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ANTHROPOLOGICAL REMAINS FROM MYCENAEAN TOMBS AT
KOMPOTADHES IN THE SPERCHIOS VALLEY: FIRST IMPRESSIONS

he cemetery of Kompotadhes, 12km south-west
Tof Lamia, lies in the flood plain of the Spercheios
river. From Mount Tymphristos, the river flows east-
ward, winding its way for 82km through former wet-
lands reclaimed for agriculture (Fig. 1).! Owing to
agriculture, unstable soils and the elevation of the
water table, the river has changed its course over time,
and silted up the Malian Gulf, pushing out the coast-
line roughly by 10 to 12km since the Bronze Age, and
about 9km since the Battle of Thermopylae.? This aer-
ial view of the site (Fig. 2) shows the location of the
cemetery (within the circle) in relation to the river
and an old water course indicated by the arrow.

Tomb XXVIII

This was the largest and architecturally the most im-
posing tomb, richly equipped with accessories, but of
the burials themselves little survives. We surmise that
the paucity of bone material may be partly due to pe-
riodic clearances of burials, but was also probably due
to the ‘antics’ of the river and increased levels of mois-
ture in the soil, given the ecology of the site located in
this ground water basin. There were dozens of long
bone fragments from which the periosteal surface has
been totally erased (Fig. 3). These bones are ‘corroded’
to such a degree that the original bone shape eludes
determination. Behrensmeyer described bone weath-
ering in five stages. In the fifth and final stage, ‘can-
cellous bone is usually exposed and may outlast all
traces of the former compact (outer) bone’? This is
what we see in tomb XXVIII.

1. Map adapted from PAPARRIZOS, MARIS 2017.
2. Rapp HILL 2006.

Photini (Tina) McGeorge

Remnants of bones in poor condition were found
in small, disparate groups. On the south side of the
tomb, to the left of the entrance, in group 22y, there is
a startling difference in preservation between those
long bones from which the periosteum has been eaten
away, and the quite well-preserved bones of a child
(clavicle, scapula, radius, rib and lumbar vertebra) that
were found near four LH IIIB1 stirrup jars (Fig. 4).

This difference in preservation reflects the long
duration of the tomb’s use (LH IIB/IIIA1 to LH T'IIIC-
early), human interference and environmental and
climatic changes that occurred during that time.
Group 33, soil sieved from the south side of the tomb,
yielded more featureless long bones fragments and
the scapula fragment of the child, about seven or eight
years old, which joined a smaller piece in group 22y
(Fig. 4, connected by a black arrow).

In group 131, besides a small collection of fea-
tureless long bones from a pit, presumably the rebur-
ial of remains from an earlier interment, we identified
a 2nd cervical, a lower thoracic vertebra with a
Schmorl’s node on the inferior surface and a left ra-
dius. In group 106, also sieved soil from the south
side of the tomb, came an adult proximal manual
phalange, a clavicle, and ribs.

In the centre of the tomb, group 37, were the three
severely eroded pieces (Fig. 3), of a long bone, prob-
ably a femur, and a metacarpal shaft found next to the
helmet. That is the sum of the human remains from
this tomb.

3. BEHRENSMEYER 1978, 151.
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Fig. 2. Google Earth aerial view of the site: with the old river bed, arrowed.
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Anthropological remains from Mycenaean tombs at Kompotadhes in the Sperchios valley

Fig. 3. Tomb XXVIII, group 37.
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Fig. 4. Tomb XXVIII plan with anthropological remains (courtesy of Ephorate of Fthiotida and Evrytania).
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SPERCHEIOS RIVER

Fig. 5. Map of Kompotadhes tombs XIV, XV and XXVIII (courtesy of Ephorate of Fthiotida and Evrytania).

Tomb XIV

Tomb XIV was located in the same group of tombs,
though higher up the slope (Fig. 5). Though modest
in size compared to Tomb XXVIII, it yielded abun-
dant human remains. In use from LH IIA to LH
IITA2, the human bones were found in five piles la-
belled 1, 2a, 2, 3 and 49.* There does not seem to have
been a final, in situ burial.

The material in the piles ranges from fragmentary
to very fragmentary. Ribs, with the exception of the
first rib, and small fragments of vertebrae have not
been included in the 720 identifications that were at-
tributed to 62 anatomical categories.

The various elements of the cranium, the innom-
inate (3), vertebrae (24), carpals (8), metacarpals (5),
tarsals (7) and metatarsals (5), manual and pedal pha-
langes (14 x 2) (proximal, intermediate and distal)
have been subsumed into 25 categories in order to fit
them on the histogram (Fig. 6), and give the reader

4. Group 1: 112 identifications; Group 2: 317 identifications [2a:
81 ; Group 2 surface: 72 bones; Group 2 level 1: 91 bones;
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an idea of the variety of anatomical elements found.
An initial estimate of the minimum number of in-
dividuals is 12 adults, based solely on a count of the
calcaneus (subsumed in the tarsals, indicated by the
arrow in Fig. 6). However, if we take into account not
just the highest numbers of this adult bone, but the
evidence from various bones for sub-adults attributed
to diverse developmental age groups — ranging from
infants (one year to 18 months), toddlers (of two,
three or four years), an eight to ten-year old, and a
teenager of 15 - then at least six or seven sub-adults
were also buried in this tomb. So from 18 or 19 peo-
ple, possibly more, originally buried here, there was
not a single complete long bone in the assemblage.

Anatomical variation

Two interesting abnormalities were observed in the
material from Tomb XIV. One (in group 2) is an adult
right ulna with an extraordinary foramen parallel to

Group 2 level 2: 73 bones]; Group 3: 230 and Group 49: 61
identifications, respectively.



Anthropological remains from Mycenaean tombs at Kompotadhes in the Sperchios valley
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Fig. 6. Tomb XIV; anatomical elements found in the bone heaps.

the medial margin of the trochlear notch (Fig. 7). Its
height is 7.31mm, its breadth 3.58mm. It does not ap-
pear to be pathological, but congenital, and is proba-
bly a neuro-vascular foramen which may have caused
dyspraxia to the mobility of the arm and ultimately
pathological change in the joint. In the upper middle
part of the trochlear notch there is exposure of sub-
chondral and sub-articular cancellous bone tissue,
surrounded by the normal joint surface. The narrow-
ing of the joint space with subchondral erosion could
be connected with this anatomical abnormality. The
ulna nerve and artery pass behind the medial epi-
condyle of the humerus and the medial margin of the
olecranon. The ulnar nerve transmits sensation and
motor function to the lower arm and hand, but if
trapped (passing through this foramen), it would
cause pain, weakness or tingling. So if this person ad-
justed the movement of the arm to avoid pain, it may
have caused the arthopathy. I have found no biblio-
graphic parallels for the ulna foramen.

The second interesting phenomenon concerns a
sternum. The adult sternum - articulating with the
collar bones — resembles a necktie and consists of
three elements: the manubrium, the body and the
xyphoid process. These are connected to each other
by cartilaginous joints. Like all bones, the formation
of the mature sternum involves a series of develop-

Fig. 7. Right ulna trochlear fossa with foramen and sub-
chondral erosion.

mental events, beginning in intrauterine life with em-
bryonic connective tissue. Subsequently, sites of ossifi-
cation develop into four segments called sternebrae.
The centres of ossification for the sternebrae are vari-
able. The 1st and 2nd usually develop from single cen-
tres, the 3rd and 4th develop from paired centres.
Fusion of the four elements starts at age three or four
and is usually complete by adolescence or adulthood.
Occasionally, imperfect coalescence across the midline
of paired ossification centres (i.e. 3rd and 4th) results
in a sternal foramen, which is what we have here in the
4th (lowest) segment of the sternum (Fig. 8).
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Alas, the bone is broken at this point, so we do not
have the complete foramen but a smooth, almost
semi-circular margin is clearly visible on left side of
the bone. The incidence of this congenital defect is
believed to be 4-8% in human populations, usually
discovered serendipitously by x-rays.’

To my knowledge, this is the earliest incidence of
this rare and interesting phenomenon to be recorded
in the bibliography. In the literature on palaeopathol-
ogy, sternal foramina have rarely been reported. One
recorded example, dated 1300-1838 AD, comes from
New Mexico.® The Kompotadhes case predates this by
more than two and half millennia.

White Powder

Finally, a general observation of interest to excavators
was the occurrence of white powder, in greater or
lesser amounts, on the surfaces of many bones (Fig.
9). It is phenomenon which has been noted and com-
mented on before.” One suggestion is the possibility
that Mycenaeans used lime to deal with the stench of
decomposing corpses. However, because of the ecol-
ogy of the site that we discussed earlier, it occurred
to me that with seasonal fluctuations in the height of
the water table (presumably greatest in spring during
the snow melt), salts present in the soil and the
ground water would precipitate as surface crusts dur-
ing periods of evaporation.® This idea actually formed
part of my hypothesis for the ‘corroded bones” in
Tomb XXVIII. Sodium carbonate, Na,CQs, is the
water-soluble sodium salt of carbonic acid that oc-
curs most commonly as a crystalline decahydrate,
which readily effloresces to form a white powder. This
was a possible identification. However, the results of
XRD analysis of a small sample of the white powder
at the National Chemistry Laboratory identified cal-
cium carbonate, CaCOj; (Appendix 1).° This suggests
that the Mycenaeans did indeed use lime for ‘hygiene’
purposes to deal with the odour of putrescence.

5. CHol, IWANAGA, TuBBs 2017.

6. See ORTNER 2002, 414. The anomaly is not mentioned by
AUFDERHEIDE, RODRIGUEZ-MARTIN 1998.

7. PASCHALIDES, MCGEORGE 2009, 104, fns 72-73.

8. BEHRENSMEYER 1978, 154: bone surface cracking (stage 1),
splitting and fragmentation (stage 4) is due to the precipita-
tion of salts (Na,CO; and NaCl) in pore spaces. Portions of
a bone in direct contact with the ground may be preferen-
tially destroyed.
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Fig. 8. Sternal foramen: anterior, posterior and lateral views.

Fig. 9. Tomb XIV, bones covered in white powder.

Tomb XV

The human remains in Tomb XV, dated to LH II1IA2-
LH IIIB2 (14th/13th centuries BC) comprised three
male crania, post-cranial remains and indications of
at least one female burial. Not only were the humans
amazingly well-preserved, so were the bones of their
valedictory meal, including a Bos femur, tibia,

9. Calcium carbonate is a fine white crystalline powder that re-
sults from one of two processes: 1) by a reaction between cal-
cium chloride and sodium carbonate which gives sodium
chloride and calcium carbonate; and 2) from quick lime by
reacting between calcium oxide and carbon dioxide which
gives calcium carbonate.
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metapodial and astragalus, an ovicaprid vertebra and
tibia, and a Sus phalange. Both the generous funeral
feast and the robust, muscular appearance of the
skeletons give the impression that these people were
very well nourished. They appear tall, sturdily-built
and athletic, and evidently enjoyed fairly long and ac-
tive lives.

Tomb XV Group 4, a male, based on the iliac au-
ricular surface (39-44 years), a pubic symphyseal sur-
face (40-45 years), as well as dental wear (45 + years),
seems to have been somewhere in his mid-forties -
possibly older — when he died perhaps of natural
causes. He was tall. His living stature mean of 172.56cm
was calculated from the combined measurements of
the humerus (165.378), radius (168.485), ulnas
(171.618) and tibias (184.780), although the latter
gave the highest estimate.'

Various sites on the skeleton: the development of
gluteal tuberosities (Fig. 10 arrow) and an enthe-
sopathy on the clavicle indicating a lot of heaving and
lifting weights, prove that he was physically active to
the end of his life. Osteophytes on the heel (Fig. 10)
suggest that he did a lot walking on rough ground. Fi-
nally, surface striations and porosity on the medial
surface of the tibia is periostitis or inflammation of
the periosteum (Fig. 10, right).

Fig. 11. Tomb XV, group 4 & cranium from NE sector.

10. TROTTER, GLESER 1958 formulae.

Fig. 10. Gluteal tuberosity on femur, calcaneus, and tibia
with periostitis.

Periostitis causes lower leg pain. It may be chronic,
resulting from overuse or repetitive trauma due to in-
tense activity such as running, or acute, triggered by
systemic disorders or a cut that does not heal. Staphy-
lococcus or similar bacteria can cause periosteal infec-
tions; effective treatment usually requires antibiotics.

The cranium has slightly sunken cheek bones (Fig.
11), more noticeable on the right due to caries and
abscesses affecting the molars on both sides of the
oral cavity, as well as the loss of several teeth from the
mandible.

The incidence of external auditory exostoses
(EAE), on the posterior wall of the external auditory
canal of the right ear significantly reduced the lumen
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of the auditory meatus (Fig. 12). However, it was uni-
lateral (so the left ear was not affected). In general
EAEs are associated with prolonged exposure of the
auditory canal to cold water. They occur in high fre-
quencies among modern participants in cold water
sports and are referred to as ‘swimmer’s ear. They
have been reported extensively in Holocene skeletal
samples, and are correlated significantly with samples
of people engaged in exploiting aquatic resources,"
clearly a plausible explanation for this case, given the
proximity of Kompotadhes to the river, neighbouring
wetlands and the sea. The implications of these
changes to the auditory meatus are hearing impair-
ment, which would have meant less effective com-
munication with others and inefficient participation
in any coordinated activities such as hunting.

Finally, thickening of the cranial diploé, seen in
this sagittal CT slice (Fig. 13), has the so-called ‘hair-
on-end’ appearance, characteristic of increased ery-
throcyte production to compensate the haemolysis
caused by hereditary haemoglobinopathy.

This man was evidently a beta-thalassemia'? het-
erozygote, i.e. a carrier with a milder form of the dis-
ease that actually confers resistance to infection by
the malaria parasite. Just as well, because this het-
erozygote lived in the vicinity of Kompotadhes near
Thermopylae, described by Herodotus as marsh-
land, which was obviously a breeding ground for
mosquitoes.

Fig. 12. Tomb XV, group 4, auditory torus (unilateral).

Fig. 13. Tomb XV, group 4, CT slice showing increased
haemopoiesis.

ATIOTEAEXMATA EEETAXHY AEITMATOX

[Mapapetpog mov MéBodog ekétaong Amnotéleopa AvolvTig

egetdoOnke

IMotoTtikog éleyxog ovotaong | IeptBlaocipetpo XR | To Seiypa mepiéxet aoPeotitn ®eodooiov AnunTplog
(avBpakiko aoPéotio, CaCO3) (B X.Y. ABnvav)
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IIEPIAHYH

ANGPQITOAOTIKA EYPHMATA ATIO TOYE MYKHNAIKOYX TA®OYE 3TOYX KOMIIOTAAES
STHN KOIAAAA TOY ZMEPXEIOY: IIPQTEX ENTYIIQZEIZ

[eprypdgovtal oTepVIKO TPNHA KATA TO OCWUA TOV
00TOV 0TO VYOG TNG 4nG oTepvomhevpikng SiapBpw-
ong (OTAvIo AKTIVOAOYIKO VPN A KAL YL TO GUYXPOVO
AnOvopd) kabwg kat Tprpa TapdAAnAo e To péco
XeIAOG TNG pnvoetdoig evroung whekpdvou Se&tdg whé-
V|G, IOV SLaoTWONKAY 0TO OKENETIKO VAIKO TO OTI0{0
avaokdgnke otig Kopnotades. Ia to tpripa tng
wAEVNG dev VTTAPXOLY AVTICTOLXEG avapopEg ot Pi-
BAoypagia aArd Bewpodpe OTt amotelel mapardayr
VEVPOAYYELAKOV TPMHATOG og aovviOn Béon. Ot ava-
(POPEG 0 OTEPVLKA TPHHATA elval OTIAVIEG OTNV TIa-
AatomtaBoAoyikn BiBAtoypagia. Mia mepintwaon mov
Kataypdgetar 6to Néo Mefkod xpovoloyeitat petafd
1300-1838 w.X. H avakdivyn g mepintwong Twv
Kopumnotadwv, and tov BoAwtd tago XIV, o omoiog
xpnotpomotnOnke cuvexwg emt dbo awveg, anod to 1550
éwg 10 1370 .X. mepimov, eivat TpwindTepn Katd Svo-
ot xthteties. O Tagog avtdg mepthapPave 20 mepimov
TAQEG, OL OTIOLEG ElaV TTAPALEPLOTEL O CWPO WOTE VAL
VTTAPXEL XWPOG Yl KAVOUPYLEG AOOETELG, e amoTé-
Aeopa TNV avapeldn kat Ty KataoTpo@r| Tov vIdp-
XOVTOG OKeAeTIKOV LAKOD. Ztov Tdgo XV, 0 omoiog
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xpnotpomowmOnke tov 140 au m.X., diatnpnnke oe
KaAvTepn katdotaon évag péong nAwkiag avdpag,
etepoluywtng B-Balacoaipiog (yeyovog mov tov
TPOOTATEVE A0 TO TAAGHWSL0 TNG EAOVOTIAG OTOVG
BaATOVG), e e£00TWOELG GTOV £€w AKOVOTIKO TTOPO
(EAII), ot omtoieg peiwvav tov avlo tov de&lod wtodg
katd 50% mpokawvtag tov Papnkoia. Ot EAII
vrodnAwvovv tnv mbavr evacxoAnor Tov pe TNV
EKUETAAAEVOT TWV TOTUKAV VIATIVWV TOpwV. O
TAOVGLOTEPOG, OUWG, KAl e LakpoPLoTepn xprion
AN Kal apXITEKTOVIKA eMIPANTIKOTEPOG TAPOG
XXVIII napeixe ehdylota avBpwmiva vroleippota
AOyw NG yerrviaong tov pe to motaut. H XRD ava-
Avon emPefatwvet xpron aoBéotn oTig Tagés. To
vekpotageio oTovg Kopmotadeg, otnv Kothada tov
mepXetov, Tov Aettovpynoe emi TOANEG eptodovg,
8pvOnke katd T Muknvaikn nepiodo. And Tovg 54
TAQYOULG IOV avaoKaPnKay, ¢&L N entd eivatl kabapd
poknvaikoi kat anotelovv anddeln yo v vrapén
ULaG KOLVOTNTAG IOV €VNpepovae 0NV Kothada amnod
Ta péoa Tov 160v £wg Ta péoa Tov 120v at. m.X.





