
 
LIKE DOLMEN, LIKE DROMOS: CONTEXTUALIZING THE SOLAR 

ORIENTATIONS OF SOME MYCENAEAN THOLOI∗ 
 
 

It has been observed that the Treasury of Atreus at Mycenae, the most famous Mycenaean tholos 
tomb, is oriented to the point on the horizon where the sun rises on the equinoxes.1 This example of the 
orientation of a Mycenaean tholos towards a significant solar event is now supplemented by the authors’ 
discovery that at least six other well-known Mycenaean tholoi are aligned to significant markers in the 
solar calendar. Specifically: the Vapheio tholos (LH IIB) is oriented to the summer solstice sunrise (Pl. I);2 
Tholos 1 at Tragana (LHIIA-IIB) points to the winter solstice sunrise; the Tomb of the Genii at Mycenae 
(LH IIB-IIIA1) is aligned to the summer solstice sunset (Pl. II); Tholos 1 at Tiryns (LHIIB-IIIA1) and the 
tholos tomb at Dendra (LH IIB) point to the winter solstice sunset; and the Kato Phournos tholos at 
Mycenae (LH IIA-IIB) is sited toward sunset on the equinoxes.3 

All these tombs constitute exceptional examples of early Mycenaean elite burials regarding both 
their architectural features (size and use of special building materials or techniques) and/or finds. Beyond 
Mycenae, the Vapheio tholos tomb with its almost 30 m. long dromos is an early example of the use of 
ashlar masonry and conglomerate outside Mycenae; moreover, the unique combination of grave offerings 
found in the cist of its tholos reveals the high political and religious status of the person for whom the 
tholos and the cist were built.4 Tholos 1 at Tiryns has a 13 m. long dromos and its entrance portal was 
decorated with painted spirals and closed with a double door.5 The tholos tomb at Dendra was rather 
poorly constructed but the burials in Pits I and III were extremely rich.6 Finally, in the entrance to Tholos 
1 at Tragana is an outstanding example of the use of ashlar masonry outside Mycenae; moreover, two pits 
dug before its entrance and in the dromos were filled with a rare set of 19 bronze implements and 
weapons.7 
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All Mycenaean tholoi, with their symmetrical plans and long dromoi, exhibit orientations towards 
some point on the horizon, but the precision of these seven alignments makes them unlikely to be 
accidental. On the contrary, they suggest that elite Mycenaean patrons and their architects had access to 
detailed knowledge of the solar calendar and intentionally incorporated this information into the 
placement of certain funerary monuments within their surrounding landscapes. Furthermore, it has been 
suggested that the dromos was not the end of the funerary ritual, but served as an intermediate space that 
separated the world of the living from the world of the dead, while restricting access to the tomb to 
privileged participants.8 

Current scholarship, however, tends to explain Mycenaean tomb placement in terms of individual 
responses to practical considerations, including local topography, the placement of nearby roads, and the 
locations of palatial monuments and does not consider solar symbolism as a significant factor in the 
situation of Mycenaean tombs within their landscapes;9 and indeed, numerous tholoi point in directions 
that cannot readily be explained as orientations to the sun.10 Some have objected to the notion of tholoi 
being oriented toward significant sunrises and sunsets on the grounds that their doors and relieving 
triangles would have been blocked, such that sunlight would not have been able to enter the tomb;11 
however, a review of funerary and religious monuments across the Mediterranean reveals a consistent and 
persistent interest in aligning important structures to sunrise and sunset, regardless of whether sunlight 
would actually have been able to penetrate into the structure.  

On Crete, some EM tholoi in the Mesara are oriented toward sunrise on the equinoxes or the 
summer solstice,12 but the chamber tombs in the cemetery at Armenoi provide a much larger dataset of 
such orientations. This cemetery, the greatest known cemetery of the LM II-III period, contains 216 
excavated chamber tombs cut into the limestone bedrock. As the dromoi of these tombs were also cut into 
the bedrock, it has been possible to measure the orientations of 209 of these dromoi to an accuracy of 
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better than 1°.13 Without a single exception, all the dromoi are oriented to the east, and 199 (or 96%) of 
them are oriented to points on the eastern horizon where the sun rises at some point during the year. The 
places of sunrise on the two solstices are the focus of some of these dromoi: 12 of the dromoi are oriented 
to the point of sunrise on the summer solstice or within 5° of it (equal to the width of a fist held out at 
arm’s length), while a further 16 dromoi are oriented to within 5° of the point of sunrise on the winter 
solstice. Furthermore, no fewer than 48 of the dromoi are oriented to within 5° of the point of sunrise on 
the equinoxes. Thus 76 (or 34%) of the dromoi in this cemetery point toward one of these significant 
sunrises of the solar year, with orientations to the equinox sunrise outnumbering orientations to solstice 
sunrises by nearly 2 to 1. When these tombs were occupied, no doubt their doors would have been 
blocked, showing that these orientations toward sunrise were thought important despite the fact that the 
sunlight from these sunrises would not have been able to penetrate into the tombs themselves. Boyd has 
discussed how some tombs had their doors opened at particular times of the year for the manipulation of 
remains inside. We suggest that these activities could have coincided with certain cosmological 
phenomena.14 

On Crete, such orientations to sunrises and sunsets are not limited to tombs. For example, some 
important peak sanctuaries offer views of sunrise or sunset behind especially prominent peaks on the 
equinoxes or solstices. At Petsofas on the equinoxes, for example, the sun sets behind the highest point on 
the western horizon, the peak of Mt. Modi. At Vrysinas on the equinoxes, the sun likewise sets behind the 
highest point on the western horizon, the peak of Mt. Kastro in the Lefka Ori. The same phenomenon 
occurs at Iouktas: on the equinoxes, the sun sets behind the highest point on the western horizon, the 
primary peak of Mt. Ida, while on the winter solstice, the sun rises behind the peak of Afendis Christos 63 
kilometers to the southeast, one of the highest peaks of the Dikti range and the mountain on whose 
southern flank is located the important rural sanctuary of Kato Syme.15 

Farther afield, near the Sea of Galilee in the southern Levant, the remarkable megalithic 
monument of Rujm el-Hiri consists of a series of concentric stone walls linked by radial walls.16 For a 
person standing at the center of the structure and looking out to the northeast, the monumental northeast 
entryway in the outer wall frames the point on the horizon at which the sun rises on the summer solstice. 
For the same person looking due east, two large boulders forming part of the outer wall sit side by side, 
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creating a notch between them; the sun rises from this notch just a few days from the spring and autumn 
equinoxes. The outer wall at Rujm el-Hiri has been dated to the Early Bronze Age, when the complex is 
thought to have served as a ritual center and/or temple—and marking key dates in the solar calendar 
seems clearly to have been part of its function. 

Further south, at Giza in Egypt, the summer solstice sun when viewed from the Sphinx Temple sets 
between the pyramids of Khufu and Khafre, thereby reproducing the hieroglyph for “horizon”, which 
depicts the sun between two mountains;17 this orientation must surely have been intentional. But there are 
even earlier examples of such orientations in Egypt. At Nabta in the southern Egyptian desert, a large 
array of megaliths was set in place in the Late Neolithic, no later than 3000 BCE, when the climate here 
was much wetter.18 Megalithic alignment IV is oriented due east/west; thus sighting along the top of this 
row of megaliths would have served perfectly for determining the dates of the equinoxes, as these would 
have been the only two days of the year on which the sun rose and set in line with this row of stones. 
Furthermore, a small stone circle in the northern part of the site contains two conspicuous gaps in its 
northeastern and southwestern sides; a person seated just outside the southwestern gap, and sighting 
through the circle to the northeastern gap, finds that the latter gap frames the point on the horizon at 
which the sun rises on the summer solstice. Clearly, determining the dates of the solstices and equinoxes 
was already an important part of Egyptian cosmology, even at this early date. 

But this practice of orienting monuments and tombs to sunrises and sunsets also extends across 
Europe, from the far western Mediterranean to points east. Dolmens, the most characteristic tomb type of 
Neolithic Europe, illustrate this practice, as do other monuments of related form. Dolmens are megalithic 
constructions comprised of at least two upright stones surmounted by one or more table-like capstones, 
and are covered by mounds of earth and smaller stones to form tumuli, typically eroded away today. 
Generally dated from the 5th to the 2nd/1st millennia BC, dolmens are found across a wide geographic 
range: from the British Isles to France, Iberia and the islands of the western Mediterranean—particularly 
the Balearic Islands, Corsica, and Sardinia; Germany, Poland, and the Baltic coastal areas; and even 
farther east, in northern Greece, Bulgaria, and parts of Turkey. The generally rectangular plan of dolmen 
architecture defines a longitudinal axis of symmetry which can be measured for orientation, as has been 
done by Michael Hoskin19 and others. Analysis of these orientations has led to the identification of three 
regional traditions for orientation. In one of these traditions, the tombs are oriented to the south; but in 
the other two traditions, they are oriented towards the rising and setting sun.20  

 Dolmens facing the rising sun—that is, dolmens facing an azimuth of between about 55º and about 
125º, representing just slightly more than one-sixth of the horizon—are first built in southern Spain, 
Portugal, and west-central France and date to the late 5th to early 4th millennia BC. Of the 1576 dolmens 
that Hoskin investigated in these regions, more than three quarters face the rising sun. One representative 
example, Dolmen 23 at la Peña de Los Gitanos, Montefrío, near Granada, Spain, faces the winter solstice 
sunrise.21 This pattern is especially pronounced among the stone antas of central Portugal and neighboring 
parts of Spain—these structures are large dolmens consisting of seven orthostats and a capstone. Of the 
177 antas in this region, all without exception face sunrise. This tradition of orienting tombs towards the 
rising sun seems to have spread to Corsica and northern Sardinia in the late third millennium.22 The 
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dolmen of Sa Coveccada, one of the best known of the northern Sardinian dolmens, illustrates this 
practice, being oriented to face the winter solstice sunrise. Closest to Mycenaean Greece in time are the 
tombe di giganti – the communal “tombs of giants” built by the Nuragic culture of Sardinia during the 
Middle and Late Bronze Age (ca. 1900–1150 BCE). These monumental structures are comprised of a 
rectangular chamber (a dolmenic corridor) about 8 m. long and 1 m. wide on average, fronted by a 
semicircular forecourt (an exedra) delineated by stone and probably used for funerary rites; the example at 
Thomes, near Dorgali, Sardinia, is representative of the type. A recent statistical study23 supports Hoskin’s 
data24 showing that nearly half of such tombs in northern Sardinia (76 of 158, or 48.1%) face the rising 
sun. Similarly, three of the four Nuraghic temples in northern Sardinia face the rising sun.25  

Prehistoric tombs oriented westerly towards the setting sun include the 110 Bas-Rhône-type 
dolmens of southern France (Provence and east Languedoc), nearly three-quarters of which face the 
setting sun.26 The dolmen of Peycervier in Provence is an interesting example; it faces the winter-solstice 
sunset. 

This focus on the sun extends even farther afield: in the British Isles, Stonehenge and the passage 
grave at Newgrange create sightlines to the points of sunrise on the solstices, while other megalithic 
monuments of northwestern Europe (such as the standing stones of the Orkney Islands and the dolmens of 
Brittany) are believed to reflect a range of similarly significant solar and lunar alignments.27  

Thus the solar orientations of the seven Mycenaean tholoi can be contextualized through 
comparison with other prehistoric monuments not just in the eastern Mediterranean, but westward across 
southern and western Europe. While these wide-ranging comparanda need not necessarily indicate direct 
influence on or from the Aegean, or direct contact with the Aegean, they do indicate that the positioning 
of the seven tholoi within their landscapes is consistent with a widespread areal and cross-cultural pattern 
of orienting monuments toward sunrise or sunset, a pattern that extends from Egypt, the Levant, and the 
Aegean westward to Sardinia, Iberia, France and beyond. Furthermore, these monuments were part of an 
embodied landscape where dramatic architectural spaces could be used to affect and amaze observers of 
the ritual.28 These dramatic aspects would have been heightened through the skilled employment of solar 
alignments. The temporary exchange of skilled workers in the Mediterranean as well as trade provided a 
social context in which the transfer of ideas and technology could take place.29 These findings further 
suggest that throughout the northern Mediterranean, tombs were commonly situated in the landscape 
according to factors that venture into the realm of cosmology, in addition to the practical considerations of 
topography and construction. We conclude that the next step in this investigation should be a systematic, 
multi-factor review of all Mycenaean tholos tombs for potential solar, lunar, or other astronomical 
alignments.  
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LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 
 
Pl. I Vapheio tholos, looking out along the dromos at sunrise on the summer solstice, 21 June 2015: sunlight 

illuminates the dromos and stomion and enters the open tholos. Photo: A.P. Chapin. 
Pl. II (left) Tomb of the Genii, Mycenae, shortly before sunset on 20 June 2015: sunlight illuminates the dromos 

and stomion and enters the open tholos; (right) enlargement of the stomion, showing sunlight striking the 
back wall. Photos: A.P. Chapin 




