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Preface

The wall paintings discussed in this volume were originally discovered in 1958
by Nikolaos Verdelis during the excavation of the West House, one of the four build-
ings, also known as the “Ivory Houses,” south of Grave Circle B, at Mycenae. A
small number of specimens were illustrated by the excavator in his preliminary re-
port of the excavation, in 1958 and 1963 (Verdelis 1958, fig. 125:8; 1963, figs. 53, 54).

When I was working on the architectural and archaeological material from all
four buildings for my Ph.D. dissertation, between 1983 and 1988, and while I was
preparing the final publication of these buildings between 1989 and 1994 (Tour-
navitou 1995), the wall paintings, stored in the Leonardon Apotheke at Nauplion,
were unfortunately not available for study.

The material was incidentally “rediscovered” in 2004 in the storerooms of the
new Mycenae museum, where they had been transferred, along with all the oth-
er archaeological finds from the site previously stored at Nauplion. This latent re-
discovery of the material prompted a systematic study of the wall paintings from
the building, which began in 2005 and was completed by 2009. During this peri-
od most of the fragments were cleaned, individual pieces were joined where pos-
sible, and the material, which had been already divided into distinct stylistic and
thematic groups, was systematically recorded.

The wall paintings were photographed in 2010, courtesy of the Institute for Ae-
gean Prehistory (INSTAP), by Chronis Papanikolopoulos, the photographer of the
INSTAP Study Center for East Crete (INSTAP-SCEC). At the same time, a select
number of samples were submitted by Hariclia Brecoulaki for chemical analy-
sis at the Ormylia Foundation in Chalkidiki (see App. A). The professional draw-
ing of selected material by Douglas Faulmann, the artist of the INSTAP-SCEC,
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started the same year (2010) and continued, with interruptions, until the comple-
tion of this present volume in 2012.

The final publication of this material completes the cycle, which began with
the original monograph on the Ivory Houses as a whole (Tournavitou 1995) and
continued with the reassessment of the stratigraphy and architecture of the West
House, undertaken almost 10 years after the original publication (Tournavitou
2006a). The decision to undertake the study and publication of the wall paintings
signaled a directional U-turn as regards my personal academic and research inter-
ests, which were until then focused on technology, architecture, pottery, and oth-
er, mostly socioeconomic/sociopolitical aspects of the Bronze Age. This change of
direction coincided, interestingly, with the beginning of an extensive project on re-
ligion and cult practice as manifested on Minoan peak sanctuaries (Tournavitou
2006b, 2009a, 2011, 2014), and with a minor side-project concerning the symbol-
ic role of animals on the Tanagra larnakes (Tournavitou 2009b). Soon after (2010),
the aftereffects of this reallocation of research interests culminated in another ma-
jor project, the study and publication of the highly unusual, and in some cases
unique, Mycenaean pictorial wall paintings from Argos (Tournavitou and Brecou-
laki 2015).

Having been introduced to iconography and wall paintings relatively late in life,
I retained an impatience for typology and stylistic trivia. What I was fascinated
by was the pictorial element, more specifically, the underlying narrative, the elu-
sive, yet retrievable canvas, tentatively emerging through the seemingly stylized
and often hopelessly fragmentary wall paintings. | became inevitably intrigued by
the anticipation of the unexpected, by the intellectual process leading toward the
meaning of individual elements, a conscious indulgence, seeking individuality in
a more or less public art, irreversibly tied to compelling sociopolitical strategies.
This intellectual leap into the interpretation of pictorial imagery has gradually
refined my understanding of the material world, and it eventually redirected my
conceptual sensibilities to the multifarious, nonmaterial aspects of human behav-
ior, for which I am immensely grateful.
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