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STELLA MACHERIDIS

Symbolic connotations of animals at      
early Middle Helladic Asine
A comparative study of the animal bones from the settmement and its graves

Abstract*
This paper is a contribution to the zooarchaeological research on animals 
or animal parts found in human graves during the Middle Bronze Age 
in Greece. The animal bones from the early Middle Helladic settlement 
(MH I-II, c. 2100-1800 BC) and contemporary burials at Asine are pre-
sented. The goal is to compare the animal bones from the settlement with 
those from the burials, in terms of species composition and body part dis-
tribution. Through this comparison, this paper aims to discuss any sym-
bolic connotations of bone waste from everyday-life practices. The results 
show that the most common domesticates from settlement contexts, pig, 
sheep/goat and cattle, also appear to be the most abundant animals de-
posited in the early MH graves at Asine. This is consistent with mortuary 
data from other sites on the Peloponnese, especially Lerna. The pig was 
most abundant in both settlement and graves at Asine. The similarities 
between wild and domestic pigs might be important, and are discussed 
as a possible inspiration for the pig symbolism in MH I-II Asine. I also 
propose a regional change in the later Bronze Age of how animals were 
deposited in graves, in which period the presence of wild mammals, dogs, 
and horses in high status graves increases. Throughout, pig, sheep/goats 
and cattle remained the most important animals for ritually connoted 
events such as funerary meals or feasts. 

Keywords: Asine, zooarchaeology, Middle Bronze Age, settlement debris, 
grave goods

Introduction 
During the last decades we have witnessed an increase of stud-
ies of animal bones from ritual contexts in the Aegean Bronze 
Age. We can find examples of animals occasionally found in 
human grave contexts, such as the dogs in the Mycenaean 
chamber tomb at Galatas, Peloponnese, or the horse burials 
at the Mycenaean cemetery at Dendra.1 Traces of ritual activi-
ties from Mycenaean sites in the form of burnt animal bones 
have been discussed as the remains of burnt animal sacrifices, 
e.g. at Pylos.2 However, animal bones as part of grave goods 
in human graves rarely constitute the focus of archaeological 
research of the Middle Helladic societies of Greece. 

The excavations of Asine in the north-eastern Pelopon-
nese, Greece, revealed, among other things, the remains of a 
Middle Helladic (MH, c. 2100–1700 BC) settlement and its 
contemporary burials. These excavations produced a large ani-
mal bone assemblage.3 This material provides an exceptional 
opportunity to compare the settlement and the graves zoo-
archaeologically. The goal of this paper is to do such a com-
parison, i.e. between the animal bones from the settlement of 
Asine and those from the contemporary graves at the site as 
well as in the vaster southern Mainland region in Greece. This 
enables the discussion of symbolic or ritual aspects of various 
contexts from a zooarchaeological perspective. Can we infer 
any meanings in terms of symbolic connotations in any pro-
posed connections between food waste and grave goods?

1 For the Mycenaean tomb at Galatas see Hamilakis 1996, 41; for the 
horse burials at Dendra see e.g. Protonotariou-Deilaki 1990a and Pappi 
& Isaakidou 2015.
2 Isaakidou et al. 2002.
3 The animal bones from Bronze Age Asine make up the basis for the 
author’s doctoral research at Lund University. This paper is part of this 
research. 

* The animal bones from the 1926 excavations of Asine are part of the 
Asine collection at Museum Gustavianum, Uppsala University. I am 
grateful to the Museum for the loan of the material. I am particularly 
thankful to David Reese, who has kindly assisted me in providing faunal 
data from the Middle Helladic graves from Lerna, to Gullög Nordquist, 
who has provided valuable feedback on earlier drafts as well as aiding 
with stratigraphic issues concerning the graves of Asine, and to Dimitra 
Mylona, who has provided valuable feedback on the text and has kindly 
shared zooarchaeological data from the graves of the East Cemetery at 
Asine. I thank Fredrik Ekengren, Anne Ingvarsson-Sundström, Kristina 
Jennbert, and Michael Lindblom for valuable comments and feedback 
on earlier drafts of this paper. Additionally, I am very grateful to the com-
ments and recommendations from Gerhard Forstenpointner and Sofia 
Voutsaki, which greatly improved the quality of the paper. Any miscon-
ceptions or mistakes are my own.
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The study is restricted to the early Middle Helladic (MH 
I–II or early MH, c. 2100–1800 BC) Asine. This paper pres-
ents hitherto unpublished data on the faunal remains from 
this period at the site. The animal bones from the graves at 
the nearby coastal settlement of Lerna are used as comparative 
material, enabling a discussion of possible patterns at Asine 
from a regional perspective. Examples from nearby sites (see 
Fig. 1) from the broader MH and Late Helladic (LH, c. 1700–
1050 BC) are included to nuance the regional perspective and 
provide a long-term perspective to the discussion of animal 
bones in grave-related contexts.

Theoretical perspectives 

SYMBOLIC CONNOTATIONS OF BONE WASTE
The assumptions underlying this paper are based on what is 
called “the symbolic connotations of bone waste”. This asserts 
the importance of and associations between two theoretical 
terms, ‘symbol’ and ‘waste’. Since the animal bones studied 
here should be considered as the remains of prehistoric social 
actions or processes, a view on symbols as vital in social

processes is important.4 This follows the works 
of the anthropologist V. Turner, who investigat-
ed how symbols function in mainly ritual pro-
cesses of the Ndembu people of north-western 
Zambia. According to him, symbols are com-
bined and are used for metaphorical communi-
cation between people in any social process in 
order to direct the outcome or consequences of 
that process.5 It is thus not meaningful to study 
symbols in isolation from their social context. 
In most societies, animals have symbolic mean-
ing beyond merely providing protein intake.6 
Therefore, it is assumed that the choice of con-
suming a specific animal, or disposing of its re-
mains in any or specific locations, can have sym-
bolic connotations. By this I mean that such a 
choice communicates certain meanings to other 
people. The classic example is perhaps a choice 
of animal which signals religious beliefs, such as 
the avoidance of certain animals prescribed in 
for example Moslem or Jewish traditions.7

The notion of dirt as “matter out of place”, 
formulated by M. Douglas, became the starting 
point for research on waste. Since material cate-
gorization and valorization is culturally specific, 
the material category of waste is seen as a rela-
tive and dynamic notion.8 Waste has a tempo-
ral (everyday-life practices change over time) as 
well as a spatial dimension (different waste ma-
terials are disposed of in different places). Not 
only is the categorization of waste due to the use 
of physical space, i.e. refuse goes there but not

4 Ortner (1984) provided a review of the main theoretical perspectives 
in anthropological research from the 1960s to the 1980s. According to 
her, the view of symbols as operators in the social process was essential for 
Victor Turner’s work (1966 and 1967; see Ortner 1984, 131).
5 Turner 1966; 1967.
6 E.g. Russell 2012.
7 See Douglas 1966 (2002), 51–71.
8 E.g. Douglas 1966 (2002); Strasser 1999; Drackner 2005.

Fig. 1. Map of the Peloponnese, with the locations of mentioned sites. 1) 
Asine, 2) Lerna, 3) Midea, 4) Dendra, 5) Prosymna, 6) Mycenae, 7) Zy-
gouries, 8) Epidauros, 9) Ayios Konstantinos, 10) Aegina Kolonna, 11) 
Eleusis, 12) Orchomenos, 13) Malthi, 14) Pylos, 15) Nichoria, and 16) 
Ayios Stephanos.
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there, but it can also be connected to symbolic aspects of the 
material itself.9 

That bone waste is often symbolically laden has zooarchae-
ological implications. As N. Russell argues, ritual or symbolic 
preferences can be a biasing factor in human deposition of 
animal bones, and thus in the formation of the zooarchaeo-
logical record.10 Also, animal bones bear traces of cultural 
perceptions of bone waste and symbolic associations of differ-
ent materials, animals, and body parts.11 One example of bone 
symbolism can be found in the Mongol tribe described by S. 
Szynkiewicz.12 In this case, the sheep tibia was a symbol of 
patrilineal descent and a spiritual communication tool. Strict 
rules applied to the disposal of this bone, involving burning 
and deposition in a ritually clean space.13 

Consumption waste from the settlement can thus reflect 
the symbolic preferences of the studied prehistoric society. 
This concords with the idea that ritual activities were embed-
ded in everyday life during the Middle Helladic.14 This idea 
should be connected to a definition of ritual as a process, 
which is encompassed in the term ‘ritualization’.15 Ritualiza-
tion acknowledges that rituals are repetitive formalized action 
sequences, directed by social conventions and thus dynamic 
in their essence. Rituals are not restricted to the sacral sphere, 
and to infer the existence of a sacral/profane dichotomization 
in any prehistoric world view is not always relevant. In this 
paper, I use the term ‘ritual’ mainly for graves.16

GRAVE GOODS AND FUNERARY MEALS
The material studied in this paper also includes animal bones 
found as grave goods in MH graves. It is necessary to clearly 
define what is included in the term ‘grave good’, and why I do 
not use more traditional concepts, such as grave offerings or 
gifts, for animal bones or other finds connected to the grave 
deposit. Further, in providing a regional perspective on the 
animal bones found in graves at Asine, I look beyond solely 
grave contexts and consider examples with remains of the 
ritual consumption of animals, e.g. funerary meals and feasts. 

9  E.g. Douglas 1966 (2002); Hodder 1982; 1987; Moore 1982; Strasser 
1999; Marciniak 2005; Gifford-Gonzalez 2014.
10  Russell 2012, 143.
11  E.g. Russell 2012; Rudebeck & Macheridis 2015.
12  See Szynkiewicz 1990.
13  Szynkiewicz 1990, 74.
14  Nordquist 1987, 111; Whittaker 2010, 536.
15  Bell 1992, 220; Bradley 2005, 34.
16  Considering that rituals probably were embedded in everyday life for 
the MH Asineans, it might be inconsistent to use the term ritual only for 
graves. However, this approach has been chosen mainly because no clear 
ritually connoted contexts have been documented from the settlement, 
other than graves. In other words, the existence of traces from ritual ac-
tivities in the settlement debris is hard to detect, even if some meals were 
ritually connoted. 

Therefore, there is a need to define ‘feasting’ and ‘funerary 
meals’ or ‘feasts’, commonly reoccurring terms in archaeologi-
cal research.17

Grave goods
As a term, ‘grave goods’ can be a good alternative to describe 
grave finds in order not to imply social meanings beyond the 
ritual context of burial.18 For example, the terms ‘offering’ or 
‘gift’ imply the act of offering/giving, which in its turn indi-
cates a specific social meaning within the burial ritual which 
cannot always be ascertained by the material culture or the 
contextual circumstances. Grave goods can have many differ-
ent meanings.19 The neutral expression ‘grave goods’ is suit-
able for this paper for other reasons as well. It includes animal 
bones, besides other artefacts, which were found in connection 
with the dead individual in the ritual context of formal burial, 
but not always documented with high contextual resolution. 
Most of the graves at Asine were excavated in the early 20th 
century, which has made it difficult, sometimes impossible, to 
reconstruct the necessary contextual information needed to 
differentiate between such categories as the ones mentioned 
above. The exact location of bones is most often missing since 
they generally were not documented on plan drawings. This 
hinders the evaluation of intentionality in the placement of 
grave goods, which would be expected if animal parts were 
part of, for example, the gifts to the dead individual. 

The term ‘grave good’ is not used here as an alternative 
aiming to escape the issue of lack of documentation. I ac-
knowledge this problem as it concerns the Asine assemblage. 
Therefore, each grave, to which animal bones are associated, 
is evaluated individually in order to assess whether or not the 
animal bones were connected with the grave as grave goods, or 
belonged to the infill of the grave. This contextual discussion 
of the animal bones from the MH Asine graves can be found 
in Appendix 1 of this paper. 

Funerary feasts or meals
Feasts are large-scale ritual events which involve communal 
consumption of foods and drinks.20 The funerary feast can have 
large impact on the society, alliances, and power dynamics;21 
such specific events require specific food.22 In this study, the 
term ‘funerary meal’ is preferred in order also to include small-

17  E.g. Hamilakis 1998; Wright 2004; see also Twiss 2012, 363.
18  Ekengren 2013.
19  See Härke 2014, 45–52. Among others, grave goods might represent 
gifts or equipment for the dead (e.g. Méry & Tengberg 2009), remains of 
funerary meals/feasts (e.g. Hamilakis 1996, 165), and indicators of social 
status/identity (e.g. Jennbert 2011, 158–159).
20  Dietler 1996, 88; 2001, 65; see Pollock 2003, 21.
21  Hayden 2009.
22  Marciniak 2005, 72.
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scale consumption events. Animal bone waste from funerary 
meals reflects the actual consumption, in terms of which ani-
mals and animal parts were chosen, and disposal strategies, 
i.e. if all waste ended up in the grave infill or in specific dis-
posal locations for remains from funerary meals.23 Food and 
drink are symbolically important because of everybody’s basic 
biological need to eat.24 Consumption waste, both in terms of 
leftovers and biological refuse, is a consequence of consump-
tion. This, a direct link between consumption and consump-
tion waste, is an important presumption of this paper.

23 In this case study I do not delve in to the latter, i.e. if there are any spe-
cific locations for the disposal of funerary meals, because clear examples 
of such contexts are not evident in the documentation or the publication 
of the excavations of the site. 
24 E.g. Dietler 1996, 89; Pollock 2003, 18.

Early Middle Helladic Asine:   
the material
Ancient Asine is located on a peninsular cliff on the north-
eastern Peloponnese (Figs. 1–2). The site was excavated in 
several campaigns during the last century, of which the ma-
jority was directed by Swedish archaeologists. The initial 
1922–1930s project was followed by several excavation sea-
sons during mainly the 1970s.25 These campaigns revealed 
the long continuity of Asine, dating from at least the Early 
Helladic period (c. 3100–2100 BC) to the 8th century BC. 
During the Archaic and Classical periods the settlement de-
clined, but it was densely occupied in the Hellenistic period. It 
was finally abandoned during Late Antiquity, although it was 
revisited in later historical periods. 

25  Frödin & Persson 1938; e.g. Hägg & Hägg 1973; Dietz 1980; 1982; 
Wells 1983.

Fig. 2. Map of Asine during the MH I-II. Only the locations of burials in 
the Lower Town trenches are illustrated. Right plan drawings are made 
after Frödin & Persson (1938). Left plan drawing is made after Nordquist 
(1987). With permission.
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THE SETTLEMENT
During the MH and the Late Helladic (LH, c. 1700–1050 
BC), Asine flourished as a settlement. This is testified by ex-
pansions of the settled areas, increase in archaeological finds, 
more diverse material culture, and the establishment of burial 
areas. Some of the biggest changes to the settlement were the 
additions of House T on Terrace III during MH I (2100–
1900 BC), and Houses pre-D, B, and D in the Lower Town in 
MH II–early MH III (about 1900–1750 BC).26 This growth 
of the settlement is visible in the rich material culture from 
this period.27

The animal bones, excavated in 1926, were found in cul-
tural layers in or around the houses; strata covering large parts 
of the open trenches.28 Because the excavation was not always 
made in respect of single contexts, i.e. separate events such 
as the filling of a specific construction with soil, it is possible 
that separate fill layers within these strata existed. Therefore, 
I do not to focus on single events, but on cultural layers tied 
to the different dwelling areas. This provides a lower level of 
contextual resolution. The areas are the Lower Town (around 
Houses pre-D, B, and D) and Terrace III (around House T). 
The houses are similar in degrees of complexity, i.e. with more 
than one room, although the house plans differ (Figure 2). 

Although the MH houses excavated in the Lower Town 
were constructed later than House T, the animal bones from 
the settlement used in this study are all from layers dated to 
the same period (early MH, or MH I-II). While animal bones 
from the settlement, dated to the broader Middle Helladic, 
have been published elsewhere, the early MH assemblage 
from Asine has not been studied previously.29 In total, 3,014 
animal bones from the settlement, of which 1,149 bones (38% 
of total NSP) were identified to species, are presented in this 
paper.30

26 Nordquist 1987, 72, 79; see Fig. 1.
27 See Nordquist 1987.
28 Frödin & Persson 1938.
29 Moberg Nilsson (1996) discussed smaller parts of the MH animal 
bone assemblage from Asine, while Macheridis (2016a) studied the com-
plete collection of animal bones dated to the broader MH from Asine.
30 The zooarchaeological analysis of the animal bones from Asine was 
made with access to reference literature and collections at the Osteo-
logical Laboratory, Lund University. Few small mammals, fish or bird 
remains have been identified, which could be explained by the lack of 
systematic sieving (e.g. Mylona 2003). This remains a problematic issue 
for this particular collection. Number of Identified Specimen (NISP) 
and Minimum Number of Elements (MNE) are used for quantification. 
Information on Minimum Number of Individuals (MNI) is provided. 
Additionally, Number of Specimens (NSP) is included to note the un-
identified bones (e.g. Grayson 1991; Lyman 2008, 266).

THE GRAVES
Two burial areas were in use during the earlier MH (Fig. 2): 
in and around the houses in the Lower Town and Terrace III 
(the Kastraki), and the East Cemetery (EC). The EC is differ-
ent from the Kastraki because of the formality in its design. 
The Kastraki graves are intramural, often in floors, abandoned 
house plots, or between walls, while the EC is a burial area 
located outside the settlement, and contained a tumulus con-
struction with a peribolos marking its boundaries.31 The hu-
man remains and the artefacts found in the Asine burials have 
been analysed from several angles.32 The EC burials were more 
often made in cists rather than in pits, which is the case at Kas-
traki.33  Adults are overrepresented in EC, while children were 
most often buried within the settlement’s boundaries.34 The 
differences between the burials in the EC and the Kastraki 
continued and became more pronounced in the latter MH 
III–LH I period.35 

At least 147 Middle Helladic graves have been excavated 
at Asine.36 About 72% (106 graves) did not contain any grave 
goods. Just over half of the graves with goods (22 graves) con-
tained the occasional object, for example one vessel.37 The 
low occurrence of grave goods is characteristic of this peri-
od.38 Thus, it is not surprising that the number of MH graves 
at Asine containing animal bones as part of the grave goods 
is also small. Five such graves could be identified (Table 1).39 
Fifty animal bones, of which 28 have been identified to taxa, 
were found in these graves.40 Although this number provides 
a small data set, these bones were part of the grave goods, and 
are unique in this aspect. 

In Appendix 1 the contextual assessments on whether or 
not the animal bones should be connected to the grave goods 
or to the grave fill are included. The location, or even the pres-
ence, of animal bones in graves is seldom mentioned in the 
publications. Available contextual information present on 

31 Dietz 1980; Nordquist 1987, 101; Voutsaki et al. 2011, 455.
32 E.g. Nordquist 1987; Gillis 1996; Nordquist 2002; Ingvarsson-Sund-
ström 2008; Voutsaki et al. 2007, 71–80; Voutsaki et al. 2011; Ingvars-
son-Sundström et al. 2013.
33 Voutsaki et al. 2011, 452.
34 Ingvarsson-Sundström 2008, 102; Ingvarsson-Sundström et al. 2013, 
153.
35 E.g. Voutsaki et al. 2011, 453.
36 Frödin & Persson 1938; Hägg & Hägg 1973; 1975; Dietz 1980; Nor-
dquist 1987, 91.
37 Nordquist 1987, 101.
38 Nordquist 1990, 36; Hielte-Stavropoulou 2004, 17.
39 Additionally, one grave (MH 45) contained one long bone splinter 
from a large animal. Since the animal bone could not be identified it is 
not discussed further in this study.
40 Additionally, according to the excavators, grave MH18 contained fish 
vertebrae, and grave MH62 contained bones of small animals (Frödin 
& Persson 1938, 117, 123). These bones could neither be found nor re-
examined for the purpose of this paper.
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find unit labels indicates if the animal bones were retrieved 
from graves. In order to assess whether or not this means the 
grave deposit or the grave fill requires a thorough reading of 
available documentation, i.e. of field journals and plan draw-
ings. 

It is hard to assert with certainty that the samples from the 
grave fills contain material from activities connected to the 
burial, because they might also derive from nearby soil used 
for the infill. The graves in the Lower Town were made in 
abandoned settled areas (Fig. 2), so the animal bones might 
derive from settlement debris. Because of this issue, the ani-
mal bones from the grave fills are not discussed in this text. 
They are included in Appendix 1 in order to i) to present data 
from the site, and ii) to illustrate the process which led to the 

assignment of animal bones to either grave fill or deposit. It 
is important to be transparent with the latter, because the as-
signment of animal bones to grave fills or deposits involves an 
interpretation of the documentation by the analyst, and could 
be uncertain. 

The assignment of animal bones to grave deposits or fills 
has been based on two variables. First, the contextual informa-
tion, such as any notes on the location of the bones in the field 
journals and/or plan drawings, is of importance. Secondly, 
zooarchaeological indicators of peri-depositional processes 
affecting bone condition have been used. This includes the de-
gree of fragmentation, articulation status of bones, and surface 
wear, i.e. the presence of marks from weathering, trampling, 

Burial 
area

Grave 
no

Grave 
type

Age/sex  Artifacts NSP Identified animal bones Date

Kastraki

MH 58 Pit Adult (ca. 50 
or 44 yrs)

Bronze 
spear head 18

1 pig mandible
1 cattle rib 
9 large-sized rib fragments 
(probably from cattle rib)

Probably 
MH II

MH 60 Cist Adult female Terracotta 
whorl 14

5 pig bones: 1 tooth, 1 frontal 
bone, 1 phalanx I, 1 pelvic frag-
ment, 1 maxillary bone 
2 cattle bones: 1 humerus, 
1 phalanx I
1 sheep/goat radius

Early MH I

MH 66
Pit/
Wood-
en box

Child 
(5 yrs±6 
months)

None 3 2 pig bones: 1 rib, 1 mandible MH II

MH 102 Pit Child (ca, 1 
year) None 8 2 pig bones: 1 mandible, 1 

pelvis bone MH II-III

East 
Cemetery 1971-13 Cist Adult (30 

yrs) female None 7

1 astragalus, 1 tibia and 
1 metatarsal of sheep/goat 
(sheep?) from the hind leg of 
one individual
1 radius and 1 ulna of pig from 
the lower front leg of one in-
dividual

MH II

Table 1. Middle Helladic Asine graves with animal bones. Contextual information is taken from Field diaries 3:1 (E.J. Knudzon) and 9 (H. Arb-
mann), from Nordquist (1987; 1996a, 1996b), and from Dietz (1980). Bioarchaeological information from Ingvarsson-Sundström (2008). Num-
ber of Specimens (NSP) counts the total amount of bone. Data on animal bones from the East Cemetery graves were provided by D. Mylona.
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and gnawing on the bone.41 When information on the loca-
tion of animal bones within the grave is absent from field jour-
nals or plan drawings, conclusions are based on zooarchaeo-
logical indicators.

Four of five graves are from the Kastraki. Three graves con-
tained juvenile individuals, while two burials were of adults, 
of which one was female. No male grave was identified. None 
of the graves of children or newborns contained grave goods. 
This is not true for all such burials; a few did receive burial 
gifts.42 Further, jewellery artefacts are often as common or  
more abundant in child graves when compared to adult buri-
als in the greater Peloponnesian region.43 All adult burials 
used in this study contained grave goods other than animal 
remains (Table 1). The one EC grave, 1971-13, contained an 
adult female. Interestingly, it is among the poorest EC graves 
in regards to other find categories. In general, the distribution 
of grave goods other than animal bones, e.g. jewellery and sets 
of pottery, in the MH graves at Asine and other sites do not 
indicate any specific gendered differences.44

Taxon NISP MNE MNI
Domestic pig (Sus domesticus) 425 78 15
Sheep/goat (Ovis aries/Capra hircus) 361 52 8

of which: Sheep (Ovis aries) 21 20 5
Goat (Capra hircus) 33 17 4

Cattle (Bos taurus) 266 49 5
Dog (Canis familiaris) 11 8 2
Horse (Equus caballus) 3 3 1
Donkey (Equus asinus) 1 1 1
Deer (Cervidae) 15  -  -
Red deer (Cervus elaphus) 51 22 3
Roe deer (Capreolus capreolus) 1 1 1
Fallow deer (Dama dama) 1 1 1
Tortoise/turtle (Testudine) 14  -  -
 Total 1149 215 37

Table 2. List of identified species from the MH I-II settlement at Asine

41 Table B in Appendix 1 presents data on the presence of zooarchaeo-
logical indicators on the bones from each grave.
42 Ingvarsson-Sundström 2008, 110.
43 Nordquist 2002, 126.
44 E.g. Nordquist 2002, 126–127. See also Voutsaki et al. 2007, 78.

Intra-site comparison of settlement 
and graves in early MH Asine
The comparison between settlement debris and grave goods at 
Asine is based on species composition and body part distribu-
tion. Age and sex data is included only from the settlement, 
since very few bones from grave-related contexts provided 
such information. Mortality patterns and sex distributions are 
provided for the settlement in order to give a fuller overview 
of the animal consumption and management at the site. 

SPECIES COMPOSITION 
In the settlement debris of the early MH, we can note the pres-
ence of both horse and donkey among the domesticated ani-
mals, although pigs, sheep, goats, and cattle dominate (Table 
2). The slight focus on pigs and predominance of medium-
sized mammals is also seen in other Middle Helladic settle-
ments on the Mainland.45 Red deer dominate the wild animals

at Asine. Additionally, roe deer and fallow deer are 
represented. While roe deer are often present on Ae-
gean sites, fallow deer are not as common. The latter 
species is rarely identified in the Peloponnese during 
this period.46 

The taxonomic compositions in MH I-II settle-
ment and graves at Asine are illustrated in Fig. 3. In the 
settlement, pigs were most common (38%) followed 
by sheep/goat (32%) and cattle (24%). Goat bones are 
slightly more abundant than those of sheep.47 Howev-
er, considering MNI counts these animals are almost 
equally represented in the material (Table 2). About 
6% derive from deer, predominantly red deer. Animal 
bones from grave deposits correspond partly to this 
picture. The results of a chi-square test of the distri-
bution of pig, sheep/goat, cattle, and deer between 
the settlement and the graves indicated a statistical 
significant difference (χ2=8.86, df= 3, p=<0.05). This 
is best explained by the frequencies of pig and sheep/
goat bones in the graves; pigs are more abundant than 

45 Examples of zooarchaeologically investigated Mainland settlements 
where pigs are most abundant is Lerna (Gejvall 1969), Nichoria (Sloan 
& Duncan 1974), and Ayios Stephanos (Nicodemus 2008, 507; Reese 
2008a). In contrast, an emphasis on sheep/goat rearing is observed at 
Aegina Kolonna (Forstenpointner et al. 2010) and Midea (Reese 1998, 
281).
46 Yannouli & Trantalidou (1998) provided a review of the archaeologi-
cal representation of fallow deer in ancient Greece. The animal is present 
at nearby Tiryns, according to von den Driesch & Boessneck 1990.
47 Sheep and goat were distinguished using postcranial bone elements 
recommended by Zeder & Lapham (2010). Additionally, horn core 
morphology and cranial features described by Boessneck (1969) and 
Prummel & Frisch (1986) were used for this purpose. 
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expected if the bones from settlement and graves were ho-
mogenously distributed, while sheep/goats are less abundant 
than expected. Deer bones are not present in the graves. This 
absence might be due to the low sample size, or that deer were 
not common as grave goods during this period. 

The meaty areas of the pig’s body, i.e. the axial region and 
the limbs, are represented with between 11–20%. However, 
considering the probable post-depositional bias, the abun-
dance of the trunk was probably larger. The head is overrep-
resented (37%), while feet are rare (1%). It seems that the 
remains of pig in settlement remains are from consumption 
rather than butchering. Most body parts common in settle-
ment debris were occasionally deposited in graves. Similarly to 
the settlement debris, the graves most often also contained pig 
bones from the head and the axial skeleton. One each of the 
lower front limb and lower hind limb is present.

In the settlement debris, the categories of horn, neck, axial, 
and feet each contribute less than ten percent each to the rela-
tive distribution of sheep/goat MNE. The limbs and the head 
are well represented. Since the neck, vertebrae and ribs trunk 
might be underrepresented, it is not unlikely that the distri-
bution of the body parts resembled the one discussed above 
for pigs. That the material derives from mainly consumption 
waste is also supported by the underrepresentation of the non-
meaty feet, which is sometimes discarded early in the carcass 
processing.52 Four sheep/goat bones representing one lower 
front and one lower hind limb could be assigned to graves 
MH60 and 1971-13. This does not correspond to the settle-
ment debris, in which the head and the upper front limb were 
among the most common body parts.  

In the settlement debris, feet are the most common body 
part among cattle bones (22%), followed by head (20%). Oth-
er body parts contribute with less than 11%, except lower hind 
limb (14 %) and upper front limb (12%). Higher abundance 
of foot bones is traditionally connected to the so called schlepp 
effect, i.e. transporting the body using the feet. However, it 
is as likely explained by damage caused by canids, where the 
meat-rich elements are often targeted first.53 The phalanges 
are small but compact, relatively resistant to post-depositional 
destruction.54 Thus, the schlepp effect is not the only possible 
explanation. The abundance of low-nutrient body parts as 
the feet should perhaps rather be discussed as the remains of 
mainly butchery waste.55 It can also partly be seen as the con-
sequence of post-depositional destruction of less dense bone 
structures, such as vertebral bodies. Still, at least the neck and 
axial parts should in that case be represented to the same de-
gree as the compact meaty limbs. The trunk, i.e. vertebrae and 
ribs, and feet are represented in the graves. This corresponds 
partly to the cattle bone waste from the settlement.

52  E.g. Arnold & Lyons 2011.
53  Marean et al. 1991.
54  Lyman 1994, 246–247, Table 7.6.
55  E.g. Thomas & Lacock 2000.

Fig. 3. Relative taxonomic abundance (%NISP) in the general settlement 
debris compared to grave-related contexts, early MH Asine. Three articu-
lating sheep/goat bones and two articulating pig bones in grave 1971-13 
are counted as one NISP each in this graph.

BODY PART DISTRIBUTION
In the settlement debris, all body parts are represented.48 The 
vertebrae and the ribs are overrepresented (Fig. 4). Vertebral 
bone elements and ribs have a less dense structure, and are thus 
more prone to post-depositional destruction.49 It is possible 
that a certain degree of density-mediated attrition has affected 
the assemblage. This was indicated in an earlier study of animal 
bones from MH Asine in which the axial fragments proved to 
be underrepresented in relation to the other body regions no 
matter the contextual category or taxonomic representation.50 
It is therefore expected that these parts are underrepresented. 
Processes of post-depositional destruction are known to cause 
representation issues in animal bone assemblages, with biases 
towards higher abundances of loose teeth.51 In this study, the 
overrepresentation caused by including loose teeth is avoided 
since the quantification of MNE was based on mandibles. 
Still, the head region is overrepresented in the case of Asine.

48 The anatomical categories provided by Stiner (1991) are used, i.e. horn, 
head (skull and mandible), neck (atlas, axis, and cervical vertebrae), axial 
(vertebrae, ribs, sternum, pelvis), upper front (humerus, scapula), lower 
front (radius, ulna, carpals, metacarpals), upper hind (femur, patella), low-
er hind (tibia, fibula, metatarsals, tarsals), and feet (phalanges, sesamoids). 
Raw data of the distribution of the body parts at the Asine settlement is 
presented in Appendix 2.
49 Lyman 1994, 234–258.
50 Macheridis 2016a.
51 E.g. Peres 2010, 20.

Opuscula 10.indb   135 2017-11-01   14:17



136 • STELLA MACHERIDIS • SYMBOLIC CONNOTATIONS OF ANIMALS AT EARLY MIDDLE HELLADIC ASINE

Fig. 4. Relative (%MNE) body part distribution of pig, sheep/goat (represented by goat), and cattle in the settlement debris (left) versus grave goods 
(right). The bones from graves are presented in terms of presence and absence of each body part.

MORTALITY PROFILES AND SEX DISTRIBUTIONS56

In Fig. 5, the distribution of slaughter ages in the three com-
mon domesticates from the settlement debris, we can see 
that the husbandry and/or consumption of pigs focused on 
juvenile (46% below 12 months) and young adult individu-
als (12–42 months). Some reached older ages (19% above 3.5 
years). There seems to be a slight focus on male individuals 
(13 of 19 bones). An excess of adult males is not necessary for 
the continuation of the herd. As fragile juvenile bone is more 
prone to post-depositional destruction, this could explain the 

56 Age assessments were based on epiphyseal union data from post-cra-
nial bone elements. Age translation of fusion status of cattle, sheep/goat, 
and pig was based on data from Silver (1969) and O’Connor (1982), 
cf. Vretemark (1997, 41). Sex assessments of cattle and sheep/goat were 
based on morphological features of the pelvic bones (Boessneck 1969). 
Sex assessment of pig was made on basis of canine tooth morphology 
(Mayer & Lehr Brisbin 1988). 

slight overrepresentation of adult males. It could also be ex-
plained in terms of manifestation of wealth, as it is more ex-
pensive to feed older individuals than to kill off juvenile pigs.57 

About 18% of the age-assessed sheep/goat bones derive 
from juvenile individuals (<12 months). Two of these were 
from newborn animals. About 26% survived to ages above 
30–42 months (2.5–3.5 years, Fig. 5). There seems to be an 
even sex distribution (4 females, 3 males). The survival of older 
individuals together with an even sex distribution is similar to 
the optimal kill-off pattern from wool production described 
by S. Payne.58 This is a possible scenario for early MH Asine, 
considering that some young individuals are missing due to 
post-depositional biases. Because there is an even species com-
position, and varied ages, it remains equally plausible that the 

57  Halstead & Isaakidou 2011, 169.
58  Payne 1973, 284.
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focus of animal management and consumption was mixed, 
and not specialized.59

The survivorship curve of cattle is similar to that of sheep/
goat, but with fewer neonate and juvenile individuals. Ap-
proximately 40% were slaughtered between the ages of 12–18 
months to 48 months (1–4 years). The same proportion (c. 40%) 
were slaughtered at ages above 48 months. The focus on older 
animals has been explained as a consequence of older draught 
and milk animals being brought from the hinterland in to the 

59  See Halstead 1996.

Fig. 5. Relative survivorship curves of pig, cattle, and sheep/goat at early 
MH Asine. Information on sex distribution is provided in the top left corner 
of each animal category.

village.60 This is common in early urban and/or central sites.61 
This could be a scenario for some of the older cattle consumed 
at the site, and as such it could be a function of the growing 
central importance of Asine within the surrounding region.

Fig. 6. Relative distributions of pig, sheep/goat, and cattle in MH Lerna. 
Data on the settlement is taken from Gejvall (1969, 6–8) and the graves is 
provided by D. Reese.

Inter-site comparison between MH 
graves at Asine and Lerna
In this section, the animal bones from early MH Asine are 
compared to the animal remains from graves at the nearby 
Middle Helladic settlement at Lerna (Fig. 1). This is made in 
order to evaluate the most obvious pattern from the Asine col-
lection, namely that the same animals dominating the settle-
ment are most common in the graves. I briefly evaluate the 
body parts’ representation in the Lerna material. Although it 
is important to include other findings beside animal bones in 
this discussion, this is only partially done as it is beyond the 
scope of this paper.

At least 228 Middle Helladic graves were excavated at 
Lerna. E. Blackburn (1970) has provided an inventory of 
the Lerna graves.62 There are several similarities between the 
MH burials at Lerna and Asine. Mentions of animal bones 
among the grave offerings or the material associated to graves 
are scarce. Most graves were located within the settlement’s 
boundary, and most burial types were small in their form, often 
as pits, jars or cists.63 In her study on age/gender distinctions 
in the mortuary evidence, e.g. grave goods and grave types, at 

60  Macheridis 2014.
61  E.g. Magnell 2009.
62  Blackburn 1970.
63  Voutsaki 2004, 344–345.
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MH I-II Lerna, S. Voutsaki could not find good evidence of 
specific gender or age categories.64 The exception is a long term 
trend in which adult burials became located outside the settle-
ment in the MH III–LH I period, while children were buried 
inside it. This is also consistent with the situation at Asine, 
where the extramural East Cemetery contained mostly adult 
burials. Additionally, at Lerna children also received a more 
diverse set of grave goods than adults.65

N-G. Gejvall studied the animal bones from MH Lerna; 
however, he did not focus on the graves.66 The animal bones 
have since been re-examined by D. Reese, who has kindly 
provided the unpublished data on animal bones from the 
Middle Helladic graves. Reese reports on animal bones from 
at least 58 graves.67 This number excludes mollusc remains. It 
is uncertain whether or not these bones should be regarded as 
grave goods, as many were probably included with the over-
lying grave fill.68 They are used here for illustrative purposes, 
and seen as probably deriving from activities connected to the 
burial. Still, we cannot avoid a degree of uncertainty regarding 
the contextual integrity of these samples. 

Fig. 6 presents an overview of the composition of pig, 
sheep/goat, and cattle from Lerna graves and settlement. The 
settlement data is taken from Gejvall’s 1969 publication on the 
animal bones from Lerna. Since publication, some chronologi-
cal assessments have been revised, and so this distribution is 
only approximate. Nevertheless, we can observe that the dis-
tribution of pigs, sheep/goat, and cattle in the Lerna settle-
ment is similar to Asine (Table 2, Fig. 3). Contrary to the ani-
mal bones in the Asine graves, the animal bones in the Lerna 
graves do not correspond to the general picture provided by 
its settlement. Instead, cattle are most common, followed by 
sheep/goats and pigs. This is interesting as it is different from 
the consumption waste found in settlement layers at Lerna. 

Pigs were the most common animal in the consumption 
on an everyday basis at both Lerna and Asine. However, it 
seems each site regarded different animals as most important 
for ritual use (cattle at Lerna and pig at Asine). Perhaps, this 
indicates that values other than purely economic or functional 
were important in choosing animals for funerary purposes, 
and that this preference varied between sites within the same 
region. This also highlights the difficulties in using animal 

64 Voutsaki 2004.
65 Voutsaki 2004, 356.
66 Gejvall 1969.
67 Graves dated to the latter phases of the MH period, as published by 
Blackburn (1970) and based on data from Voutsaki et al. (2013) are 
excluded. Among the included graves for this paper, 19 graves remain 
more broadly dated to the MH phase. These graves could be of later MH 
origin. This underlines the above-discussed uncertainty of contextual in-
tegrity of these samples.
68  Reese, personal communication, 26 May 2016. 

bones from ritual contexts to reflect on general animal con-
sumption in everyday life. This discrepancy is similar to the 
one discussed by S. Isaksson in an Early Medieval Scandina-
vian context, in which written sources indicate meat-focused 
diet, while lipid analyses from pottery revealed a probable lack 
of animal protein in everyday-life food consumption.69

In Fig. 7 we can see the distribution of the body parts of 
the three most common animals in the graves from Lerna.70 
Almost the whole body, except horn core, neck, and the upper 
hind leg, is represented for sheep/goat and cattle. The trunk is 

69  saksson 2000, 55.
70 Raw data of body part distribution from the Lerna graves is presented 
in Appendix 2.

Fig. 7. Relative (%MNE) body part distributions of pig, sheep/goat, and 
cattle in the MH Lerna graves. Data provided by D. Reese.
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best represented among the body parts of cattle at MH Ler-
na, while for sheep/goat the feet are most common. The pig is 
represented by the head, the upper front and lower front leg, 
the lower hind leg, and the feet. This is different from Asine, 
where the only the trunk and the head are represented (see 
Fig. 4). Similarly to Asine, the pig’s head is most common in 
the Lerna graves. This can perhaps partly be explained by low 
sample sizes. 

Animal bones from ten of the later MH III–LH I graves 
were studied by Reese. Pig bones were found associated with 
five graves, while cattle and sheep/goat were found in two 
graves.71 Only in one of the graves were these three animals 
deposited together.72 The common occurrence of pig bones 
in the later Lerna graves is similar to the early MH graves at 
Asine. It indicates that the preference of pigs in the graves of 
early MH Asine was local for that specific period, but that the 
ritual use of pigs in graves was not singularly unique for MH 
I Asine, as it is evidenced in other sites of other periods in the 
region, such as early LH Lerna.

Regional and long-term perspectives 
In the Middle Helladic graves of other sites, I have found few 
mentions of animal bones as grave goods.73 Animal bones 
were sometimes neglected and not collected in older excava-
tions.74 Different local geological circumstances might result 
in differential preservation of bones. Nevertheless, the lack 
of animal bones also corresponds to the general lack of other 
kinds of grave goods during this period.75 Thus it is probable 
that this lack not only is the consequence of the bones not be-
ing collected but also reflects the burial practices, where it was 
not common to deposit animals/animal parts in graves. 
Below, I use other regional examples of animal bones from 
mortuary contexts dated to the broader MH and LH periods 

71 Reese 2008b, 18-20; Reese unpubl.
72 Pit grave DB-1. In this grave a pig skull and mandible, two cattle teeth 
and one sheep/goat scapula were found along with some shells (Reese 
2008b, 20). Other mammal species identified from the bones of these 
later Lerna graves includes dog (DC-1-2, Reese 2008b, 18) and red deer 
(BE-2, Reese unpubl.)
73 No animal bones are mentioned in the graves at Mycenae (Alden 2000), 
Orchomenos (Bulle 1907), Zygouries (Blegen 1928, 55–56), or Prosymna 
(Blegen 1937, 30-50). For the locations of these sites, see Fig. 1.
74 MacKinnon 2007. One example is the site of Malthi. During the 2016 
excavations of the site two child burials were excavated, in which animal 
bones were found (Lindblom personal communication 16 August 2016; 
Macheridis 2016b). Pig was identified in both burials, while sheep/goat 
was found in one. This is in contrast to the older excavations of MH 
graves, in which no animal bones are mentioned (Valmin 1938). The 
presence of pig bones at Malthi is similar to the Asine graves in which pig 
bones are most common.
75  See Cavanaugh & Mee 1998, 31.

to illustrate two points.76 First, I argue that the trend in which 
the most common domesticates, pig, sheep/goat and cattle, 
dominate as grave good animals, as exemplified by Asine and 
Lerna, is temporally restricted to the earlier MH. This be-
comes evident through a brief review of regional examples 
of animal bones in graves from the later MH, in which ani-
mals not commonly consumed and/or herded become more 
common. Second, I argue that in the early MH mainly the 
domesticated animals were deposited as grave goods. During 
the later MH and Mycenean periods, these animals became 
reserved instead for ritually connoted consumption activities, 
such as funerary meals. As is exemplified below, this argument 
is based on the fact that domestic animals are abundant in 
other types of ritually interpreted contexts, besides graves. 

Bones of horse, dog, and wild boar, seemingly as part of 
food offerings, gifts, or equipment for the dead, became com-
mon among the grave goods in the rich graves of the later 
Bronze Age. The earliest horse burials can be found in the LH 
II period.77 For example, nearby Dendra is famous for its horse 
burials, which should be placed in the LH IIIA-B periods.78 
Examples of the deposition of dogs in rich graves during the 
MH III-LH I can be found at Midea, specifically in Pit II of 
the tholos tomb.79 Another example of animal-related grave 
goods consists of the worked boar tusks often for or as part of 
helmets which are found in graves of the Shaft Grave Period.80 

Bones of horse, dog, and wild boar are not present in the 
early MH graves at Asine, although most animals are iden-
tified at the settlement (Table 2). The end of the MH was a 
socially dynamic period, resulting in the formation of the My-
cenaean societies. In this cultural complex, hunting seems to 
have been a manifestation of power, important for the élite. 
This is presumably reflected by the use of dogs in burial con-
texts and boar tusk helmets as artefacts and in iconography.81 
This appears to not have been the case during the early Middle 
Helladic, at least not at Asine. Further, most of the instances 
of dogs, horses, and wild mammals can be tied to high status 
graves. Meanwhile, in the early MH Asine monumental struc-
tures indicating higher social complexity arrive first in MH II, 
as exemplified by the tumulus construction in the East Cem-
etery.82

76 The inclusion of later temporal examples is motivated because animal 
bone data from early MH graves is, as mentioned, scarce. The scarceness 
of the evidence has made it necessary to contrast the data of this time 
to other regionally and temporally close contexts. This is made in order 
to define tendencies of the MH I-II which are not apparent due to the 
limited amount of data.
77 Pappi & Isaakidou 2015, 477; but see Reese 1995, 36.
78 Pappi & Isaakidou 2015; cf. Protonotariou-Deilaki 1990b, 101.
79  Persson 1931, 39.
80 Such examples can be found among other in the Cuirass Tomb at Den-
dra (Åström 1977) and the “Warrior Grave” at Eleusis (Cosmopoulos 
2015, 76).
81 Hamilakis 2003, 243; see also Day 1984.
82 Dietz 1980; Voutsaki et al.  2011, 448.
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Among other ritual contexts, besides graves, we have the 
large Middle Helladic ritual pit underneath the sanctuary for 
Apollo Maleatas at Epidauros. Among its many finds were the 
bones of sheep, cattle, pigs, and antler fragments from deer; 
as they have not been zooarchaeologically analysed the iden-
tifications remain uncertain.83 The presence of domesticated 
animals in this type of context, i.e. ritual non-grave contexts, 
continues into the LH. We can note the MH-LH examples of 
the bones belonging to “a goat and two other small animals” 
which were found in a pit near grave Δπ18 at Eleusis.84 As-
sociated to Tomb IV at Zygouries, C.W. Blegen reported on 
the presence of two nearly complete goat skeletons, which he 
suggested were sacrificial remains in connection to the buri-
al.85 The material found in the infill of Shaft Grave 1 and Shaft 
Grave 2 at LH I Lerna has been interpreted as the remains of 
one or two funerary feasts.86 A re-examination of the animal 
bones revealed that sheep/goat and pig were the most com-
mon animals chosen for meat consumption within these 
events, although wild species also have been identified.87 

Another example of the use of the common domesticat-
ed animals in ritual consumption contexts is the discussion 
of burnt animal sacrifices, a seemingly wide-spread practice 
in the Mycenaean cultures. For example, at Pylos the burnt 
animal sacrifices focused on cattle, specifically the jaw, upper 
front limbs, and upper hind limbs.88 Y. Hamilakis and E. Kon-
solaki discuss the burnt remains of juvenile pigs in Room A of 
the main sanctuary at Ayios Konstantinos as remains of burnt 
animal sacrifice.89 Similarly, M. Cosmopoulos regards the 
burnt bones from the non-meaty parts of at least three pigs in 
Megaron B as evidence of burnt animal sacrifice at Eleusis.90 
Although the domesticated animals are occasionally found in 
MH III–LH I or II graves, such as at above-mentioned LH 
I Lerna, the above examples show the increasing reliance on 
pigs, sheep/goat, and cattle in ritually connoted consump-
tion events, such as meals, feasts, or sacrifices, during the later 
Bronze Age periods. 

83 Theodorou-Mavrommatidi 2010.
84 See Cavanaugh & Mee 1998, 32; Cosmopoulos 2015, 54–55.
85 Blegen 1928, 41.
86 This is based on the magnitude of the pottery assemblage, its relative 
completeness, the high inclusion of imported ware, and the large animal 
bone assemblage, representing a substantial amount of meat (Lindblom 
2007; 2008, 191).
87 Sheep/goat was more abundant of the two. Bones of cattle, red deer, 
dog, hare, fox, donkey, and tortoise were also identified, with the addi-
tion of goosehawk and heron in Shaft Grave 2 (Lindblom, personal com-
munication, 16 August 2016). The remains from the infill of these graves 
are interpreted as the remains of one or two funerary feasts (Lindblom 
2007; 2008, 191).
88 Isaakidou et al. 2002.
89 Hamilakis & Konsolaki 2004.
90 Cosmopoulos 2015, 106.

Discussion and conclusions
Let us return to the focus of this paper, namely to discuss the 
symbolic connotations of animals in early MH Asine on the 
basis of the various connections between animal bone waste 
from the settlement and the animals or animal parts deposited 
in its graves. In the above, I have focused on species composi-
tions and body part distribution of pig, sheep/goat and cattle. 
The latter, the comparisons of body parts, did not provide 
good basis for the discussion of symbolic aspects of the settle-
ment debris. For example, the low-nutrient parts of cattle were 
abundant in the settlement, which could indicate butchery 
waste and some input of preservation bias to the advantage 
of compact and small bones such as phalanges and tarsals. 
On the other hand we do see meaty body parts in the graves, 
which indicate that butchery waste was not the most common 
in grave-related contexts. This conforms with the idea that the 
grave goods were either meat portions as gifts for the dead or 
the remains of some funerary meal.91 It does not provide us 
with direct symbolic connotations of the bones found in the 
settlement debris.

SYMBOLIC VALUE OF THE PIG 
The clearest similarity between settlement and graves at Asine, 
which can be discussed in terms of symbolic connotations, is 
that the pig is most abundant in the settlement and graves at 
Asine.92 In the graves, pig bones were present in higher abun-
dances than expected. The animal was not only of economic 
and nutritional use; it was also used for symbolic and ritual 
purposes at Asine, as testified by its abundance as grave goods. 
In contrast, at MH Lerna, cattle bones were most abundant 
in graves, while pig remains were most common in the settle-
ment debris there (Fig. 6). The pig appears also to have been 
the most abundant animal at other settlements in the southern 
Mainland during the MH.93 

The research on suid symbolism during the Bronze Age 
centres on the wild boar, predominantly in terms of power 

91  See Härke 2014.
92  By this I presume that the deposition of pig in graves had symbolic 
connotations, which did not stop at the grave, but were present also in 
daily life. This is based on the proposal that there was no strict sacral 
versus profane sphere during the MH (Nordquist 1987, 111; Whittaker 
2010, 536), and that animal symbolism is an important cosmological 
component in many traditional societies. For an overview of the latter, 
I refer to Russell 2012, 7–51. There might have been symbolic connota-
tions to other animals, such as tabooed ones, which were at least as im-
portant for the MH people; these are harder to discuss on basis of present 
data. I highlight the pig because it clearly was both an important meat 
animal and an important ritual animal at early MH Asine.
93  Sloan & Duncan 1974; Reese 2008a; see Trantalidou 1990, 398; Hal-
stead 1996, 29.
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and increased importance of hunting for the élite during the 
late MH and the Mycenean periods.94 Few discuss the do-
mestic pig in terms of animal symbolism during the MH I–II 
periods. This probably results from the lack of systematic as-
sessments of available data. It is thus hard to discuss further 
in this text. Still, the characteristics of the pig itself might be 
interesting for this discussion. For example, the similarities be-
tween wild boar and pig are generally acknowledged, and were 
probably recognized by the prehistoric people as well.95 Such 
general similarities perhaps affected the prehistoric percep-
tion of these animals, in which they were considered related.96 
Because of their closeness physically and morphologically, the 
pig could have been viewed as related to the wild boar. 

The pig as a symbol during the MH I-II could thus have 
been multireferential, i.e. both as meat provider and as a lim-
inal being with ties to the wild boar, hunting and the “wild”.97 
This would further indicate that the early MH animal sym-
bolism maybe had long-lasting influences for the rest of the 
Bronze Age, when the wild boar symbolism gradually became 
more important as reflected in the archaeological and the 
iconographical evidence. This remains an idea for future re-
search and not a conclusion of this paper. What the results of 
this paper show is that the use of pigs in the early MH society 
at Asine was not only of economic importance as reflected in 
its high frequency in the settlement debris, but also of ritu-
al and symbolic importance, as evidenced by its presence as 
grave goods during this period.

94  The wild boar symbolism is evidenced foremost by the presence of 
tusk helmets as grave goods in high status graves, and of the animal in 
iconography (Morris 1990; Crowley 1995, 487, 489; Hamilakis 2003, 
241 and 243).
95  Ethnozooarchaeological observations have testified of the occasional 
interbreeding between wild and domestic pigs, resulting not only in in-
creased similarity in morphology but also increased physical closeness 
between wild and domestic pigs, as described by e.g. Halstead & Isaaki-
dou (2011, 161 and 170), Albarella et al. (2011, 151), and Hadjikoumis 
(2012, 357).
96  Animals sharing morphology and behaviour are sometimes considered 
related in traditional societies. A contemporary example is 20th century 
Malekula in Melanesia, where pigs are categorized on the basis of age and 
gender, rather than domestication status (Funabiki 1981, 179). See also 
examples in n. 97. 
97  Examples of liminal attitudes towards certain animals can be found 
elsewhere. For example, the red deer in Ireland during the Early Middle 
Ages were labelled “wild cattle” because of the species’ liminal status. It 
was seen as belonging to the domestic and social sphere, as it was similar 
to cattle, but also as belonging to the wild as it was hunted (Soderbergh 
2004, 168). Among the Ethiopian Konso, the consumption of deer meat, 
or meat from horned animals, was allowed because they were similar to 
cattle, sheep, and goats (Hallpike 2008, 329). 

RITUAL USE OF HERDED ANIMALS CONTRA 
HUNTED ANIMALS, HORSES AND DOGS
The dominance of bones from sheep/goats, cattle, and pigs in 
the graves of Asine and Lerna suggests that these animals were 
ritually and symbolically important as grave goods during the 
Middle Helladic. It is reasonable that the symbolism tied to 
these animals also permeated everyday life outside the burial 
sphere, and that for example the consumption of these animals 
was symbolically or ritually laden. Perhaps meat consumption 
was ritualized in occasional but recurrent events such as feasts 
for the community or smaller but more frequent meals within 
the household.98 This would be in line with the proposed idea 
that everyday life was permeated by ritual meaning.99 

The domesticated animals in the MH graves of Asine and 
Lerna were exchanged for hunted animals or those animals 
used during hunts during the Late Bronze Age in the region. 
It is however reasonable that domesticated animals retained 
ritually important functions in large-scale events, such as 
meals, feasts, or sacrifices, probably because they symbolized 
economic power.100 The appearance of the burnt animal sacri-
fices in the Mycenaean period is cited as an example of this.101 
The public sharing and distribution of meat, for gods and/or 
humans, would have been more important in a social context; 
the funerary feast (or meal) is an important event in terms of 
building alliances and manifesting power.102 The increase of 
wild animals in grave goods during the LBA was perhaps rath-
er an indicator of a dead individual’s identity than symptomat-
ic of the social dynamics at the time, for which feasts probably 
had a more important function. The presence of wild animals 
in high status graves can perhaps be tied to the rising social 
inequalities during this period, visible foremost in the mor-
tuary evidence, in which some graves exhibit extreme wealth 
compared to others, such as the Shaft Graves of Mycenae.

In conclusion, this paper shows the potential in compar-
ing zooarchaeological intra-site patterns to discuss symbolic 
connotations of the leftovers from everyday life. Future stud-
ies will test the conclusions of this paper. This is needed in 
order to more fully understand which parts animals played 
in early Middle Helladic life. Although sites documented 
with modern-day techniques might provide higher contex-
tual resolution, this does not mean that we should neglect the 
evidence from old excavations. This is illustrated in this study 
by using the almost century-old documentation of the 1926s 
excavation of Asine. 

98  I refer to the discussion earlier in this text where I distinguish between 
feasts and meals. The former are large-scale ritual events impacting on the 
power relations on a communal level (Dietler 1996, 88 and 2001, 65), 
while the latter include smaller consumption events.
99  Nordquist 1987, 111; Whittaker 2010, 536.
100  E.g. Russell 2012, 331.
101  Hamilakis & Konsolaki 2004; Isaakidou et al. 2002.
102  E.g. Hayden 2009.
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Table A. Contextual assessments of the animal bones found in the MH graves of Asine. For data on zooarchaeological indicators of bone condition, such as 
articulation status, exposure and surface wear, see Table B in this Appendix.
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1971-11 MH II The remains of a 30–40 years old female (61AS) were 
found in this cist grave. It is hard to tell whether or 
not the two unidentified animal bones recorded by 
DM are from the grave deposit, but as no goods were 
found, it is assumed that they derive from the fill of the 
grave. No grave goods.

This grave was made in the upper layer of the IQ 
tumulus at Asine.

The animal bones be-
long to the grave fill.
This burial of this in-
dividual should per-
haps be associated to 
1971-12.

Dietz 1980, 23.

Plans/photographs: 

Dietz 1980, 16, fig. 3; 
24, fig. 10.

1971-12 MH II This was the cist grave of a 6–12 years old child 
(62AS). Three animal bones were found in the grave: 
one sheep/goat rib, one tooth of red deer, and one un-
identified but large-sized bone splinter, according to 
DM. This is the only instance of wild mammals among 
the graves in this study. No goods were found in the 
grave. Dietz (1980, 26) mentioned the bones of sheep/
goat in the fill. The three bones examined by DM are 
most likely from the fill of this grave.

1971-12 was also made in the upper layer of the tu-
mulus. It is perhaps near-contemporary, but a bit later, 
than 1971-11. 

The animal bones be-
long to the grave fill.
This burial of this in-
dividual should per-
haps be associated to 
the earlier 1971-11.

Dietz 1980, 25–26; 
Voutsaki et al. 2011, 
451.

Plans/photographs: 

Dietz 1980, 16, fig. 
3; 25, fig. 11; 26, fig. 
12. 

Appendix 1
Three systems of labelling the graves of the Lower Town (Kastraki) have earlier been employed. In the text, I use the grave numbers 
stated in the column “Grave no.”. When trying to reconstruct the animal bones associated to the Kastraki graves, the following field 
diaries from the old excavations have been consulted: Diaries 3:1 and 3:2 by Erik Jo Knudzon, Diary 5 by S. Neander Nilsson, and 
Diary 9 by Holger Arbman. The diaries are stored in Museum Gustavianum at Uppsala University. 

Age assessments of juvenile individuals are taken from Ingvarsson-Sundström 2008. Adult ages by both Fürst (F) and Angel 
(A) are provided for the Kastraki graves. Information on the animal bones found in the East Cemetery graves has been kindly 
provided by Dimitra Mylona (DM). The author (SM) has analysed animal bones from the Kastraki graves. References to plans 
and/or photographs are present in the “References” column. Data on zooarchaeological indicators needed for Table B were only 
present from the Kastraki graves.
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1971-13 MH II This grave was made outside the tumulus. It was a cist grave 
containing the remains of an adult (around 30 years old) fe-
male (63AS). Seven animal bones were examined by DM: 
three sheep/goat (probably sheep) fragments from the hind 
leg (one astragal, one tibial, one metatarsal bone) of the same 
individual, two pig bones from the front leg (one radius, one 
ulna), and two unidentified medium-sized rib bones. DM 
interpreted these as remains of body parts forming food 
goods, since they articulate and form specific body parts. 
This seems plausible. The animal bones were not specified 
by Dietz (1980, 60). No other goods are specified.

The animal bones 
belong to the grave 
deposit.

Dietz 1980, 60–61.

Plans/photographs: 

Dietz 1980, 16, fig. 3; 
61, fig. 71.

MH 22 MH 
II–III

This pit grave contained the fragmentary remains of a new-
born infant. It was made in the foot-end of MH 21, the 
burial of an adult male. It was located above wall 2 of House 
A (earlier MH), but was seemingly below House C (later 
MH).

However, these graves might not be connected according 
to the excavators. The animal bones (AS 3400) were labelled 
as “animal bones grave no 158 (grave V)” or “around grave 
V”. Grave V equals MH 22. Since the exact placement of the 
bones does not seem to be with the buried individual but 
around it, I assume they were found in the fill of the grave. It 
is possible that they also were found around the grave con-
struction as well.

Three animal bones are recorded of which one pig hu-
merus was identified, as well as an unidentified small-sized 
fragment and one unidentified bone splinter. The small frag-
ment might derive from the buried infant of this grave. No 
indicators of exposure were found on the animal bones.

The animal bones 
probably belong to 
the grave fill.

Diary 5: 24/06/1926; 
Frödin & Persson 
1938, 117; Nordquist 
1987, 129; 1996a, 23; 
1996b, 118.

Plans/photographs:

Nordquist 1987, 194, 
fig. 99; 1996a, 24, 
fig. 5. 

MH 45 MH 
II–III

MH42 and MH 45 belong to the same cluster of graves 
south of House D, below House E. They were most prob-
ably contemporary with House D, and date to the MH II or 
MH III periods. 

This pot-grave contained an infant aged to around birth 
to 2 months. The animal bone (AS 3377) were labelled “in 
vessel of bothros grave”. Therefore it is assumed that the con-
tents of this single vessel should be associated to the burial 
event. Considering this relatively good contextual informa-
tion it is unfortunate that only one cattle or deer tibia was 
recorded from this grave. No other burial gifts are recorded 
from this grave. No indicators of exposure were found on 
the animal bone.

The animal bones 
belong to the grave 
deposit.

Diary 9: 24/04/1926; 
Frödin & Persson 
1938, 121; Nordquist 
1987, 132; 1996b, 
118.

Plans/photographs:

Nordquist 1987, 194, 
fig. 98; 1996a, 28, 
fig. 10.
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MH 58 Post 

MH 
I, 
prob-
ably 
MH 
II

This pit grave contained the remains of an adult aged to c. 
50 (F) or 44 (A) years. A spearhead was found in the burial. 
It is located on Terrace III and was made on top of the stone 
floor of room VII in House T. Although it might have been 
made in a house which was in use at the time, due to its 
elaborate and space-demanding construction (cist grave) it 
is more probable that it is younger than House T. However, 
it seems clear judging from the diary that these bones do not 
belong to the usage phase of House T.

The AS no. of the animal bones associated to this grave is 
probably AS 4800. According to the field diary, on the day 
that these bones were found, 13 March, the human skull was 
found. The soil around and under the skull was kept in a box. 
It is plausible that the animal bones belong to this unit and 
are from the grave deposit.

A total of 18 animal bones were recorded: one pig man-
dible and one cattle rib, as well as seven unidentified mam-
mal splinters. Nine large-sized rib fragments probably be-
long to the cattle rib. No indicators of exposure were found 
on the animal bones. 

The animal bones 
probably belong to 
the grave deposit.

Diary 3a: 
13/03/1926; Frödin 
& Persson 1938, 123; 
Nordquist 1987, 132; 
1996a, 27; 1996b, 
118.

Plans/photographs: 

Nordquist 1996a, 28, 
fig. 10.

MH 59 MH I This cist grave contained the remains of an adult female, 40-
50 (F) or around 30 years old (A). It is located on Terrace III. 
An obsidian chip was found in connection to the grave. It 
was found on 19 March, and most animal bones (AS 2138) 
derive from the day of the initial excavation of the grave on 
20 March. They seem to belong to the grave fill. From this 
fill, five pig fragments were identified: one left maxillary, 
one right temporal, and three tibiae (two right and one left). 
One cattle tooth was identified. In addition, one medium-
sized limb bone fragment and one mammal cranial frag-
ment, and two unidentified fragments were recorded. 

Three animal bones, belonging to AS 5228, which was 
excavated ten days after this, when they lifted the skeleton. 
They probably derive from a deeper level of the fill: one pig 
pelvic bone and one cattle tooth. No indicators of exposure 
were found on the animal bones.

The animal bones 
belong to the grave 
fill.

Diary 3a: 19, 20, 
29/03/1926; Frödin 
& Persson 1938, 123; 
Nordquist 1987, 132; 
1996a, 28; 1996b, 
118.

Plans/photographs: 

Nordquist 1996a, 28, 
fig. 10.
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MH 60 Early 

MH I

This cist grave contained the remains of an adult female. 
It was located on Terrace III, and it was made in bothros 
2 south-west of House T. One terracotta whorl was found. 
The grave was fully excavated and documented on 7 April, 
and most of the saved finds were found associated with the 
burial itself (AS 2360), which was located below a layer of 
hard soil. The stratigraphy is unusually well documented.

Fourteen animal bones were recorded, five of which de-
rived from pig: one frontal bone, one maxillary fragment, 
one tooth, one pelvic bone and one phalanx. Additionally 
one sheep/goat radius, one cattle phalanx and one cattle 
humerus were recorded. One unidentified large-sized frag-
ment and five cranial fragments from medium-sized mam-
mals were also among these bones.

Although the one phalanx of pig was mildly weathered 
(Table B), the generally good condition of the bones as well 
as the possible articulated pig’s skull suggest that the bones 
derive from the grave deposit. Possibly, the phalanx might 
be intrusive.

The animal bones 
belong to the grave 
deposit.

Diary 3a: 
07/04/1926; Frödin 
& Persson 1938, 123; 
Nordquist 1987, 131; 
1996a, 28; 1996b, 
118.

Plans/photographs: 

Nordquist 1996a, 30, 
fig. 13.

MH 66 Pos-
sibly 
MH 
II

This burial was a pit grave on Terrace III, located above wall 
5 of room II in House R, which was used during EH and 
early MH. Therefore the feature should be dated to early 
MH, most probably MH II.

The burial contained the remains of a child aged 5 years 
±6 months. The animal bones (AS 4737) were excavated the 
day after the skeleton was identified. The grave was docu-
mented and fully excavated on this day. It is assumed that 
the animal bones should be regarded as part of the actual 
grave. One pig rib and one pig mandible were found togeth-
er with an unidentified mammal fragment. No indicators of 
exposure were found on the animal bones.

The animal bones 
probably belong to 
the grave deposit.

Diary 3a: 
20/05/1926; Frödin 
& Persson 1938, 124; 
Nordquist 1987, 132; 
1996a, 29; 1996b, 
118.

Plans/photographs:

Nordquist 1996a, 31, 
fig. 15.

MH 102 MH 
II–III

The grave was excavated on Terrace II above Terrace III. The 
stratigraphy and dating of it remains preliminary. Based on 
its location stratigraphically and physically over bothros 1 
(EH III-MH I), a possible date is MH II-III. 

This pit grave contained the remains of a one-year-old 
child. The animal bones (AS 2171) were excavated on 17 
May. The burial was removed the same day. The AS no. is 
also the label for the child skeleton, which is why it is as-
sumed that the animal bones were located very close to the 
body and should be considered part of the grave deposit.

Eight animal bones were recorded: one mandible and 
one pelvic bone of pig, four fragmented mammal specimens, 
and two medium-sized bones (one rib and one limb bone). 
No indicators of exposure were found on the animal bones.

The animal bones 
probably belong to 
the grave deposit.

Diary 3b:  
17/05/1926; Frödin 
& Persson 1938, 17; 
Nordquist 1987, 134; 
1996a, 29; 1996b, 
118.

Plans/photographs: 

Nordquist 1996a, 36, 
fig. 24.
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Grave Grave fill/
deposit

No. of 
bones

Average 
size (mm)

Articulation 
(yes/no /possibly
/not applicable*)

Weathering Trampling Gnawing

MH 22 Grave fill 3 40 Not appl. None None None
MH 45 Grave deposit 1 not appl. Not appl. None None None
MH 58 Grave deposit 20 20.5** Possibly (cattle rib) None None None
MH 59 Grave fill 14 40.7 No None None None
MH 60 Grave deposit 14 36 Possibly (pig skull) One weathered 

bone (pig phalanx)
None None

MH 66 Grave deposit 3 43.3 Not appl. None None None
MH 
102

Grave fill 11 23.2 No None None None

Table B. Zooarchaeological indicators of average size, articulation status and surface wear (weathering, trampling, and gnawing) on bones from the 
Kastraki graves in Table A.

Appendix 2
The anatomical distributions of pig, sheep/goat and cattle, MH I–II Asine, the settlement.

  Pig (Sus domesticus) Sheep/goat (Ovis aries/
Capra hircus) Cattle (Bos taurus)

Horn core Not applicable 18 14
Cranial 74 24 21
Mandible 85 28 31
Loose teeth 40 61 23
Vertebrae 19 21 18
Ribs 17 8 4
Scapula, humerus 66 47 21
Radius, ulna 30 44 18
Carpals, metacarpals 12 15 12
Pelvic region 24 15 17
Femur, patella 9 8 11
Tibia, fibula 19 25 12
Tarsals, metatarsals 21 33 31
Metapodials, phalanges, 
sesamoids 9 14 33
Total 425 361 266

*  Not applicable signifies that the count of bones is too small for this assesment.
**The average size is small due to post-depositionally fragmented splinters and therefore not representative for bone status 
prior to deposition. 
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The anatomical distributions of pig, sheep/goat and cattle, MH Lerna, the graves. Graves dated to the MH III and/or LH I are 
excluded. Data kindly provided by Reese (unpubl.).

 
Pig (Sus domesticus) Sheep/goat (Ovis aries/

Capra hircus)
Cattle (Bos taurus)

Horn core Not applicable 0 0
Cranial 2 1 2
Mandible 8 2 0
Loose teeth 4 9 5
Vertebrae 0 0 9
Ribs 0 0 0
Scapula, humerus 4 2 1
Radius, ulna 5 0 2
Carpals, metacarpals 0 1 1
Pelvic region 0 3 3
Femur, patella 0 0 0
Tibia, fibula 2 2 2
Tarsals, metatarsals 3 1 2
Metapodials, phalanges, 
sesamoids 1 6 2
Shaft or fragment* 0 5 28
Total 29 32 57

* 7 of Reese’s Bos identifications are labelled as fragments
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