
Abstract
The paper examines the question of whether or not it is possible to distinguish age 
grades within childhood in Early Mycenaean Greece. The analysis centres upon burial 
evidence from the Argolid, the core-area of Mycenaean civilisation, from where the 
largest amount of material suitable for such an analysis is available. The study concludes 
that on the basis of the available evidence three major phases can be identifi ed within 
childhood – up until 1–2 years; 1–2 to 5–6 years and post 5–6 years. These approximate 
age grades, however, appear to have been somewhat fl uid and changed over time.
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Introduction
A question, hoped to be resolved by future research, was raised by Jeremy Rutt er in 
2003 in his article on children in Aegean prehistory:

The exact age at which a child was no longer given a spatially and sometimes formally 
discrete kind of burial, and how this age may have varied through space and time 
throughout Aegean prehistory, are questions that cannot yet be answered but are certainly 
capable of being resolved. So, too, is the issue of what kinds of burial goods may have 
been considered particularly appropriate for children at various ages, to what extent 
such goods were gendered and hence when gender was offi  cially recognized by Aegean 
societies, and also perhaps how status was marked among children as opposed to the 
world of adults (Rutt er 2003, 35). 

In order to answer these questions it is necessary to undertake an analysis of a substantial 
number of intact, and anthropologically studied, burials from diff erent periods of 
Aegean prehistory. In this study I intend to examine one aspect of the questions that 
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J. Rutt er (2003) raised – whether it is possible to distinguish certain age grades from 
the burial evidence on the basis of which the funerary treatment of children in the 
earlier periods of Mycenaean Greece was defi ned. As age is an important aspect of 
identity, the defi nition of age-based categories throughout the life-cycle enables a bett er 
understanding of how identities were constructed in the past (Baxter 2008, 171).

It was recently suggested by Georgina Muskett  (2008, 38, 46) that the stages of 
childhood in Mycenaean Greece were marked by comparable rites of passage as 
evidenced in Classical Athens (Amphidromia, Anthesteria). She based this assumption 
mostly on the traditional nature of ancient Greek cultic practices since, according to her, 
the scarcity of evidence does not permit more than speculation concerning the nature 
of such ceremonies (Muskett  2008, 46). With a thorough study of the burial evidence, 
however, we might go further than speculating about the possible existence of such 
rituals. By reviewing the available burial data, with the objective of distinguishing age 
grades on the basis of diff erential burial treatment, the possibility that rites of passage 
marked important status changes within childhood will also be considered.

The Phases of Childhood as Refl ected in the Burial Record
Childhood and its phases are determined by the members of society, therefore its 
defi nition in cultural/social terms can greatly diff er cross-culturally in time and space 
(Kamp 2001, 4). From the initial acceptance by the community until the transition to 
adulthood, childhood usually comprises several phases – also expressed in language 
by a variety of diff erent terms – which are not always clearly diff erentiated and its 
limits, in terms of age categories, can be fl uid. The age thresholds, including the one 
which occurs at the transition from childhood to adulthood and is sometimes marked 
by complex rites of passage, can be refl ected to some degree in burial customs. The few 
analyses undertaken to date with the aim of identifying age phases in past societies on 
the basis of the burial record have already obtained positive results. An examination 
of the burial data of ancient Athens during the City-State period undertaken by S. 
Houby-Nielsen (2000) was able to distinguish three age groups within childhood 
(infants: birth to one year; small children: one to 3–4 years and older children: 3–4 
to 8–10 years) through the choice of burial type and the nature of the accompanying 
grave goods (Houby-Nielsen 2000, 152–3). An analysis of Etruscan child burials in 
Tarquinia enabled M. J. Becker (2007) to conclude that the absence of children below 
the age of 5.5 years from the principal cemeteries was suggestive of a major shift  at that 
age (Becker 2007, 292). In Roman Britain infants below six month of age were usually 
buried within sett lements, while children older than six months of age were interred 
in cemeteries together with adults. On the basis of their grave good associations two 
main phases of childhood were identifi ed by Rebecca Gowland (2001) – 1–3 years: 
gender neutral grave goods; 4–12 years: gender-specifi c grave goods associated with 
a greater expression of gendered identity (Gowland 2001, 157–60, 163). Sally Crawford 
(2000) demonstrated that in Early Anglo-Saxon England the threshold from childhood 
to adulthood occurred at the age of 10–12 years and was clearly refl ected in the choice 
of grave goods aff orded to individuals of this age (Crawford 2000, 172). 
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The Mycenaean Burial Evidence
Any att empt to identify age groups within childhood has to be based on a large 
number of intact and anthropologically analysed burials. From the entire length 
of the Mycenaean period c. 150 intact child burials (with an age range of between 
birth and fourteen years) have been analysed anthropologically. This fi gure can be 
partially supplemented with around 130 intact burials which have not been studied 
anthropologically. These burials, however, are not distributed evenly among the four 
main phases of the Mycenaean period (Table 1; Figure 1).

The largest number of intact burials dates to the Shaft  Grave period, which together 
with the Early Mycenaean period was characterised by single burials in simple grave 
types. This is in contrast to the Palatial era (LH IIIA–B period) when burial in collective 
tomb types, particularly within chamber tombs, was the norm, with the routine 
disturbance of earlier burials by later burial activity. 

The intact, analysed and published child burials also display an unbalanced spatial 
distribution patt ern – the majority derive from the Argolid, especially from four sites 
– Argos, Asine, Lerna and Mycenae (Figure 2). This distribution patt ern is partly 

Table 1: Details of the four main phases of the Mycenaean period.

Figure 1: Chronological distribution of intact child burials in the Mycenaean period.

Name of period Abbreviation Absolute dates 

Shaft grave period MH III–LH I c. 1750/20–1600/1550 BCE 

Early Mycenaean period LH II c. 1600/1550–1435 BCE 

Palatial period LH IIIA–IIIB c. 1435–1200 BCE 

Post Palatial period LH IIIC c. 1200–1100/1090 BCE 
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explainable by historical reasons since the Argolid is one of the central and most 
densely sett led areas of Mycenaean Greece. In addition, the imbalance may also arise 
because extensive excavation and research, which has involved the scientifi c study of 
the burials, has taken place at these four sites.

In pre-industrial societies the mortality rate generally shows a U-shaped curve, with 
the highest values arising for neonates (from birth to c. one month) and infants (below 
the age of one year), and the lowest between the ages of ten and eighteen years, with 
a gradual increase starting at the age of around 25–30 years (Ingvarsson-Sundström 
2003, 87). As shown in Figure 3, the age distribution of the anthropologically analysed 
child burials from the MH III – LH II period corresponds to the expected mortality 
rate. The implication from this fi nding is that, since the diff erent age categories are not 
represented equally, the conclusions drawn from the burial data regarding possible 
age groups within childhood cannot be used with the same weight. 

The constructions of childhood in Mycenaean Greece, as in any other society, refl ect 
adult behaviours and perceptions which could have been manifested in various ways 
in the burials – in the location and context of the grave, in the grave type and in the 
objects placed within the graves. As the concept of childhood is culturally variable 
and can signifi cantly change through time and space (Sofaer Derevenski 1994, 11–12), 
the analysis will focus on the MH III – LH II period (which for the sake of brevity will 
henceforth be termed here as Early Mycenaean), which provides the most detailed 
archaeological information, and on the Argolid, the best known region of Early 
Mycenaean Greece. In this way it is hoped that any age related diff erences in the burial 
treatment of children can be revealed in as much detail as possible. 

This period was a time of major structural changes within society, which were also 
refl ected in the great diversity of burial practices. The diff erences are manifested in 
the location and types of the graves, as well as in the nature of the grave goods placed 
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in or above them, which were related to the age, sex, kin-group and social status of 
the dead.

Grave Locations and Contexts
Three types of grave contexts can be distinguished during the Early Mycenaean 
period: 

1 Intramural – graves dug within the habitation area, inside or between houses. 
2 Graves dug outside, but close to the inhabited area, sometimes in the ruins of 

abandoned structures, and usually forming small grave groups. 

3 Extramural – graves dug outside, and at a greater distance from the sett lement 
area, usually in the formation of organised cemeteries or grave groups.

Sometimes, however, and particularly with respect to the fi rst two types of context, it 
can be diffi  cult to identify the exact contextual position and relation of the grave to a 
sett lement site since these may have been associated with a changing habitation area 
and several building phases (Cavanagh and Mee 1998, 24).

Intramural Burials 
From the late Middle Helladic period onwards intramural burial was practiced in a 
gradually decreasing frequency. At the sett lement of the Aspis hill in Argos the practice 
had completely ceased by the MH IIIA phase (Touchais 1998, 78), while in the Lower 
Town of Asine and Lerna only a few graves containing the remains of both children and 
adults could be dated with certainty – on the basis of their grave goods – to the MH III 
period. In Asine two adults (MH.4, MH.20) and a child burial (MH.18) were dated to 
MH IIIB (Dietz 1991, 146–7; Nordquist 1987, 135). In Lerna, which was sett led until MH 
IIIB, and then again from the end of LH I onwards (Dietz 1991, 285), as a consequence 
of the small number of burials with datable grave goods, and to the diffi  culties of 
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associating the graves with specifi c houses, it is oft en impossible to diff erentiate the 
MH IIIA intramural burials from those placed there during MH IIIB, i.e. the period of 
abandonment (Dietz 1991, 286). Only a burial of a young female could be dated with 
certainty to MH IIIA (Grave BC 1; Zerner 1990, 33), but it is quite probable that several 
other burials without grave goods had also belonged to this phase.

From the Late Helladic I period onwards the number of intramural burials decreased 
further, and was usually restricted to infants and children. Although most of the burials 
were not analysed anthropologically, in the reports these burials were invariably 
described as having belonged to infants or small children: two infant burials are 
reported from Argos (LH I: Divari-Valakou 1998; LH II: Psarra 2006, 335), while in the 
Lower Town of Asine nine child burials were found (Frödin and Persson 1938, 128–9; 
the only burial with grave goods (Grave LH 11) dates to the LH IIIA1 period). A LH I 
child burial found within the sett lement of Midea (Demakopoulou et al. 2002, 36–8), and 
another in the Lower Citadel (Unterburg) of Tiryns (Kilian 1982, 420), could also have 
been intramural, but since no other contemporary remains were associated with them, 
their exact chronological position cannot be established. The only anthropologically 
analysed burial from the LH II period is of two infants, both less than one year old, 
and a child buried in Grave DE-1 in Lerna (dated to LH IIB; Wiencke 1998, 125, 127, 
193–201) – the presence of a grave-marker, however, may indicate that the grave had 
been dug outside the habitation area.

Outside the Argolid the burial evidence is comparable: from the Korinthia three 
intramural child burials are known from Korakou (Blegen 1921, 102); and several 
intramural burials were reported from Tsoungiza, which are said to belong exclusively 
to neonates and infants (Mary Dabney 2007, pers. comm.). A large number of intramural 
graves mostly containing infant and child burials were found within the fortifi ed 
sett lement of Malthi in Messenia, but only three burials of infants under one year old 
could be dated more precisely to the LH I–II period on the basis of their grave goods 
(Graves I, XXIII, XXIV; Valmin 1938, 195–6, 226–8).

Extramural Burials
Burials outside the habitation areas, usually in the formation of grave groups, could 
have been placed near the sett lement, oft en in abandoned structures or in organised 
cemeteries located further away from the sett lement. In addition to age the choice of 
burial location appears to have been largely determined by kinship (Cavanagh and 
Mee 1998, 130).

In the MH III period scatt ered groups of simple graves were placed in the immediate 
vicinity of the sett lements, sometimes within the ruins of abandoned structures. At the 
southern fl ank of the Larissa hill at Argos, a large group of simple graves had been dug 
upon the ruins of a MH I–II period sett lement (Touchais 1998, 74); among the burials 
every age group, from neonates to adults, were represented (Charles 1958; Charlier 
2007, 310–12). On the Barbouna hill at Asine, during MH IIIA graves were dug near 
the sett lement and later, in MH IIIB, upon the ruins of abandoned houses (Nordquist 
1987, 91, 98); both phases of use were represented by infant-, child- and adult burials. 
During its abandonment in MH IIIB and LH I the sett lement mound of Lerna was used 
as a burial ground with graves placed upon the abandoned houses (Dietz 1991, 285). 
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Most burials did not contain datable grave goods and it is therefore not possible to 
determine whether they are of intramural (MH IIIA) or extramural context (MH IIIB 
– LH I). On the basis of grave goods, nine graves with child burials (two neonates: 
DB1, DB3; two 2–3 year old children: DC2, DE21; three c. six year old children: D5, 
DE39, A10 and two of unknown age: DC3, DC4), and two with adult burials (DC1, 
BC3) can be securely dated to this period (Dietz 1991, 285–6). 

Outside the Argolid, comparable evidence for graves dug upon abandoned structures 
is known from the site of Ayios Stephanos in Laconia where a large number of burials 
of every age group from neonates to adults were found (†Taylour and Janko 2008). 

The nature of the burials and their age distribution patt ern (with infants and children 
represented in a higher number in accordance with the high infant mortality rates of 
the period) suggest that these burial grounds belonged to family groups of probably 
lower social status.

Burial in organised cemeteries had already began in the earlier Middle Helladic 
period, but the practice became widespread only from the MH III phase onwards. 
The large cemetery excavated in several plots along the modern Herakleous Street in 
Argos was in extensive use during the MH III – LHI period (Protonotariou-Deilaki 
1980). The anthropological examination of the surviving skeletal material derived 
from the excavations of E. Protonotariou-Deilaki revealed that only children greater 
than six years of age were represented among the burials (Triantaphyllou 2007). Later, 
in the LH II period, at the time when the chamber tomb cemetery was established at 
the Deiras hill, the cemetery at Herakleous Street gradually went out of use. Among 
the few burials dated to this period was a rich burial of a c. 2.5–3.5 year old child 
(Kaza-Papageorgiou 1985). From the Deiras cemetery no intact burials are known 
from the Early Mycenaean period; the youngest analysed burial from this cemetery 
was a disturbed burial of a c. three year old child dated to LH IIIA – IIIB (Grave XXX; 
Charles 1963, 13–18; Deshayes 1966, 93–8).

The formal extramural East cemetery of Asine, in use between MH II and LH I, 
contained two burials of c. one year old children buried with adults (a c. 11 month 
old infant in Grave 1972–5 and a c. 12–18 month old child in Grave 1972–7); a 3–4 
year old child (Grave 1970–7); an eleven year old child (Grave 1971–12) and a child of 
10–15 years (Grave 1970–8) – none of the graves held datable grave goods (Dietz 1980; 
Nordquist and Ingvarsson-Sundström 2005, 169), but on stratigraphical grounds they 
were dated to MH II and MH II/III (Dietz 1980, 88). 

A small part of the extramural cemetery of Lerna situated approximately 400 m north 
of the prehistoric sett lement was found in the Lerna–Myloi, Manti property (Dietz and 
Divari-Valakou 1990). None of the nine published graves dated to between MH IIIA 
– LH IB seemed to contain infant or child burials, although the skeletal remains have 
not been studied anthropologically.

In Mycenae a large extramural burial ground, the so-called Prehistoric Cemetery, 
was located in the immediate vicinity of the sett lement, around the western and 
northern part of the acropolis, both inside and outside the later citadel wall. It was 
in use from the MH until at least the LH IIB period (Alden 2000). The majority of the 
widely scatt ered simple graves, usually without grave goods, contained the burials of 
neonates, infants and small children younger than fi ve years of age (forty-three burials); 
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thirteen belonged to individuals of 5–14 years and only nine were adults (mostly 
females). A separate, spatially demarcated burial ground was formed within Grave 
Circle B and Grave Circle A. In Grave Circle B, in use between the MH IIIA and LH I 
periods, out of the thirty-fi ve burials only six were of children (Angel 1973; Mylonas 
1973). From the three intact burials the earliest (dated to MH IIIA; Dietz 1991, 123) 
was that of a c. fi ve year old child interred together with an adult male in Pit Grave 
Λ-2. A c. two year old child (identifi ed as ‘defi nite male’ by ancient DNA analysis, 
Brown et al. 2000, 117–18) was buried alone in Pit Grave Ξ-1 (dated to MH IIIB–LH 
I; Dietz 1991, 128). The third was a rich burial of a c. fi ve year old child (according 
to the excavator’s age estimation) placed in Shaft  Grave Ξ (dated to MH IIIB; Dietz 
1991, 128). In Grave Circle A no child burials were found although indirect evidence, 
in the form of pieces of thin gold sheets shaped to cover an infant body, indicate that 
in Grave III – one of the latest graves of the Grave Circle (dated to LH I; Dietz 1991, 
250, fi g. 78) – together with three adult females at least one infant had also been buried 
(Dickinson 1977, 48, note 31 – the presence of an extra sheet of gold from part of a right 
foot may indicate that another child had also been buried in the grave). At Mycenae 
interment in chamber tombs had already began in LH I, but due to their continuous 
use no intact burials are known from this period. The fi rst child burial, found at the 
site of Mycenae-Aspria belonging to the Alepothrypa chamber tomb cemetery, dates to 
LH IIB but it is unusual in several respects – the small chamber tomb was used only 
for the interment of a c. 6–7 year old child and was placed at a distance from other 
chamber tombs known from the area (Demakopoulou 1981, 99, fi g. 9 – the skeletal 
remains were not analysed anthropologically and the approximate age determination 
is based upon a drawing of the burial).

To summarise, from the end of the MH III period burial within sett lements was 
gradually restricted to those of children, and from the Early Mycenaean period onwards 
probably only to infants of less than one year of age (due to the few aged burials the 
exact upper age limit cannot be determined). This diff erentiation is paralleled by the 
exclusion of infants below one year of age from formal extramural cemeteries, where 
burial was generally restricted to adults and children greater than two years but more 
frequently older than 5–6 years of age. By the Early Mycenaean period younger children 
were being included in greater numbers in extramural cemeteries, but still only those 
who had survived until at least one year of age.

Grave Types
In the Shaft  Grave and Early Mycenaean periods the most common type of disposal 
was single interment in pit and cist graves which were widely used in every burial 
context. Shaft  graves of complex construction, intended for multiple burials, show a 
more restricted distribution, short popularity and limited social access, as their use was 
usually confi ned to the upper segments of society. From the LH I – IIA period they were 
gradually superseded by the tholos tombs which, through their monumentality and high 
visibility in the landscape, were more suitable for the competing elite who wanted to 
display and legitimise their position both within and outside their communities. During 
this period the use of the chamber tombs also began; in their initial phase these may 
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have served as burial places for the more affl  uent members of the local communities 
and it is only from the LH IIIA period onwards that they became the most widely used 
grave type of Mycenaean society (Cavanagh and Mee 1998, 123; Dickinson 1983, 63). 
Only simple graves were used in intramural contexts and in burials created near 
sett lements, oft en in abandoned structures, usually irrespective of age- and sex groups. 
More complex grave types, such as cist and shaft  graves, are only found within 
organised extramural cemeteries. 

In the Argos – Herakleous cemetery the use of diff erent grave types between grave 
groups indicates that the choice of a particular grave type served to emphasise group 
identity: in the southern part of the cemetery several burials – both of children and 
adults – were placed in clay lined pit graves (‘Tumulus A’; Protonotariou-Deilaki 1980, 
17; Gordonos-Kolokotronis Street; Papadimitriou 1994, 130), while in the central part 
of the cemetery, in ‘Tumulus Γ’, a group of simple burials of children and adults (T. 35 
and 39 and T. 75, 78, 79 in the Prokopiou plot) were interred in simple pits. Another 
group, located further to the east, comprised more complex cist graves (lined with 
upright stone slabs) and built-cist graves (lined with walls made of dry masonry) which 
were used for the burial of both children (T. X (10), T. 61, T. XXI (22)) and adults (T. 3, 
4, 5, 6, 14, 21, 71, 83) (Protonotariou-Deilaki 1980). The few children (all those subject 
to anthropological analysis were above six years) who were buried in the cemetery 
were not diff erentiated from the adults in terms of the type of grave. In the case of the 
built-cist graves, however, social status may also have been a determining factor as 
the children who were buried in these types of graves were all rich burials (Grave XXI 
(22) in ‘Tumulus Γ’; Grave 5 (92) in ‘Tumulus E’ – both of MH IIIB date; Protonotariou-
Deilaki 1980, 46–9, 115–9; and the Early Mycenaean grave at Giannaki plot of a 2.5–3.5 
year old child; Kaza-Papageorgiou 1985). Although, one of the richest burials of the 
cemetery, the burial of a c. 6–7 year old child in Grave 1(140) in ‘Tumulus ∆’, had been 
placed in a stone lined pit grave (Protonotariou-Deilaki 1980, 91–101).

In Grave Circle B at Mycenae two of the intact child burials were interred in simple pit 
graves (Grave Λ-2 contained the remains of a c. fi ve year old child buried together with 
an adult male and Grave Ξ-1 contained the remains of a c. two year old child; Mylonas 
1973, 145–7, 185–6). Oliver Dickinson (1977, 42) has provided a chronological reason to 
explain the burial in Pit Grave Ξ-1: ‘it looks like an early grave, constructed before the 
burial of children in shaft -graves became general practice’. It clearly belongs, however, 
to the later series of graves dated to the MH IIIB – LHI period (Dietz 1991, 128, 250, fi g. 
78); the choice of the grave type in this case may be more likely related to the age and/or 
social status of the buried individual. As the youngest child identifi ed in Grave Circle 
B, his (identifi ed as a male by ancient DNA analysis) burial with only a few vases and 
within a simple grave, may be an indication that the child was considered too young for 
burial in a shaft  grave. In the case of the MH IIIA date Pit Grave Λ-2, the chronological 
explanation for the choice of grave type is more likely, although the simple nature of 
the grave goods, may indicate that status diff erences could also have played a role. The 
third intact burial identifi ed in Grave Circle B was that of a richly equipped c. fi ve year 
old child who had been placed in a shaft  grave (Grave Ξ; Mylonas 1973, 177). 

The fi rst intact and documented child burial placed in a chamber tomb dates to LH 
IIB, and this was also a peculiar case, since the small chamber tomb at Mycenae-Aspria 
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had been used for the single interment of a c. 6–7 year old child (Demakopoulou 1981, 
99). In the chamber tomb cemetery of the Athenian Agora the reason for the burial 
of a c. 1.5 year old child in a pit grave (Grave XVI of LH IIB date; Immerwahr 1971, 
205–8) might have been the same as for the case of the c. two year old child placed in 
Pit Grave Ξ-1 in Grave Circle B at Mycenae – the child may have been considered to 
have been too young to be interred in a chamber tomb. The current evidence would 
tend to suggest that children only began to be buried with adults in chamber tombs 
from the LH IIIA period onwards, and only when they reached 2–3 years (e.g. Argos 
– Deiras cemetery, Grave XXX; Deshayes 1966, 93–8; Athens – Agora cemetery, Grave 
X; Immerwahr 1971, 194–5).

Based on the above, the choice of a particular grave type in the Shaft  Grave period 
seems to have been not so much dependent on age as on other factors, such as kin 
group or social status. Burial in complex grave constructions, however, seems to have 
also been determined by age: children were only buried in shaft  graves at an age 
greater than 5–6 years (with the possible exception of Grave III in Grave Circle A at 
Mycenae). In Argos, burial in built cist graves may also have been reserved only for 
children older than 5–6 years of age. From the Early Mycenaean period, however, this 
age limit appears to have decreased to c. two years (Giannaki plot), or even to less than 
one year of age in Lerna (Grave DE-1). Similarly, in the Early Mycenaean period, the 
right to burial within a chamber tomb seems to have been linked to an age limit of 5–6 
years which gradually decreased to c. 2–3 years from the LH IIIA period onwards. The 
observation that burial in complex grave types during their initial phase of use was 
restricted to children above fi ve years of age, and that younger children greater than 
1–2 years were only buried in these grave types at a later phase, may indicate a gradual 
inclusion of children as members of the groups who were burying their dead in these 
grave types. This would appear to suggest that children became an important element 
in the expression of group identity at a later stage of use of these tomb types, and only 
aft er they had reached a certain age. The burial of children in chamber tombs from the 
LH IIIA period is paralleled by the increasing numbers of poorer adult burials. This 
may be interpreted as part of the same process of the gradual inclusion of individuals 
in chamber tombs who, on the basis of their age or lower social status, had previously 
been excluded from this type of burial (Voutsaki 1993, 102).

Grave Goods
In the Shaft  Grave and Early Mycenaean period the distinct burial locations; the diff ering 
complexity of grave constructions and the quantity, quality and variety of goods 
placed in the graves refl ects increasing horizontal diff erences between sett lements and 
communities and vertical diff erences in social structure, which is an indication of major 
structural changes within the society at large. The diversity of grave goods culminated 
in the Early Mycenaean period. The display and deposition of large amounts of grave 
goods in a number of burials, similarly to the increasing monumentality of the graves, 
was aimed at strengthening and establishing the competing elites in their positions. 
From the LH IIIA period onwards the quantity and quality of the objects placed in 
the graves decreased and their distribution became more balanced, which can be 



25Phases of Childhood in Early Mycenaean Greece

interpreted as the manifestation of socio-political stability. As well as being indicators 
of status diff erences the types of grave goods were also diff erentiated along age and 
gender categories the extent of which, however, varied through time.

During the Shaft  Grave and Early Mycenaean period child burials, especially those 
dug within or near habitation areas, were rarely equipped with grave goods. Among 
the burials of the Barbouna hill cemetery in Asine only two child burials were furnished 
with grave goods: a grave of two c. two month old infants (Grave B 33) contained 
some bronze fragments and a shell, while the burial of a 10–12 year old (Grave B 15) 
was equipped with drinking vessels, bronze earrings, a necklace and two strings of 
shells (Nordquist 1987, 135). 

In Lerna during the Shaft  Grave period infants below one year of age were given 
only beads (Graves DE 10, DE 42, BE 10) or fragmentary coarse vessels (Graves BE 3, 
BE 12). Complete vases were only found with children older than 1.5–2 years of age 
(Graves D 5, DC 2, DE 21, DE 39, BE 6, A 10; Blackburn 1970). In the LH IIB Grave 
DE-1, however, already infants less than one year of age were being buried with vases, 
but mostly of miniature size (Wiencke 1998, 196–8).

In the Prehistoric Cemetery of Mycenae most child burials were interred without 
grave goods, and those who were accompanied by some off erings displayed a similar 
picture to that observed at Lerna – children below two years of age were only provided 
with beads, while pott ery was only included in the graves of children greater than 
two years of age (Alden 2000).

The same phenomenon can also be observed outside the Argolid at Ayios Stephanos in 
Laconia, where only two children above three years of age had received pott ery off erings 
during the Shaft  Grave period (Graves Eta 15 and Lambda 2; †Taylour and Janko 2008, 
125–6, 132). Later in the Early Mycenaean period, however, two miniature vases and 
a peculiar vase in the form of a four-legged animal had been placed in the grave of a 
child less than one year old (Grave Beta 28; †Taylour and Janko 2008, 129–30).

Child burials in organised extramural cemeteries more frequently contained off erings 
which usually did not diff er from those given to adults. In the Argos – Herakleous 
cemetery both children (older than six years) and adults received normal sized vases; 
mostly jugs, cups and kantharoi. Only a few burials contained precious items, such as 
jewellery and weapons. The two richest graves of the cemetery were those of two c. 
6–7 year old children; along with numerous vases, the burial in ‘Tumulus ∆’, Grave 
1 (140) included a whole set of jewellery with two earrings, necklaces, bracelets, a 
ring and a pin (Protonotariou-Deilaki 1980, 91–101), while the burial in ‘Tumulus E’, 
Grave 5 (92) was furnished with an adult sized sword, two daggers and two gold 
bands (Protonotariou-Deilaki 1980, 115–19). None of the adult graves in the cemetery 
contained such an array of grave goods. Only a jug with a goat head shaped spout 
found in ‘Tumulus ∆’, Grave 1 (140) can be regarded as an object related to childhood, 
and E. Protonotariou-Deilaki (1980, 98) suggested that it may have been made especially 
for child use, and on the basis of the presence of two small openings suggested that 
it could have served as a feeding-bott le. In view of the age of the child, however, if 
the vase had indeed been used for feeding then it is likely that it was a souvenir of 
early childhood rather than an object actually used by the 6–7 year old child unless 
he/she had suff ered from some form of disability which is not discernable from his/her 
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remains. The Early Mycenaean burial of a 2.5–3.5 year old child in the same cemetery 
contained off erings which had been specially made and adapted to the age of the child 
– dozens of miniature vases of diff erent shape, small feeding vessels (askos, fragmentary 
side-spouted jug), and items with probable amuletic properties (an amethyst necklace 
with beads in the shape of fi gure-of-eight shields and a three-sided prism) (Kaza-
Papageorgiou 1985; Muskett  2008, 45). 

The two children (of c. two and fi ve years of age) buried in pit graves in Grave Circle 
B at Mycenae had received only vases (cup and jug) as grave goods. In contrast, the 
c. fi ve year old child buried in Shaft  Grave Ξ, had not only been buried with a large 
number of vases but also gold ornaments, a silver pin, bracelets made of stone beads, 
a faience relief-pendant and a small ratt ling ‘walnut shaped, hollow gold object with 
a small stone(?) inside’ (Mylonas 1973, 184), which may have served as an amulet or 
had been a valuable plaything.

During the Shaft  Grave period no types of grave goods can be distinguished 
which may be considered to have been characteristic to the age group of children in 
general. Only the two unique objects cited above found in the rich burials of children 
of fi ve years or older – the jug with the goat head shaped spout from Grave 1 (140) in 
‘Tumulus ∆’ at Argos, and the ratt ling gold object from Shaft  Grave Ξ in Grave Circle 
B at Mycenae – could be interpreted as objects made especially for a child. Some very 
rich burials of children above 5–6 years of age were accompanied by high-status items 
only known from comparable adult burials: weapons, large storage jars and a gold 
band had been placed in Grave 5 (92), ‘Tumulus E’ at Argos, and gold ornaments in 
Grave Ξ in Grave Circle B at Mycenae. Younger children usually received only vases 
and jewellery made of less precious materials such as bronze or stone. Complete vases 
are generally absent from the graves of children less than one year of age; they were 
given only beads or fragmentary vases.

A major diff erence in the Early Mycenaean period compared to the Shaft  Grave period 
is the appearance of child specifi c grave goods i.e. types of objects which are exclusively 
known from child burials. During the Early Mycenaean period and later, miniature vases 
(vases with a height of less than half of the normal size) and seashells, which had been 
previously found occasionally with adults as well (e.g. in Lerna; Zerner 1990, 31–3), 
are only known from burials of children less than 5–6 years old. In addition, a new, 
child specifi c vase type – the bird shaped askos (Furumark Shape 194) – also appeared 
during this period. Throughout its use until LH IIIC it is also only found in the burials 
of children younger than fi ve years of age and it would appear to have had a special 
function related to their age (feeding?) (LH IIB: Grave XVI at Athens – Agora; Immerwahr 
1971, 205–8; LH IIIA2 – IIIB: Methana – Ayios Konstantinos, Konsolaki-Yannopoulou 
2003, 257–84; Grave Beta 26 at Ayios Stephanos, †Taylour and Janko 2008, 129, fi g. 6.22). 
Variants of this shape are also only known from burials of children less than fi ve years of 
age – a small rounded askos from Grave 4 at Argos – Herakleous, Giannaki plot (Kaza-
Papageorgiou 1985, fi g. 20) and an animal-shaped askoid-rhyton from Grave Beta 28 
at Ayios Stephanos (Mountjoy 1988, 187, fi g. 1; †Taylour and Janko 2008, 130, 330, fi gs. 
2.5 and 6.18, pl. 40). The presence of vases, usually of small or miniature size, in burials 
of c. 6–7 month old infants (Grave DE 1 at Lerna; Grave Beta 28 at Ayios Stephanos in 
Laconia) provides an indication that the age when a child was permitt ed to have been 
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buried with complete vases also became gradually lower during this period. Only normal, 
‘adult-sized’ vases are found in the burials of children greater than 5–6 years of age, as 
shown by the chamber tomb burial of a c. 6–7 year old child at Mycenae – Aspria, who 
was accompanied by a large piriform jar, an alabastron and two kylikes (Demakopoulou 
1981, pl. 37d). Lavish burials with gold ornaments, comparable in richness to the two 
burials from the Shaft  Grave period described above, were still probably restricted to 
adults and children greater than 5–6 years of age, as shown by the LH IIB–IIIA1 burial 
of the ‘litt le princess’ in the tholos tomb at Dendra (Persson 1931, 13–14, 23, 39–40; not 
analysed anthropologically), and by a comparably rich burial of a c. 5–6 year old child 
from Messenia in Tholos Tomb 2 at Koukounara – Phyties (Marinatos 1958, 190–2; the 
age was estimated by the excavator). In the Early Mycenaean period rich, but slightly 
modestly equipped burials lacking gold ornaments, already occur from above one year 
of age. In addition to their numerous child-specifi c grave goods (miniature vases, askoi, 
seashells) the children buried in Grave 4 at Argos – Herakleous, Giannaki plot, and in 
Grave XVI at Athens – Agora, were accompanied by a larger sized vase and objects 
otherwise only known from adult burials (a three sided prism in the Argos burial and 
an ivory comb in the Athens burial). These artefacts probably served as general markers 
of status and were not necessarily related to the age of the child. 

Conclusions

Phases of Childhood in Early Mycenaean Greece
On the basis of the burial evidence discussed above, age clearly determined the 
placement of the grave, the choice of grave goods and, among the elite, the right to be 
buried in complex grave types during the earlier periods of the Mycenaean culture. 
Diff erences in the age-related burial treatment would tend to suggest the existence 
of two age thresholds: a clear age limit can be seen around 5–6 years and a less clear 
diff erentiation at around 1–2 years. These age divisions, however, had diff erent 
manifestations in the burial record and changed over time. 

During the Shaft  Grave period (MH III – LH I) infants of less than one year of age were 
diff erentiated by their total exclusion from organised extramural cemetery areas and 
by the absence of complete vases in their graves. They were buried only in intramural 
contexts or close to sett lement areas within the ruins of abandoned structures. Children 
of between 1–2 and 5–6 years of age were still only included in formal extramural 
cemeteries in exceptional cases (e.g. Grave Ξ-1 in Grave Circle B at Mycenae) and were 
not buried in complex grave types, such as shaft  graves and built-cists. Among their 
grave goods complete vases were already included, but high-status items were absent 
in their graves. Children older than 5–6 years of age were buried in greater numbers 
in formal, organised cemeteries and, among the grave goods of some burials, objects 
usually associated with adults are also present (pins, fi nger rings). Moreover, children 
of the elite were further diff erentiated by burial in complex grave types and by the 
lavish deposition of grave goods comprising several high-status objects (weapons, gold 
ornaments) comparable in size and quality to those found with adults. 

In the Early Mycenaean period (LH II) children below one year of age were still 
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excluded from organised extramural cemeteries and were buried within, or near, the 
sett lement. In contrast to the previous period, however, complete vases, mostly of 
small size, are also found in their graves. It continued to be the case that only children 
older than one year of age were buried in formal extramural burial grounds and, in 
some cases, in more complex grave types, such as built-cists. This age group of one 
to 5–6 year old children (occasionally including even 6–7 month old infants), became 
diff erentiated by a special set of objects: miniature vases, seashells and bird shaped 
askoi, exemplifying the increasing individualisation att ested in the burial practices of 
the period. In some richer burials objects, otherwise only known from adult burials, 
such as seal stones, pins and ivory combs were also included. Similarly to the Shaft  
Grave period, only children greater than 5–6 years of age were buried in monumental 
grave types, now chamber and tholos tombs, and were accorded comparable burial 
treatment to adults, including the provision of ornaments of gold and large vases.

It is clearly apparent from the preceding chronological comparison that the lower 
age limit for burial within organised extramural cemeteries and complex grave types, 
and for the association with particular types of grave goods, gradually decreased over 
time. This would appear to be a refl ection of a shift ing perception of childhood during 
the formative stages of Mycenaean culture and suggests that, by the Early Mycenaean 
period, the social persona of children had become recognised at an earlier stage than 
during the preceding Shaft  Grave period. Foremost by the elite, this implies that children 
could have received lavish burials at a gradually younger age, in a period experiencing 
rapid socio-political changes and when the display of status among the competing elite 
was an important concern. It appears to be the case that within the burial arena this 
concern was also extended to their children and at an increasingly younger age.

Age Thresholds and Rites of Passage
From birth until around one year of age children were usually buried within or at the 
sett lement, which may indicate that they were not yet fully incorporated within the 
society. The fact that even neonates received formal burials, however, would tend to 
suggest that already they were regarded as embodied individuals, and it may have been 
through initiation rites carried out aft er birth that they became accepted by the family 
(Ingvarsson-Sundström 2003, 142–3). Burial within the household suggests that children 
below one year of age were still in a liminal state: their death and burial remained within 
the domestic sphere; it was a family aff air where competitive display did not play a role. 
In the few burials where grave goods are included it is more the personal and emotional, 
than the social aspect which is emphasised. The change in burial treatment at around 
one year of age thus denotes a change in the status of the child from the domestic to 
the community sphere. From this age onwards children, presumably through initiation 
rites, became accepted by the community as its members, and thus were entitled to be 
buried outside the sett lement area in organised cemeteries along with adults. 

The next change in status occurred at around 5–6 years of age and was more clearly 
defi ned in both the Shaft  Grave and Early Mycenaean periods and it would seem to 
indicate a major shift  in social status around that age. From the Early Mycenaean 
period onwards children below this age were accompanied by a special set of grave 
goods denoting their genderless child status. In the burials of children greater than 
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5–6 years, and especially among the children of the elite, gender-laden grave goods 
otherwise restricted to adult burials, start to appear. Thus the age limit evident at 5–6 
years can most likely be interpreted as a threshold relating to the gendered identity 
of older childhood, following the asexual status of infancy and early childhood, and 
preceding adulthood. Children from 5–6 years of age in pre-industrial societies begin 
to participate more actively in the life of the community and contribute economically, 
both by undertaking tasks suited to their age (e.g. collecting fi rewood, herding, taking 
care of younger siblings) and also commencing training in several craft s (Ingvarsson-
Sundström 2003, 144–5; Kamp 2001, 14–18). As such, the age threshold at 5–6 years 
may also signify the beginning of economic productivity and it is possible that this 
major shift  of status could have been celebrated with an important rite of passage. 

It might also be possible that the age threshold seen at 5–6 years of age signifi es the 
transition between childhood and adulthood; in most ancient societies, however, the 
threshold between childhood and adulthood appears to have occurred at a later age 
– between the age of ten and twenty years – the age range which is usually the least 
well represented in the burial data. In this context, the weapons buried with the c. six 
year old boy in Grave 5 (92) in ‘Tumulus E’ at Argos could symbolise his inherited 
wealth and status as a warrior (Cavanagh and Mee 1998, 109; Protonotariou-Deilaki 
1990, 79), but together with A. Ingvarsson-Sundström (2003, 148) I fi nd it more likely 
that the presence of weapons and large storage vases in the grave indicate an already 
att ained status, and (not dissimilar to the practice known by royal families of more 
recent times) the child could have, despite his biological immaturity, already been 
regarded as an adult (it must also be noted that the age of the child was only estimated 
by the excavator and not determined by an anthropologist). Weapons generally appear 
in the burials of individuals greater than twenty years of age (the youngest analysed 
burial with a knife was a c. twenty-one year old male from Grave 1971–10 in the Asine 
– East cemetery; Dietz 1980, 58–60) and the youngest burials with daggers and swords 
were c. twenty-eight years old in Shaft  Graves Γ and H in Grave Circle B at Mycenae 
(Mylonas 1973, 43–79, 106–9) and clearly represented adult members of the community. 
Therefore, as a consequence of the paucity of burials representing the age category of 
ten to twenty years, and in the absence of textual sources which would refer to these 
exact age categories, the age of the transition between childhood and adulthood and 
the possible initiation rites which may have been celebrated on this occasion in Early 
Mycenaean Greece cannot be established. 

To conclude, the approximate age thresholds within childhood defi ned on the basis 
of diff erential burial treatment indicate that in the earlier periods of Mycenaean culture 
children were gradually incorporated into society through a series of rites of passage. 
The age categories indicating status changes, however, were not always clearly defi ned 
and appear to have changed through time. 
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