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MAŁGORZATA SIENNICKA

Courts and open spaces in the Late Helladic III Argolid

Abstract*
While space remains a neglected subject in research on Mycenaean set-
tlements, archaeological and ethnographical studies devoted to social 
meaning of places and areas used by the inhabitants of the prehistoric 
and other communities increase in number. This paper aims to review the 
use and significance of courts and other open spaces in the Mycenaean 
settlements in the Argolid during the Palatial and Post-Palatial periods 
(c. 15th–11th centuries BC). Various categories of areas, like courts, 
open spaces and open-air areas are discussed, with an emphasis on their 
functions and status. Courts and open spaces are considered as reflecting 
patterns of spatial organization in the settlements and of the diverse ac-
tivities of their residents. The differences between the use of open areas in 
the acropoleis and in the lower towns are pointed out, as well as changes 
in the use patterns after the fall of the palatial culture.

Introduction
Courts, open spaces, outdoor and open-air areas belong to the 
built environment of settlements. Together with other spaces, 
such as indoor areas, interiors and buildings, they seem to 
reflect patterns of spatial organization inside the settlements 
and patterns of social organization within the communities. 
These areas, which were significant for many aspects of the 
day-to-day life of the community, frequently remain outside 
the main interests of research. One of the welcome exceptions 
is a paper by William Cavanagh on courts and squares in the 

Mycenaean palaces.1 Nevertheless, the courts and open-air 
areas or other architectural elements belonging to the infra-
structure of the settlements, often located outside the palace 
complexes or citadels, are usually only briefly mentioned—if 
at all—in the studies on Mycenaean architecture and habita-
tion patterns. As W. Cavanagh has remarked in his paper, “our 
knowledge of the configuration of houses and open space, in 
what excavators often call the ‘lower’ towns, outside the cita-
dels, is frustratingly limited”.2 The present paper attempts to 
partially fill this gap in the research, by discussing a number of 
questions about the courts and open spaces in the settlements 
in the Argolid during the Late Helladic (LH) III period, i.e. 
during the Palatial (c. 1445/1415–1190/1180 BC) and Post-
Palatial (c. 1190/1180–1065/1060 BC) periods.3 It discusses 
the functions and social meaning of the areas located mainly 
outside the palace complexes, on the acropoleis, as well as in 
the lower towns. The main questions examined in this paper, 
are:

•	 What was the meaning of space in general, and what was 
the social meaning of courts and open spaces in the pre-
historic settlements in particular? 

•	 What kinds of courts and open spaces in the Mycenaean 
settlements are characteristic for the Palatial period, what 
are their functions and status? 

•	 How did the courts change after the fall of the palatial 
culture, i.e. during the LH IIIC period and what were the 
possible reasons for these changes? 

1  Cavanagh 2001.
2  Cavanagh 2001, 120.
3  Chronology of the Late Helladic period is based on Rutter 2001, 106, 
table 2 and Shelmerdine 2001, 332, table 1.

*  I would like to warmly thank Dr Ann-Louise Schallin and Dr Iphi-
yenia Tournavitou for inviting me for the conference held at Athens. I 
bene fited very much from remarks and information from the partici-
pants of the sessions, as well as from comments of the anonymous re-
viewers of the paper. I am very grateful to Dr Melissa Vetters who kindly 
gave me permission to make use of her unpublished Ph.D. thesis, as well 
as to Dr Ursula Damm-Meinhardt and Dr Tobias Mühlenbruch for ad-
ditional information on stratigraphy at Tiryns. Paul Barford kindly im-
proved my English text.
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Social space and spatial organization 
of the settlements—the case of 
courts and open spaces
Social space theory has made a significant contribution to 
our understanding of the meaning of space as such, and more 
specifically, to our understanding of the differences between 
“built” and “unbuilt” space, “indoor” and “outdoor” space, es-
pecially as regards the ancient settlements. Built environment, 
i.e. buildings and other spaces created and used by people—
in our case by ancient people—can be studied and analysed 
in various ways.4 Researchers tend to concentrate first on the 
archaeological remains of buildings, their technological fea-
tures, building materials and methods, and then on the archi-
tectural plans of the edifices and those of the settlements. This 
is a reasonable approach, because we do need to give priority 
to the exploration of single buildings and their settings, in 
order to understand their boundaries and types, and then to 
reconstruct the different architectural quarters or units, and 
finally the whole settlements, which are in most cases only 
partly excavated. 

When studying Mycenaean architecture, it becomes ap-
parent that there is a noticeable lack of more general studies 
focusing on the organization of the societies, from the point 
of view of the structure of the settlements, their urbanization 
and infrastructure.5 On the other hand, an alternative type of 
study concentrating on domestic and other spaces, as well as 
on vernacular architecture has appeared during recent years. 
This type of study employs approaches borrowed from the 
social sciences, in order to focus on the use of space and the 
relationship between the built environment and the organiza-
tion of space in settlements and households, which are inves-
tigated archaeologically or/and ethnographically.6 Whereas 
various models can be created and employed for a better un-
derstanding of the patterns in the use of space, the so-called 
“interactive model”7 seems to be particularly relevant when 
applied to archaeological research. It gives emphasis to the 
meaning of dynamic interaction between human behaviour 
and architecture, a relationship which is “interdependent and 
mutually determinative”.8 According to its principal suppo-
sition, human behaviour influences the organization of the 

4  E.g. Preziosi 1979, 12–16, 47–72; Lawrence & Low 1990; Cutting 
2006.
5  Cf. Hiesel 1990, 216–221; Siennicka 2003; Lemos et al. 2009; Palyvou 
2009; Siennicka 2010a; Siennicka 2010b; Mühlenbruch 2010.
6  E.g. Wilk & Rathje 1982; Kramer 1982; Sanders 1985; Kent 1990; 
Grøn et al. 1991; Johnson 1993; Parker Pearson & Richards 1994; 
Carsten & Hugh-Jones 1995; Robin & Rothschild 2002; Journal of So-
cial Archaeology 2002; Cutting 2006.
7  Cf. Rapoport 1990; Sanders 1990.
8  Sanders 1990, 44.

built environment, and the built environment, in its turn, 
influences human behaviour.9 While space can reflect inter-
personal relationships among members of a society, as well as 
the social organization of the entire community,10 the built 
environment may also serve to clarify and emphasize social 
roles of its members.11 Consequently, the spatial arrangements 
and the use of space can be understood as dependent on the 
developed, learned, commonly adopted, but also continually 
changing patterns of cultural and social relations. The space 
where social activities take place can be strongly affected by 
the nature of those activities and by social relationships in the 
greater community.12 Therefore, we can expect a close rela-
tionship between the socio-political organization of a com-
munity and changes in plan and structure of the settlement or 
even in urban design.13

Although it is true that within the built environment, it 
is usually the buildings that attract most of the interest of the 
researchers, however, other types of spaces, especially open 
air spaces, such as streets, roads, or paths, as well as squares, 
courts, etc., have recently been the focus of considerable in-
terest.14 Study of these kinds of spaces, and particularly of the 
find contexts, is often problematical, since both streets and 
courts were commonly used during successive phases of oc-
cupation, which makes their architectural development more 
difficult to follow than in the case of buildings. The boundar-
ies and arrangements of these spaces may have been repeatedly 
modified, as they were adapted to the dynamically changing 
landscape of the settlement. Moreover, since streets and open 
spaces were commonly used and shared by many people and 
households, they were regularly covered with rubbish and 
waste dumps, originating partly from the neighbouring build-
ings or other areas.15 More importantly, in the course of post-
depositional processes, i.e. after the settlements or parts of the 
latter were abandoned or were damaged, probably most of the 
debris and waste from the surrounding buildings eventually 
found its way in open air spaces, where it did not really be-
long.16 

Outdoor spaces may be of great social importance in a 
settlement, because they reflect and preserve traces of the so-
cial, economic, and ritual activities and meanings, conducted 

9  Sanders 1990, 44.
10  Engelstad 1991, 50.
11  Tuan 2002, 102.
12  Tanner 1991, 21.
13  Cultraro 2007, 55–56.
14  E.g. Branigan 2001; Cunningham 2001; 2007; Cavanagh 2001;  
Palyvou 2004; 2009. 
15  Cf. Kamp 2000, 91; Robin 2002, 259–260; Cutting 2003, 7.
16  Sommer 1991; von Pilgrim 1996, 18–22; Kemp 1995, 146–168;  
LaMotta & Schiffer 1999; Pfälzner 2001, 38–56; Rahmstorf 2008, 236–
237; cf. Kamp 2000, 91.
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around and between buildings.17 All built forms and other 
domains of human interaction, which includes unstructured 
places, landscapes, fields, courts or yards, as well as smaller out-
door spaces, like areas around the houses, where various and 
manifold activities have taken place, belong to the so called 
“lived” space18, the study of which is imperative, in order to 
gain a complete picture of the various aspects of human ac-
tivity in a settlement.19 The outdoor areas, especially courts 
and yards, may also have played an important role in everyday 
domestic activities of the residents of the buildings, to which 
these areas belonged or which they regularly and repeatedly 
used. They could have been places where the people worked 
(e.g. manufactured their tools, wove and spun), prepared their 
food, ate, slept, rested, played, chatted with family members 
and other people, performed rituals, etc. In some cases, the 
courts may have been even more often and intensively used 
than the interiors, because they were larger and better lit and 
more spacious.20 On the other hand, some interiors might 
have not been entirely suitable for some activities because of 
the practical (e.g. work) or symbolic (e.g. rituals) character of 
the latter.21 The courts and especially open spaces may have 
also been the focus of various community activities, like meet-
ings or public performances and rituals.22

In Mycenaean archaeology, courts and open spaces have 
not been studied in depth, with the exception of the aforemen-
tioned paper by Cavanagh.23 In that study, courts and squares 
in the Mycenaean palaces, including the Great Courts, as well 
as the lesser and outer courts were discussed. Other types of 
courts and outdoor areas in Mycenaean settlements are often 
not described in detail in the publications, and it is therefore 
very difficult to obtain precise information about their archi-
tectural layout, their stratification, and finally, the objects and 
installations found in them. Since only a very few sites in the 
Argolid have been excavated extensively—mostly Mycenae 
and Tiryns—the bulk of our knowledge about courts and 
squares of different categories comes from those sites. Never-
theless, in other settlements in the Argolid, as well as in other 
regions of mainland Greece, courts and open spaces are also 
present and shed more light on the functions of these areas.24

 

17  Byrd 1994, 643–644; Robin & Rothschild 2002, 163; Robin 2002, 
257–260; cf. Rivière 1995, 192–193; Kamp 2000, 86.
18  Robin & Rothschild 2002, 163–164; Robin 2002, 246.
19  Robin & Rothschild 2002, 159, 164; cf. Cutting 2006, 235–236, 241.
20  Cf. Robin & Rothschild 2002, 162–164.
21  Cf. Wilk & Rathje 1982; Bourdieu 1990; Lawrence & Low 1990; 
Tuan 2002, 112–113; Robin & Rothschild 2002, 164.
22  Cf. Byrd 1994, 659–660.
23  Cavanagh 2001.
24  Cf. Siennicka 2010b, 75–79. For outdoor spaces in Minoan architec-
ture cf. Palyvou 2004.

Categories, functions and status of 
courts and open spaces in the Argolid 
during the Palatial period25

Courts in Mycenaean settlements belonged to the typical 
built environment and were probably present at every exca-
vated site in the Argolid. We can distinguish two main cat-
egories of these spaces according to their architectural relation 
to the extant buildings: internal and external courts. Internal 
courts can be described as architecturally belonging to specific 
buildings, being integral parts of the latter. Mycenaean inter-
nal courts were not centrally placed, i.e. surrounded by other 
rooms, as was the case in Mesopotamia26 or Minoan Crete,27 
but were often placed in front of the buildings and were partly 
or entirely enclosed by walls or fences. Special cases represent 
the Great Courts of the Mycenaean palaces. They were very 
spacious areas, often surrounded by colonnades and porticos, 
most probably designed to be used on official occasions. 

External courts, and also squares, were located outside the 
houses, were not integrated with the buildings, and were usu-
ally placed between two or more individual houses or com-
pounds. In case of the Mycenaean palaces, the so-called “outer 
courts” placed within specific parts of the palace buildings 
were used for more mundane activities related to everyday life 
at the palace.28

Open spaces were common in the lower citadels and espe-
cially in the lower towns. These spaces may have characteristics 
similar to the ordinary courts/courtyards, but were usually 
larger, not directly related to any architectural compounds 
and less structured than the external courts. 

The functions of courts and open spaces in the Mycenaean 
settlements were manifold. First of all, they provided access 
to the buildings and facilitated circulation between houses 
and groups of buildings. They also provided buildings with 
light and fresh air, which was especially important in densely 
inhabited areas on the acropoleis. Both internal and external 
courts could have served as secondary areas or extensions of 
the houses, e.g. for working and other everyday activities. This 
may have been of particular significance in case of small build-
ings consisting only of a couple of rooms, where not enough 
space for working was provided indoors. Besides, the courts 
and open spaces were areas for storing goods (e.g. directly on 
their surface, in bins or in bothroi), but also for dumping rub-

25  For the definitions of court, courtyard, open space and square see 
Merrian-Webster OnLine dictionary: http://www.merriam-webster.
com/dictionary (access 4 April 2011); for the definition of outdoor area 
see Robin & Rothschild 2002, 162–164.
26  E.g. Miglus 1994; Miglus 1999.
27  The so-called “hall”, e.g. McEnroe 1982.
28  Cavanagh 2001, 125–128.
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bish (e.g. into pits or directly on their floor surface). Courts 
and streets were also meeting points for the people who lived 
in the neighbourhood. For that reason, they had a social func-
tion even for the lowest levels of the society. 

The status of buildings and other spaces in the prehistoric 
settlements is possible to reconstruct only to a certain extent. 
Since we lack precise information from the written sources 
concerning the ownership of the plots in the Mycenaean 
settlements, the legal status of the outdoor areas can only be 
figured out indirectly, i.e. through their relationship to other 
buildings, their size and equipment and their location within 
the settlement. Nevertheless, it must be kept in mind that any 
reconstructions or interpretations of the status of the areas 
remain uncertain and are always more or less influenced by 
our modern perspective.29 The main types of status comprise 
official, public, semi-public, private and intermediate status.30 
We may understand official areas and buildings as areas used 
during “representative” events, such as political gatherings, 
festivals, or other occasions. Open spaces and courts of official 
character can be expected especially inside the palatial com-
plexes or representative compounds. Most probably the Great 
Courts, which were located directly in front of the megara (or 
three-room units) of the palatial complexes, had an official 
character, since nearly every activity and movement within 
their limits was very likely of official nature. 

Public spaces may be understood as areas used by many (or 
all) members of a given society, without or only with some 
limitations. In the category of public spaces one can include 
streets, gates, fortifications, open spaces in their vicinity, since 
they could have been used by many people, both residents and 
visitors. It must be noted, however, that although we do not 
really know who was allowed to pass the city gates or access 
particular areas of the citadels and towns and when, it seems 
very plausible that there was some kind of control at crucial 
points and access was in fact selective. Having said that, it can 
be assumed that some areas within the settlements were not 
accessible to all residents and visitors. 

External courts and open spaces lying between several 
buildings can be described as communal, semi-public or pub-
lic, depending on their location and size, as they probably did 
not belong to specific buildings, but were rather a standard 
part of the infrastructure of the settlement, like streets and 
paths.31 The status of non-built-up areas, e.g. the large un-
structured or only partly built-up spaces, located both inside 

29  Cf. Goldberg 1999, 143–144; Spencer-Wood 1999; Lawrence 1999, 
121–124.
30  Cf. Byrd 1994, 643–644; Smith 2003, 19–20; Cavanagh 2001; Robin 
2002, 246–247. For a useful discussion of various outdoor spaces, their 
status and examples from Minoan Crete cf. Palyvou 2004.
31  Cf. Palyvou 2004, 207–209.

and outside the citadels and acropoleis, probably depended on 
the ownership and the location of these areas. Internal courts 
belonging to particular houses were private, if they were en-
closed with walls or fences separating them from the outside, 
and thus remained formally and visually separated from the 
built-up areas in the settlement. The more open the court was 
towards the outside, its privacy was accordingly diminished, 
especially if the fences and gates remained open because of ev-
eryday activities and convenience. In this case, we can speak of 
the semi-public status of a court. Private spaces, at least in the 
modern sense, can be understood as comprising the interior 
parts of the domestic buildings and residences in the settle-
ments. Generally speaking, the further inside a room or area 
was located in the building, the more private it can be con-
sidered.32 

The Great Courts and outer courts 
in the palaces
After this brief presentation of the types of open spaces and 
their status in the prehistoric settlements, let us turn to the 
examples known from the Mycenaean sites.

The Great Courts and outer courts, which are character-
istic for the Mycenaean palaces have recently been examined 
thoroughly by William Cavanagh.33 They were monumental, 
very spacious spaces (c. 100 m2 at Pylos, c. 180 m2 at Mycenae, 
c. 300 m2 at Tiryns),34 located in front of the palatial mega-
ra, accessed through propylaea (Tiryns and Pylos) and usu-
ally surrounded by other buildings and/or stoas. These open 
spaces were arenas for political and ritual activities, especially 
important for the authorities to “make a show of their power 
in public”.35 The most important events, among others of reli-
gious character, as demonstrated by presence of an altar in the 
court at Tiryns,36 and of an altar and a slab made of alabaster in 
the porch of the Megaron at Mycenae,37 may have taken place 
in these areas. Most probably they were performed only with 
the participation of the ruler, his family, court or guests, that 
is to say, strictly chosen members of the society.38 Consider-
ing that access to the Great Courts was strictly controlled and 
limited only to a small number of people, the Great Courts 

32  Cf. Palyvou 2004, 209–211.
33  Cavanagh 2001.
34  Cavanagh 2001, 122–123.
35  Cavanagh 2001, 130.
36  Schliemann 1886, 233, 389; Müller 1930, 137–139, figs. 64–65, pls. 
1, 5.
37  Papadimitriou 1955, 230–231, fig. 79β; Hägg 1990, 180, fig. 4.
38  Wright 1994, 60, 75; Albers 2001, 136–139; Maran 2006a, 80, fig. 12.



COURTS AND OPEN SPACES IN THE LATE HELLADIC III ARGOLID • MAŁGORZATA SIENNICKA • 365

could not be described as public spaces.39 The decoration and 
furnishing emphasized the extraordinary nature of these open 
spaces; especially the floors were solidly made of cement and 
stucco and colourfully decorated with painted stucco.40 

The outer courts, i.e. the courts preceding the Great 
Courts (Court II at Tiryns; Court 58 at Pylos) were very spe-
cious (e.g. Court II at Tiryns c. 600 m2). Their character was 
obviously different from that of the Great Courts. While the 
Great Courts seem to have been areas with a very restricted 
access, therefore not public, but probably used on official oc-
casions and/or for ceremonial activities (e.g. processions), the 
outer courts were more easily accessible and their functions 
were probably more practical: they served for economic trans-
actions, the storage of produce and craft activities, although 
the ceremonial aspects of royal power might have concentrat-
ed on processions and banqueting.41 

External and internal courts outside 
the palaces
Besides the Great Courts and outer courts in the palatial com-
plexes, in the best known sites of the Palatial period, we come 
across a more common type of court and square—small or 
middle-sized areas, only in some cases more spacious (e.g. the 
Zwinger at Tiryns). These courts are located between build-
ings, separating them. Regrettably, our knowledge about these 
spaces is limited. Most probably it is due to the fact that we 
tend to concentrate on the buildings and their interiors and 
not on the spaces which surrounded them. In cases where 
the courts are not internal, i.e. they did not visibly form part 
of a house, were not enclosed by walls or fences, or were not 
furnished with special features like bothroi or benches, they 
are usually not discussed in publications in detail. This is 
understandable since archaeological material discovered in 
the courts usually does not belong to a primary context, and 
therefore the history of these places is more difficult to recon-
struct. Nevertheless, I believe that these areas had important 
functions in the settlements and require further discussion.

The category of external courts can be illustrated by nu-
merous examples from Mycenae, Tiryns and other sites of the 
Palatial period. Unlike the Great Courts and outer courts in 
the palatial complexes, these areas were obviously not designed 
as the main or central areas as regards the groups of houses or 

39  Cavanagh 2001, 122, 130–132; Wright 2006a, 60–62; Wright 2006b, 
38–39; Maran 2006a, 79–83, pl. 13.
40  At Tiryns: Rodenwaldt 1912, 235–236; at Mycenae: Wace 1921–
1923, 192–195; at Pylos: Blegen & Rawson 1966, 64; on painted floors 
in the Mycenaean palaces see also Hirsch 1977.
41  Cavanagh 2001, 125–128.

districts they complemented during the Palatial period. Quite 
the opposite. One has the impression that they just filled the 
free spaces between the buildings, naturally belonged to the 
infrastructure of the settlements, and were connected to the 
street network. They probably belonged to the community, 
rather than to the individual households, and were used by 
the inhabitants from the adjacent houses as secondary areas 
and therefore their status can be classified as semi-public. It 
is likely that their main function was to provide access to the 
individual houses and to facilitate movement between build-
ings. In the palatial citadels (e.g. the court in front of the Ramp 
House at Mycenae;42 a court south of Building V at Tiryns)43 
and in other settlements (e.g. Area 5 at Lerna)44 these courts 
were small, up to 30–40 m2, usually irregular, which may have 
been a result of the limited space, and the densely built-up 
area. Since these areas usually had no roofs, they were some-
times paved with stone slabs, pebbles or water resistant clay. In 
some cases external courts were provided with water drains to 
prevent the area from flooding.45

 The Zwinger at Tiryns, a quite spacious area of almost 
60 m2, seems to represent a different case. This open space is 
of special interest because it served the same functions dur-
ing the period between LH IIIB Middle and Final LH IIIB, 
and during the Post-Palatial period (as Court I). The Zwinger 
was located by the west fortification wall of the Lower Cita-
del. It was an elongated, rather narrow space, entered from the 
south. Probably there was a way leading from this area to the 
central street of the Lower Citadel and further north to the 
North Gate.46 It may be suggested that the Zwinger was a pub-
lic space because it provided access to casemate Kw 7 in the 
fortification wall, which was initially assigned a cultic char-
acter.47 However, in her recent study of the Mycenaean figu-
rines, Melissa Vetters has convincingly demonstrated that the 
figurines found in the Zwinger were mostly fragmented and 
pretty worn and they seem not to have been concentrated in 
front of the chamber Kw 7. Instead, she suggested48 that most 
of the figurines represent refuse from the Buildings I and VI 
to the north and east of the Zwinger, respectively. A few bet-

42  Wace 1921–1923, 74, pl. I; Iakovidis 1983, 43, figs. 6–7; French 2002, 
80–81, fig. 31.
43  Kilian 1981, 178–180; Rahmstorf 2008, pls. 101, 116, 151.
44  Wiencke 1998, 145–146, figs. 2, 14.
45  E.g. at Mycenae the court between the Ramp House and the Annex of 
the South House: Iakovidis 1983, 44; Iakovidis & French 2003, 17, pls. 
Mycenae Citadel 2–3; at Tiryns court to the West of Building X paved 
with pebbles: Kilian 1981, 181–182, fig. 43; Kilian 1982, 405, figs. 17–
18, fig. 23; Rahmstorf 2008, 285, pls. 149:2, 150–151; perhaps Area VI 
in the South-West Slope at Midea: Demakopoulou et al. 2003, 15–16, 
figs. 12, 28–30; Demakopoulou et al. 2004, 20, figs. 2, 44–46.
46  Mühlenbruch 2007, 244.
47  Cf. Kilian 1981, 171, fig. 24.
48  Vetters 2009, 349–350.
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ter preserved figurines were either associated with or found in 
the vicinity of hearths and thus merely reflect common ritual 
practices in domestic contexts. The area of the Zwinger was 
used for various purposes, i.e. cooking, judging by the hearths 
uncovered in the area, textile production, involving spinning 
with conuli and pierced sherds,49 and even as a temporary 
graveyard, considering that three simple burials were found in 
the layers dated to LH IIIB Developed.50 

Another example of a spacious external court on a Myce-
naean citadel may be the triangular area located between the 
House of Columns, Buildings Γ and Δ, on the east slope of 
the hill at Mycenae.51 This large space (approximately 250–
300 m2) was particularly important for communication in this 
part of the acropolis. It may have been useful for the loading 
and the unloading of goods transported from the North Gate 
to the magazines located in Buildings Γ and Δ to its north and 
east, and at the same time, it gave unobstructed access to the 
House of Columns to the south, possibly the East Wing of 
the palace.52 

Mycenaean internal courts were attached to or were parts 
of specific buildings, i.e. they were part of the original archi-
tectural unit. Their position in the Mycenaean buildings is 
varied. Seldom are they situated in front of a house.53 In some 
cases inner courts are found at the back of the buildings, as 
in the South-West Quarter at Mycenae,54 and in the area of 
the north storerooms of the same acropolis (e.g. in Building I 
Area I 355 and area to the north of Building K).56 It seems that 
although the areas in the immediate vicinity of the fortifica-
tion walls were preferred at Mycenae as open-air spaces and 
not as ordinary rooms, at other sites, as for example at Tiryns 
(e.g. buildings in the west part of the Lower Citadel: Build-
ings A, IV, XIV)57 or Midea (the buildings by the East and 
West Gates),58 this was a common practice. 

Only architecturally more complex buildings, like 
the House of Columns, the West House in the Lower Town 
of Mycenae or Building A at Tiryns, had more or less centrally 

49  For textile production in Mycenaean Tiryns see Rahmstorf 2008; 
Rahmstorf et al. forthcoming; Siennicka 2014; Siennicka in prep.
50  Kilian 1981, 166–171, figs. 22–24; Rahmstorf 2008, 261–262, pls. 
124:1, 125–126.
51  Mylonas 1966, 106, fig. 1:8.
52  Mylonas 1966.
53  E.g. in the Potter’s Quarter at Berbati: Åkerström 1968, 49, pl. I:2; 
1987, 24–25; Schallin 1997, 77–78, fig. 4; 2002, 144–145, fig. 2; West 
House at Mycenae: Tournavitou 1995, 4–7, figs. 2–4; 2006, 234–241, 
figs. 13–16.
54  Cf. Iakovidis & French 2003, 15–16, pl. Mycenae Citadel 4.
55  Iakovidis 2006, 146–148, plan 4.
56  Petrakos 2009, 36, fig. 34.
57  Cf. Rahmstorf 2008, pl. 101.
58  E.g. Demakopoulou et al. 2003, fig. 1; Demakopoulou et al. 2006–
2007, fig. 58.

located courts providing access to the rooms grouped around 
them. It seems that this type of compound was indeed not 
very common in the Mycenaean culture, in contrast to the 
situation in Minoan Crete.59 In the House of Columns, but 
also in the case of the West House in the Lower Town, the 
courts resemble the palatial Great Courts, which were usually 
surrounded with porticos. In the West House the inner court 
was paved with stone slabs, had a developed drainage system, 
similar to that in the court of the House of Columns, and 
probably a colonnade along its west side.60 Detailed informa-
tion about the use of the inner court comes from Building A 
at Tiryns.61 In the beginning, the main entrance of that build-
ing led to the court. At the same time this space was used as 
a household working area, which is illustrated by numerous 
bone, terracotta and metal tools uncovered there, among oth-
ers tools for textile production. Moreover, food was obviously 
stored in the court because large fragments of sheep bones 
were discovered in the area, probably originally kept in some 
containers or just hanging on the walls.62 

Large courts, of approximately 100 m2, are sporadically 
found in the lower towns, e.g. at Mycenae to the north and 
south of the West House. In the courtyard or open space to 
the north of the West House, a large refuse pit was excavat-
ed.63 Most probably, such pits were more common than can be 
concluded from the published material from the Mycenaean 
settlements. 

The remaining courts in the lower towns were small and 
they obviously occupied the free space around the houses, e.g. 
Area 26 and 27 in Panagia Houses,64 perhaps the areas with 
drains in the House of the Tripod Tomb: Areas 11 and 1β.65 
At first sight it is striking that especially in case of very large 
establishments, like the Ivory Houses or the Panagia Houses 
at Mycenae, there was so little space left around the buildings, 
even if there was generally much more space available in the 
lower towns than in the acropoleis.66 On the other hand, as P. 
Miglus has observed for Mesopotamian (e.g. Old Babylonian) 
houses, in large and more complex buildings most activities 
were performed inside the houses, e.g. in the interior courts 

59  Cf. McEnroe 1982; McEnroe 2010.
60  Tournavitou 1995, 4–7, figs. 2, 4; 2006, 234–241, figs. 9, 14–16.
61 Grossmann & Schäfer 1971, 48–58; Grossmann et al. 1980, 89–93, 
97–98, 109–112, 156–160, Beilage 1–2; Kilian 1981, 171–178, fig. 27; 
1988, 120–121; Podzuweit 2007, 323–324; Rahmstorf 2008, 251–253, 
pls. 101, 113–114, 150; Damm-Meinhardt, in this volume, Damm-
Meinhardt & Mühlenbruch 2012.
62  Kilian 1981, 171–178, fig. 27; 1988, 120–121; Rahmstorf 2008, 
251–255, pls. 101, 113–114, 150.
63  Tournavitou 1995, 66, fig. 2.
64  Shear 1987, 53, 62–65, plan.
65  Onassoglou 1995, 98–108, 112, fig. 14, pl. A.
66  Cf. Shear 1987, 62–65.
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and other rooms.67 A similar observation can be made about 
the Mycenaean settlements: working and other everyday ac-
tivities may have taken place in the internal courts, in porches 
and vestibules or inside the houses (e.g. West House, Panagia 
House I), and there was no virtual need for additional free 
spaces outside. Perhaps the small size of the courts between 
the buildings in the lower towns resulted from the ownership 
of the plots on which the houses stood and which lay next 
to them. In other words, the residents made the best use of 
their plots, which they exploited rather for larger residences 
than for spacious semi-public courts. Since only very little 
is known about the ownership of private plots in the Myce-
naean settlements it is difficult to speculate. Nevertheless, it 
can be assumed that the plots were valuable and therefore the 
inhabit ants left only small areas unbuilt. 

Aside from the ordinary courts and open areas in the cita-
dels, we can point to another type of space, attested in the cult 
areas. In the Cult Centre at Mycenae and in the Shrine area 
at Midea, and perhaps in the Zwinger at Tiryns, the courts 
could have played an important role in ceremonies.68 The 
Mycenaean shrines were usually very small and comprised 
mostly one or two rooms.69 It can be assumed that although 
certain ceremonies and rituals might have been performed 
inside by priests or priestesses, the worshippers would have 
attended the ceremonies standing outside the shrines, that is 
in the courts.70 Moreover, in the case of the Cult Centre at 
Mycenae, it is apparent that courts were located directly on 
the way leading to the Processional Way, on the uppermost 
terrace, and on the lowest level, where the Outer Court domi-
nated and where the entrance to the Cult Centre may have 
been originally situated.71 It is likely that during processions to 
and from the Cult Centre, these courts were the focal points 
where most of the rituals were performed around altars and 
other installations, like those in front of Shrine Γ72 and in the 
Outer Court (round altar).73 

Open spaces and non-built-up areas
Another category of outdoor spaces in the Mycenaean settle-
ments are open spaces and non-built-up spaces, which also 

67  Miglus 1999, 63.
68  Albers 1994, 132–134.
69  Cf. Albers 1994, 120–127, fig. 1; Whittaker 1997, 7–31, 120–138; 
Albers 2004.
70  Albers 1994, 121; Whittaker von Hofsten 2004, 98.
71  French & Taylour 2007, iv, 10, figs. 4, 6.
72  Mylonas 1972 (1974), 116–121, figs. 1–2, pls. 94–97; Albers 1994, 
22–25, 132–133.
73  Mylonas 1973 (1975), 101–102, fig. 1, pls. 120, 122; French & Tay-
lour 2007, 12, figs. 1, 4, 6.

belonged to the human landscape and were both structured 
and unstructured creations of the inhabitants. Open spaces, 
as already described before, were areas similar to the courts, 
but not necessarily related to specific houses or buildings. The 
difference between courts and open areas can be very slight, 
but it seems obvious to me that not every open space was a 
court. For example, the area located in front (i.e. to the north) 
of Grave Circle A at Mycenae was an open space, not a court.74 
It was an irregular area, originally unlimited, and eventually 
bounded on the north by the west fortification wall, during 
the middle of the 13th century BC.75 Since no domestic or 
other building stood in the vicinity, in my opinion it would be 
inappropriate to call this area a court. Open spaces inside the 
acropoleis were in most cases not spacious since, as mentioned 
in relation to courts, free space in the citadels was usually lim-
ited and the available area was densely built-up. 

 Finally, I would like to discuss another potential type of 
open area in the Mycenaean settlements, which has not been 
explored before: non-built-up areas. As a rule, such areas 
would contain almost no archaeological remains and there-
fore they are difficult to identify in the archaeological record, 
but their existence can be assumed. One can expect that no 
settlement, regardless its status and size, was entirely built-up, 
and there must have been some spaces free of architectural 
constructions. Non-built-up spaces areas would be spaces un-
enclosed by walls and not surrounded by buildings or other 
constructions, mainly outside the city walls. They could have 
been owned by individuals and be adjacent to households 
(e.g. fields, orchards or vineyards) or did not belong to any 
particular household or farmstead (e.g. wastelands, thickets or 
meadows). Although the occurrence of such areas may be sug-
gested, especially for the lower towns, as the acropoleis were 
densely built-up, one can imagine that there were also non-
built-up areas inside the citadels, for example areas covered 
with bushes or even flower gardens.76 They may have occupied 
the areas between different quarters or houses, and separated 
those of different ownership or character, such as habitation 
zones from production or agricultural ones. If they were not 
private, but rather no-man’s-lands (e.g. wastelands, thickets), 
their value would have been very low. One could also consider 
that the non-built-up spaces in the lower towns were green 
areas, gardens and bushes, perhaps cultivated by the inhabit-
ants of the lower towns. On the other hand, there may also 

74  Cf. French 2009b, 109.
75  Wardle 2003, 323; French 2009a, 58–59.
76  Although there is little secure evidence for gardens in the Mycenaean 
settlements, the existence of them is likely. The existence of gardens was 
implied also for the Minoan palaces and towns (e.g. Shaw 1993; Schäfer 
1989; 1992). Gardens were also cultivated in Ancient Egypt (e.g. Hu-
gonot 1989; 1992) and in the Near East (e.g. Margueron 1992; Kara-
georghis & Carroll-Spillecke 1992). 
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have been spaces cleared of any vegetation and used as large 
“courts” potentially for regularly organized village markets or 
other events, also ceremonial.

The study of possible non-built-up spaces may be help-
ful for understanding the system of internal organization of 
the settlements and ownership of the land. Theoretically, we 
could be dealing with two different situations. In the first, the 
lower towns were densely built-up, possibly divided only by 
roads and small squares (e.g. the group of the Ivory Houses 
and the East House to its south at Mycenae), but still forming 
compact habitation areas resembling those on the acropoleis. 
The second possibility would be closer to the picture extract-
ed from the extant archaeological evidence. It would assume 
that the lower towns consisted of numerous dispersed areas, 
quarters or districts, which were separated from one another 
by non-built-up spaces, meadows, orchards, and agricultural 
lands. They could have been owned by the adjacent house-
holds, owned by the people living on the acropoleis, or be no-
man’s-lands.

A potential example of an unbuilt-up area comes from the 
Lower Town at Mycenae. Between the Ivory Houses and the 
Panagia Houses, both groups dating from LH IIIB1, there was 
a spacious area, which might have been left non built-up. These 
two quarters were of different character, and perhaps they be-
longed to different families or clans. They might have been 
separated by open space or vineyards,77 but the exact nature of 
this space is impossible to guess. Despite recent surveys of the 
Lower Town of Mycenae78 this question cannot be satisfacto-
rily explained, also because a large part of it lies today under 
the modern asphalt road leading to the archaeological site of 
Mycenae. Nevertheless, I believe that we should consider this 
and other non-built-up areas at Mycenae and in other settle-
ments, especially in the lower towns. The issue whether these 
areas belonged to the communities or were private parcels of 
land, is difficult to answer without evidence from the written 
sources.79 Apparently the significance and purpose of such ar-
eas was, among other things, to emphasize the boundaries be-
tween quarters and areas of different character and ownership, 
or simply to fill the free, unused spaces between them. 

77  Tsountas & Manatt 1897, 32–34, 337; Shear 1987, 4–6.
78  Iakovidis & French 2003.
79  Cf. Ventris & Chadwick 1973, 232–274; Zurbach 2005; 2008; 2010.

Courts and open spaces during the 
Post-Palatial period
During the Post-Palatial period, an important change in the 
use of courts can be observed. It is particularly well-docu-
mented for Tiryns, where the courts on the Lower Citadel 
and in the Lower Town became considerably larger and seem 
to have developed into focal points of the districts (spacious 
courtyards H 1-3 on the Lower Citadel, and the courts in 
the Lower Town North-West and North-East). After the col-
lapse of the palace, many architectural and spatial changes 
occurred in the Lower Citadel and Lower Town of Tiryns.80 
Simple houses, which now consisted of one, two or sometimes 
more rooms and usually disappeared at the end of each short 
chronological sub-phase, were located around these spacious 
areas and opened onto them. Apparently, they formed close 
neighbourhoods, the inhabitants of which might have been 
personally and familiarly related, worked together and took 
part in various common activities. It could be suggested that 
the open areas became deliberately arranged places of social 
and economic significance. The reasons for this important 
modification in the spatial organization of the settlement and 
the different, more extensive, use of courts may be associated 
with the substantial social changes after the fall of the palatial 
system. It seems that soon after the collapse of the palaces in 
the Argolid, new elites emerged in the still existing, although 
declining and weakened settlements.81 This can be observed at 
Tiryns and Midea where new, extraordinary compounds were 
erected exactly in the same areas as the previous palatial mega-
ra (at Tiryns Building T;82 at Midea the LH IIIC Megaron).83 
It can be also seen through the imported objects, which still 
appeared in the newly created districts at Tiryns during the 
Post-Palatial phase.84 At Tiryns, not only the Upper Citadel 
was reused and rearranged, but also the areas on the Lower 
Citadel and around the acropolis, especially in the Lower 
Town, in the north-west and the north-east sector. Habitation 
in the north part of the Lower Town was probably only pos-
sible after the diversion of the river through the construction 
of the dam at Kofini.85 The newly gained areas to the north of 
the acropolis were arranged in the same way, had similar ori-
entation and represent the same architectural types of rather 
uncomplicated building techniques. Only in a few cases in the 

80  E.g. Mühlenbruch 2007; Maran 2000; 2001; 2006b; Maran &  
Papadimitriou 2006; Stockhammer 2008; Lemos et al. 2009, 63–71.
81  Maran 2000; 2001; 2006b; Mühlenbruch 2007; Lemos et al. 2009, 
80; French 2009b.
82  Maran 2000; 2001; Mühlenbruch 2010, 99–100.
83  Walberg 2007, 66–67, 197–198, fig. 25, pls. A–B, plans 3–4.
84  E.g. Maran 2004; 2005; 2006b; Maran & Papadimitriou 2006, 120–
12; Rahmstorf 2008.
85  Maran & Papadimitriou 2006, 127–130.
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Lower Town were the compounds of larger dimensions and 
had more complex plans, like Room 8/00.86 Spacious courts, 
around which the small buildings were grouped, are the com-
monest and most easily recognizable features of the newly ar-
ranged districts in the Lower Citadel and in the Lower Town 
of Tiryns. They opened onto the courts and we may suggest 
that the people lived more outside than inside the houses. In-
deed, the courts were often furnished with hearths and large 
storage vessels, which demonstrate that the inhabitants had 
either no space for them inside the houses, or they preferred 
to practise some activities outdoors (e.g. in the court in front 
of workshop R78a-78b-78c-2/02;87 in the courts in the Lower 
Town North-East during Phase 3–488). We may also consider 
that these numerous installations might have involved some 
kind of collective ownership and whenever the people from 
the neighbourhood needed to use one of the installations or 
the reserves kept in the storage vessels, they were free to do 
it. Therefore, it can be suggested that the courts were used by 
the adjacent houses as auxiliary areas and outdoor extensions 
of the houses themselves, where the residents of the nearby 
households practised a range of activities, perhaps even jointly. 
Various kinds of housework may have been practised there: 
food preparation, slaughtering of animals, storage of food and 
other goods in large containers made of clay or wood, textile 
production, etc.89 Moreover, the courts may have served as a 
meeting point for communication and the exchange of infor-
mation and ideas, especially important in the times when the 
settlements had ceased to function as administrative centres. 
Similarly, as was the case during the Palatial period, the LH 
IIIC courts played an important role in cult ceremonies or 
festivals.90 

Interestingly, no courts comparable to those at Tiryns were 
identified at Mycenae, Midea or Asine. Perhaps they were not 
preserved or recognized during excavations, or their functions 
were taken over by open spaces and unbuilt-up areas located 
in other areas. The occupation of the acropoleis does not seem 
to be as dense as before (noticeable at Mycenae, cf. the area 
of the former House of Columns,91 the Granary,92 the South 
House and the Annex,93 the area of the former Cult Centre),94 
and many areas may have been still covered with ruins, or re-

86  Maran & Papadimitriou 2006, 105–110, figs. 5–6, 8–12.
87  Kilian 1988, 111, fig. 9; Maran 2008, 65–68, figs. 55–58; Brysbaert & 
Vetters 2010, 31–32, 34, figs. 3–4.
88  Maran & Papadimitriou 2006, 114–118, figs. 15–18, 20–26.
89  Rahmstorf 2008; Stockhammer 2010, 110–114, fig. 3; cf. the use of 
courts at Kastanas: Becker 1995.
90  Albers 1994, 120; Mühlenbruch 2010, 102–103.
91  Mylonas 1967 (1969), 13–19, figs. 1–2.
92  French 2002, 78; 2009b.
93  Mountjoy 1976, 77, 79–80, fig. 2a–b; French 1999, 222; French & 
Taylour 2007, table 1.
94  Taylour 1981, 10; French 1999, 222; French & Taylour 2007, table 1.

mained empty, serving the same purpose as the large court-
yards at Tiryns, or were just left unused. On the other hand, 
as in the case of Tiryns, the use of spacious courts located 
among the houses is known at other LH IIIC sites, which 
almost certainly had never been palatial centres. At Lefkandi 
(Xeropolis) on Euboea a series of spacious courtyards were in-
tegrated in the settlement’s landscape during Phases 1–3 (LH 
IIIC Early–Late: 4),95 e.g. a yard (or passageway) 8/13 dur-
ing Phases 1, 1b and 2a,96 yard 8/9 during Phases 2a, 2b and 
2b/3a97 and yard or passage 8/9 during Phase 3 (of apparently 
much smaller dimensions than during the previous phases).98 
Even if only small parts of the settlement have been excavated 
until now, making it difficult to understand the functions and 
purposes of the open spaces and the whole layout of the vil-
lage, we can see that the courts resemble those known from 
LH IIIC Tiryns. Although it appears that this kind of spatial 
organization was one of the characteristics of the LH IIIC 
settlements, this phenomenon requires further study. 

Conclusions
In this contribution I aimed to demonstrate that courts and 
other outdoor areas were of practical and social importance 
in the Mycenaean settlements, as they are in other prehistoric 
and modern villages and towns. Therefore, we should pay 
closer attention to these areas, being integrated parts of set-
tlements, even if they may prove to be difficult in study and 
interpretation. 

The various kinds of courts and open spaces in the Myce-
naean settlements had manifold functions, depending on their 
type, location and relationship with the adjacent buildings and 
other features. First of all, they provided access to the build-
ings and enabled movement and communication between the 
houses and within the settlement, and they provided build-
ings with light and fresh air, which was especially important 
in densely inhabited areas and in cases of small buildings. They 
could have also served as secondary areas or even as extensions 
of the houses, e.g. for working and other everyday activities, 
which could have been of particular significance in case of 
small buildings consisting of a small number of rooms, which 
did not have enough space available indoors. Moreover, they 
were areas for storing goods (e.g. in bins or vessels), but also 
for dumping rubbish, both into the refuse pits or directly on 
the floor surface of the court. The objects found in the courts 
may therefore belong to their original furnishing, like tools 

95  Popham et al. 2006, 1; Sherratt 2006, 30.
96  Popham et al. 2006, 8–10, 39–40, 43, figs. 1.6, 1.17–1.18.
97  Popham et al. 2006, 46–47, 65–66, 75–77, figs. 1.19, 1.23, 1.24.
98  Popham et al. 2006, 85–86.
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or fixed installations, pits or platforms, or they may repre-
sent waste from the surrounding buildings (e.g. fragments of 
broken vessels or other household objects). Courts were also 
natural meeting point for people who lived in the neighbour-
hood, not only during work hours, but also for the exchange 
of news or spending time together. Additionally, they may 
have been used during religious ceremonies, particularly when 
they are situated in front of shrines, or during political and of-
ficial gatherings, as in the Great Courts of the palaces. Finally, 
non-built-up areas were possibly present in the settlements. 
This category includes green areas, orchards and wastelands, 
which were no-man’s lands or were owned by individuals or 
communities. More research is needed to explore this subject 
if we value the reconstruction of the arrangement and internal 
organization of the Mycenaean settlements. Even if the own-
ership of plots, courts and streets remains unknown to us, the 
status of courts can be described in relation to their position 
within the settlement. This can add to our understanding of 
spatial and social organization of the prehistoric settlements. 

Since the courts and open spaces (likewise streets) dynami-
cally changed and developed in the course of time, their func-
tions and status may also have altered. In the case of the late 
Mycenaean settlements in the Argolid, a major change can be 
observed after the collapse of the palatial culture and it seems to 
reflect important social and political variations. Accordingly, 
during the Palatial period the outdoor areas, especially exter-
nal courts, were relatively small, often irregular and they seem 
to have filled the free space between the buildings in a neigh-
bourhood. They could have been used as secondary working 
and storage areas or in religious ceremonies in cult districts, 
but they always appear to have been of minor importance than 
the buildings surrounding or adjacent to them. This situation 
apparently changes during the Post-Palatial period. The courts 
now formed a central part of the quarters or groups of the 
houses, which surrounded and opened onto them. Outdoor 
places became more spacious, sometimes even larger than the 
nearby buildings, and they were often equipped with various 
installations, like hearths, pits and clay bins. They served as 
auxiliary areas or even extensions of the houses, and were used 
in a range of activities, mainly various kinds of housework, 
but they must also have played an important role in social life 
of the inhabitants of the adjacent houses and of entire com-
munities. Probably, this new characteristic in spatial and so-
cial organization of the Post-Palatial settlements was a direct 
result of radical, multiple changes in political, economic and 
social situation in the newly established Post-Palatial system. 
Consequently, local communities gained more importance 
because the central administration failed and was no longer 
able to govern people, or to engage them in various activities 
and labours. On one hand, the new spatial organization may 
reflect a kind of disintegration of the society, which now had 

to face new challenges and life conditions. On the other hand, 
the people were able to focus more on themselves and their 
needs, in order to provide themselves with necessary products 
and goods, but also to develop new social relations.

More detailed fieldwork, thorough publications and theo-
retical research on the spatial organization of the settlements 
and their particular elements, including those that are more 
elusive as regards reconstruction or of allegedly less interest, is 
needed to shed more light on the infrastructure and the archi-
tectural structures of the Mycenaean sites during the Palatial 
and Post-Palatial periods. 
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