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Cremation burials in the 
Mycenaean cemetery  
of Elateia-Alonaki  
in Central Greece 

Sigrid Deger-Jalkotzy 

Zusammenfassung

Brandbestattungen in der mykenischen Nekro-
pole von Elateia-Alonaki in Mittelgriechenland. 
In der Kammergrabnekropole von Elateia-Alonaki wurden 
etwa 2000 Erdbestattungen, aber nur 23 Brandbestattun-
gen nachgewiesen, was einem Anteil von weniger als 2 % 
entspricht. Die Nekropole war von der Phase SH IIIA 1 
bis in frühprotogeometrische Zeit in Benutzung (ca. 1400 
bis zum frühen 10. Jh. v. Chr.). Brandbestattung wurde nur 
am Übergang von der Spätbronzezeit zur Frühen Eisenzeit 
praktiziert. Die ältesten Brandbestattungen datieren in die 
Phase SH IIIC Spät, die jüngsten in die frühprotogeometri-
sche Zeit. Nur drei Brandbestattungen waren in Urnen de-
poniert, die übrigen befanden sich auf dem Boden der Grab-
kammern. Verbrannt wurden Frauen, Männer, Jugendliche 
und Kinder, wobei deutlich mehr Frauen als Männer an-
thropologisch nachgewiesen werden konnten. Besondere 
Aufmerksamkeit verdienen drei Doppelbestattungen von 
Frauen mit Kleinkindern. Die Sitte der Brandbestattung 
wurde vielleicht von einer neuen Bevölkerungsgruppe in 
Elateia eingeführt.

Abstract

In the Mycenaean chamber tomb cemetery of Elateia-
Alonaki ca. 2000 inhumations and only 23 cremation burials 
were found. This corresponds to a ratio of less than 2 % for 
the cremations. The cemetery was in use from LH IIIA 1 
to the Early Protogeometric period (ca. 1400 to the early 
10th century BC). The practice of cremation was confined 
to the transitional period from the Late Bronze Age to 
the Early Iron Age. The earliest cremation burials date to  
LH IIIC Late, the latest to the Early Protogeometric period. 

Only three cremations were contained in ash-urns. Other-
wise cremation burials were deposited on the floors of the 
chamber tombs. The cremations were of women, men, ju-
veniles and children. The anthropological analysis was able 
to show that much more women than men were cremated. 
Three double cremations each consisting of a woman and a 
small child are especially remarkable. The introduction of 
cremation as burial practice in Elateia is possibly connected 
to the arrival of a new population group.

The village of Elateia is situated in a plain along the upper 
valley of the Boeotian River Kephissos in the modern prov-
ince of Phthiotis (Fig. 1). Approximately 6 kms north of 
the village the foothills of the Kallidromos Mountains slope 
down to the plain. A Mycenaean cemetery was discovered 
in 1986 on a slope called Alonaki. Salvage excavations by 
the 14th Ephorate of Prehistoric and Classical Antiquities 
at Lamia under the direction of Phanouria Dakoronia con-
ducted until 1987 brought 22 Mycenaean chamber-tombs 
to light. Subsequently a further 61 of these tombs and eight 
Roman graves were excavated between 1988 and 1991 under 
a joint project of the Ephorate at Lamia and the Institute of 
Ancient History at the University of Salzburg. The Aus-
trian excavation team included the physical anthropologists 
Egon Reuer and Susanne Fabrizii-Reuer, to whom all an-
thropological data are owed. Moreover, S. Fabrizii-Reuer 
provided the details of the cremation technique referred to 
in this article.1

1. The present article is an English summary – augmented by some 
further evidence – of Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii- 
Reuer 2002.
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Of the 61 Mycenaean chamber-tombs excavated by the 
Greek-Austrian project 12 had been already destroyed in 
antiquity. The remaining 49 tombs contained the skeletal 
remains of 2.000 individuals, 23 of which were cremated. 

2000 inhumations as opposed to 23 cremations, or a ra-
tio of far less than 2 %, clearly suggest that cremation was 
not the usual form of burial in Elateia. This can also be con-
cluded from the observation that the combustion tempera-
ture was mainly between 600 and 800 degrees centigrade, 
which is comparatively low. In order to cremate the corpse 
of an adult person at least three cubic metres of wood, dried 
for two years and then held in stock for another three years, 
was required.2 Apparently such material was not used in 
Elateia although sufficient wood would have been available 
from the Kallidromos Mountains. This suggests that this 
procedure was not practised in Elateia. 

The chronology of the Elateia-Alonaki cemetery ranges 
from ca. 1400 BC to the end of the late 11th and the early 
10th centuries BC (Late Helladic IIIA 1 to Early Protogeo-
metric). Some chamber-tombs were even used as late as the 
9th century. Most of the tombs were used throughout many 

2. Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii-Reuer 2002, 147. – After 
Grupe, Herrmann 1983. 

generations.3 The dead bodies were deposited on the floors 
of the chambers. When no space was left for new interments, 
the remains of earlier burials, including the burial gifts, were 
pushed aside to the walls and corners of the chambers, or 
deposited in pits dug into the floors of the chambers and 
dromoi.4

In contrast to the long-lasting use of the cemetery, the 
practice of cremation was confined to the transitional pe-
riod from the Late Bronze Age to the Early Iron Age in 
Greece, i.e. to the 11th and perhaps the early 10th centuries 
BC (Fig. 2). It seems to have begun in LH IIIC Late, its 
height being reached during the Submycenaean period. A 
few cremations can be dated to Early Protogeometric.5 Cre-
mations were only deposited in the chambers, both on the 
floor and in pits. No cremation was found in a dromos pit. 
Only three cremations were contained in ash-urns. They 
were of an Early Protogeometric date. Otherwise crema-

3. On the chronology of the Elateia-Alonaki cemetery see e.g. De-
ger-Jalkotzy 2007, 143–145. 
4. Deger-Jalkotzy, 2007.
5. The chronology of the cremation burials has been treated in depth 
in Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii-Reuer 2002. – See also 
Deger-Jalkotzy 2009, 84, 96 f.

Fig. 1. The general area of Elateia and adjacent regions. (After Lis 2009, Fig. 1).
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tions were not placed in any container but were simply de-
posited on the floors or in the pits of a chamber. 

I would now like to concentrate on three tombs where 
cremation burials were discovered (T. XXXVIII/88, 
T. XLIV/89 and T. LXII/90). The roof of T. LXII had col-
lapsed, the other two were found intact.

Tomb LXII/90 (Fig. 3)

This is one of the largest and richest tombs excavated 
at Elateia.6 It was used for more than 300 years, i.e. from  
LH IIIA1 to Submycenaean, and contained the remains 

6. Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii-Reuer 2002, 141–145. – 
Deger-Jalkotzy 2009, 79–81, 83 f.

of 134 individuals. As already mentioned, the roof of the 
chamber had collapsed. In the debris above the chamber 
floor a considerable amount of Hellenistic/Roman material 
was found. Thus it is not surprising that the LBA burials on 
the floor had not remained undisturbed. 

However, in the north-western part of the chamber one 
burial group was found in situ, and this group pertains to 
the present discussion. Three skeletons in an extremely con-
tracted position were piled on top of one another (Fig. 4). 
Two cremations of a woman aged between 20 and 25 years 
and of a child of 2.5 years at the most were found among 
them. According to the typology of the burial vases and the 
finger-rings connected with this group, the five individu-
als had all been deposited at the beginning of the Submyce-
naean period.7

Further cremations were found in three of the 10 floor 
pits which were situated near the walls of the chamber. Pit 
Alpha was discovered in the NW corner directly beneath 
the aforementioned burial group, Pit Epsilon was found 
in the SW corner and Pit Eta in the NE corner (Fig. 3). In 
other tombs, too, pits with cremations were situated near 
the chamber walls. Thus it may be imagined that the deposit 
of cremations followed a certain pattern. At this point it has 
to be pointed out that in T. LXII not a single fragment of 

cremated bones, deposited in a pit, was found on the floor. 
The same is true of all the other tombs where cremations 
have so far been found. Thus, in contrast to the habit of 
transferring skeletal remains of inhumations to secondary 

7. Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii-Reuer 2002, 141. – De-
ger-Jalkotzy 2009, 79 f.

Fig. 2. Elateia-Alonaki: Chronology of burial cremations. (after 
Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii-Reuer 2002).

Fig. 3. T. LXII/90: Plan with floor pits (Courtesy Ph. Dakoronia and team. Digitalization: M. Frauenglas).
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positions (see above) there is no evidence that cremations 
were first deposited on the floor and later transferred to a 
pit. Therefore cremations found in pits may be viewed as 
primary burials, even if the skeletal remains deposited in the 
same pit had been transferred from some other location in 
the tomb. It may have been for this reason that the pits situ-
ated near the walls of the chamber were favoured for the 
deposit of cremations. 

Pit A which was situated in the north-western corner of 
T. LXII contained the skeletal remains of seven individuals 
and two cremations. As in the case of the burial group on top 
of this pit (see above), the cremations were those of a woman 
aged between 20 and 25 years and of an approximately 12 
month old baby. The only vase found in Pit A can be dated 
to LH IIIC Late while the finger-rings were of Submyce-
naean type. Otherwise, the burial gifts can be dated to the 
13th and 12th centuries BC.8 We have argued further above 
that the cremations deposited in pits should be regarded as 
primary burials. Under these premises the cremations of Pit 
A in T. LXII should be synchronized with the latest burial 
gifts found in the pit dated to LH IIIC Late/Submycenae-

8. Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii-Reuer 2002, 141. – De-
ger-Jalkotzy 2009, 83.

an. Moreover, based on the evidence from the pottery and 
bronze objects the cremations in Pit A and the cremations 
connected with the burial group on the floor above the pit 
appear to have been deposited at about the same time or at 
least soon after one another: the burial vases connected with 
both groups can be dated to LH IIIC Late / Submycenaean 
or, in other words, to an early phase of the Submycenaean 
period.9

The contents of Pit H in the NE corner of the tomb are 
very similar to those of Pit A. Apart from the skeletal re-
mains of 19 individuals there were the cremated bones of a 
woman aged between 20 and 25 years. The pottery is mainly 
LH IIIC Middle and Late, but two vases exhibit the stylistic 
features of Submycenaean and as in Pit A there were finger-
rings of Submycenaean types. As in the case of Pit A, it may 
be suggested that the cremation burial was one of the latest 
deposits of Pit H dating to the Submycenaean.10 

The large Pit E contained the skeletal remains of 40 in-
dividuals and the cremated remains of a woman aged 20. 
The chronology of the burial gifts ranges from LH IIIA1 

9. Deger-Jalkotzy 2009, 83.
10. Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii-Reuer 2002, 141. – De-
ger-Jalkotzy 2009, 83 f.

Fig. 4. T. LXII/90: Burial group in NW corner of the chamber (Photo: E. Alram-Stern. Digitalization: M. Frauenglas).
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(14th century BC) to Submycenaean. Assuming that the cre-
mation burial was found in situ it may be suggested again 
that the cremation was deposited about the same time when 
the latest secondary burials of skeletal remains took place 
in Pit E. Under these premises the date was Submycenaean 
again.11

Summing up T. LXII contained the remains of 134 indi-
viduals. Among them there were 6 cremations, 4 of which 
were of adult women and two of infants. A double crema-
tion (woman and child) deposited on the floor of the tomb 
was mixed with the remains of three extremely contracted 
skeletons piled on top of one another. All of them can be 
dated to the earlier part of the Submycenaean period. The 
same chronology may be assigned to the cremated remains 
(two women and another woman-and-child double burial) 
found in three floor pits. 

11. Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii-Reuer 2002, 141.

Tomb XLIV/89 (Fig. 5)

This tomb was larger than the average tombs in Elateia-
Alonaki but still smaller than T. LXII.12 The chamber was 
of a neat rectangular shape, the angle between the dromos 
and the entrance of the tomb was slightly oblique. The tomb 
had no pits. 

The earliest finds can be dated to LH IIIC Middle/Ad-
vanced. Since there were no pits in the floor it is likely that 
the tomb was cut at that time. 

A post-Mycenaean burial was found in the dromos. It 
may have been surrounded by a stone enclosure. The skel-
eton of a woman was accompanied by two Geometric cups 
dating the burial to the later part of the 9th century BC.13

12. On T. XLIV/89 see also Deger-Jalkotzy 1999, 197 f. – Dakoro-
nia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii-Reuer 2002, 146.
13. Deger-Jalkotzy in press.

Fig. 5. T. XLVI/89: Plan and finds (Drawings: E. Alram-Stern and 
team, E. Held. Digitalization: M. Frauenglas).

Fig. 6. T. XLIV/89: Burial group in NW corner of the chamber 
(Photo: E. Alram-Stern. Digitalization: M. Frauenglas).
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The floor of the chamber was densely covered with the 
remains of 21 individuals, 15 of those had been buried in the 
north-western part of the chamber. Many corpses had been 
deposited one above another in an extremely contracted po-
sition (Fig. 6). Among the skeletal remains there were the 

burnt bones of an approximately one year old child. The 
cremation had simply been deposited on the floor without 
any container. The combination of cremation and heav-
ily contracted interments resembles that of the assemblage 
in the NW corner of T. LXII (see above). The date of the 
pottery found in the NW part of the chamber ranges from 
LH IIIC Middle to Submycenaean. The majority of the pot-
tery connected with the human remains found in the north-
western part of the chamber can be assigned to LH IIIC 
Late and Submycenaean, and this may well have been the 
date of the cremation too.

In the north-eastern corner of the tomb the skeletons 
of a man and a woman were found deposited next to each 
other. They had been buried at the beginning of the Early 
Protogeometric period. Although the evidence from these 
burials is very interesting it does not pertain to the pres-
ent context.14 A further skeleton found in situ in the south-
eastern corner cannot be dated due to the lack of burial gifts.

The final burials of T. XLIV had been deposited in the 
south-western part of the chamber (Fig. 7). Next to the 
entrance there was the skeleton of a tall, strong man with 
contracted legs turned to the right. Three vessels were piled 
up in front of him (Fig. 8): first there was a handmade am-
phora, followed by a large handmade jug which served as an 
ash-urn.15 It contained the cremated remains of a small child 
(approx. one year old). The upper part of a wheel-made am-
phora which had been heavily damaged by fire and probably 
by some acid was leant against the urn. The bottom part of 
the vessel was missing, and there was a mark on the floor 
beneath it. It may be assumed that the vase had been used 
in connection with the cremating ceremony. The group was 
completed by a fourth vessel, a large wheel-made amphora, 
situated a little further to the south (Fig. 6). The chronology 
of the four vases can be established as Protogeometric. 

In the vicinity of this group there was an Early Geo-
metric cup which cannot be assigned to a particular burial. 
However, it was the object of the latest date found in the 
chamber and it may be dated slightly earlier than the two 
cups from the dromos burial (see above).16 

14. Nevertheless, it may be mentioned that the man was equipped 
with a rather dingy weapon composed of two broken iron swords. 
The woman wore two long dress-pins, one of bronze, the other one 
made of iron with a globular bronze head. The burial vases consisted 
of a small jug for the woman and an oinochoe for the man. Cf. Deger-
Jalkotzy 1999, 199.
15. For an illustration of this vessel see Deger-Jalkotzy 2009, fig. 
15/8 (right).
16. Deger-Jalkotzy in press.

Fig. 7. T. XLIV/89: Burial group in SW corner of the chamber 
(Drawings: E. Alram-Stern and team, E. Held. Digitalization: M. 
Frauenglas).

Fig. 8. T. XLIV/89: Burial group in SW corner of the chamber (Pho-
to: E. Alram-Stern. Digitalization: M. Frauenglas).
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Tomb XXXVIII/88 

The evidence of this tomb has already been described 
elsewhere.17 The tomb was found intact, the entrance 
blocked by a slab. The shape of the chamber was roughly 
circular with a convexity in the northern part of the wall. 
A large oblong pit, partly covered by a slab, was situated 
in the centre of the chamber. It contained the remains of 
four individuals and burial vases dated to LH IIIC Mid-
dle/Advanced. No undisturbed inhumation was found on 
the floor of the chamber. The remains of eight individuals 
were mainly scattered around the eastern part of the tomb. 
The pottery chronology of the vases found in this part was  
LH IIIC Late through Protogeometric. 

The evidence of T. XXXVIII pertaining to the present 
topic was found immediately behind the slab which closed 
the stomion (entrance). There were two large vessels, an am-
phora and a large jug which contained what must have been 
the final burial deposits of the tomb (Fig. 9).

The amphora contained the cremated remains of a man; 
in the large jug were those of a woman. Based on the internal 
evidence of the finds from the tomb the two urns appear 
to have been deposited during the Protogeometric period. 
However, the stylistic elements of the amphora suggest that 

17. Deger-Jalkotzy 1999, 197. – Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, 
Fabrizii-Reuer 2002, 138–140.

this vessel may well have been of an earlier date.18 If this is 
the case then it was re-used as an ash-urn and deposited in 
the late 10th or in the early 9th century BC. 

Summary and Discussion

As has been already stated, the percentage of cremations 
at Elateia was very small. There were 23 cremations as op-
posed to 2000 inhumations, i.e. less than 2 %.

Despite the indeterminable gender of some juveniles and 
children E. Reuer and S. Fabrizii-Reuer were able to prove 
statistically that more women were cremated than men, as 
well as more young individuals than old people.

The majority of the cremations were of 11 women 
(48 %), followed by three juveniles and seven children 
(43 %) and two men (9 %). 

The age of the cremated individuals ranges from 7 
months to 70 years. A very interesting detail is presented by 
three double cremations consisting each of a woman and of a 
small child.19 As S. Fabrizii-Reuer pointed out, the burnt re-
mains were tightly mixed which suggests that the respective 
women and children were cremated together. The same is 
suggested by the identical colouring of the bone remains, as 
well as by the synchronisms of the deposits. It is very likely 
that we are dealing with the burials of mothers and children 
who had either died together or shortly after one another.20 
One double cremation can be dated to LH IIIC Late, the 
other two to the early Submycenaean period.

As has been already mentioned the cremations of 
LH IIIC Late and Submycenaean date were deposited 
without any container either on the floor or in the pits of 
the chambers. In contrast, the three ash-urns found in the 
Elateia-Alonaki tombs were deposited in the Protogeomet-
ric period: in T. XXXVIII an amphora was used for the cre-
mated remains of a man and a large jug for those of a woman, 
whereas in T. XLIV a hand-made jar contained the ashes 
of a child. Since these are the only urns which have been 
found at Elateia, it is impossible to tell whether or not there 
was a relation between vase types and gender or age of the 
cremated individuals.

Within the area which has been excavated so far there has 
been no evidence of pyres. It may be concluded that crema-
tions took place at the edge of the cemetery or even out-
side of it. Whatever burial rites may have taken place they 
certainly involved the cremation of the corpse on the pyre, 

18. See Deger-Jalkotzy 1999, 197.
19. For T. LXII/90 see above. The third instance was discovered in 
T. LXIII/90, see Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii-Reuer 
2002, 146 ff.
20. Dakoronia, Deger-Jalkotzy, Fabrizii-Reuer 2002, 148. 

Fig. 9. T. XXXVIII/88: Uppermost burial layer in chamber 
(Drawings: E. Alram-Stern and team, E. Held. Digitalization: M. 
Frauenglas).
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the collection of the burnt remains, their transfer to the 
cemetery and the deposition in the tomb. The deposition of 
cremations in ash-urns was a ritual which did not take place 
until the Early Iron Age. According to the evidence from 
T. XLIV it may be assumed that burial gifts such as large 
amphorae may have been used in the cremation ceremony. 

As we have already stated, the burial rite of cremation 
was introduced at Elateia during the last part of the Myce-
naean period and it was practised during the transition from 
the Bronze Age to the Early Iron Age (Fig. 1). However, 
many other questions arise. Why was cremation only prac-
tised during that period of time? Why were cremations so 
rare? Why were more women cremated than men and why 
more young people than old people? It is clear that most 
questions can only invite speculations.

However, it is remarkable that during the same span of 
time another deviation from the traditional burial custom at 
Elateia took place, namely the burial of corpses in a tightly 
contracted position one upon another, like parcels. Moreo-
ver, the numbers of burials in the Elateia-Alonaki cemetery 
then reached its height. Even pits in the chamber floors were 
used for primary burials. Furthermore, Submycenaean vas-
es were deposited both on the floor and in the pits of tombs 
such as T. LXII. Finally, a new type of very small chamber-
tombs was introduced. Therefore the conclusion itself sug-
gests that a rise in population took place at Elateia.21 

Is it conceivable that cremation was applied as a last re-
sort, in cases when tombs could not be re-opened because 
of recent burials so that the cremated bones were kept until 
they could be buried in the tomb? 

Another explanation for the introduction of new burial 
practices at the end of LH IIIC and during the Submycenae-
an period may be sought in the presence of a new population 
group. Initially, 23 cremation burials cannot be regarded as 
being accidental as it takes certain techniques and a certain 
experience to cremate a human being. Even if the number of 
cremations is marginal, it cannot be excluded that during the 
transition from the Late Bronze to the Early Iron Age a new 
population group arrived who was responsible for practis-
ing this burial rite. After all, Elateia is situated at the major 
crossroads in Greece from the north to the south and from 
the east to the west. Moreover, several new elements among 
the burial gifts, which made their first appearance during 
that same time span, such as long dress pins, special types 
of finger-rings, weapons and handmade vases with incised 
decoration, were found. They may have originated in re-
gions where cremation, too, was an element of the spiritual 
culture. 

21. See Deger-Jalkotzy 2009.

However, it should be underlined again that cremation 
at Elateia was a short-lived and transitory phenomenon. 
The final cremations in the Mycenaean chamber-tombs 
were deposited during the Protogeometric period. Moreo-
ver, during the Early Protogeometric period the number of 
burials in the Elateia-Alonaki cemetery generally declined, 
and only a limited number of tombs were used beyond the 
10th century BC. The Geometric burial in the dromos of 
T. XLIV is a case in point. Interestingly enough those final 
burials at Elateia-Alonaki were inhumations. In contrast, in 
other regions in Greece, such as Attica and Euboea, crema-
tion burials rose and became the dominant burial practice 
during the Early Iron Age. Therefore, if the increase in buri-
als during the Submycenaean period at Elateia was, indeed, 
caused by immigrants, these people did not stay for good 
– or, at least, not all of them stayed. Some may have moved 
elsewhere in the vicinity22, others certainly moved further 
afield. Thus the evidence from Elateia appears to represent 
a contribution to the discussion of population movements 
during the time of transition from the Late Bronze to the 
Early Iron Age in Greece – not least to the movements of 
the famous “Dorians”.
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