XXXII), Goteborg, 1984, p. 115-118: 117; M.K . DABNEY & 
J.e. WRIGHT, Mortuary Customs, Palatial Society and State Formation in the Aegean 
Area: A Comparative Study, in: HAGG & NORDQUIST 1990, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 45-53: 48; 
R.L.N. BARBER, The Origins of the Mycenaean Palace, in: J.M. SANDERS (ed.), Philo-
lakon: Lakonian Studies in Honour of Hector Catling, London, 1992, p. 11-23: 15; 
J. MARAN, Structural Changes in the Pattern of Settlement during the Shaft Grave Period 
on the Greek Mainland, in: R. LAFFlNEUR & W.-D. NIEMEIER (eds.), Politeia: Society and 
State in the Aegean Bronze Age. Proceedings of the 5th International Aegean Conference 
at the University of Heidelberg, Archiiologisches Institut, 10-13 April 1994 (Aegaeum 12) 
I, Liege, 1995, p. 67-72: 67. For a survey of recent advances in Early Mycenaean studies, 
see e.W. SHELMERDlNE, Review of Aegean Prehistory II: The Palatial Bronze Age of 
the Southern and Central Greek Mainland, in : T. CULLEN (ed.), Aegean Prehistory: 
A Review, Boston, 2001, p. 329-381: 349-355. 
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hypothesise, then, given the evidence for the conspicuous display of 
exotic and expensive objects deposited in the tombs, that the emerging 
elites on the mainland during the Early Mycenaean period used large-
scale construction projects in a similar capacity. 

The application of such theories to the architecture of the Early Myce-
naean period, however, has not yet been undertaken to any great 
degreelO. In fact, with the exception of the tholos tomb, little attention 
has been paid to the architecture of the mainland before the Late Myce-
naean period. The absence of scholarly interest in the building practices 
of this early period is perhaps not surprising given both the abundant 
quantity and impressive nature of the remains of the LH IITA:2-11IB 
palaces on the mainland, as well as the relative paucity and poor state of 
preservation of the earlier remains, which are oftentimes buried under 
and obscured by later constructions. As a result, the only real interest in 
pre-Late Mycenaean architecture has involved attempts to trace the ori-
gin of the Mycenaean palace by identifying prototypical megara in the 
plans of houses dating to the MH llI-LH IT period I I. While such studies 
have succeeded in demonstrating that the 'megaron' unit was an integral 
part of the mainland architectural vocabulary throughout the Middle and 
Late Helladic periods, and did in fact undergo a gradual elaboration in 
size and complexity, they tend to exclude the role played by other archi-
tectural manifestations of elite authority. Moreover, they seem to reflect 
an underlying belief that the Mycenaean palace was as an inevitable, 

note the observation that the use of such construction techniques is often associated with 
times of political and/or social stress (R. MCGUIRE & M. SCHIFFER, A Theory of Archi-
tectural Design, in: Journal of Anthropological Archaeology 2, 1983, p. 227-303; TRIG-
GER 1990, Op.Cit. n. 6, p. 127; ABRAMS 1994, p. 92. As Trigger notes (p. 127): "the need 
to express power through the medium of monumental architecture may be greater during 
the formative stages of early civilizations or at times when the degree of centralized 
power is increasing." 

IO For one such attempt, however, see J.C. WRIGHT, Death and Power at Mycenae: 
Changing Symbols in Mortuary Practice, in: R. LAFFINEUR (ed.), Thanatos: les coutumes 
funeraires en Egee a ['age du Bronze. Ac(es du colloque de Liege, 21-23 avril 1986, 
(Aegaeum 1), Liege, 1987, p. 171-184. 

II See, for example, K. KILIAN, L'architecture des residences myceniennes: Origine et 
extension d'une structure du pouvoir politique pendant J'age du Bronze recent, in : 
E. LEVI (ed.), Le systeme palatial en Orient, en Grece et a Rome. Actes du Colloque de 
Strasbourg 19-22 juin 1985, Leiden, 1987, p. 203-217; K. KILIAN , The Emergence of 
Wanax Ideology in the Mycenaean Palaces, in: Oxford Journal of Archaeology 7, 1988, 
p. 291-302; BARBER 1992, Op.Cit. n. 2; K. WERNER, The Megaron during (he Aegean 
and Anatolian Bronze Age: A Study of Occurrence, Shape, Architectural Adaptation, and 
Function, (Studies in Mediterranean Archaeology CVIII), Jonsered, 1993, p. 57-76; 
SHELMERDINE 2001, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 350-351. 
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evolutionary result of the development of mainland architecture, i.e., a 
natural by-product of the processes that contributed to state formation. 
Yet, there is undeniable evidence which indicates that many of the fea-
tures that would come to characterise 'palatial' architecture - for exam-
ple, monumentality of size, the use of highly specialized masonry tech-
niques, and the existence of a centralised authority capable of organizing 
and directing vast amounts of skilled and non-skilled labour - were 
already present in some areas of the mainland generations before there 
are actual palaces. 

The present paper, then, represents an attempt at a broader investiga-
tion of the extant architectural remains in one particular area of the 
mainland, the Argolid. This approach tries to incorporate not only the 
fragmentary evidence for early megara, but also a wider range of the 
available data, specifically other structures which incorporated elements 
of monumental construction. What emerges from this study is the exis-
tence of four conceptually distinct, yet chronologically overlapping, 
phases distinguished by the nature of the structures to which monumen-
tality is applied: the shaft grave (MH III-LH II) , the tholos tomb (LH 
IIA-LH lIlA: 2), the first palaces (LH IIIA:1-2) and the developed 
palaces (LH IIIA:2-B). It is argued that the changes in the application of 
monumental architectural techniques in this scheme both reflected and 
inspired corresponding changes in the socio-political system that pro-
duced them 12. 

THE SHAFf GRAVE PERIOD 

The first indications of an emerging elite in the Argolid can be found in 
a series of graves dug into the bedrock plateau southwest of the hilltop upon 
which the later palace at Mycenae would be erected 13. Here, the appear-

12 WRIGHT 1987, Op.Cit. n. 10, p. 184. 
13 It should be noted that there are already indications of status differentiation evident 

in the mortuary remains of the Middle Helladic period: G.c. NORDQUIST, A Middle Hel-
ladic Village: Asine in the Argolid, (Acta Universitatis Boreas 16), Stockholm, 1987, 
p. 91-106; G.C. NORDQUIST, Middle Helladic Burial Rites: Some Speculations, in : HAGG 
& MARINATOS 1984, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 35-41; DABNEY & WRIGHT 1990, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 47-
52. At the same time, however, the variety, quantity and quality of the Shaft Grave 
contents indicate that this process of social stratification is undergoing a remarkable 
intensification during the Early Mycenaean period. For a brief discussion on the origin of 
the Shaft Grave form, see S. HILLER, On the Origins of the Shaft Graves, in : LAFFINEUR 
1989, Op.Cit. n. 3, p. 137-144. 
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ance of two groups of burials (Grave Circles A and B)14 whose use 
spanned the late Middle Helladic through LH IT periods attests to a sudden 
and unparalleled influx of wealth to the regionl5 . The most visible indica-
tion of the newfound prosperity of this emerging elite can be found in the 
quantity and quality of the tomb contents, the presence and concentration 
of which at Mycenae suggests that the local elite, at least in part, derived, 
maintained and advertised their positions of authority through exclusive 
access to the trade networks and production centres of the Aegeanl6• In 
stark contrast to the ostentatious nature of the goods they contained, the 
graves themselves may at first glance appear to have been rather simple 
constructions, representing only a modest elaboration in design over the 
typical cist grave of the preceding Middle Helladic period. Nevertheless, 
there are several indications that, even at this early period, architecture 
was beginning to enter the competitive arena of conspicuous consumption. 

Two significant developments that illustrate an increasing emphasis 
on monumentality can be detected in the physical structure of the Shaft 
Graves themselves. One such change can be seen in the overall form of 

14 For general reference to the tombs of Grave Circle A, see G. KARO, Die Schacht-
grliber von Mykenai, in : Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archiiologischen Institut - Athenis-
che Abteilung 40, 1915, p. 113-230; G. KARO, Die Schachtgriiber von Mykenai, Munich, 
1930; G.E. MYLO NAS, Mycenae and the Mycenaean Age, Princeton, 1966, p. 90-97. For 
the tombs in Grave Circle B, see G.E. MYLONAS, Ho taphikos kyklos B ton Mykenon, 
Athens, 1973; MYLONAS 1966, p. 97-105. A good summary of the evidence for both cir-
cles can be found in G. GRAZIADlO, The Process of Social Stratification at Mycenae in the 
Shaft Grave Period: A Comparative Examination of the Evidence, in: American Journal 
of Archaeology 95, 1991, p. 403-440. A survey of recent discussions on the Shaft Graves 
and their implications for our understanding of contemporary Mycenaean society can be 
found in RUITER 2001, Op.Cit. n. 4, p. 135ff. 

15 For a recent bibliography on the chronology of the Shaft Graves, see RUITER 2001, 
Op.Cit. n. 4, p. 135-136 & n. 165-166. 

16 DICKINSON 1977, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 36; R. HAGG, On the Nature of the Minoan Influ-
ence in Early Mycenaean Messenia, in: Opuscula Atheniensia 14, 1982, p. 27-37: 35; 
R. HAGG, Degrees and Character of the Minoan Influence on the Mainland, in : HAGG & 
MARINATOS 1984, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 119-122; DICKINSON 1984, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 115-118; 
J.B. RUITER & C.W. ZERNER, Early Hellado-Minoan Contacts, in: HAGG & MARINATOS 
1984, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 75-83: 80; DICKINSON 1989, Op.Cit. n. 3; DABNEY & WRIGHT 1990, 
Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 49-50 with additional references; WRIGHT 1995, Op.Cit. n. 3, p. 72; RUT-
TER 2001, Op.Cit. n. 4, p. 145; SHELMERDINE 2001, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 353. Note, however, 
the important role played by the Aegean islands in the transmission of products between 
Crete and the mainland (see, for example, J.F. CHERRY & J.L. DAVIS, The Cyclades and 
the Greek Mainland in LC I: The Evidence of Pottery, in : American Journal of Archae-
ology 86, 1982, p. 333-341; E. SCHOFIELD, The Western Cyclades and Crete: A 'Special 
Relationship', in: Oxford Journal of Archaeology 1, 1982, p. 9-26; RUITER 2001, Op.Cit. 
n. 4, p. 145. The role played by these island centres on the development of elite society at 
Mycenae deserves further investigation. 
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the tomb, as the simple hollow of the Middle Helladic cist grave was 
now replaced with a roughly hewn chamber set at the bottom of a deep 
shaft, the chambers often being provided with built features, such as 
pebble floors, rubble-lined walls and slab roofs. A second, and more 
obvious, physical change can be seen in the striking increase in the over-
all size of the tomb, an increase evident not only in the amplified dimen-
sions of the burial chambers but also in the presence of the deep shafts 
which were set above them 17. There is little doubt, then, that the con-
struction of a Shaft Grave was a far more demanding affair than that 
which had been practised during the preceding era, one which required 
access to and control of an increasing investment of labour resources 
than had been necessary and/or available previouslyI8. 

Moreover, the architectural innovations evident in the construction of 
the shaft graves also produced (or were themselves the products of) sig-
nificant changes in conceptual attitudes towards the relationship between 
the worlds of the living and the dead. In the most obvious sense, the 
depth Df the shaft and the presence of the intervening fill provided a 
greater security for both the deceased and his or her grave goods. At the 
same time, these features served to seal the burial chamber from the fill 
above, thereby lending an aspect of permanence to the occupants and 
their possessions that was otherwise lacking in the burials of the Middle 
Helladic period. This novel treatment of, and attitude toward, the dead 
was further enhanced by the introduction of two features set outside the 
tomb proper. The first involved the construction of rubble peribolos 
wallsl9 which encircled the burials and served to isolate them from the 

17 The graves range in size from roughly 3.0 by 3.5 metres to 4.5 by 6.4 metres, and 
stand at depths of one to three or four metres (MYLONAS 1966, Op.Cit. n. 14). 

18 WRIGHT 1987, Op.Cit. n. 10, p. 173-174; GRAZIADIO 1991, Op.Cit. n. 14, p. 404, 
409. One quantitative method for measuring " monumentality" is the calculation of the 
amount of labour needed for the successful completion of a building project, Abrams' 
"energetics" (see references to his work: ABRAMS 1994, Op.Cit. n. 8). The Shaft Graves 
would seem to be prime candidates to receive such attention, though only one such 
attempt has yet been made. In this regard, Wright has estimated that the excavation of 
Tomb V in Grave Circle A would have required the removal of 98 cubic metres of soil 
(compared to an average of two cubic metres for a typical MH cist grave), a task that 
would have taken ten men ten days to complete (i.e. one hundred mandays of labour) 
based upon the assumption that one man can remove one cubic metre of soil per day, 
though such a calculation does still not take into account the effort necessary for the exca-
vation of the bedrock or the removal of the excavated soil from the site: WRIGHT 1987, 
Op.Cit. n. 10, p. 174. 

19 The peri bolos wall that now encircles Grave Circle A was a later addition, con-
structed in the LH lIIB period in association with an expansion of the citadel wall. For the 
earlier form of the grave enclosure, see MYLONAS 1966, Op.Cit. n. 14, p. 95; C. GATES, 
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community at large, thus providing the distinction in economic and 
social status already evidenced by the rich grave goods with a perma-
nent, physical form that carried the lofty standing of the deceased into 
the world of the living2o. The second saw the erection above the burial 
shafts of stone stelai21, which served as permanent memorials to the 
deceased, not only to the inhabitants of Mycenae, for whom these large-
scale relief sculptures would have been a novel and striking spectacle, 
but also to any visitors to the site, whose entry to the citadel would have 
brought them alongside both cemeteries22. 

Despite their apparently modest form, then, it is clear that the Shaft 
Graves did, in fact, mark a significant change from Middle Helladic bur-
ial customs. In addition to the obvious physical elaboration in both the 
size and form of the individual tombs, the requirements for their con-
struction extended beyond the mere material wealth illustrated by the 
grave goods, for they now demanded the organization and control of 
groups of workers beyond the immediately family. In this regard, their 
appearance signals the entry of architecture into the arsenal of weapons 
available in the game of conspicuous consumption being enacted in the 
Argolid. At the same time, however, the limited extent of the Grave Cir-
cles and their proximity to Mycenae itself suggest that the intended audi-
ence was largely a local one. And, despite the architectural innovations 
afforded to them, there seems little reason to doubt that the primary 
means through which their occupants participated in the competition for 
status lay in the remarkable wealth and diversity of the grave goods 
themselves, and the ceremonies which advertised their deposition. 

THE ERA OF THE THOLOS TOMB 

The end of the Shaft Grave period was marked by a striking innova-
tion in burial practice with the introduction of a new type of monumen-

Rethinking the Building History of Grave Circle A at Mycenae, in : Ameri can Journal of 
Archaeology 89, 1985, p. 263-274; R. LAFFIN EUR, Le cercle des tombes de Schliemann: 
cent dix ans apres, in : LAFFINEUR 1987, Op.Cit. n. 10, p. 117-126; R. LAFFINEUR, Grave 
Circle A at Mycenae: Further Reflections on Its History, in: HAGG & NORDQUIST 1990, 
Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 201-206. 

20 DABNEY & WRIGHT 1990, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 49. 
2 1 W.A. HEURTLEY, The Grave Stelai, in: Annual of the British School at Athens 25, 

1921-23, p. 126-146; MYLONAS 1966, Op.Cit. n. 14, p. 93-94, 107-109, 188-189; 
GRAZIADIO 1991, Op.Cit. n. 14, p. 411. 

22 WRIGHT 1987, Op.Cit. n. 10, p. 175. 
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tal structure to the funerary landscape, the tholos tomb23. These con-
structions seem to have made their first appearance towards the end of 
the Middle Helladic period in Messenia24, and by the LH ITA period had 
begun to spread to the rest of the Peloponnese and much of the central 
mainland25• In the Argolid, where the tholos tomb soon replaced the 
Shaft Grave as the prime marker of elite funerary display, a total of fif-
teen tholos tombs were constructed between the LH ITA and IIIA:2 peri-
ods - nine at Mycenae (the Cyclopean Tomb, Epano Phoumos, the 
Tomb of Aegisthus, the Panaghia Tomb, Kato Phoumos, the Lion Tomb, 
the Tomb of the Genii, the Tomb of Klytemnestra and the Treasury of 
Atreus), as well as single examples at Berbati, Dendra, Kazarma, Kokla, 
Prosymna and Tiryns26• 

23 The bibliography on tho los tomb construction is enormous, but the reader is 
directed to these particularly important works: A.1.B. WACE. Excavations at Mycenae. IX 
- The Tholos Tombs, in: Annual of the British School at Athens 25, 1921-23, p. 283-402; 
O.E. MYLONAS, Ancient Mycenae: Capital City of Agamemnon, Princeton, 1957, p. 83-
102; My LONAS 1966, Op.Cit. n. 14, p. 118-131; DICKINSON 1977, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 59-65; 
O. PELON, Tholoi, tumuli et cercles funeraires: Recherches sur les monuments funeraires 
de plan circulaire dans l'Egee de l'age du Bronze -IIIe e( lie millenaire avo f.-c. , Paris, 
1976; W.O. CAVANAGH & C.B. MEE, A Private Place: Death in Prehistoric Greece, 
(Studies in Mediterranean Archaeology 125), Jonsered, 1998, passim. 

24 It is generally acknowledged that the first true tholos tomb on the mainland can be 
found at the site of Koryphasion, in south-western Messenia, for which see I. LOLOS, The 
Tholos Tomb at Koryphasion: Evidence for the Transition from Middle to Late Helladic 
in Messenia, in : LAFFINEUR 1989, Op.Cit. n. 3, p. 171-175; O.S. KORRES, The Relations 
between Crete and Messenia in the Late Middle Helladic and Early Late Helladic Period, 
in: HAGG & MARINATOS 1984, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 141-152: 146-149; O.S. KORRES, Messe-
nia and its Commercial Connections in the Bronze Age, in: C. ZERNER, P. ZERNER & 
J. WINDER (eds.), Wace and Blegen: Pottery as Evidence for Trade in the Aegean Bronze 
Age 1939-1989. Proceedings of the International Conference held at the American School 
of Classical Studies, Athens, Dec. 2-3, 1989, Amsterdam, 1993, p. 231-248: 236-237; 
RUTTER 2001, Op.Cit. n. 4, p. 139; SHELMERDINE 2001, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 352. 

25 For a recent summary of the evidence for the spread of the tholos tomb, see P. DAR-
CQUE, Les tholoi et I'organisation socio-politique du monde mycenien, in LAFFINEUR 
1987, Op.Cit. n. 1, p. 185-205; CAVANAGH & MEE 1998, Op.Cit. n. 23. Though the avail-
able data are fragmentary at best, the earliest tholos tombs in the Argolid (the tholoi at 
Berbati and Kazarma, and the Cyclopean, Epano Phoumos and Aegisthus tombs at Myce-
nae) appear to date no later than the LH IIA period. See infra n. 26. 

26 Unfortunately, because the majority of the Argolid tholoi had been robbed in antiq-
uity, only a few of them can be dated with any degree of certainty. In the absence of reli-
able stratigraphic and contextual information, then, it is the architecture of the tombs 
themselves which must provide the foundation for the development of any chronological 
sequence. Following his excavations of the tholoi at Mycenae, Wace constructed the first 
such scheme (still generally accepted by scholars), dividing the tombs into three groups 
of three tombs based upon the presence and/or absence of certain architectural features. 
The first group of tho los tombs - including the Cyclopean Tomb, the tombs at Kato and 
Epano Phoumos, the Tomb of Aegisthus, the Panaghia Tomb and the Lion Tomb -
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While it is true that the specific architectural elements and details of 
construction varied widely from one tomb to the next, all tholoi were char-
acterized by a relatively standardized plan: an entrance passage, or dro-
mos, leading to the tomb entrance proper, the stomion, which itself opens 
onto the burial chamber, or thalamos, where bodies were either placed on 
the floor or set into pits, cists or shafts dug into the ground, and which was 
sunk into the side of a shallow hill. Thus, while each new monument 
showed slight variation from this standard, either through an increase in 
size, a change in the distribution of masonry elements or the addition of 
novel features such as side chambers or decorated fac;ades, once intro-
duced to the Argolid, the tholos tomb continued to conform to the same 
basic principles of design throughout its history. It is therefore not in terms 
of changes in overall form, but rather in terms of the modification of its 
secondary architectural characteristics that the tholos tomb must be under-
stood as an evolving instrument of conspicuous consumption. 

The monumental aspects of tholos tombs need hardly be stressed, 
especially when viewed beside the other tomb types current in the Late 
Helladic period, the chamber tomb and the pit/cist grave27• While all 
three tomb types required the excavation and disposal of large amounts 

appears to have been constructed near the citadel of Mycenae sometime during the LH 
IIA period, a date which is also assigned to the tomb at Kazarma. The tombs at Prosymna 
and Berbati may have been constructed shortly thereafter, followed by those at Dendra, 
Kokla and Tiryns, as well as the Tomb of the Genii at Mycenae, perhaps during the LH 
IIB or early in the LH lIlA : 1 period. The last, and grandest, of these constructions - the 
Tomb of Klytemnestra and the Treasury of Atreus - appear towards the end of the LH 
IIIA:2 or early in the LH IIIB period. 

A complete bibliography of tho los tombs up to 1976 appears in PELON 1976, Op.Cit. 
n. 23, to which can be added: for the Treasury of Atreus, W.G. CAVANAGH & C.B. MEE, 
Building the Treasury of Atreus, in: P.P. BETANCOURT, V. KARAGEORGHIS, R. LAFFINEUR 
& W.-D. NIEMEIER (eds.), Meletemata: Studies in Aegean Archaeology Presented to Mal-
colm H. Wiener as He Enters His 65,h Year, (Aegaeum 20), Liege, 1999, p. 93-102; for 
Berbati, B. SANTILLO-FRIZELL, The Tholos Tomb at Berbati, in: Opuscula Atheniensia 15, 
1984, p. 25-44; for Kokla, K. DEMAKOPOULOU, The Burial Ritual in the Tholos Tomb at 
Kokla, Argolis, in: HAGG & NORDQUIST 1990, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 113-123. See also the 
references in n. 23. 

27 For general reference to chamber tombs and cist graves, see MYLONAS 1966, 
Op.Cit. n. 14, p. 111-118; O.T.P.K. DICKINSON, Cist Graves and Chamber Tombs, in : 
Annual of the British School at Athens 78, 1983, 55-67; A. XENAKI-SAKELLARIOU, Hoi 
thalamoi taphoi ton Mykenon: Anaskaphes Khr. Tsounta 1887-1898, Paris, 1985; 
K.S. SHELTON, Tsountas' Chamber Tombs at Mycenae, in: ArchEph, 1993, p. 187-210; 
N. PAPADIMITRIOU, Built Chamber Tombs of Middle and Late Bronze Age Date in Main-
land Greece and the Islands, (BAR International Series 925), Oxford, 2001. For a more 
recent bibliography and list of approaches to the study of chamber tombs, see RUTTER 
2001, Op.Cit. n. 4, p. 139 n. 186. 
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of soil and/or bedrock, the volume of material excavated for the con-
struction of tholos tombs required a labour input far in excess of that 
necessary for the others28• Likewise, while the basic architectural forms 
of the chamber tomb and the tholos tomb were rather similar in concept, 
the provision of the latter with stone walls and corbel vaults demon-
strates a significant increase in labour expenditure. The presence of these 
stone linings, moreover, provided the tholos tomb with an aspect of per-
manence that was lacking in both the chamber tomb and pit grave. Thus, 
while it is true that the majority of the Shaft Graves were provided with 
markers advertising both their presence and the legacy of their occu-
pants, and that the reuse of chamber tombs indicates that knowledge of 
their existence was more than merely ephemeral, it is difficult to believe 
that the massive nature of and the architectural refinements afforded to 
the tholos tombs did not serve to make a more profound psychological 
impression on their viewers, especially if one supposes that the con-
struction of these funerary monuments began during the lifetime of their 
occupants and spanned several years. 

Perhaps the most significant aspect of the increased expenditure of 
resources lay in the notable rise in the size and nature of the workforce 
employed, since the larger kin group, which likely supplied the labour 
necessary for the construction of the Shaft Graves, could no longer meet 
the demands of these new building projects, especially for the larger 
tombs. The construction of the tholos tomb, then, marked a change not 

28 As was the case with the Shaft Graves, the tho los tombs appear to be excellent can-
didates for energetics calculations (see supra n. 8), though only two of them have 
received such attention. Nevertheless, these two examples do provide some quantitative 
indication of the vast increase that transpired at Mycenae with respect to the investment 
of labour capital (and, indirectly, the availability of labour resources) into monumental 
construction projects. For the Tomb of Aegisthus (which we might understand as a tomb 
in the " mid-range"), Wright has estimated that a total of 2395 cubic metres of soil would 
have to have been excavated to allow merely for the beginning of the construction; i.e. 
this calculation, which still yields a total labour input of 2400 mandays (compared to the 
98 required for Shaft Grave V), does not take into account the effort necessary for the 
gathering and transport of the stone used in the construction of the walls or the time 
needed for the dressing (including the ashlar blocks of the stomion) and laying (including 
the corbel vault in the chamber) of the stones, nor does it incorporate the effort necessary 
for the quarrying, transport, setting and dressing of the lintel blocks. See WRIGHT 1987, 
Op.Cit. n. 10, p. 174. For the Treasury of Atreus (which stands as the pinnacle of tholos 
tomb construction), Cavanagh and Mee have conducted a thorough analysis of all aspects 
involved in the construction process, and calculated a total labour investment of at least 
20 000 mandays, a figure which they compare to that required for the construction of the 
fourth century Temple of Asklepios at Epidauros. See CAVANAGH & MEE 1999, Op.Cit. 
n.26. 
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only in the nature of the workforce employed, but also in the logistical 
capabilities of its overseers, who now would have had to attract, orga-
nize and direct teams of workmen drawn from beyond the immediate 
family group, thus necessitating the creation and maintenance of a net-
work of relationships based not upon blood ties, but upon compensation, 
status and, perhaps more importantly, prestige. In societal terms, then, 
the construction of increasingly larger tholos tombs throughout the LH II 
and LH III periods marked a corresponding increase in the level of 
socio-political complexity in the Argolid, as Mycenaean society moved 
away from the chiefdoms that had characterized the Shaft Grave period, 
and closer to the state system that would dominate the political land-
scape of the LH 1IIA:2-B period. 

The notions of permanence and monumentality conjured up by the 
construction of these new tomb types were further enhanced by the 
introduction of a new architectural refinement - ashlar masonry29. This 
practice of cutting and setting stones represented a clear increase not 
only in technical expertise of the tomb builders but also in their labour 
expenditure, and thus marked a significant increase in terms of the con-
spicuous display of elite resources. Construction in ashlar masonry 
required knowledge of suitable stone sources, mostly poros limestone 
and conglomerate, the ability to quarry the material and transport it to 
the construction site, and the expertise to properly set the stones in a sta-
ble fashion. Moreover, in addition to the mastering of the technical pro-
ficiency necessary to cut and shape the stones in a proper fashion, these 
masons required the creation of an entirely new set of tools, including 
saws, chisels and rasps, with which to perform this work. 

As was the case with the tholos tomb, the use of ashlar appears to 
have been adopted from outside the Argolid. The most obvious candi-

29 For ashlar masonry on Crete, see G. H ULT, Bronze Age Ashlar Masonry in the Easl-
ern Mediterranean: Cyprus, Ugarit , and Neighbouring Regions, (Studies in Mediter-
ranean Archaeology LXVI), Goteborg, 1983, p. 44-49. For ashlar masonry on the main-
land, see WRIGHT In8, Op.Cit. n. 2, 134-150 & 272-280; H ULT 1983, p. 49-52. 

At Mycenae, ashlar appears in the Tomb of Aegisthus (the later stomion), the Panaghia 
(the stomion and part of the dromos), Kato Phoumos (the dromos and stomion, and the 
foundation course of the thalamos) and Lion Tombs (the dromos and its blocking wall, 
the stomion [which was composed of conglomerate with a poros facing] and the founda-
tion course of the thai amos), the Tomb of the Genii (the lower courses of the dromos, and 
the entire stomion and thai amos), the Treasury of Atreus (rendered entirely in poros and 
conglomerate ashlar) and the Tomb of Klytemnestra (also rendered entire in ashlar); else-
where, it appears at Berbati (stomion), Dendra (stomion) and Prosymna (stomion and part 
of the dromos). 
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date for a source of this technique is Crete, where ashlar masonry served 
as the premiere masonry style throughout the Protopalatial and Neopala-
tial periods30• This association is made more attractive when one consid-
ers the profound influence which Minoan society appears to have 
exerted in other artistic and technical areas31 • However, the transmission 
of this building technique to the Argolid may have been more complex 
than once believed: recent work by the University of Minnesota at the 
site of Pylos has unearthed evidence that ashlar was already being cut on 
the mainland as early as the LH I period32• Indeed, there is an abundance 
of archaeological evidence suggesting that this area of the mainland 
played a particularly important role not only in the circulation of 
Minoan-style artefacts to the rest of Greece, but also in the general dif-
fusion of the ideological and socio-political aspects of state formation33. 

In any event, whatever its exact manner of transmission, there is little 
doubt that ashlar construction became the masonry style par excellence 
in the Argolid during the LH II through LH IlIA: 1 periods. 

Interestingly, despite the close connection between tholos tombs and 
ashlar masonry, their introduction does not appear to have been interre-
lated. Indeed, two of the tombs in the immediate vicinity of Mycenae 
(Cyclopean, Epano Phoumos) and three along the periphery of the 
Argive Plain (Tiryns, Kokla, Kazarma) were composed entirely in rub-
ble fashion. The best evidence for the independent origin of these fea-
tures, however, derives from the Tomb of Aegisthus, where an ashlar 
ｦ｡ｾ｡､･＠ was appended onto the original rubble stomion. This arrangement 
would seem to indicate that the use of cut stone postdates rather than 
coincides with the introduction of the tholos tomb, despite the fact that 
ashlar masonry quickly became a standard element in its construction. 
At the same time, however, it is interesting, and likely significant, that 
only two of the tombs - the Tomb of Klytemnestra and the Treasury of 
Atreus - were rendered entirely in this fashion. It is possible, of course, 
that this selective use of cut stone is a reflection of the limited availabil-

30 WRIGHT 1978, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 147,272; HULT 1983, Op.Cit. n. 29, p. 72. 
31 See, for example, HAGG 1982, Op.Cit. n. 16; HAGG 1984, Op.Cit. n. 16; DICKI NSON 

1984, Op.Cit. n. 2; S. HOOD, A Minoan Empire in the Aegean in the 16th and 15th Cen-
turies B.C.?, in: Hligg & Marinatos 1984, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 33-38; RUTTER & ZERNER 
1984, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 75-83; KORRES 1984, Op.Cit. n. 24, p. lSI; KORRES 1993, Op.Cit. 
n. 24, p. 237-239. For a recent bibliography on the nature and extent of Mycenaean con-
tacts with the Aegean and beyond, see RUTTER 2001, Op.Cit. n. 4, n. 198-199. 

32 M.e. NELSON, The Architecture of Epano Engiianos, Greece, Ph.D. dissertation, 
University of Toronto, 2001; M.e. NELSON, in this volume. 

33 KORRES 1984, Op.Cit. n. 24, p. ISO-lSI; KORRES 1984, Op.Cit. n. 24, p. 237-238. 
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ity of resources, an argument which has also been posited for the vari-
ability in tomb size and the wealth of the grave goods. On the other 
hand, it is interesting to note that in those tombs where ashlar was only 
partially utilized, it was concentrated in the exterior areas of the tombs, 
particularly around the doorway. And, in fact, it seems instead that cut 
stone masonry was consciously applied to those areas of the tomb where 
it would have made the most powerful impression upon the viewer - the 
entranceway and the door. 

As an instrument of conspicuous consumption, then, the appearance 
of the tholos tomb signalled three noteworthy changes in conception 
from the earlier Shaft Graves and the contemporary chamber tombs. 
Firstly, the sheer size and the attention given to architectural refinements 
marked a significant increase in terms of the amount of physical, capital 
and symbolic resources expended on the part of the builders, suggesting 
a corresponding rise in the status of the elite in the Argolid. Secondly, 
the distinct and separate positions of the individual tomb sites and the 
lack of any cohesive mechanism linking them together in the landscape 
suggest that the deceased were now displaying their power as discrete 
groups, rather than as a collective subsection of the larger community34. 

And, thirdly, their widespread distribution throughout the Argolid and 
the lack of any visual connections linking them to neighbouring sites 
indicates that the audience to which they were advertising power should 
be understood as operating on a regional scale35• 

It is unfortunate that the vast majority of these tombs were plundered 
before they could be excavated. As a result, much of the material and 
contexts into which it was placed have been lost. Nevertheless, there is 
enough fragmentary evidence to suggest that the deposition of exotic 
goods and the ceremonies that accompanied the burial of the deceased 
continued in much the same fashion as that which had been practiced in 
the preceding era. Now, however, the main element in this competitive 
display of resources lay in the architecture of the tomb itself. 

34 For reference to various theories concerning the location of chamber and tholos 
tombs, see C.B. MEE & W.G. CAVANAGH, The Spatial Distribution of Mycenaean Tombs, 
in: Annual o/the British School at Athens 85, 1990, p. 225-243. 

35 For the tholos tomb as a marker of elite and/or royal authority, see DARcQuE 1987, 
Op.Cit. n. 25, p. 202-203; WRIGHT 1987, Op.Cit. n. 10; O. PELON, Les tombs a tholos 
d'Argolide: architecture et rituel funeraire, in : HAGG & NORDQUIST 1990, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 
107-112. 
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THE FIRST PALACES 

What is striking here, especially given its close association with pala-
tial architecture, both on Minoan Crete and at Pylos, is the apparent 
absence of ashlar from such constructions in the Argolid during this 
period. That cut stone construction was incorporated into the building 
projects at Mycenae and Tiryns is indicated by its widespread presence 
at both sites. Little, if any, of this material, however, was found in situ; 
instead, with perhaps a few exceptions, all of the extant blocks discov-
ered were reused in the rubble walls of the LH IIIB palaces. Given the 
absence of any solid context, the exact date to which these lost ashlar 
buildings should be assigned is uncertain, but a date of LH lllA: 1 seems 
likely36. In architectural terms, it is at this time that both Mycenae and 
Tiryns underwent massive renovation projects involving the levelling of 
vast areas of the hilltops and the construction of monumental terraces 
and foundation walls; and while the exact identification of what these 
terraces supported is uncertain, the most likely candidate would be these 
new ashlar buildings. The best evidence for these early structures comes 
from Tiryns, where German excavations over the past century have 
uncovered the remains of two early megara dating to the LH IIIA : 1 
period37. Similar evidence from Mycenae is more fragmentary, but there 
are still indications that some of the walls incorporated into the later llIB 
megaron date to an earlier, perhaps IIIA: 1, phase38. 

This patchy evidence for LH IIIA palaces in the Argolid is further 
supplemented by additional data derived from non-architectural sources 
which also point to the existence of a palatial economy39. This same 

36 WRIGHT 1978, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 136. 
37 KILIAN 1987, Op.Cit. n. 11 ; KILIAN 1988, Op.Cit. n. 11, p. 294; BARBER 1992, 

Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 17-18. Kilian identified the presence of an earlier megaron on the citadel 
dated perhaps to the late MH period (KILIAN 1987, Op.Cit. n. II, p. 213; KILIAN 1988, 
Op.Cit. n. II , p. 296), but there is no direct evidence indicating that this structure should 
be labelled palatial, despite its possible association with frescoes. 

38 Wace suggested the existence of a LH I-II palace on the hilltop (WACE 1921-23, 
Op.Cit. n. 23, p. 147-282: 269-269; A.J.B. WACE, Mycenae: An Archaeological History 
and Guide, Princeton, 1949, p. 73-75, 87), as did Mylonas (MYLONAS 1957, Op.Cit. n. 23, 
p.66; MYLONAS 1966, Op.Cit. n. 14, p. 59), though, again, there is no evidence to suggest 
that these structures operated as palaces: SHELMERDINE 2001, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 350. See 
also K. SCHAAR, An Interpretation of the Palace Plan at Mycenae, Ph.D. dissertation, 
Cornell University, 1979, p. 28, 32-34, 80-85; KILIAN 1988, Op.Cit. n. 11, p. 295-296; 
BARBER 1992, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 15-16. 

39 DICKI NSON 1984, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 117; DICKINSON 1989, Op.Cit. n. 3, p. 131-132; 
KILIAN 1988, Op.Cit. n. 11, p. 296; SHELMERDINE 2001, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 349-355. It is 
becoming increasingly acknowledged that any attempt to identify early 'palaces' in the 
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period also supplies the earliest certain evidence not only for the local 
production of exotic goods, but also for a great expansion of Mycenaean 
trade overseas, first into the Aegean, and then into the larger Mediter-
ranean world40• It is likely no coincidence that this fluorescence of local 
industries and explosion of foreign trade coincides roughly with both the 
destruction of all but one of the Minoan palaces, as well as the entire 
network of Neopalatial "villas" which had depended upon them, and the 
gradual withdrawal of Minoan activity from the Aegean and the Near 
East. 

Previous scholars have argued that the collapse of this system was the 
result of an ill-defined Mycenaean conquest of the island around 1450 
B.C., but there is little indication that the mainlanders of this period pos-
sessed the technical or logistical capability of mounting such a massive 
naval and land campaign. A more likely scenario is one in which the 
Mycenaean elite, faced with the loss of the economic network upon 
which their position had relied, initiated a radical overhaul of the exist-
ing socio-political system which saw the creation of a new palace econ-
omy through the adoption and adaptation of the technical and bureau-
cratic skills they had seen in operation on Crete. In this light, the 
expansion of Mycenaean activity into the Aegean and beyond into the 
markets of the Near East may be interpreted as a successful attempt to 
fill the vacuum created by the loss of Minoan economic power overseas. 

It is likely significant, then, that the radical changes in settlement 
planning and the first appearance of palatial structures during this period 
also coincide with a major shift in contemporary elite burial practices. 
With the exception of the Tomb of Klytemnestra and the Treasury of 
Atreus, tholos tombs cease to be constructed in the Argolid after the LH 
rnA: 1 period, nor is there any evidence that the earlier structures con-
tinued to be utilized past the LH rnA:2 period. Two further observations 
are significant here. Firstly, while the tholos tomb fell out of fashion at 
this time, the other grave types which had characterized the preceding 
period, namely the chamber tomb and the cist grave, continued in use; 

archaeological record must take into account a broader definition of what constitutes a 
palace, i.e. the presence of a 'megaron' can no longer be seen as indicating the existence 
of a palace without additional archaeological support: DABNEY & WRIGHT 1990, Op.Cit. 
n. 2, p. 47; BARBER 1992, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 13; R. LAFFINEUR, Aspects of Rulership at 
Mycenae in the Shaft Grave Period, in : REHAK 1995, Op.Cit. n. 3, p. 81-94: 83; 
SHELMERDINE 2001, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 351. 

40 For a brief but recent discussion on trade in the Mycenaean era complete with ref-
erences, see SHELMERDINE 2001, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 352-353. 
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indeed, the chamber tomb became the standard burial structure for the 
occupants of the Argolid throughout the rest of the Bronze Age. Sec-
ondly, the disappearance of the tholos tomb appears to be a phenomenon 
largely confined to the area of the Argolid; indeed, tholos tombs con-
tinue to be constructed in areas where they had appeared during the early 
phases of the LH period, and in fact, the practice now spread into new 
regions not only of the Greek mainland, but also of the larger Aegean 
world. It would seem, therefore, that this marked change did not repre-
sent a general, or even regional, shift, but instead serves to indicate that 
the elite in the Argolid now chose to invest the bulk of their resources in 
projects of a different nature, namely, the first palaces. 

THE DEVELOPED STATE 

This same rough period also witnessed a major development in 
masonry practices in the Argolid, as, with few exceptions, construction 
in limestone ashlar disappeared41• Coinciding with its decline and even-
tual disappearance, however, was the emergence and spread of a second 
type of monumental construction - Cyclopean masonry42. The first use 
of this technique can be seen as early as the late Middle Helladic and 
early Late Helladic periods in Messenia and at a handful of sites else-
where on the mainland, but its earliest appearance in the Argolid is in 
the LH IlIA: 1 terrace walls mentioned above at Tiryns and Mycenae43

• 

41 The latest use of paras ashlar masonry at Mycenae appears in the Great Court west 
of the palace megaron, where several courses are still visible on the west, north and east 
walls (W ACE 1921-1923, Op.Cit.footnote 23, p. 72-73; WRIGHT 1978, Op.Cit. n. 2, 
p. 136; HULT 1983, Op.Cit. n. 29, p. 51). This court dates to the LH IlIB period, but it 
seems that the ashlar walls themselves replaced similar structures dating from the LH 
IlIA: 1 or IlIA :2 periods. The presence of numerous ashlar blocks rebuilt into the rubble 
walls of the LH IlIB palace in this area attests to the existence of a lost suite of rooms in 
the area that had been rendered, at least partially, in ashlar fashion, but it seems that when 
the area was rebuilt during the subsequent phase, only the walls of the court were deemed 
important enough to receive such treatment. No extant paras ashlar walls dating to 
the LH IlIB period are preserved at Tiryns, though here again, the LH IIIB rubble walls 
of the Upper Citadel incorporate a number of cut stone blocks whose reuse attests to the 
existence of an earlier, likely LH lIlA, suite of ashlar rooms. 

42 For reference to the use of Cyclopean masonry in mainland architecture, see 
WRIGHT 1978, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 157b-263 & 278-281; N.C. loADER, Building in Cyclopean 
Masonry with Specific Reference to the Mycenaean Fortifications on Mainland Greece, 
(Studies in Mediterranean Archaeology, Pocketbook 148), 10nsered, 1998. 

43 Wright (WRIGHT 1978, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 162, 169-170) has suggested that Cyclopean 
walls were present in the Argolid as early as the LH II period at Argos and Kandia, but it 
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The movement toward this new style of construction steadily gathered 
momentum over the next century, however, by which time its use 
became widespread throughout the area. This phenomenon was echoed 
throughout the mainland, and by the LH IIIB period, the practice of con-
structing in Cyclopean masonry had become so widespread throughout 
Greece, that it can no longer be disassociated from the diffusion of 
Mycenaean culture itself. 

At its most basic level, Cyclopean masonry exudes power. While the 
attraction of ashlar lay in the subtle skill of its detailed workmanship and 
the aesthetic quality of its orderly fac;:ades, Cyclopean walls imposed 
themselves on the viewer with a remarkable physical and psychological 
force. This characteristic might lead one to suggest that the switch in 
construction methods signalled a corresponding increase in technical 
proficiency. In fact, however, the reverse is the case: in terms of techni-
cal skill, Cyclopean masonry actually represents a major reduction in the 
level of expertise required for its execution. Despite the impression cre-
ated by the massive size of the individual stones and the sheer magni-
tude of many of the structures to which they were applied, Cyclopean 
masonry is, in effect, rubble masonry writ on a grand scale44

• While 
some of these stones may have been roughly dressed with hammers or 
similar instruments, there was no need to work the individual boulders to 
any degree of accuracy, neither to permit their laying nor to provide 
basic stability. Unlike ashlar, whose structural integrity relied upon the 
precise execution of a number of highly exacting features - the cutting 
and laying of the horizontal faces, the uniformity of course height, the 
bonding of the cut fac;:ades to their rubble interiors and the stability of 
their comers - the factors which contributed to the soundness of Cyclo-
pean constructions were of a more rudimentary nature - the friction gen-
erated by the mass of the individual stones, the thickness of the walls 
and the addition of small stones into the interstices between the larger 
boulders. Thus, in essence, these walls were laid in the same manner in 
which rubble walls had been laid for millennia. Moreover, the boulders 

is uncertain what evidence there is to support such an early date. Loader (supra n. 42, 
p. 11) dates the earliest Cyclopean terrace walls at Mycenae to the LH IlIA period. 
Recent excavations at Midea, however, have brought to light a small section of Cyclo-
pean walling that was cut by the construction of the LH I1IB megaron complex, and the 
excavator has assigned a date of LH II to the original structure to which it originally 
belonged (G. WALBERG, The Megaron Complex on the Lower Terraces at Midea, in : 
BETANCOURT et al. 1999, Op.Cit. n. 26, p. 887-892: 888). 

44 WRIGHT 1978, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 265-266. 
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incorporated into these walls were gathered largely from local sources, 
likely the huge bedrock outcroppings which protruded from the hilltops 
upon which these settlements were constructed. As a result, there was no 
need to quarry or to transport the blocks over great distances. 

Whatever "monumental" aspects were lost with the disappearance of 
the technical attributes of ashlar, however, were more than replaced by 
new "monumental" features which characterized Cyclopean. The most 
obvious aspect of this new monumentality can be found in the pure enor-
mity of the constructions to which it was applied. In terms of the dimen-
sions of the individual stones, while some of the larger ashlar blocks in 
the Argolid measured upwards of one meter in length, the majority of 
such blocks was of a more manageable size, and as a result, could be 
moved, set and shifted by a small group of men working in concert. 
Cyclopean boulders, on the other hand, could not be so easily manipu-
lated, oftentimes weighing upwards of dozens of tons45. A similar degree 
of scale can be seen in the nature of the structures into which this 
masonry was incorporated. Its most common function was to serve as 
retaining and/or terrace walls, whose widespread occurrence is not sur-
prising given the sloped terrain upon which most of the larger settle-
ments were erected. While it is true that such huge stones would have 
provided secure foundations for whatever buildings they supported, it 
would seem that the choice of this masonry style owed to considerations 
other than purely structural. Indeed, not all retaining walls were con-
structed using massive boulders: for deep, interior walls, smaller rubble 
construction was still used throughout this period. Cyclopean walls, 
however, tended to be constructed where they would bound one or more 
sides of an open space, either a court or roadway, suggesting that at least 
part of their function was visual. In this sense, they mimicked one of the 
monumental features exhibited by ashlar walls, but given the sheer mag-
nitude of some of these structures, it is likely that the earlier technique 
would have been impractical. 

45 According to Mylonas (MYLONAS 1966, Op.Cit. n. 14, p. 12), for example, the 
stones incorporated into the citadel wall at Tiryns average roughly twelve tons in weight. 
Those used in the construction of the Treasury of Atreus averaged between five and ten 
tons, with the largest weighing roughly thirty tons: CAVANAGH & MEE 1999, Op.Cit. n. 
26, p. 96. The largest single block in Mycenaean architecture appears to be the inner lin-
tel block used in the outer stomion of the Treasury of Atreus; its weight has been esti-
mated at 120 tons: CAVANAGH & MEE 1999, Op.Cit. n. 26, p. 96. 
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This aspect of Cyclopean masonry is perhaps no more evident than in 
a second category of structure to which it was applied, the citadel wa1l46. 

If constructing a retaining wall in ashlar blocks would have been diffi-
cult at best, laying a circuit wall of individually cut stones up to lengths 
of a kilometre or more would have been impossible47• On purely practi-
cal grounds, then, Cyclopean masonry lent itself better to the uses which ( 
the builders of these citadel walls applied it. More importantly, however, 
while tholos tombs were discrete monuments which testified to the 
memory of a single lineage, citadel walls advertised the prestige of a 
larger community, that of the entire settlement. In effect, these circuit 
walls served not only to surround, but also to unite, the settlement, a 
psychological effect enhanced by the presence of visually similar terrace 
walls throughout and surrounding the site. 

The community aspect of these constructions must also have been evi-
dent in the workforce which was employed to construct them. It seems 
reasonable that in most instances workers would have used to their 
advantage the close proximity between the stone sources and the walls, 
and the rough, rounded shape of most of the boulders by rolling the indi-
vidual stones into position. But, given the size and mass of the larger 
stones and the oftentimes difficult nature of the terrain on which these 
settlements were situated, it is certain that the amount of labour involved 
far exceeded that necessary in earlier periods. In all likelihood, then, 
these projects would have employed huge gangs of workmen drawn not 
only from the immediate town, but also from the surrounding country-
side, who worked in unison to move and set these massive structures. In 
this regard, the monumentality of Cyclopean architecture is also illustra-
tive of another striking transformation in Mycenaean society, for the 
quantities of labourers required for these constructions presuppose the 
existence of a powerful and dominating authority, one which possessed 
the ability not only to organize and direct the workmen it employed, but 

46 Though they underwent periodic remodellings and expansions, the citadel walls at 
both Tiryns and Mycenae appear to have been first constructed during the LH IlIA: 1 
period (MYLONAS 1966, Op.Cit. n. 14, p. 12, 16, 33; N.C. SCOUFOPOULOS, Mycenaean 
Citadels, Goteborg 1971; WRIGHT 1995, Op.Cit. n. 3, p. 73). 

47 The walls at Tiryns measured ca. 4.5 to 17 metres in thickness and stood to an aver-
age height of ca. 7.5 metres: MYLONAS 1966, Op.Cit. n. 14, p. 12-15; SCOUFOPOULOS 
1971, Op.Cit. n. 46, p. 46-53. The walls at Mycenae measured between five and eight 
metres thick, and describe a perimeter ca. 900 metres in length: MYLONAS 1966, Op.Cit. 
n. 14, p. 19-33; SCOUFOPOULOS 1971, Op.Cit. n. 46, p. 34-46; their original height 
remains unknown. Even larger constructions can be found elsewhere, for example, at 
Teikhos Dymaion and Midea. 
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also to design and implement the logistical strategies which these pro-
jects entailed. 

The very presence of these massive fortification walls stands as one 
testament to the existence and power of this developed state, though by 
no means the only one. Indeed, nowhere is the overreaching nature of 
this centralized authority more apparent, perhaps, than in the conception 
and creation of two new engineering projects that appeared in the 
Argolid during the LH IIIB period. The first involved the laying out of a 
complex system of roads and bridges that connected the major sites 
within the region to one another and extended beyond the borders of the 
Argive plain to provide communication with the major centres of the 
southern Corinthia48. Associated with these road works was a second 
major engineering initiative, the erection of a massive earthen embank-
ment lined in sections with Cyclopean masonry49. Situated near the mod-
ern village of Aghios Adrianos, the purpose of this project was the diver-
sion of a series of torrential watercourses around the acropolis at Tiryns, 
an area which had suffered periodic, devastating flooding throughout its 
history. The regional scale of these projects, and the massive amount of 
manpower required for their conception, design and construction, pro-
vides clear indication of the presence of a powerful, central governing 
body which had at its disposal unprecedented human and capital 
resourcesso. 

It is in this context, perhaps, that the construction of the two most 
famous tholos tombs in the Argolid, the Tomb of Klytemnestra and the 
Treasury of Atreus, should be understood. As James Wright has 
arguedSI, while it is true that both structures assumed the same general 
form of their predecessors, they incorporated a number of architectural 
and conceptual details which suggest that they stood apart from the ear-
lier tradition, and functioned not only as mechanisms of control and 

48 MYLONAS 1966, Op.Cit. n. 14, p. 86-88; J. CROUWEL, Chariots and Other Means of 
Land Transport in Bronze Age Greece, (Allard Pierson Series 3), Amsterdam, 1981, 
p. 29-31; DABNEY & WRIGHT 1990, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 51; A. JANSEN, Stations along the 
Road in the Area of Mycenae: An Analysis of the Mycenaean Road System and its Rela-
tion to the Mycenaean State, Ph.D. dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1994; 
A. JANSEN, Bronze Age Highways at Mycenae, in: Echos du monde classique 41, 1997, 
1-16; CHERRY & DAVIS 2001, Op.Cit. n. 4, p. 142-143. 

49 J.M. BALCER, The Mycenaean Dam at Tiryns, in: American Journal of Archaeology 
78, 1974, p. 141-149; E. ZANGGER, Landscape Changes around Tiryns during the Bronze 
Age, in: American Journal of Archaeology 98, 1994, p. 189-212. 

50 DABNEY & WRIGHT 1990, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 51-52. 
51 WRIGHT 1987, Op.Cit. n. 10, p. 176-184. 
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advertisement, but also as means of appropriating the collective memory 
of the legendary past. In tenns of sheer size, both tombs far exceeded 
any of the earlier structures, both in absolute tenns as well as in tenns of 
the individual blocks used, which themselves could be labelled Cyclo-
pean. In tenns of construction technique, they were the only two tholos 
tombs to have been rendered entirely in ashlar masonry. Moreover, the 
primary material used is not the poros limestone so common in the ear-
lier tombs, but rather conglomerate, a dense stone which required a 
greater effort to work and which came to characterize much of the archi-
tecture of the LH IIIB citadel. In tenns of decorative motif, they incor-
porated architectural features far superior in detail to those evident in the 
earlier structures, being provided with elaborately decorated columns, 
friezes and relief sculpture constructed of a variety of brightly coloured 
and imported stones. Finally, in tenns of physical appearance, they mim-
icked to a remarkable degree the visual effect produced by the contem-
porary Lion Gate, a resemblance which illustrates a conscious effort on 
the part of the builders of both structures to create a physical and emo-
tional link between the living power of the state and the inherited 
grandeur of the past. In this sense, it is easy to understand the great 
lengths to which the rulers of Mycenae went to commemorate the 
ancient burials of Grave Circle A and incorporate them and the spirits 
they housed within the citadel walls when they were expanded during 
the LH IIIB period52• In effect, then, by the thirteenth century B.C., 
monumental architecture was being employed not only as a means of 
advertising state dominance in the present and maintaining its authority 
into the future, but also of appropriating the prestige of the past in fur-
therance of these goals. And, in a sense, with this return to monumental 
funerary construction, monumental architecture at Mycenae has come 
full circle, revisiting a situation in which the tomb played a vital role in 
the advertisement of superior resources and elite powerS3. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this paper was to produce a more thorough analysis of 
the extant architectural remains, taking into account not only the palatial 
megara, but also other elements of the built environment which reflected 

52 For the LH IIIB date of the Grave Circle A enclosure, see MYLO NAS 1966, Op.Cit. 
n. 14, p. 33, 91, 95-96; WRIGHT 1987, Op.Cit. n. 10, p. 179. See, also, supra n. 19. 

53 DABNEY & WRIGHT 1990, Op.Cit. n. 2, p. 52. 
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monumentality, and to apply these data to the backdrop provided by pre-
vious studies concerning Mycenaean state formation in the Argolid. This 
approach has yielded a four-phase progression in the application of 
monumental building techniques in the Argolid which, it is hoped, 
demonstrates in a more cohesive fashion the social, economic and politi-
cal changes which this region underwent towards the end of the Bronze 
Age. The first stage is represented by the Shaft Grave period, when a 
small segment of the population at Mycenae begins to distinguish itself 
from the rest of the inhabitants through its successful participation in a 
process of conspicuous consumption. While part of this newfound status 
is displayed through the construction of increasingly elaborate tombs, it is 
rather the goods themselves that play the most important role in this com-
petition. The second stage is marked by a shift in the nature of this com-
petitive display, as funerary architecture, enhanced through the adoption 
of the tho los tomb from Messenia and the application of ashlar masonry 
from Pylos and/or Minoan Crete, becomes the prime marker of elite 
status, symbolising not only the superior material resources and social 
standing of its holders, but also their control over increasing amounts of 
skilled and non-skilled labour. With access to the lUXUry goods of the 
Aegean markets severely limited, if not depleted, after the destruction of 
the Minoan palaces, the Argolid enters a third phase, when the established 
elite in the region introduce their own palatial system, and while monu-
mental architecture continues to serve as the most visible means of adver-
tising power, it is now the palace centre, rather than the tomb, which is the 
main recipient of this attention. In effect, then, it is now the world of the 
living, represented by the physical embodiment of this new state author-
ity, rather than the realm of the dead, which is monumentalised. As this 
nascent palace system evolves into a fully developed state through the 
consolidation of its position in the immediate region and the expansion of 
its economic activity into the Aegean and beyond, the physical manifesta-
tions which symbolize its dominance increase in turn, both in quantity and 
magnitude. Fuelled by, and at the same time fuelling, the creation of 
increasingly imposing constructions, the effects of monumental architec-
ture now extend not only to the geographic limits of state dominion54, but 
also into the collective memory of its inhabitants. 

RODNEY D. FiTZSIMONS 

Trent University - Peterborough - Ontario 

54 WRIGHT 1987, Op.Cit. n. 10, p. 176. 
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