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In the very early stages of this project I ran into Jack Winkler at a conven-
tion, and he asked me, as he usually did when our paths crossed, what I was
working on. I replied, “An article on gender and Greek ritual practice.”
When I began to describe the collection of epigraphical material in my file
drawer, however, he interjected, “That doesn’t sound like an article; it
sounds like a book!” Our conversation continued as people hurried off to
the next sessions and the hall emptied. We sat down at a deserted table, and
over a paper plate piled high with French fries, I sketched out the problems.
As we dipped fries into ketchup, we talked about developing a context
deeper than the one normally provided for discussions of ancient ritual
practice. Jack became more and more interested, and while we slowly made
our way through the fries, we outlined a book. This was the late 1980s,
when Jack was working on Constraints of Desire and was himself interested
in the extended meaning of “slack” and “taut” in ancient discussions that
connect behavior with male body type. For the female body, the contrast
between wet and dry seemed, on the face of it, related to issues of pollution,
and given that this was the eighties, it should be no surprise that we both
positioned these issues in the context of a project about the body; Jack even
suggested the title Watery Bodies. We imagined a project with two parts.
The first half of the book would explore the imagery of female rituals in the
context of the broader issues of the body. The second half would target in-
dividual divinities and relate their ritual to the life of the city.

I did eventually write the article on the epigraphical material, but by
then another file drawer had filled and the individual divinities for the
second half of the project had narrowed to two: Artemis and Demeter. In
the early nineties, under the influence of survey archaeologists and envi-
ronmental historians, the ancient landscape had become a special focus of
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inquiry. Medical theory, archaeological deposits associated with springs,
and the systematic placement of sanctuaries of Artemis and Demeter in re-
lation to natural sources of water suggested new connections between the
productivity of the landscape, ritual, and female physical function. A Na-
tional Endowment for the Humanities Summer Seminar on the Greek city
in 1990 with Roger Bagnall and twelve energetic colleagues provided the
opportunity for sustained and systematic on-site examination of important
poleis on the Greek mainland, the islands of the Aegean, and in western
Turkey as far east as Aphrodisia. As a result, what had begun in the eight-
ies as a book on the body became, in the nineties, a book about landscapes.

I began the real work on the manuscript in 1990 –91, with support from
the Institute for the Humanities at the University of Illinois at Chicago.
Continuing support from the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences and the
Baldy Research Group on Gender, Law, and Social Policy at the University
of Buffalo kept work going during a decade of teaching and administrative
responsibilities. In 1996 –97, as an NEH Fellow at the National Humanities
Center in North Carolina, I wrote the chapters on landscape, ritual space,
and Greek medical theory. By then the project had outgrown the originally
planned two parts. Demeter had become too large a subject, and because
she deserves it, she will have a book of her own—in many ways a contin-
uation of this one. Artemis seemed the right choice to test the ideas worked
out in the first half of the book; hence the chapters on her rituals here.

I have tried out pieces of this manuscript on university audiences in two
Londons; in Munich, Paris, Atlanta, Boston, Tallahassee, Chapel Hill; and
at meetings of the American Philological Association. The original article
on epigraphical evidence for cult regulations appeared in Helios (now inte-
grated into chapter 4); Artemis had a trial run with one article in Classical

World (now with fuller documentation as chapter 6) and another in the vol-
ume titled The Sacred and the Feminine in Ancient Greece, edited by Sue
Blundell and Margaret Williamson (now part of chapter 7). I am, as always,
indebted to the interventions of audiences and editors, whose questions and
comments helped to focus the issues, and grateful to the publishers who
have granted permission to use material that has appeared in other forms
elsewhere.

As the project has developed I have been influenced by discussions with
many interested critics, in particular Cynthia Patterson, Darice Birge, He-
lene Foley, Martha Malamud, Chris Faraone, Carolyn Dewald, Seth Schein,
Ann Hanson, Dirk Obbink, Sarah Johnston, Jan Bremmer, and Lesley
Dean-Jones. Readers will recognize my debts to Michael Jameson, Pauline
Schmitt Pantel, and the editors of Supplementum Epigraphicum Graecum.
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An invitation from Mogens Hansen to participate in the 1994 sessions of
the Copenhagen Polis Project provided the opportunity to test my ideas 
on city gods. I have been challenged by my own students—in particular
the ten who braved a seminar on Greek epigraphy at the University of
Michigan in 1988, and, at the University of Buffalo, Francesca Behr, Paul
Kimball, Almira Poudrier, Michelle Perkins, and Allison Glazebrook.
Holly Hamister, Rachel Van Dusen, David Tolcacz, Fiona Crimmins, and
Jonathan Strang helped to check the notes and bibliography. Charles
Stewart, Carolyn Higbie, and Vance Watrous read with a critical eye large
chunks of chapters at formative stages. Barbara Tedlock, Madeline Kauf-
mann, and Pat Donovan tested the final version for clarity and coherence.
At the finish I was saved from many an error by the broad experience—
generously shared— of the readers for University of California Press. At
the Press itself Kate Toll and Cindy Fulton have offered much, and readers
owe a debt of thanks to Carolyn Bond for her sound advice on consistency.
The project itself has changed with the times, but I would like to think that
Jack Winkler would still recognize the argument, and would be happy to
find the book he once helped me to imagine now dedicated to him.
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Abbreviations of the names and works of classical authors follow the
Oxford Classical Dictionary 3; periodical titles are abbreviated accord-
ing to L’année philologique; epigraphical references follow Supple-

mentum Epigraphicum Graecum (www.let.leidenuniv.nl/history/seg/seg
.htm#abbreviations). Other abbreviations are as follows:

Bekker, Anecdota Graeca J. Bekker. Anecdota Graeca I–III. 1824 –21.

Buck C. D. Buck. The Greek Dialects. Chicago
1955.

Diggle J. Diggle. Tragicorum Graecorum Frag-

menta Selecta. Oxford 1998.

FGrH F. Jacoby. Die Fragmente der griechischen

Historiker. Leiden 1926 –58, reprint 1954 –
60.

Fouilles de Delphes Fouilles de Delphes III Inscriptions. Paris
1910 –.

GHI I 2 R. Meiggs and D. Lewis. A Selection of

Greek Historical Inscriptions I 2: To the End

of the Fifth Century b.c. Oxford 1969.

GHI II M. N. Tod. A Selection of Greek Historical

Inscriptions II: From 403 to 323 b.c. Oxford
1948.

GMP H. D. Betz. The Greek Magical Papyri in

Translation. Chicago 1986.

Guarducci Epigrafica M. Guarducci. Epigrafia Greca 1– 4. Rome
1978, reprinted 1995.
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IMiletos A. Rehm and P. Herrmann. Inschriften von

Milet I. Berlin 1997.

IOSPE B. Latyschev. Inscriptiones antiquae orae

septentrionalis Ponti Euxini Graecae et

Latinae 1– 4, 1885–1916.

ICrete M. Guarducci. Inscriptiones Creticae 1– 4.
Rome 1935–50.

IThessaly J.-C. Decourt. Inscriptions de Thessaly I.
Paris 1995.

LIMC Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae

Classicae 1–9. Zurich 1981–99.

LSAG 2 L. H. Jeffery. The Local Scripts of Archaic

Greece. Oxford 1961 with 1990 supplement.

LSAM F. Sokolowski. Lois sacrées de l’Asie

mineure. Paris 1955.

LSCG ———. Lois sacrées des cités grecques.

Paris 1969.

LSS ———. Lois sacrées des cités grecques.

Supplément. Paris 1962.

Meritt and Traill B. D. Meritt and J. S. Traill. The Athenian

Councillors. Vol. 15, The Athenian Agora.

Princeton 1974.

SEG Supplementum Epigraphicum Graecum.

SIG 3 W. Dittenberger. Sylloge Inscriptionum

Graecarum3 1– 4. 1915–24.

Staatsverträge II H. Bengston. Die Staatsverträge des

Altertums 2: Die Verträge der griechisch

römischen Welt von 700 bis 338 vor Chr. 2

Munich 1975.

TrGF Stefan Radt. Tragicorum Graecorum Frag-

menta 4: Sophocles. Göttingen 1977.

Ziehen J. de Prott and L. Ziehen. Leges Graecorum

Sacrae. Leipzig 1906.
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Map 2. Greece and the Western Aegean
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Map 3. Asia Minor and the Eastern Aegean

N

0 25 50 75 miles

Sigeion

Alexandria Troas

Kyzichos

Antissa
Eresos

Methymna

Messos

Mytilene

Pergamon

Kyme

Phokaia

Gambreion

Maionia

Philadelpheia
SmyrnaErythrai

Klazomenai
Teos

Kolophon
Klaros Ephesos

Metropolis

Magnesia ad Maeandrum

Halikamassos

IasosDidyma

Priene
Miletos

Isthmos
Antimacheia

Kos

Rhodes

Lindos

Kameiros
Ialysos

Sidyma

Selge

Athens

Delos

Aigiale

THASOS

SAMOTHRACE

PROKONNESOS

LEMNOS

LESBOS

CHIOS

SAMOS

PAROS

AMORGOS
KOS

RHODOS

TENEDOS





1

Introduction

Every individual is nested inside a protective cover of layered identities.
Like a colorfully painted Russian matriuschka doll containing a whole se-
ries of dolls, one inside the other, each person is defined by a combination
of relationships. Identities can be taken out, tried on, and displayed one by
one to the outside world. Collective and corporate structures work the same
way. At different times in the life span of a community, as in the lifetime
of an individual, one or another of the layered markers will emerge as dom-
inant, but other markers are never entirely hidden, nor are they effects
entirely dormant. Whether a society emphasizes the individual—what 
we call the self— or chooses to emphasize the collective identity of the
group, the issues that divide as well as bind always remain the same: gen-
der, race, ethnicity, political affiliation, citizenship, language, and the habits
of everyday life.

Every group has a set of recognizable features or traditional customs by
which to differentiate itself from its neighbors and bind its members to a
common core. Above all, each identifiable community craves a place to
claim as home. Claims are articulated in a variety of ways, but the need for
sustenance binds populations very strongly to the land. For the Greeks, the
earth (Ge or Gaia) was mother of all—not only feminine in grammatical
gender but female in function: source of nourishment and birth mother of
the gods. In English it is a short leap from “home” to “homeland,” but in
Greek, “home” was simply “house,” oikia, related to oikos, “household” or
“family.” “Homeland,” patris or patra, was a more loaded and challenging
idea. Patris and patra refer to the inherited land claimed by lineages real or
imagined and passed down in the male line. Both words were formed with
feminine endings on a stem that means not “mother” but “father.” The un-
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1. L’Homme-Wéry (2000), for the term in Homer, Solon, and early tragedy.
2. Xen. Hell. 2.4.20.
3. IPriene 108; see also van Bremen (1996) 156 –70.
4. Jones (1999).
5. Hdt. 8.144.

differentiated earth was mother, but the land bounded by recognizable bor-
ders and a territory to be defended was a fatherland.1

The imagery of kinship permeated the discourse of public life. In the
Archaic period the terminology of family structure defined relationships
between old and new cities. A branch settlement—what nineteenth- and
twentieth-century historians called a “colony”—the Greeks termed apoi-

kia, “a home away from home.” The founding city was the “mother-city,”
metropolis. “Mother” cities and “daughter” cities often claimed special
ties, but in practice both mothers and daughters were fickle. Cities were
“related” to each other by stories of original patterns of foundation but
even more by myths of their far-traveling heroes and heroines. Mythical
predecessors bred the children required by later descendants in need of an-
cestors in order to construct fictitious ties of blood with their allies. Claims
of consanguinity came naturally to people who accepted descent from local
heroes or ancient ancestors born from the earth. At Athens, political dif-
ferences could not mask the claims of common rituals, and even the dis-
ruptions of civil strife could not diminish the rhetorical value attached to
shared ancestors.2

In the Hellenistic period, when donors were singled out and lavishly
praised for their support and concern on behalf of the city, citizens attrib-
uted to benefactors the affection of a father for his children.3 The complex-
ity of political life was ameliorated by stressing the context and security 
of family relationships. The genealogies that had given shape to the early
polis in the Archaic period were now adapted to a new political situation.
Cities learned to exploit claims of kinship to impart vitality to the diplo-
matic maneuvers that tied them together. They cemented alliances with the
language of common descent and established a tradition of “kinship diplo-
macy” that lasted into the Roman period.4

Claims of consanguinity are only part of the traditional explanation 
for the common ties between poleis, though relationships based on claims
of kinship and blood were basic. Herodotus lists four elements that de-
termined what he calls “the Hellenic factor”: the same blood, the same
tongue, common rituals and shared sanctuaries, and the same habits or
way of life.5 Recent discussions of ethnicity treat these categories as if they
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6. For instance the essays collected in Malkin (2001). The work (on Italy) col-
lected in Cornell and Lomas (1997) constitutes an exception.

were exhaustive, adequate to account for the synergy of nature and culture,
the patterns of human interaction with the divine, and the forms of lin-
guistic and symbolic expression that define cultural identity. Another is-
sue, however, largely ignored in such discussions,6 also requires analysis.
That issue— one that intersects with each of Herodotus’s four categories in
a powerful way—is gender. Herodotus himself does not have a term for
the concept, but he is never immune to its effects. In his accounts of the
various populations living around the Mediterranean, issues of gender are
always just beneath the surface, emerging especially at moments of crisis.

Transactions of gender are a social universal, but every society handles
them in its own way and expresses them culturally in its own voice. The
ancient Greeks were no different; but when we look for evidence of gender
in social interaction, we detect only its consequences. We rarely perceive
the actual transaction itself, whether that transaction takes place between
individuals or on the larger map of the community. For one thing, gender
operates in a context that obscures the process. The experience of dividing
and consolidating territory during the early period of the polis illustrates
the problem. Division of the agricultural territory and allotment of plots to
lineages were mirrored in the ritual sphere by the permanent allotment of
sacred land to gods. As distinctions deepened between sacred land (reserved
for ritual) and agricultural land (restricted to lineages), distinctions be-
tween purity and pollution were also sharpened. The process of distin-
guishing sacred land from productive land resulted in ritual distinctions
that recognized real divisions between male and female. We are unable to
perceive the division in process. We can notice only the result—in the case
of cult practice, expressed in distinctions between purity and pollution. The
reproductive capacities that associated females with the agricultural pro-
cesses of the productive landscape also divided them from sacred space. Not
surprisingly, the same ritual system that defined female reproductive pro-
cesses as polluting placed a high value on female purity in public rituals.

In the Greek polis, transactions of gender were played out in a political
environment very different from that of other cultural systems around the
ancient Mediterranean. For the Greeks, possession of land and house was
tied to participation in the political community—an inherited privilege.
Because land was originally allotted not to individuals but to lineages, mar-
riage was a locus of anxiety. The same conditions that allotted to the indi-
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7. Patterson (1987).

vidual male the obligation to cultivate a piece of land also made him re-
sponsible for choosing his own wife. These two issues were tied together.
Marriage provided the means, and the wife provided the instrument, for
securing the allotment (kleros) to the lineage for the next generation. Bur-
dens could be heavy. Maintaining minimum levels of agricultural produc-
tion to sustain a family was always a concern— one complicated by anxi-
ety about female fertility and, for the head of household, anxiety about
establishing unchallenged claims to paternity.

In most areas inhabited by Greeks, the unit of political management 
was the polis. Its territory was usually small by modern standards. A cen-
tral core settlement or town center could contain as few as a couple of hun-
dred adult males. The essential feature was the land, the chora, organized
around an administrative center and distinguished from neighboring terri-
tories by marked boundaries at the frontiers. Stone boundary markers
(horoi) placed in the soil to mark territory and to distinguish one type of
space from another symbolized the various types of space within a divided
landscape. These boundary stones were visible on both public and private
land, and they designated the limits of different spaces: the edges of a fam-
ily’s holding, the boundaries of a piece of land held as security for a loan on
a woman’s dowry, the limits of a sacred area restricted for ritual, the bor-
ders of a settlement, or the outer limits of a city’s territory.

At Athens, the right to share in the government depended on member-
ship in a family claiming descent from local heroes born from the local soil.
Perikles in 451 narrowed the definition of citizen by requiring mothers as
well as fathers to be by birth astoi/astai, “belonging to the city.” Women
were not participants in the government (politeia), nor were they included
in the group covered by the expression “the people (demos) of the Atheni-
ans.” Moreover, the term Athenaios, “Athenian,” was largely restricted to
males eligible to take part in political life and was used of females only for
priestesses in public cult. Women were included only in the ethnic denom-
inator “Attikoi /Attikai,” which associated them with the land of Attika.7

For females, the relationship to the local homeland was celebrated at the
time of marriage by rituals that acknowledged a special tie to the water of
a specific local spring.

Males achieved citizenship by birth and service, but a woman’s status
depended on her father’s. Thucydides’ Perikles advised obscurity for all
women of Athens, and for females in families aspiring to respectability,
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anonymity was desirable. An Athenian male did all he could to keep his
wife’s name off other men’s lips. When a female had to be mentioned in
public, she was therefore more likely to be called by a patronymic than by
her husband’s name. Reference to a woman as the daughter of a citizen em-
phasized her legal status and automatically indicated the status of her chil-
dren. Although a woman’s purpose in marrying was to produce children for
her husband’s family, in name she remained her father’s daughter. Conse-
quently, a married woman bridged two identities. She was her husband’s
wife, but until she died she remained her father’s daughter.

The discussion that follows examines how dividing the landscape into
ritual space and productive space was related to the social articulation of
gender as enacted in ritual. Each chapter pursues a different set of clues.
The first three chapters lay out the conceptual issues of landscape and rit-
ual space. The first chapter looks into the rationale for appropriation of ter-
ritory by the individual polis. Chapters 2 and 3 consider the evidence for
recognizing sacred space and explore the concept of a centered polis nested
within the broader networks organized around regional sanctuaries and the
institutions of the prytaneion.

The fourth and fifth chapters look at the meaning of the female body.
Chapter 4 examines distinctions of gender in ritual practice and while
demonstrating that women’s ritual efforts were focused on reproduction
and the health of the family, argues that requirements of purity narrowed
the range of female performance. The contradiction inherent in attributing
a high category of pollution to childbirth—the only experience where fe-
male achievement really counted—reflects the anxieties of a male popula-
tion concerned about lineage, unpredictable agricultural production, and
reproductive failure. Chapter 5 describes how anxieties about reproduction
encouraged Hippocratic theorists to account for reproductive success or
failure in terms of a relationship between the hydrology of the local land-
scape and the relative moisture of female bodies. Descriptions of the inte-
rior of the female body as a miniature landscape whose moisture content
required regulation are consistent with a ritual system that segregated pro-
ductive and sacred space.

The final two chapters target Artemis as a test case. They examine the
location and placement of sanctuaries of Artemis in order to establish the
meaning of the rituals so important to individual families and to the larger
community of the polis. Sanctuaries of Artemis, whether integrated into
the landscape or located in the town center, provide a record by which to
measure a city’s recognition of the contributions of its women.

Like the matriuschka doll encapsulated within several layers, every
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woman was more than she seemed because every woman was imagined to
contain within herself a miniature landscape. With her own body, a mother
passed on to her children an identity derived from the land— one cele-
brated at the time of marriage when she bathed with the pure local water
that prepared her for the first night of marriage and confirmed her eligibil-
ity to become a mother of citizens.
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1 Claiming a Homeland

1. Rudhardt (1971) 97–101.
2. Alcock (1993) 6, for the variety of meanings in the term “landscape”; 118, for

emphasis on local boundaries even in periods of federation.

three landscapes

Ancient Greek communities inhabited three landscapes: the natural, the
human, and the imagined. The first was the landscape of the physical envi-
ronment: the mountains, plains, flowing fresh water, and sea that nour-
ished and sustained each community. For the Greeks, the natural world was
a unity of land and water—the earth’s limits bounded by the streams of the
primordial ocean, its surface refreshed by the rivers and springs rising
from waters circulating underground.1

The human landscape was always segmented, shaped by the needs of
agriculture and the conventions of political organization. Agriculture di-
vided the land into fields, which, whether scattered or contiguous, made up
the holdings (kleroi, “allotments”) distributed among families eligible for
membership in the political community. Larger territorial units depended
on the traditional local boundaries dividing one community from another.2

In the world of the polis, political communities were locally based, and the
connection between landholding and political status was replicated in the
relationship between the marked fields of the agricultural territory allotted
internally to individual lineages and the total externally bounded territory
shared by the entire community.

The third landscape was an imagined landscape, joined to the known
world but acknowledged to exist beyond the range of normal human ex-
perience and impossible for ordinary mortals to reach. This landscape had
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3. Hall (1997) 50, on myths during the period of colonization.
4. Romm (1992).
5. Rudhardt (1971) 87, for sources. Aesch. PV 700 – 41; 780 – 806, for a cata-

logue.
6. Leto swears such an oath when she promises to guarantee Apollo’s sanctuary

on Delos; Hymn. Hom. Ap. 3.83 – 88.

two parts. One was the imaginary realm belonging to fantastic mythical
creatures, such as Amazons or centaurs, who were found beyond the culti-
vated fields of the civilized landscape—at the outer reaches of the known
world 3 near the divine Ocean encircling the edges of the earth.4 The other
realm lay beyond the streams of Ocean and beyond the shadowy transi-
tional space where such sinister creatures as Sirens, Gorgons, Geryon, and
Cerberus were said to dwell.5 This was the world of the dead, a place that
could only be imagined, a space beneath the earth, without light, where the
dead tried to imitate the living.

These three landscapes coexisted and merged with one another. The re-
alities of the natural environment influenced the shape of political com-
munities, and the resources of local landscapes set limits to agricultural
production. Local boundaries, maintained by military contest and the tra-
ditions of political negotiation, followed the natural shape of the country-
side. The individual polis incorporated physical elements of the natural
landscape by recognizing shorelines, mountain heights, and watersheds as
local boundaries. Political borders, however, were always subject to chal-
lenge and change. Stories of threatening creatures at the edges of the earth
were inspired by the real tensions associated with maintaining local auton-
omy and represented the actual risks and anxieties associated with pre-
serving territorial integrity. Similar anxieties emphasized the dangers of
crossing cosmic boundaries at the edges of the earth—boundaries that
could not be crossed by everyone. Even in myth, only Apollo could visit the
land of the Hyperboreans beyond the streams of Ocean, and only privi-
leged heroes could visit the underworld and return again to the land of 
the living. Human families could not really reinvigorate their own dead,
though they tried to reach them by making offerings and pouring libations
into the ground at marked grave sites.

The assumption that the earth itself was shared with the gods made it
possible to imagine these three landscapes as joined. Stability and continu-
ity required divine approval, represented in myth by negotiation and in ex-
perience by ritual. The universe, though considered physically unified, was
politically divided. The gods themselves, when they swore their oaths by
Earth, Sky, and the River Styx,6 acknowledged the great natural, cosmic
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boundaries; but their triple oath also emphasized the unity between these
several spaces. Homer translated natural boundaries into political divisions.
He explained that when the sons of Kronos divided the universe among
themselves, Zeus was allotted the sky, Poseidon the sea, and their brother
Hades the underworld, with the earth to be shared among all three.7 In
practice, however, the earth’s gifts were considered controlled by their sis-
ter Demeter. Although as goddess of growing plants and patron of agricul-
ture she was a great divinity in her own right, the Homeric division of di-
vine authority assigned her a secondary role. As a result, with space divided
between males and process assigned to a female, agricultural fragility was
explained in terms of divine conflict. This conflict emphasized a basic ten-
sion between Demeter and Zeus and became a template for differences be-
tween male and female realms of authority.

Resolution of conflict required negotiation among the great divinities
and recognition of a dynamic, three-way relationship between the natural
landscape, the cultivated landscape, and the world of the dead. Divine
conflict is the central problem of the mythic narrative known as the Ho-

meric Hymn to Demeter, the story of the abduction of Demeter’s daughter,
Kore, by Hades, king of the dead.8 The poem describes Demeter’s search for
her lost daughter, her attempt to immortalize a substitute child, her im-
placable anger when this plan failed, and the consequent disaster she in-
flicted on human populations. This disaster is described as a “terrible year”
sent by the goddess, a single agricultural cycle when no crop grew, people
died, and all sacrifice failed. Resolution of divine discord, with restoration
of sacrifice in exchange for agriculture, was finally possible only after Zeus
and Hades made concessions to Demeter and agreed to allow her daughter,
now the bride of Hades, to return from the world of the dead for part of
each year.

The story emphasizes the strength of the relationship between mother
and daughter, the possible tensions between male and female, and the risks
associated with the traditional mobility of women taken in marriage and
required to divide their loyalties between parents and husbands. Demeter,
goddess of agriculture, and her daughter, queen of the dead, were comple-
mentary figures who united the natural landscape, the cultivated landscape,
and the realm of the dead.9 As Persephone and spouse of Hades, the daugh-
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ter represented the realm of the dead. As Kore and unwed virgin, she rep-
resented the spontaneous flowering growth of plants. Demeter, as mature
female, regulated the growth of the cultivated crops that sustained the ag-
ricultural community of the polis. Recognizing the unity of mother and
daughter, Attic women invoked them simply as “the Two.” 10 The commu-
nal ritual of the Greek city-state recognized the close relationship between
these two goddesses, the close relationship among the landscapes they in-
habited, and the cosmic unity their relationship guaranteed.

using the land

The word used in the Homeric hymn to describe the effect of Demeter’s
terrible year is limos, “hunger” or “famine,” the condition that results
from crop failure and food shortage. The language of the hymn is consis-
tent with the ecology of the agricultural regions of the Greek Aegean,
where fluctuations in rainfall can produce periods of temporary shortfall.11

Fresh water was always an issue. In a land where perennial rivers are few 12

and alluvial valleys rare,13 settlement patterns were shaped by access to the
groundwater stored in the porous limestone bedrock that often extended
from the rugged mountain areas down to the lower plains.14 The eastern
Aegean exhibits a particular type of landscape characteristic of limestone
areas, where water collects in underground catchments that Vitruvius de-
scribes in the following way:

The valleys among the mountains receive the rains most abundantly,
and on account of the thick woods, the snow stays there longer because
of the shade of the trees and the mountains. Later, when it melts, it
filters through the cracks in the ground and thereby reaches the foot 
of the mountains, where gushing springs come belching out.15
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City planners situated settlements to take advantage of these perennial
springs,16 which were necessary for the material needs of the community
but also valued for ritual.17

The Greek Aegean enjoys a climate of dry summers, wet winters, and
long growing seasons. Yet within the areas inhabited in antiquity by speak-
ers of the Greek language there was, and still is, considerable environmen-
tal diversity 18—a diversity related directly to the availability of water. On
the Greek mainland ecological advantages are distributed unevenly. The
eastern half of the mainland combines good harbors with scant resources.
Here mild temperatures and a long growing season are compromised by
thin soil, steep mountains, and limited rainfall. The western half of the
mainland has fewer harbors but is endowed with heavier rainfall, richer
soil, and forested mountains.19 In antiquity, topography influenced devel-
opment. The eastern sector’s geographical orientation, convenient access to
the sea, and proximity to a network of islands conveniently located for
travel by sea contributed to interchange with western Anatolian and Near
Eastern kingdoms. Areas that faced west, although more richly endowed
with agricultural resources than those on the eastern side, lacked protected
access to the sea and the proximity to the eastern Mediterranean that stim-
ulated the earlier political development and economic competition charac-
teristic of Euboia, the Argolid, the Corinthia, Attika, and the Cyclades.

Successful exploitation of the soil required intense cultivation of all
available agricultural lands, whether the broad plains of Messenia, Thes-
saly, and central Boiotia or the narrow, irregular valleys squeezed between
mountain and sea elsewhere.20 Agriculture was the normal way of life, and
most people produced their own food. The land with the best soil and best
rainfall was always put to the plow first. Long-term drought and drastic
famines were not a real threat, but even minor fluctuations in rainfall could
crimp production enough to cause significant scarcity in a particular year.21

Agriculture was not precarious, but in all periods local resources had to be
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carefully managed and land carefully used to maintain a constant food
supply. Ancient farmers, therefore, usually practiced a mixed production,
maximizing resources by matching crops to the local landscape and mixing
animal husbandry with agriculture.22 Barley was the major crop. Flat plains
were used for barley and wheat (in that order), and carefully tended hill-
sides were planted in olive trees, fruit trees, and grapevines.23

Shortages in ancient Greece, although often severe, usually lasted only
through a single agricultural cycle.24 Nevertheless, in antiquity the pos-
sibility of deprivation was real, practical remedies were few, and even a
temporary shortage could have serious effects. Crop disease was always a
possibility,25 and long-term storage of grain—unusual on the communal
level 26—could be impractical for the individual subsistence farmer.27 Reg-
ular production was a goal, and to avoid the threat of shortfall and create
the expectation of success, individuals and communities relied on ritual
remedies as well as agricultural procedures and political solutions.28

space and community

The individual polis was defined by the local landscape, each area’s particu-
lar geological features shaping the way the territory was divided. Many
traditions tied the individual units together, and even divisions wrought by
the natural landscape did not completely isolate one political community
from another. The Greek language was an important common thread. A
shared literature, because it reflected the social and economic systems 
of exchange, facilitated communication between poleis. The epic tradition
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presented a divine world all Greek communities could respect, no matter
how different the local ritual tradition.29 Beyond the individual commu-
nity, the great sanctuaries encouraged expressions of regional authority
and fostered communication between cities. Although it is no longer pos-
sible to observe how this system actually functioned day-to-day, we can
identify points of contact between regional sanctuaries and local institu-
tions and thereby reconstruct some of the patterns of operation. There are
several ways to read the landscape: first, the physical features of the land;
second, the residue of human activity embedded in it; and finally, the lan-
guage and imagery used to describe and represent it.

One of the languages used to describe the landscape is the language of
space. For the ancient Greek community, political identity required a de-
fensible space. The size of a community’s territory depended on local to-
pography. On the Greek mainland in the eighth century, the definition of
external boundaries was as important for emerging communities as the de-
velopment of a nucleated town center, and control of agricultural territory
was often more important than defense of a central settlement. City walls
came late to the Greek mainland, since here, mountains created natural
boundaries.30 Initially, the delineation of political space was expressed more
forcibly by military defense of cultivated plains lying between mountains
than by control of population centers.

Local topography influenced both settlement patterns and the political
division of the landscape. Landlocked regions, protected from aggressors
and competitors by distance and mountain ranges, required few artificial
defenses. In such areas, populations were scattered in dispersed settle-
ments, as in Lakonia,31 or in isolated farmsteads, as in some areas of Boio-
tia.32 Coastal and island communities faced different problems, and early
nucleation was more necessary here than elsewhere. The sea marked a nat-
ural boundary, but it also allowed enemies easy access. The earliest fortified
communities were built in the ninth and eighth centuries on Aegean is-
lands.33 However, because these sites did not always remain economically
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or politically viable, the communities with the earliest fortifications did not
always survive as later poleis. In spite of frequent claims of local stability,
emigration constantly redistributed populations, and sometimes whole
communities even moved.34 City walls and nucleated settlements were
more necessary in the complex environments of the Greek communities of
Asia Minor and the western Mediterranean than in the emerging poleis of
the Greek homeland. Greek settlers built walled settlements in the initial
phase of settlement on the Ionian coast 35 and later in the diaspora north to
the shores of the Black Sea, west to Italy and Sicily, and south to the north
coast of Africa. In these areas, fortification signified initial claims to new
territory, acted as a barrier to potentially hostile neighbors, and announced
the political coherence of the new settlement.

Territorial organization depended on terrain. The local landscape
influenced the way the land was divided into governable units: whether or-
ganized around a core settlement or dispersed in multiple settlements rel-
atively isolated from one another. The first pattern, that of the polis, em-
phasized political ties. The second, that of the ethnos, reflected a communal
organization that emphasized descent. In some regions, such as the plains
of Thessaly or the mountains of Aitolia, where the landscape encouraged
scattered agricultural settlements, conditions were less hospitable to the
institutions of the polis,36 and community was defined by broader ethnic
affiliations. Organization into poleis was characteristic of mainland regions
around the Saronic Gulf, the Aegean islands, and the early foundations
abroad, whether along the coasts of Asia Minor and the Black Sea or the
coastal areas of Sicily and southern Italy. Some areas, like Lakonia, al-
though characterized by a decentralized pattern of local villages, were nev-
ertheless considered single poleis. In most areas defined as poleis, however,
local populations tended to cluster in larger units, and most population cen-
ters came to be organized around a fortified citadel (akropolis) and a defined
administrative center (agora).

The demarcation of communal space did not happen without appeals to
divine authority. Political identity required the participation of the gods,
and political boundaries required the protection of local divinities. Com-
munities defined themselves by ritual, and divine power had to be locally
recognized. To the ancient Greek imagination, the landscape was a living
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world, alive with the possibility of divinity. Human activity was structured
to avoid angering gods believed to inhabit physical space. Worshippers rec-
ognized divine power by allocating sacred space for communication be-
tween human and divine. Sanctuaries were often placed in locations ap-
propriate to the function of the divinity, but these functions were always
shaped by human requirements.

Sacred space had many forms. On mainland Greece in the Bronze Age,
sacred activity had been integrated with political authority, and ritual
activity had been concentrated within the ruler’s residence. Centralized
displays of wealth emphasized the ruler’s power. By the tenth century, 
the new authorities, now decentralized, required different expressions of
power, and gods began to be substituted for rulers as guardians of surplus
wealth and moderators of human competition. Communal wealth, once
collected and displayed in the palace of the Mycenaean leader or deposited
in his tomb, was now to be shared with the gods.37 Divinities needed a place
of their own, and sacred space was therefore systematically designated and
reserved for divine residence. Sanctuaries of the gods provided clearly
marked space for communication with the divine and public space for
displays of the gifts that testified to divine support for local political au-
thorities. Space for the gods—which could not belong to individuals—was
neutral territory. As early as the tenth century, several salient sites were
already accumulating the offerings that marked them as sacred. Altars,
gifts, and the debris of sacred meals preceded buildings. In the ninth and
eighth centuries, surplus wealth was transferred to the gods in the form of
dedications of bronze, exhibited in places associated with divinity to catch
the gods’ attention and advertise the donors’ prestige. By the seventh cen-
tury, dedications in bronze were giving way to less expensive gifts in ce-
ramic and wood because community investment in ritual had begun to be
demonstrated by a new form of public display. Large temples and high al-
tars built in stone would now stand as witnesses to cooperative effort and
communal organization.38

The gods were allocated their own space as guarantors of community.
Their sanctuaries protected public space and preserved neutral territory.
The word that defined the piece of land for a divinity was temenos, a place
“cut off.” Hieron invested a space with divine presence, and asylon filled 
a space with divine protection. A place that was hieron was a sacred place,
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a marked space representing the world of the gods in the human realm. A
place that was asylon was a place where no person could be seized and no
object snatched away.39 Recognition of divine protection was essential to
human cooperation. The first sacred places were simple, open areas, used
for communal worship in the form of sacrifices on temporary altars, ritual
meals, and deposits of gifts to the gods.40 Eventually, however, the more
significant of these places would be embellished with boundary markers,
fences, or walls, permanent altars, and elaborate temple structures.41 The
security of the community, symbolically represented in the Bronze Age by
the body of the ruler, alive or dead, was now represented by spaces desig-
nated for the gods and maintained in exchange for their protection.

Sanctuaries recognized the gods and protected the landscape. Within the
territory of the individual community, border sanctuaries marked bound-
aries, defined sovereignty,42 and claimed the gods’ protection.43 In the
countryside, sacred spaces protected the agricultural land, served the rural
population, and provided points of organization for the villages that partic-
ipated as constituents of the larger political unit.44 In a traditional polis,

sanctuaries within the nucleated center (asty) tended to be concentrated in
the agora and on the heights of the akropolis—usually the most secure
places. They housed the gods of the city, who supported the activities nec-
essary for local political administration. Divine authority was regarded as
prior to political organization, and social relationships and political life
were ratified by myths of origin, foundation, and charter. Mythical nar-
ratives created allegiance to the local community and its institutions,
whether that community claimed foundation by autochthony (birth from
the soil),45 immigration,46 or colonization from abroad.47
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The definition of a political community required divine sanctions.
Where defense was important, communities tended to organize rituals and
public activities around a central high place, and for that reason, some of
the earliest epigraphical evidence for political unity is associated with an
akropolis. The earliest fortified communities identified the security of
these heights with Athena, called Polias not because she was goddess of the
city but because she was the goddess of the secured height. Her title had a
strictly spatial reference that defined her as guardian of the pÒliw in its
original meaning as akropolis. At Zagora on Andros, the entire community
lived close together in a dense, fortified settlement perched on a flat cliff
top. Community and fortification occupied the same space, recognized in
one of the earliest local inscriptions: “To the goddess of the akropolis” 48—
a dedication to the goddess who protected the security of both.

Ritual created community by creating and maintaining protected com-
munal space. The first step in the process required the recognition of com-
munal property, ta demosia, defined as whatever belonged to the group.
When protected by the gods, such possessions were secure not only from
seizure but also from personal or private use. Kept in a place defined as asy-

lon, they could be used only by the group acting together and only in ac-
tivities that acknowledged the gods. A place designated as sacred, hieron,

belonged to the gods and protected the property necessary for communal
ritual. Access to such space and access to its implements defined member-
ship in the community.

An early Argive inscription, located in the temple of Athena Polias on
the Larisa, articulates the distinction between individual and group.49 Here
community took precedence over the individual. This text regulates the use
of ritual equipment and reserves the equipment dedicated in the temple 
for collective, public ritual. The collective (damÒsion) could use the equip-
ment for sacred rites, but a private person (Whedi°staw = fidi≈thw) could
not take them out of the sanctuary and put them to private use. An official,
the damiourgos, determined the fines if anyone damaged the sacred things.
By proscribing private exploitation of communal property, this pronounce-
ment defined public property in terms of public ritual. Like other early
Greek regulations, this one made no distinction between the sacred and 
the political. Participation in public ritual was necessarily a political act; at
Argos, participation in the collective rites of Athena was one of the ways a
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member of the political community expressed political privilege and ac-
knowledged political obligation.

In much the same way, an even earlier text from Tiryns associated
Athena and Zeus with akropolis, community, and communal ritual. This
inscription was carved directly into the old fortification wall of the Myce-
naean citadel. The seventh-century text mentions public institutions and
offices defined by important communal acts— officeholders who presided
at ceremonies where wine was drunk, guardians of memory responsible for
correct performance of sacred acts, the assembly, the community, and com-
munal property or concerns.50 The fortified citadel, a place of communal
ritual, provided the protected space for communal acts. The location was
not only appropriate but necessary.51 Tiryns had been a well-known
Bronze Age site, but the new Tiryns was not the same community that
once had served a Mycenaean ruler on the same spot. Seventh-century rit-
ual emphasized not a ruler but a group whose identity depended on associ-
ation with a sacred space. In the new political organization of the early
Greek polis, distinctions between communal space and space in the posses-
sion of individuals made the gods direct participants in the community.
Akropolis, agora, and public sanctuaries drew the population together, and
the major town sanctuaries became magnets for public ceremony, demon-
stration of wealth, and, with the eventual development of writing, public
display of the laws regulating communal behavior.

Sanctuaries placed at or near natural borders indicated the limits of a
community’s political reach. A clear example of this process can be ob-
served at Eretria on Euboia, settled originally in the eighth century, prob-
ably by immigrants from an earlier, abandoned settlement at nearby Lef-
kandi. Here the two most important divinities were Apollo and Artemis.
The major settlement at Eretria has been located near the harbor, centered
around a small hairpin-shaped temple of Apollo, with no trace of a city wall
until the Archaic period. The earliest wall was probably built about the
same time as the first peripteral temple of Apollo, constructed in the late
seventh or early sixth century directly above the earlier temple. Artemis,
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equal in status to her brother, had her temple on one of the frontiers of Ere-
trian territory. Her sanctuary has been located at the old Mycenaean site 
of Amarynthos, on the coastal road where the Erasinos River meets the
sea.52 Apollo marked the center of the settlement, his twin sister, Artemis,
an external boundary. Eretria recognized both divinities and both sites 
as fundamental to the polis’s existence and durability. Eventually, the ma-
jor treasury of the city would be stored at the sanctuary of Artemis, and
her festival, the Artemisia, would be one of the city’s major festivals. Ar-
temis and Apollo, together with their mother, Leto, constituted the divine
triad by which the polis swore its collective oaths. In the Classical period,
Artemis was pictured with Apollo on the reliefs decorating important pub-
lic regulations.53 Her sanctuary, located at one of the extremities of the
city’s territory, represented the security of the polis. Eretria appears not to
have needed a fortification wall completely encircling the central settle-
ment until the fourth century.

Where there was no clearly defined central settlement the gods provided
a ritual focus to create and maintain political organization. Although the
Lakedaimonians never had a distinct, centralized residential community,
the Spartans nevertheless imposed their authority over the rest of the
people of Lakonia. Insulated from their enemies by distance and protected
by mountains, the Lakedaimonians did not need a city wall until military
pressure in the fourth century forced them to initiate a defensive strategy.
In Lakonia, although a large part of the population remained dispersed,
clustered in separate villages, common sanctuaries provided the space for
recognizable communal activities. Those eligible for participation expressed
community and common identity in the organized festivals at the precinct
of Ortheia in Limnai, at the Menelaion, or at their sanctuary of Athena
Chalkioikos on the Spartan akropolis.54

Greek cities created themselves by claiming a landscape. De Polignac 
has explained this phenomenon in terms of the early history of the polis,
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arguing that local claims to territory were originally made by maintaining
control of major border or rural sanctuaries.55 He describes the developing
polis as a unified spatial construct, with a major sanctuary in the country-
side or near sensitive borders as a formative element and a major structural
support of the polis itself. Although his model is not equally applicable
everywhere, the basic notion of a ritual unity between a core settlement,
its land, and its external sanctuaries was fundamental to polis identity and
necessary for its survival. Details varied with local conditions; the process
was dynamic and flexible, responsive to the demands of local history. As
long as the polis lasted as a local political institution, Greek cities main-
tained stability by securing external borders as well as by defending a nu-
cleated center. The process required recognition of a whole community of
divinities, each with its own space.

Entitlement to territory was claimed by settlement, defined by bound-
aries, confirmed by ritual, and expressed by myths of foundation. Pausa-
nias recognizes the importance of boundaries by emphasizing the signifi-
cance of their recognizable signs. In his day, even tiny Panopeus marked its
boundaries by placing inscribed stone markers (horoi) at the extremities 
of its territory.56 The usual Greek word for a marked boundary, horos,

does not have this meaning until Herodotus and Pindar,57 but the concept
of a bounded landscape as an element of the polis is implied by ritual be-
havior and settlement patterns.58 Deliberate marking of sensitive bound-
aries was characteristic of the Geometric period, when communities began
to leave gifts to the gods at the outer edges of their territory at watersheds
and mountain passes. Dedications in a sacred space at a frontier or natural
border obligated the gods to protect these places. In southern Boiotia, a de-
posit of Geometric dedications recognized the sensitivity of a place of cross-
ing between sites on the coast (later Siphai and Kreusis) and sites on the
plain on the other side of the mountain (later Thisbe, Xironomi, and Thes-
piai).59 No temple marked the spot until at least the Archaic period, but
Artemis was recognized later by dedications in the precinct inscribed with
her name.
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60. Coldstream (1977) 328.
61. Langdon (2000).
62. Hall (1995) 13 –14, describes how local patterns often emphasize one di-

vinity over another. In the Argolid in the early Iron Age Demeter is more promi-
nent on the eastern half, and Hera, with similar votives, on the western plain. These
distinctions correspond to other local differences, e.g., in dialect and foundation
myth.

Topography influenced the placement of the earliest Greek sanctuar-
ies—at first, simple precincts without permanent structures. In the eighth
century, Athena and Apollo were the most frequently recognized gods;
Athena was already associated with polis centers (Athens, Sparta, Tegea,
Ialysos, Kameiros, Lindos, Emporio on Chios, Miletos, Phokaia, and Syra-
cuse), and Apollo (except for Eretria, Corinth, and Dreros) was usually lo-
cated far from major settlements (Delphi, Thermon, the Boiotian Ptoion,
Maleatas at Epidauros, Delos, Phanai on Chios, Didyma).60 Artemis, like
her twin brother, was well established in the countryside (Lousoi, Mavriki
in Arkadia, Sparta, Ephesos, Aulis, Pherai, and Brauron, to name a few of
her early sites). Zeus, not yet established in core settlements, was found 
at remote sites, often but not always on mountains (Olympia, Dodona,
Pherai, Mt. Hymettos, Mt. Ithome) 61 or in mountain caves (on Mt. Ida and
Mt. Dikte on Crete). Hera was geographically focused in the Peloponnese
and on Samos, but usually outside the settlement (the Heraia at Prosymna,
Tiryns, Solygeia, Perachora, and on Samos).62 Hermes was associated with
caves (Patsos), Demeter with hills and springs (Knossos and Eleusis), and
Hephaistos with the island of Lemnos. The association of certain kinds of
space with particular divinities allowed new and fragile communities to
recognize their landscape as protected by the gods.

genealogy and gendered landscapes

The earliest Greek literature incorporates a conceptual organization of ter-
ritory and boundaries in the form of catalogues and foundation myths tied
to specific locations. Geographically based narratives, probably as old as the
institutions they claim to explain, locate the individual community in its
landscape and connect it to mythic representations of the larger universe.
Anthropomorphic representations of divinity and personifications of fea-
tures of the natural world encouraged the belief that the world of the gods
and the world of nature were parts of a single continuum. The major di-
vinities, however, did not directly represent natural phenomena. Rain was
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called water “from Zeus,” 63 and any river or stream could be called “Ache-
loos,” the name of the river god considered to be the father of all flowing
fresh water,64 but personifications of the natural world, such as Ge (Earth),
Selene (Moon), Helios (Sun), or local mountains, rivers, and springs, al-
though acknowledged by ritual, were rarely considered dominant divini-
ties. The most important gods were those responsible for protecting and
fostering human development. Such divinities were Zeus and Poseidon,
represented as capable of controlling aspects of nature, or Demeter and
Dionysos, who could put nature to work for human benefit.

Hierarchies of divine authority reflected human categories. To the
Greek imagination, the landscape was infused with gender. The language
classified the earth, continents, most mountains,65 islands, countries, cities,
trees, lakes, and springs as feminine,66 and sky, ocean, most rivers and
streams, winds, and flowers as masculine. The three major continents—
Europe, Asia, and Libya—were female; the rivers that formed their bound-
aries were male.67 Long-distance movement tended to be associated with
male images,68 a fixed location or minimal movement with female repre-
sentations.69 Analogies between grammatical and social categories of gen-
der provided a rich imagery for representing natural events in terms of hu-
man experience.

Metaphors of reproduction, embedded in the ritual system and devel-
oped in the imagery of early poetry, created relationships between the hu-
man and divine realms and provided a powerful vocabulary to sanction
claims to land and territory. Such patterns are established in Hesiod’s
Theogony. This poem exploits a traditional form of cosmogonical epic, well
known throughout the Near East, to explain the origins of the universe and
the gods. Near Eastern cosmogonies were organized to explain and justify
divine kingship. Hesiod’s purpose is different. He does (briefly) explain the
origin of the gods in relation to the evolution of the natural world, but in-
stead of emphasizing the theme of kingship so prominent in the Near East,
he emphasizes the principles of communal decision-making and the estab-
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70. Janko (1982) 234 – 46; Gaia is the name preferred by poets, but in ritual con-
texts the earth is usually called Ge.

lishment of a Greek moral order. He justifies the rule of Zeus and recog-
nizes this god as responsible for a system based on principles of dike (right
behavior) and themis (law sanctioned by the gods). The Theogony belongs
to the period of the early polis and personifies the natural world in order to
explain, define, and control it.

Hesiod’s first principal actor is Earth herself. In his narrative, the female
earth, Gaia,70 is the source of all blessings and all nourishment but cannot
be trusted to give forth her sustenance. The poet’s concern is the delicate
balance between scarcity and plenty, regulated by gods capable of both gen-
erosity and contempt. The same contrast is represented in the Homeric

Hymn to Demeter by the need to placate the divinity responsible for the
earth’s bounty. In Hesiod’s Works and Days, this tension is represented as
a contrast between a lost paradise (where sustenance was once provided
without human labor) and the realities of human existence (where liveli-
hood is an achievement of struggle and hard work). In the Theogony, con-
flict develops when equilibrium in the divine realm is challenged by a cri-
sis of procreation and a three-generation struggle for sexual dominance.
Here the establishment of the rule of Zeus is a prerequisite to orderly pro-
creation, and interaction between human and divine is possible only when
the principles of right judgment (dike) are protected by the god’s hand. Di-
vine sexual attraction and divine sexual union can be positive forces for hu-
man development, but the poem also shows that the energy of divine sex-
ual union must be used to establish order, not to create disorder.

In the Theogony, the entire universe belongs to a single family. The
physical world and the moral realm are contiguous, both represented by
anthropomorphized divinities designed to account for all human experi-
ence. In this universe, relationships are defined in terms of the family, time
is represented by the succession of generations, and male authority is in-
evitable. Concerned to demonstrate a political order subject to human de-
cisions rather than a physical order tied to kingship, the poet is neverthe-
less constrained by his genre to express political development in terms of
genealogy. Genealogy provides the structural framework because family
relationships allow the kind of flexibility required to organize a vast amount
of disparate material into a coherent account. Hesiod’s poem breaks off
abruptly, and the possible connection between divine and human geneal-
ogy is therefore neither established nor explained. Nevertheless, the gene-
alogical structure outlined in the extant text indicates a concern to link hu-
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man and divine worlds. Personifications of political and judicial concepts
are therefore categorized as female divinities, subordinated to Zeus either
as daughters or as sexual partners in order to account for a structured moral
order under his patronage where human political life can flourish.71

Genealogy is the earliest form of Greek historiography.72 Characteristic
of oral cultures, genealogical narratives personalize history and create a re-
visable view of the past that always validates the present.73 Such narratives
do not record specific historical events but are designed to demonstrate the
inevitability of particular hierarchical relationships. The Theogony pro-
vides a divine “history” for the rule of Zeus without regional bias and was
thus a narrative that all early Greek communities could accept. Other con-
temporary genealogies—local tales told to validate claims to territory and
to establish ethnic identity—had a narrower goal.74 Three kinds of early
genealogical catalogues are preserved in a work known in antiquity as the
Catalogue of Women or the Eoiai (“Just as” stories). In this poem, geogra-
phy and genealogy were closely entwined in a series of narratives pro-
moted by the need to link the allocation of bounded territories to local, elite
families who claimed descent from the gods. This work originally orga-
nized the early foundation myths of major regions of the Greek peninsula.
West has noticed that the fragments form a composite series of genealogies
made up of two kinds of narrative: local genealogies associated with specific
regions and shorter genealogies based on a union between a mortal woman
and a god. Stylistic analysis of the earliest fragments suggests to him three
stages of composition:

1. consolidation of several local genealogies into a single narrative or-
ganized by region;

2. a later and more ambitious project subordinating traditional local
genealogies to the genealogy of the family of Deukalion (hero of the
Greek flood narrative and progenitor of the human race);

3. shorter genealogical “just as” stories tied to the main stem through
female links.75
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76. West (1985) 61, for a map of the orderly geographical arrangement of the
descendants of Aiolos’s five daughters.

77. This pattern is probably the same employed in a work well known to Pau-
sanias, the Great Eoiai, which he distinguishes from the “epic on women” (9.31.5)
and uses as a source for genealogy (4.2.1).

78. Fowler (1998) 5.

This network of narratives reflects different stages in the political organi-
zation of geographical space. West dates the first stage, when local myths
were consolidated into a single narrative, to the eighth century. This nar-
rative united at least eight local regions: Elis, Lakonia, Aulis-Hyria, Malis,
Pisatis, Messene, Argos (all on the mainland), and Lesbos. West’s dating
may be too early, but his observation that distinctive narrative patterns are
associated with specific regions is suggestive. The second group of narra-
tives is organized around the family of Deukalion in order to stake a claim
to common origin. In this version, the immediate descendants of Deukalion
establish a sequence of genealogies arranged geographically, each keyed 
to a principal area: the western Peloponnese, Aitolia, central Greece, and
Thessaly. Regional genealogies are thus arranged geographically, moving
from east to west. Relationship to Deukalion imposes a unified genealogi-
cal stem and implies kinship between regions.76

In the third and final stage of composition, a series of local genealogies
was interpolated. All begin with the Greek expression meaning “just as,” a
stylistic device not employed in the other stages of composition. Each of the
“just as” genealogies belongs to a local family sprung from a union be-
tween a mortal woman and a god—the same pattern of sexual union char-
acteristic of the genealogies at the end of Hesiod’s Theogony. In the Cata-

logue, as in the Theogony, the sexual union of a male god with a mortal
female bridges the gap between the human and divine realms without jeop-
ardizing male dominance at the level of the gods.77

The genealogical mini-epic in the Catalogue of Women demonstrates a
strong connection between gender and geographic consciousness. The Cat-

alogue organizes the continent according to founding families and empha-
sizes females as links between regions. Marriage is a key to the narrative
because, in genealogical history, females are the link to collateral branches
of the family stem.78 Union of a god with a mortal woman is a necessary
motif in the third version because increased awareness of foreign cultures
required narratives that could recognize foreign populations as subordinate
to Zeus. The list of females in the interpolated family genealogies includes
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the mothers of heroes (Alkmene, Leda, Danaë, “wives” of Zeus) as well as
figures like Io, key to the stem from which all Greek heroic genealogy
would grow.79 Hesiod identified Io’s father as Peiren, son of Argos; the epic
tradition and Attic tragedians knew her as daughter of Inachos. Either way,
by birth she is closely tied to her homeland. In Argive tradition, Inachos is
both a god and a river. As daughter of Inachos, Io connects the human land-
scape with the natural world, and by traveling between continents she links
both Africa and Asia to the land of Argos. As partner of Zeus and ancestor
of Herakles, she connects the imagined world of the gods with the civilized
landscape of human endeavor. Io’s presence in the Catalogue, together with
her prominence later in Herodotus’s introductory narrative,80 suggests the
existence of an early Argive narrative very different from Thucydides’ ver-
sion of an eastward diaspora originating from Athens, a narrative that
claimed not Athens 81 but Argos as the source of movement to the east.82 Io
seems to belong to an early stage of Argive self-promotion, a time when
the ethnic form “Argive” could still be used generically for all Greeks.83

From the Catalogue we can reconstruct the outline of a mythical map and
observe how early genealogical myth represented the land carved up by lo-
cal and regional communities. The genealogies of the Catalogue, fragmen-
tary as they are, testify to early and vigorous competition. Each commu-
nity was claiming a territory of its own and attempting to justify that claim
with a narrative designed to project and protect a particular history.84 The
organization of geographical space was a necessary component of that his-
tory. The Catalogue represents an attempt to stabilize fluid local genealo-
gies and create more or less coherent patterns. The circulation of such a text
indicates the development of shared institutions and a new, more broadly
defined and self-conscious cultural identity.
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ironically marks his departure by saying farewell to the springs of the island. In
Eur. Bacch. 619ff., leaving Athens is described as leaving behind the Kallichorian
water of the goddess.

89. Eur. Tel. F I.1–3 Diggle.
90. Eur. Her. 827, for the idea that in return for the birth of the city’s population

from the land itself, citizens owed protection to the land; cf. Plat. Men. 237b–d.
91. Robert (1962) 180 –234, 426; (1980) 165–75. For a survey of local spring di-

vinities, see Larson (2001), especially 121–225, for a catalogue of the evidence.

This imagined map of interrelated but individually autonomous com-
munities required a corresponding topography that connected distant com-
ponents. Popular notions of local and regional hydrology reinforced claims
to kinship with the land and reflected attempts to explain not only ties 
to family but also ethnic ties and relationships within and between com-
munities. Before there was any idea of a common Hellenic identity,85 lo-
cal claims of kinship were embedded into wider genealogical systems to
emphasize networks of exchange and cooperation. Communities, at first
identified with natural features of local topography, adapted to changing
conditions. As populations emigrated and established outposts abroad, an
expanded ideology of kinship compensated for the handicaps of distance
and difference.

Local springs, like the soil itself, conferred identity and helped to create
from a group of individual families a single community. Bonds of kinship
between hero and homeland are often recognized in the poetic formula of
homecoming. Returning after a long absence, Odysseus greets Ithaka by
kissing the earth, the “grain-giving plowland,” and by praying to the
nymphs of the local springs and water sources.86 When Dionysos returns
as an adult to Thebes, his very first act is to greet the streams of Dirke and
Ismenos, twin rivers of Thebes and waters of his birthplace.87 Likewise, a
Sophoclean hero returning to the land of Pherai greets first of all the local
spring, Hyperieia, because he recognizes her water as kin; 88 and Telephos,
returning from abroad, greets the land of Pelops, his paternal home.89 Cit-
izens had a responsibility to defend the soil that gave them birth and nour-
ishment,90 and therefore every city projected a strong identity not only
with its territory but with the earth itself and the local springs and rivers
that were its sources of water.91
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A new community abroad was “a home away from home” (apoikia), and
the originating community was the “mother-city” (metropolis), a concept
that implies an intimate relationship with the land. Metaphors of kinship
kept ties to the homeland alive and created relationships of mutual obliga-
tion,92 invigorated and reinforced by popular notions of geological unity.
The need for dependable water resources for support of newly founded
communities encouraged settlement of areas that had limestone catch-
ments.93 The hydrology of the penetrable Mediterranean landscape with its
karst substructure inspired belief in an underground water system that
mirrored the one visible on the earth’s surface. A river that disappeared in
one place could be identified somewhere else in another local river or local
spring.94 Such imagery was easily adaptable to changing conditions of em-
igration because rivers were believed to be connected underground with
distant waterways.95 A unified system, tying water at home with waters
across the sea, maintained bonds of kinship and accounted for the family
ties between “daughter” cities and the “mother” cities from which popula-
tions claimed to be sprung.96 There are many examples. Herodotus and
Thucydides assume a relationship between the river Acheloös in north-
western Greece and the islands offshore at a place where the water carries
silt into the sea.97 Immigrants to the new Sicilian settlements claimed an
even closer relationship to the more distant waterways of home. New foun-
dations at Gela, Selinous, and Akragas all named new rivers after old,98 and
although in the Iliad Okeanos is source of all seas, rivers, and springs,99

cities as far apart as Syracuse, Miletos, Paphos, and Kyzikos all claimed the
river Acheloos as father of their own newly found waterways. The Syracu-
sans even explained the copious supplies of fresh water rising from the
spring they called Arethusa as an extension of the Alpheios River flowing
past Olympia and under the sea, carrying the water from their homeland
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to their new city in Sicily.100 Kinship and political identity were a matter of
birth, but they were also products of nurture. The community shared the
food of a common soil and the water from a common source. When Demos-
thenes calls on “all the gods and all the goddesses” who hold the land
(chora) of Attika,101 his words encompass not only Earth herself but the
waters he invokes with a famous, metrical Attic oath:

By Earth, by springs, by rivers, by streams.102

An oath of the ephebes at Dreros on Crete echoes the words of this invoca-
tion. At the time of a major war with a neighboring polis, the ephebes
swore an oath by all the gods of their polis, including, in the midst of a long
list, the major features and representatives of their natural environment:

. . . by Earth and Sky, heroes and heroines, springs and rivers, and all
the gods and goddesses. . . .103
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2 Ritual Space

1. Sokrates avoids offering an opinion on the meaning of a local myth about the
personified north wind; Pl. Phdr. 230b– c (for the description), 229c–e (for the
myth).

drawing the boundaries 
between human and divine

Every polis inhabited the same landscape as its divinities. The land was full
of gods, and any special feature of the landscape could be associated with a
divinity: mountain tops with Zeus, springs with nymphs, caves with Pan,
the wilderness with Artemis, the sea with Poseidon. Epithets and titles of
the gods could stress ties to a specific place or to the type of space associ-
ated with a particular god. Plato exploits these conventions in the Phae-

drus, where the philosophical argument depends on an extended analogy
with religious experience, and susceptibility to the attractions of the site of
the dialogue is a preliminary to direct experience of the divine. A detailed
description of the physical environment of the area sets the stage for the
entire dialogue. We can picture the spot, on the banks of the Ilissos just
outside the city wall of Athens, shaded by the branches of a plane tree and
cooled by the water of the nearby spring.1 Plato’s Sokrates agrees that the
place is charming. At the close of the dialogue, as if inspired by the images
of his own vivid language, he offers a prayer to Pan and to “as many of the
other gods as are in this place” with an invocation that recognizes how
evocative such simple precincts could be.

Respect for the landscape reflected respect for the gods. Precise rules for
behavior are not clearly spelled out in any single work of literature, but the
general principles can be discerned by looking at a variety of sources. One
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2. Hes. Op. 707–23.
3. Hes. Op. 724 –59.
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summary of the suggestions about the placement of line 706 (“It is well to have
guarded against the retribution [opis] of the blessed gods”).

5. Plutarch, De Sera 562a, interprets this to mean that children are influenced
by a parent’s emotional state at the time of conception.

6. According to Proclus (Plut. F 98, line 5) Plutarch called these lines “cheap and
unworthy of a pedagogical Muse.”

of these is Hesiod’s didactic poem Works and Days, where respect for the
landscape is closely tied to respect for the community. In the context of giv-
ing advice about work and marriage and setting up a calendar of agricul-
tural activities synchronized with the seasonal rhythms of the year, the
poem also includes, without transition, a list of admonitions about care of
the body. Delivered in a dense, even enigmatic, style, the list is divided into
two parts: the first concerned with proper dealings with other humans,2 the
second with the right relationship to the world of the gods.3 The collection
as a whole conveys the message that the man who does not acknowledge
the power of the divine in certain significant areas of the human realm risks
retribution (opis).4 The second section, about the gods, reads:

1. Do not ever pour fiery wine in libation to Zeus or the other im-
mortals at dawn with hands unwashed, for they do not heed you,
but they spit back (i.e., “reject”) your prayers (724 –26).

2. Do not urinate standing and facing the sun; but from the time
when the sun sets until it rises, being mindful, you will not uri-
nate, either on the road or off the road walking, nor stripped bare,
for the nights belong to the blessed (gods); but a man in service to
the gods, acquainted with wisdom, (will urinate) either squat-
ting down or drawing near the wall of the well-fenced courtyard
(727–32).

3. Do not expose your genitals when you are spattered with sperm
within the house near the hearth, but avoid it (733 –34).

4. Do not sow offspring when you have returned from an ill-omened
tomb, but rather (when you have returned) from a feast of the
deathless (735–36).5

5. Do not ever urinate in the waters of rivers flowing forth towards
the sea, nor at springs, but avoid this especially—and do not shit
there—for this is not better (757–59).6
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7. Xen. An. 4.3.19, for sacrifice to a river before crossing.
8. Plutarch, De Is. et Os. 352e, recognizes the context of a religious festival

where the clean should not touch the unclean and comments that Egyptian prohi-
bitions for priests were more onerous because they were permanent.

9. Quoted by Plutarch, Quomodo Adul. 28b, as a requirement needing expla-
nation.

10. Plutarch, Quaest. Conv. 703d, explains this to mean that one should not eat
from a cooking pot without first making an offering from it to the gods.

11. Wilamowitz (1928) 122, 124 –25, 130 found the list structurally disorga-
nized and contaminated by superstition; for other criticism, see West (1978) on 

6. Never go through with your foot the beautifully flowing water 
of ever-flowing rivers until you have looked into the beautiful
streams and pray, having washed your hands with the very pleas-
ing white water. The one who crosses a river unwashed as to hands
and wickedness, toward him the gods feel resentment, and to him
they give painful things later (737– 41).7

7. Do not cut the dry from the fresh from the five-branched (i.e.,
hand) with the flashing iron at the flourishing feast of the gods
(742– 43).8

8. And do not put the wine-pitcher above the krater while people 
are drinking, for destructive moira has been produced by this
(744 – 45).9

9. If you are making a home, do not leave it unfinished, lest a cawing
crow sit on it and croak (746 – 47).

10. Do not take up and eat or wash from unconsecrated footed caul-
drons, since there is retribution for that, too (748 – 49).10

11. Do not sit a twelve-year-old boy on what does not move (i.e., a
tomb), a thing that makes a man unmanly, nor a twelve-month-old
boy either, for this produces the same result (750 –52).

12. A man should not wash his skin with a woman’s bathwater, for
there is a baneful penalty in that, too, for a time (753 –55).

13. When you come upon burning sacrifices, do not criticize what is
being made unseen, for the god resents that, too (755–56).

Directed at a male audience, the list of prohibitions and advice emphasizes
the importance of segregating human physical processes from the divine.
The compressed style, apparent disorder, and lack of coherent transition
between the individual items on the list are not the result of later interpo-
lation, as many have assumed,11 but replicate the terse style and astringent
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flow from female bodies, from which there are polluted things to defile men, and
for those (men) going into the same air or those (men) going into the same water,
it is necessary to experience these. For this reason, he also says that a penalty en-
dures for some time for those who persist in this, in which time the taint attached
to them necessarily lasts.” Parker (1983) 291–92 accepts the passage as a series of
rules for living a good life but has no confidence in an early date; West, however,
finds no reason to follow the majority and prints these lines in his text. Plutarch,
on the other hand, recognizes the genre and assumes that the intent was to en-
courage appropriate ritual behavior.

12. West (1978) 56 compares the style of the gnomic pronouncements of
Theognis. For contests of riddles in Greek symposia, see the passage quoted from
Antiphanes in Ath. 10. 448f. Aeschin. 3.121 contrasts riddles (ainigmata) with clear
instructions about rules for ritual acts.

asyndeton characteristic of early laws and oracles and also typical of the
aphoristic exchange associated with males contesting at a formal drinking
party, the symposion.12

Hesiod’s collection of aphorisms is not concerned with ordinary behav-
ior in daily life but rather delineates correct behaviors for a male in the
presence of divinity or at specific critical times, for instance, when seeking
divine support, returning home from a funeral, competing with equals at
communal feasts, conceiving a child, building a house, or serving a god.
The thirteen injunctions measure human anxiety about several personal
issues, such as manhood, sexuality, paternal responsibility, transitions be-
tween age grades, social behavior, personal hygiene, and the boundaries be-
tween male and female. Three relationships are especially important: es-
tablishing the right relationship with the world of nature (fire, sun, and
water), maintaining the right relationship with home and community, and
expressing the right relationship to the world of the dead. In each situation,
inattention or disregard jeopardizes an important or critical relationship
with a god.

The pungent, cryptic style of this list may cloak but does not completely
conceal its messages: in certain situations, human physical processes and
activities (urination, defecation, and sexual intercourse) can compromise
the divine (flowing water, fire, the sun, Zeus); contact with the dead can
compromise the living body (e.g., setting a male child on a tomb can make
him unmanly); and the boundaries between the male and female body
must be respected. Recognized as essential for human life and necessary for
sustenance, water and fire are classified with the divine. In the world of the
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13. At Athens, official curses were offered annually against those who refused
to offer fire or water; Leutsch and Schneidewin (1958) 1: 388, and also BouzÊghw.

14. Quoted by Aeschin. 2.115 (as from the ancient Amphictyonic oath).
15. Thuc. 4.97.
16. Portends death; Plin. HN 10.35.
17. Douglas (1966).
18. Xen. Mem. 1.5.4 on allowing personal desires or concern for the body to in-

terfere with the collegiality of a communal celebration, in this case a symposion.

Greek city-state, fire and water were also symbols of communal life, gifts
of nature to be shared with others. The rules were well known. A strang-
er’s request for fire had to be honored,13 and those who blocked the water
flowing from springs, even of enemies in war time, deserved utter destruc-
tion.14 When the Boiotians complained to the Athenians about the dese-
cration of Delion during the Peloponnesian War, they accused the Atheni-
ans of transgressing the laws of the Hellenes, citing as an example of the
Athenians’ gross misconduct the secular use of sacred water, in normal
times left untouched except for the ritual sprinkling before sacrifice.15

The individual behaviors on this list are closely related to each other.
Eating from an unconsecrated pot, washing in a woman’s bathwater, letting
a crow caw in an unfinished house,16 and setting a child on a grave share a
similar structure. Each demonstrates disruption of an accepted boundary—
whether a boundary between life and death, purity and pollution, or male
and female. Dirt, fingernail trimmings, feces, urine, female bodies, and the
dead do not in themselves belong to negative categories, but each of these
items belongs to a category that acquires negative connotations when
mixed with social or ritual situations that call for separation or segre-
gation.17 Hesiod’s list assumes that contact with the divine requires care 
of the body. The requirements are not onerous, but attention is necessary,
because carelessness can disrupt a relationship with a god. Dirty hands 
are not in themselves forbidden, but dirty hands in the service of a god are
out of place. Defecating and urinating are not in themselves insulting, but
at a time or place belonging to the gods, such activities require observa-
tion of certain protocols. Sexual intercourse is not forbidden or even re-
stricted, but for a male, facing the hearth unwashed after intercourse is an
insult to the purity of fire. Cutting one’s fingernails is not forbidden, but
the gods do not approve of separating the dead (nail) from the living
(finger) at a communal feast.18 Respect for the gods therefore required re-
spect for the body, respect for the home, respect for the community, and
above all, respect for the world of nature. The person who observed these
categories demonstrated the right relationship with the gods and, by main-
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19. Koerner (1973) 180 – 81.
20. A fifth-century Athenian inscription prohibited soaking hides in the Ilissos

above the sanctuary of Herakles; LSS 4. A fifth-century Delian text prohibited
washing, swimming, or depositing dung in a sacred fountain; LSS 50. The special
sanctity of the so-called Sacred Spring at Corinth was protected by an early-fifth-
century inscription requiring any unqualified person who went down to the spring
to pay a fine; Williams (1969) 36 – 62. An inscription at Kos prohibited the throw-
ing of sacrificial cakes into a fountain; LSCG 152; cf. LSCG 75, LSAM 57. Inscrip-
tions from Keos and Andania protected the water flowing into a sanctuary; IG XII
(5) 569 and XII suppl. p. 114 (Keos, sanctuary of Demeter), LSCG 65.103 – 6 (An-
dania, sanctuary of the two goddesses).

21. A third-century Tean inscription provides a rare list of the various uses for
protected water: purification preliminary to public sacrifice, ritual bathing, and the
bath of a bride before a wedding ceremony; Herrmann (1965) 39, lines 76 – 83.

22. Pausanias 2.17.1 describes the stream flowing along the road at the Argive
Heraion as the source for the water that female worshippers used for purification.

23. Moulinier (1952); Rudhardt (1958); Parker (1983).

taining the correct boundary between human and divine, could hope to
avoid retribution. Failure to observe these admonitions could result in pen-
alties in the form of unanswered prayers, divine resentment, bad omens,
and even punishment.

Two of Hesiod’s aphorisms are concerned with maintaining a proper re-
lationship to flowing water. One (no. 5) advises a man to take care not to
pollute rivers or springs with urine or excrement. The other (no. 6) advises
clean hands and a prayer before stepping into a river to cross it. Both stric-
tures originate in a belief that rivers and springs are alive with a divine
presence. Rivers were male, represented as gods, and springs were female,
classified as nymphs. Fresh water, flowing water, and water for public use
had to be respected. Water from sacred springs or water directed into sanc-
tuaries had to be kept as clean as possible,19 and both sanctuary officials and
civic administrators posted penalties for contamination of a sacred source
of water.20 Flowing water had to be protected because pure water was used
for ritual in both domestic and sanctuary settings.21 Pure water required
attention because it was both a medium for interaction with the divine and,
as an antidote to pollution, a marker of important ritual boundaries and
transitions for humans.22

The Greek ideology of pollution recognized three categories of exis-
tence: the dead, the living, and the immortal. Basic rules governing contact
between these categories were recognized by all.23 Only gods could move
at will between the natural world and the imagined landscape. In order 
to be available for human ritual, therefore, they required a sacred space in
the human realm (hieron), kept pure because only those who were pure
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24. Neumann (1992) for the meaning of katharos in early texts.
25. Carter (1998) 1.25–56, for the clear evidence at Metapontum.
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lÊyron, Il. 11.169, 20.503; Od. 22.402; miarÒw, Il. 24.420.

(hagnos) or were made pure (katharos, “purified,” “clean”) could entertain
divinity. For humans, communication with the gods required observance 
of routine rules for purity, and a worshipper who was not purified (ou

katharos, “not clean”) could compromise sacred space and spoil any ritual
act in progress. Untroubled themselves by death, the gods avoided death it-
self. The dead, defined as polluted (miaroi, “filthy,” and therefore not able
to be made clean), were a potential source of pollution for the entire com-
munity. Contact with the dead compromised human interaction with the
gods because the gods were beings without death (athanatoi). In order to
create space in the human realm pure enough for communication with the
divine, humans therefore had to reserve space free from contamination by
death. Indeed, any distinctly human activity (birth, sex, eating food, defe-
cation) could be a source of pollution and therefore a barrier to the gods.
Acts that illustrated or demonstrated an individual’s claim to have tempo-
rarily separated the body from its natural functions—for instance, by
sprinkling pure water, avoiding certain foods, or waiting a short time after
sexual intercourse—prepared a person to approach the gods. The vocabu-
lary of purity overlapped the vocabulary of cleanliness, but the two states,
cleanliness and purity, were not the same.24

The same system that recognized special areas as marked off for com-
munication with the gods also required removal of the dead to a place out-
side the boundaries of the community’s inhabited area. The cemetery
therefore became a necessary corollary to the city, a shadow community lo-
cated outside the population center. Except for the tombs of the heroized
dead, usually located in the agora, graves were normally kept out of nucle-
ated settlements. Consequently, they are often found along main loads
leading out of town.25

Division of the community’s territory recognized the gods’ claim to
space within the human realm. Boundary stones (horoi), fenced enclosures
(periboloi), and basins of water (perirrhanteria) placed at the entrance to a
sacred enclosure were visible indicators of the presence of divinity. These
physical objects were reminders that any negotiation or interaction with a
god required a ritual gesture of purification as acknowledgment of divine
status. There is no ancient description of a formally articulated system, but
concerns about pollution are already an issue in Homer,26 and Hesiod’s list
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27. Hes. Op. 724 –59.
28. Water basins appear at entrances to Greek sanctuaries late in the seventh

century, an indication that purity was already a prerequisite for contact with a sa-
cred space. For the earliest evidence, see Pimpl (1997).

29. Hymn. Hom. Ap. 51– 61.
30. Sol. 36.8 (pãtrid¨ §w yeÒktiton).

of admonitions includes several categories of activities considered pollut-
ing.27 By the seventh century, however, it is the widespread presence of wa-
ter basins at sanctuary entrances that indicates how much the demonstra-
tion of personal purity already affected relations with the gods.28 Ritual
acts had become social events, and eligibility for participation had to be
readily evident. Neither Homer nor Hesiod provides the detail that would
help to reconstruct the complete system, but the material evidence makes
it clear that a working pollution code had already begun to take shape.

discovering sacred space 
and creating ritual space

The gods belonged to the natural world and were therefore considered nec-
essarily prior to the polis, even when new cities were founded in new ter-
ritories. The assumption that the gods predated the community is made
clear in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, where Leto stakes out Apollo’s claim
to the island of Delos before his birth and promises the island a steady
stream of worshippers bringing gifts and making sacrifice.29 Solon de-
scribes how he brought those once enslaved in foreign territories and led
them back to Attika, “their fatherland, founded by the gods.” 30 A fourth-
century decree from the Ionian polis of Kolophon acknowledges the same
idea, recognizing that any change in the city’s boundaries required the ap-
proval of the city’s gods because they had inhabited the place first. Before
extending the fourth-century city wall to encompass the original site of 
old Kolophon, the citizens recalled the history of the city’s foundation and
decided

to enclose the old city within the same wall as the existing city—the
old city that the gods handed over to our ancestors and that our ances-
tors settled by building temples and altars, thereby becoming famous
among all Greeks. That this might be accomplished quickly, on the
fourth day of the coming month, the priest of Apollo and the other
priests and priestesses and the prytanis, together with the boule and
those appointed in this decree, are to go down to the old agora, and at
the altars of the gods left behind for us by our ancestors, they are to
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31. Migeotte (1992) 214 –23 no. 69; between 311 and 306. Kolophon had a com-
plex history and probably had good reason to rely on the gods for claims to conti-
nuity. The old city was more or less abandoned at the time of the Persian advance
in about 545, when at least part of the population moved to Italy. The independence
of fourth-century Kolophon was short-lived; Lysimachos destroyed the city in 294
and moved most of its population to Ephesos (Paus. 1.9.7).

32. Hymn. Hom. Ap. 49.
33. Hymn. Hom. Ap. 244 – 45.
34. Malkin (1987), on Od. 6.9–10, the earliest reference to “choosing” a sacred

space for a sanctuary. Malkin points out that fldrÊein here means “consecrate” as
well as “found.”

pray to Zeus Soter, Poseidon who brings security, Apollo of Klaros,
Mother Antaia, Athena Polias, and to all the other gods and heroes who
dwell in our city (polis) and land (chora); and when benefits are be-
stowed, they are to hold a procession and sacrifice, just as the demos

decides.31

In the course of the procedure, the priests and priestesses of Kolophon vis-
ited the altars in the old agora to recognize formally the unity between the
current site and the original site of the city. The decision to extend the wall
was ratified by sacrifices to the gods and heroes who inhabited the walled
city (called here polis) and its territory (chora). Finally, the decree justified
the city’s claim to its territory by asserting that the people received the city
as a gift from the gods who dwelled in the land itself. According to such
claims, a sanctuary was located in the natural home of the deity, whether
in the city itself or out in the landscape of the city’s territory.

Each polis had its own constellation of divinities. Citizens of fourth-
century Kolophon knew from experience which of their gods “dwelled” in
the town and which in the countryside, and it was natural for them to con-
sider all of these as belonging to the polis, just as they considered both the
walled town and the surrounding countryside to be their own. The Kolo-
phonians found reassurance and derived a sense of stability from the belief
that just as Leto had “discovered” Delos for Apollo,32 and Apollo himself
had “discovered” Delphi for his oracle,33 their gods had “discovered” their
city for them. According to this view, founding a new city required build-
ing temples and altars in recognition of the gods’ gift. The real history of
city foundation, urban planning, and community development was of
course far more complex,34 but cities, competing for status, inspired foun-
dation myths that recognized the gods’ direct participation. Divine support
justified claims to territory, and evidence of divine approval was a require-
ment for polis identity.
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35. As Leto “discovers” Delos (Hymn. Hom. Ap. 49) and Apollo “discovers”
Delphi (Hymn. Hom. Ap. 244 –53).
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37. Malkin (1987, 1994). Setting off to found their new city in the sky, Aris-
tophanes’ Peisetairos and Euelpides carry a basket (kanoun) for sacred equipment
and a pot (chytra) for sacred fire; Ar. Av. 43. See also Ar. Lys. 291–98 and Xen. Hell.
4.5.4 for sacred fire in pots.

38. Garland (1990).

The decree from Kolophon shows that the gods of the polis could be an-
chored anywhere: on the akropolis, in the agora, or in the surrounding
chora. The decree assumes the priority of the gods and recognizes that the
land belonged to its divine residents long before the time of any human oc-
cupation. According to this view, the gods were the first inhabitants of Kolo-
phon and, when the first settlers arrived, space for divine rituals had to be
discovered.35 The people of Kolophon recognized a convention whereby
they had to obtain approval from the gods associated with the land if they
wanted to introduce changes in the organization of their own civic space. In
practice, because there had to be flexibility between competing claims of
the gods and the actual needs of any city, the requirements of ritual were
satisfied by procedures subject to public discussion and legislative decision.
The Kolophonians knew what they had to do because, like other poleis,36

they had administrative procedures for regulating the space allotted to the
gods. As a result, ritual space did not have to be discovered; it could also be
created.

There were three occasions for creating ritual space: 1) when establish-
ing a new community, 2) when introducing a new ritual, and 3) when a
normally secular space was to be used for a temporary ritual event. When
a new city was founded or an old city moved, space had to be formally al-
located for sacred precincts, altars, and temples of the gods, both within lo-
cal settlements and out in the countryside. Sacred objects, portable repre-
sentations of divinity, equipment for special rituals, and fire for sacrifice
had to be replicated and transported from the home city to a new site.37

Conversely, when a new god was imported from elsewhere, convention re-
quired that space for sacrifice and divine residence be found. Fifth-century
examples at Athens include the cult of Pan, introduced on the north slope
of the akropolis after Marathon; the healing ritual of Asklepios, brought
from Epidauros in the 420s; and the Thracian cult of Bendis, introduced in
the Peiraieus after the Peloponnesian War.38 In a similar fashion, when an
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39. Bergquist (1992) 130 –31, 136 for the appropriation of private property to
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40. In Homer, sekos means “sheep-fold”; the idea of a small enclosure open to
the sky extends to ritual contexts as well.
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established sanctuary needed to be enlarged, space already subject to hu-
man habitation might have to be appropriated.39 Ritual space could also be
created on a temporary basis by converting a normally secular space to sa-
cred so that an ephemeral ritual, such as a procession, sacrifice, or festival,
might take place within a protected area recognized by the gods.

The terminology for ritual space was never sharply defined. Hieron (sa-
cred space) and temenos (a place cut off, marked off) are the common terms
used to describe a sanctuary. Hieron emphasized that the space was ready
for divine occupation, temenos, in this context, that the area was distin-
guished from areas of human settlement; but even these distinctions were
not always maintained in practice. Peribolos, whose use extended to any
marked space, emphasized the outer perimeter. Sekos described an en-
closed area, usually a walled precinct.40 A temple, naos, usually housed the
cult statue of the god. Separate areas within a temple or precinct, called
abaton or adyton, were often subject to special restriction. Terms like oikos

(house) and oikema (building) were also used for structures in sanctuaries,
and the general term for sanctuary, hieron (in the sense of “sacred area”),
could refer to a sacred building, even the temple itself. Consequently, when
one of our ancient informants mentions a hieron, we often have no way of
confirming whether the term refers to a sacred precinct or a sacred build-
ing unless the author actually describes a building or states that the sanc-
tuary did not have one.

To avoid inadvertent pollution, a sacred area needed to be easily identi-
fiable. Large, well-established sanctuaries would have been recognizable
from their conventional architecture, elaborate entrances, and, in some
cases, a specially designated sacred road or procession route leading directly
to the sanctuary. Many sacred plots, however, were not so obviously
marked. In the countryside, any grove, spring, modest rock ledge, or cave
could belong to a deity. Visitors were expected to understand that such
places might be sacred and to realize that they should modify their behav-
ior in a way appropriate to divine requirements.41

Sophokles’ Oidipous at Kolonos defines three kinds of sacred space. The
poet assumes his Athenian audience recognizes that the grove of the Sem-
nai Theai—goddesses so holy they could only be feared—at Kolonos was
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not to be violated and that Oidipous’s intrusion was unacceptable. Verbal
clues in Antigone’s description of the special features of the precinct sup-
ply a familiar image for her listeners. She herself recognizes the sanctity of 
the grove by its appearance, as she describes a place rich with laurel, olive,
and vines. Her description of the foliage, however, could apply to any well-
watered rural sanctuary. Such a place might have been identifiable by in-
scription or a cluster of dedications indicating to visitors that a god held the
title. For example, a privately endowed cave sanctuary near Pharsalus in
Thessaly had posted at the entrance a long list of those invited to enter, but
the status of the place would probably have been obvious to anyone who
noticed the “very sacred plants, plaques, votive statues, and many gifts”
that were scattered around as well as itemized in the inscribed text.42

The natural clues at Kolonos indicate a sacred space, but even Antigone
does not recognize the force of the restrictions here. Oidipous, blind and
indifferent to whether he is “set down by places where a man can tread or
by groves of the gods,” 43 is not shaken, even when a local inhabitant rushes
up to warn the two that the ground where he sits is “not right to tread,” 44

“not to be touched,” 45 and “not to be occupied.” 46 He interprets his tres-
pass of the grove as a consequence of a prophecy of Apollo 47 and by doing
so also complicates the situation, for now he must be recognized as both
suppliant to the people of Attika and penitent to the Feared Goddesses
themselves.48 When Antigone offers rites of expiation for her father’s vio-
lation of their sacred grove, these daughters of Earth and Dark will have 
to accept not only his compensatory ritual of purification but Oidipous
himself.49

Oidipous’s situation is abnormal and his action flagrantly transgressive,
but the conventions for recognizing sacred space conveyed by the scene are
not. The action of the play is anchored in a deep respect for the demands of
divinity. The text recognizes three types of sacred space: the untrodden
precinct of the goddesses, a sanctuary and altar of Poseidon, and, by the end
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of the play, the tomb of Oidipous himself. Requirements of space are cali-
brated to match the character of the god in charge. The action takes place
on the hill of Kolonos, from which the sweep of the Attic plain below can
easily be seen. The local sanctuary of Poseidon Hippios defines the whole
hill as sacred,50 and here, just out of view of the grove, the god has his al-
tar. Those who meet the qualifications for sacrifice can enter without re-
striction. In the vicinity is the “Bronze-Footed Threshhold,” entryway to
the world of the dead, as ominous as the grove of the Dread Goddesses. The
grove is very near but separate, a space that cannot be entered. The name
of the goddesses is too terrible to speak; one can pass only with eye and face
averted and worship only with voiceless prayer.51

When Oidipous asks how he can provide the purification these divinities
require, he is told to fetch water from an ever-flowing spring; to touch it
only with hands properly cleaned; to wreathe the brim of his kraters with
the flock of a newly shorn, newly born ewe lamb; to stand facing the dawn;
to pour out in three streams the pure water laced with honey but no wine;
and laying three times nine olive branches on the spot moistened by these
libations, to pray without sound and leave without turning around. The
rigorous requirements of the ritual match the high sanctity of the spot and
define the extreme danger of arousing the anger of the Unnamed God-
desses.52 Unappeased, they embody the power of a hideous curse, and the
passion for revenge drives them to relentless and deadly pursuit.

The grove at Kolonos was exceptional, but the concerns here about rec-
ognizing sacred space were real. Official and permanent markers and signs
were part of the apparatus of worship. These could include boundary stones
(horoi), inscribed 53 or uninscribed; an enclosing wall (peribolos); or a sign
on wood or stone at the entrance stating the regulations for entry or use.54

Rules for entry varied with the nature of the deity, the character of the rites
performed, the identity of the worshippers, and even the special character-
istics of the place.55 In the early fifth century, inscribed horoi placed at the
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entrances to the Athenian agora defined a central communal space.56 The
marked-off area at the center of the city included both sacred space (hie-

ron), set aside to recognize the gods, and civic space (hosion), set aside for
activities on behalf of the city.57 Both were protected by conventions that
excluded anyone who might compromise the community’s relation to its
gods. The horoi at the corners of the Athenian agora marked the external
boundaries of the total area; other individual horoi within that area indi-
cated individual sanctuaries.58 Each of the horoi at an external corner was
inscribed with the first-person address, “I am the horos of the agora.” 59

Archaic convention represented the boundary stone itself as speaker60 and
emphasized its active role as guardian.61

A special water basin, perirrhanterion 62 or hagisterion,63 placed at an
entrance, was also an indication of a sacred precinct. In form, a perir-

rhanterion was a wide, shallow basin at about hand height upon a narrow
column. Perirrhanteria were made of stone, sometimes marble or even a
precious metal, less often of ceramic. Early examples date from the middle
of the seventh century, with the earliest from Samos and Isthmia.64 Within
a few decades, they were to be found throughout the Aegean, the main-
land, and as far west as Sicily.65 By the sixth century such basins were
widely dispersed, and it is clear from the decorations that some types were
the result of eastern influence.66 High concentrations clustered at major
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area is widespread: Samos, Rhodes, the Boiotian Ptoion, Corinth, Sparta, Delphi,
Aigina, Lindos, Chios, Perachora, Isthmia, and Olympia. For an extensive catalogue
and detailed typology, see Pimpl (1997).

67. At Olympia, one cluster of dedications is associated with the temple of Hera
and another with the ash altar of Zeus; Pimpl (1997) 24.

68. Rolley (1983) 113. In addition to the perirrhanteria at the entrances to sanc-
tuaries, other water basins of various kinds appear in representations of Greek
sacrifice, where the sprinkling of water in preliminary rites provided a temporal
boundary between ordinary experience and the act of sacrifice. See Eitrem (1915)
78 –79; Ginouvés (1962) 311–17; LSCG 139.15 (for ritual sprinkling after sexual
intercourse before entering a sanctuary).

69. [Hippoc.] Morb. Sacr. 1.110 –12. The italicized text appears in only one ms.
70. The same verb for sprinkling is used by Theophrastus, Char. 16.1, 12, in

contexts describing excessive attention to ritual.

sanctuaries,67 where they were often dedicated by ritual attendants to pub-
licize and commemorate personal service. Perirrhanteria were located at
entrances to sanctuaries to mark the transition between human and divine.
A perirrhanterion conveyed a warning that entry to a sacred area was im-
possible for anyone who could not demonstrate the necessary ritual purity.
The early diffusion and widespread use of a vessel associated with regulat-
ing ritual purity indicates an early and generally accepted concern to rep-
resent the sacred temenos as separate from secular life.68

Where a perirrhanterion marked a boundary, a ritual sprinkling was
enough to attest to the ritual purity of the worshipper. The verb perir-

rhainesthai (middle voice: “to sprinkle all around oneself”) describes a per-
sonal act that established eligibility to join in a collective sacrifice. The act
is described by the Hippocratic author of On the Sacred Disease in the fol-
lowing way:

We mark out the boundaries of the sanctuaries and precincts of the
gods so that no one crosses them unless pure, and when we do enter,
we sprinkle all around ourselves, not because we are actually in a state
of being polluted, but because, if we have any possible prior taint, we

might purify ourselves of it.69

No author has described the gesture of “sprinkling around,” but the one
quoted here comes closer than anyone else.70 This very abbreviated de-
scription of the ritual gesture is embedded in a double analogy between, on
the one hand, unauthorized healers and purifiers, and on the other, doctors
and ritual specialists. The author disapproves of the incantations of free-
lance purifiers just as he disapproves of the improvised purifications of
freelance healers, but the traditional purification rites required for entry to



Ritual Space / 45

71. Cf. the water for the chernips, handwashing prior to sacrifice, Thuc. 4.97:
(Ïdvr . . . êcauston).

72. Comments by Pimpl (1997) 56 –58.
73. The requirement of virginity for hydrophoroi meant that a candidate had to

have a spotless reputation. The requirement of virginity for kanephoroi at the Pan-
athenaia explains the insult to Harmodios, when the invitation to be a kanephoros
extended to his sister was withdrawn on the grounds that she was “unworthy;”
Thuc. 6.56.

74. Parker (1983) 227.
75. Pl. Crat. 405a–b, for purity of body and soul as the goal of ritual bathing

and “sprinklings” (perirrãnseiw). Such analogies tend to be post-Classical; see
Chaniotis (1997).

76. For the same use of the middle voice, cf. Theophr. Char. 16; Plut. Arist. 20.
77. Lucian Sacr. 13.2. For hands polluted by murder, schol. Aesch. Cho. 1056;

Rhod. 4.702.
78. Dem. 24.60. Theophrastus’s deisidaimon washed his hands before sprin-

kling himself; Char. 16.1. See Pimpl (1997) 104, for the dedication of a hand and a
perirrhanterion at Thasos.

a recognized sanctuary and performed on behalf of a divinity, like the med-
ical cures based on a rational techne, he accepts as legitimate.

The ritual of the perirrhanterion demonstrated purity by an allopathic
process that employed pure water to expel any trace of pollution. The wa-
ter had to come from a pure spring 71 because it had to counteract any resid-
ual impurity connected with any person about to enter a sacred space.
Some early perirrhanteria, take the form of a basin for water set on a col-
umn made up of three female figures, korai.72 Hydrophoroi, young, un-
married female water-carriers, were frequent components of festival pro-
cessions. Their own sexual purity testified to the purity of the water they
carried,73 and the triple karyatids who supported the pure water of the
perirrhanterion imply a similar standard. Not for washing, but sprinkled in
small amounts,74 the water of the perirrhanterion signified that all ritual
requirements were met. The claim that a sprinkling of water could eradi-
cate “any possible prior taint” meant that the sprinkling could remedy
even a taint of which the worshipper was unaware.75

The Hippocratic author’s use of the middle voice for the verb of sprin-
kling (perirra¤nesyai) indicates that the act was self-reflexive and that
the worshipper sprinkled the water around her or his own body.76 Lucian
claimed that murderers could not even touch the basins,77 and Demos-
thenes says that anyone not clean of hand did wrong to enter the agora,

referring to an area that in his day was marked off by perirrhanteria.78

The emphasis on hands and touching suggests that when approaching the
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79. On vases depicting the preliminary washing of the ritual slaughterer’s
hands before a sacrifice, the attendant extends the vessel of pure water (chernips)
with his right hand; Van Straten (1995) figs. 30 –35. Pimpl (1997) emphasizes that
a vase depicting Apollo himself at a perirrhanterion shows the god extending his
right hand toward the basin; Oxford C 27; LIMC II (1984) s.v. Apollo, no. 469. On
the meaning of the right hand, Hertz (1960, reprint of 1909 edition).

80. Taking the verb in its literal sense, with the prefix as in LSJ, s.v. per¤, F.2:
“completion of an orbit and return to the same point.” For verbs of purification or
expiation compounded with peri-, see Pfister (1935) RE Suppl. 6 :149–51; Parker
(1983) 226 n. 100, and 225–26 (emphasizing the symbolic nature of gestures im-
plying encirclement). The new lex sacra from Selinous describes a purification rit-
ual where, after sacrificing a piglet to Zeus, the performer is instructed to withdraw
and turn himself around (peristraf°syo); Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky (1993)
16 B.5, with 43, for discussion of the possible meanings of this term. Those leaving
a house where a corpse was laid out for burial used a branch of laurel for sprinkling
about themselves with water; schol. Eur. Alc. section 98. Trygaios at Ar. Pax 957
commands the slave to “go around the altar on the right side.” Pliny NH 28.25 de-
scribes the Roman ritual of turning around in place.

81. Sprinkling “around about” oneself would not have been the same act as
washing or bathing, which, when required for ritual, was normally described by the
verb louesthai, “to wash (oneself); to bathe.” The fact that Plato must argue that
ritual baths and “ritual sprinkling” (per¤rransiw) have the same effect—to make
a person “clean” (kayarÒw) in body and soul (Pl. Cra. 405b)—indicates that they
were in fact separate acts, even if differing only in degree.

82. For the risk of pollution to the entire community because of the taint of a
single individual, see Parker (1983) 279,

83. Aeschin. 1.21, 3.176, both with scholia; see also Lucian Sacr. 2–3, Pseudol.
23 (for a dirty mouth); Poll. 1.8. Cf. Pl. Leg. 6.778d. Several fragments have been
found near the tholos and the bouleuterion; Pimpl (1997) 117.

perirrhanterion, a worshipper extended a hand, most likely the right,79 to
dip into the pure water. To indicate purity one could then either turn
around in place to inscribe a circle of droplets all around the body 80 or sim-
ply sprinkle drops of water round about one’s clothing.81 Either action
would have defined a temporary boundary around a piece of personal sa-
cred space, creating an invisible envelope that separated the worshipper
from even the incidental defilements of ordinary life. The gesture was im-
portant because it would have signalled to other participants that anyone
pure enough to touch the perirrhanterion was eligible to take part in a cer-
emony honoring the gods and would therefore not jeopardize either the
ritual or other participants.82

By the middle of the fourth century, then, there were perirrhanteria

marking a special area within the agora, a marked-out area perhaps con-
sidered more restricted than the larger area within the horoi of the Archaic
period.83 Both horos and perirrhanterion served to guard and protect, and
to remind those who approached that access to the marked space required
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84. Horoi marking a sacred precinct, whether inscribed or not, always implied a
warning. Sometimes special instructions were given. The stones say things like
“No building allowed in the sanctuary” (IG VII 422); “No trash dumping” (IG II 2

2631, 2632).
85. Poll. 1.8: ı e‡sv perirranthr¤vn tÒpow, “the place within the perir-

rhanteria.” Cf. Eur. Ion 434 –35: éllå xrus°aiw prÒxoisin §ly∆n efiw éporran-
tÆria. Pimpl (1997) 120 summarizes the two major positions on whether this area
was the whole agora (the scholiast on Aeschin. 3.176, who says there were two
perirrhanteria, one on each side of the entrance to the agora) or a special, bounded
space within the agora (Aeschin. 1.21: §ntÚw t«n t∞w égorçw perirranthr¤vn).

86. Lucian, Sacr. 13.2: “the public notice says: do not allow within the perir-
rhanteria anyone who is not pure of hand.” See also Eur. Stheneboia F I. 16 –19
Diggle; Dem. 24.60.

87. Aeschin. 1.19 (male prostitution), 21 (inserted law).
88. Aeschin. 1.183; [Dem.] 59.84 – 87; Harrison (1968) 1: 35–36.
89. Diog. Laert. 6.42; Theophr. Char.
90. Apollon. 4.700 –709; Circe cuts the throat of a piglet and sprinkles with its

warm blood the hands of Jason and Medea as expiation (lutÆrion) for the death of
Apsyrtos. The piglet used to purify the assembly at Athens is called flere›on in
schol. Aeschin. 1.23; the rite is described by the verbs yÊein and sfãzein in schol.
Ar. Ach. 44.

91. Apollon. 4.708: the piglet is still a suckling pig. Cf. Eur. Stheneboia F I.18:
§pisfãjaw neÒn.

a special gesture and special behavior.84 The space within the Athenian
perirrhanteria was a restricted area,85 a privileged space associated with the
responsibilities of citizenship. The gesture of sprinkling a personal bound-
ary could therefore be considered a prerequisite for participation in the
public ritual of the agora and a basic requirement for collective political life.
Murder,86 accepting payment for sexual favors,87 or toleration of a wife’s
adultery 88 could disqualify a citizen from the ritual of the perirrhanterion,

exclude him from the political area of the agora, and thereby cut him off
from the activities of citizenship. Diogenes registers scorn for the man who
assumes that sprinkling oneself with the water from a perirrhanterion will
erase the effects of any sort of error or personal failure. In the same way,
Theophrastos takes a dig at the overanxious sprinkler who performs the
rites at every opportunity. Neither author doubts the propriety of the rit-
ual of the perirrhanterion correctly performed, but both have scorn for
those who perform the ritual too much and too often.89

Contamination of a sacred space, whether deliberate or inadvertent, re-
quired ritual repair; consequently the boundaries of a sacred area needed
routine maintenance. The most common act of purification required cut-
ting the throat 90 of a newborn piglet 91 and walking around the perimeter
of the designated area while letting the blood drip from the carcass. The
procedure was described by the Greek phrase peritemnein choiro, “to cut a
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92. The title of the ritual attendant who performed the rite was peristiarchos,
the katharsia were called peristia; Istros FGrH 334 F 16.

93. Schol. Aeschin. 1.23.
94. The empty space where three roads met; Johnston (1991).
95. Dem. 54.39, for carcasses of the piglets used for purification mentioned to-

gether with the Hekataia normally found at crossroads; a scholion on Aeschin. 1.23
says the dead piglets were thrown into the sea. Of the objects used in healing
purifications, whose disposal was derived from that of objects used in traditional
purifications, some were hidden in the earth, others thrown into the sea, and oth-
ers carried away to the mountains, “where no one will touch them or tread on
them,” Morb. Sacr. 1.99–102.

96. Purification of the island is listed frequently in the Delian accounts, for ex-
ample, IDelos 290.71, 246 b.c.e. (xo›row tØn N∞son [k]ayãras[y]ai, “a piglet: for
purifying the island”).

97. In the accounts, the piglet used to purify the sanctuary is often the first item
listed for the month; see IG XI.2 203.32, 34, etc., 269 b.c.e.: Lhnai«now: xo›row
parå N¤kvnow tÚ flerÚg kayãrasyai (Lenaion: a piglet from Nikon for purify-
ing the temple).

98. IG XI.1 204.68 – 69, 268 b.c.e.: xo›row tÚ YesmofÒrion kayãrasyai. For
a collection of relevant texts, see Bruneau (1970) 26 –75.

99. Aeschin. 2.158.
100. Schol. Ar. Eccl. 128 (assembly); schol. Aeschin. 1.23 (assembly and theater;

the piglets are called mikrå xoir¤dia); Harp. s.v. kayãrsion (the assembly, the

circuit with a piglet”—a procedure so mechanically performed that it is
rarely even mentioned in the literary sources.92 After the circuit was com-
pleted, the used carcass (kãyarma or kayãrsion), now irredeemably pol-
luted,93 had to be thrown outside the boundaries of the city into a place
where no one would dare to step. Such places included the no-man’s land
between the outer boundaries of one polis and the next, the empty trian-
gular space at a triodos where three roads came together,94 and the sea.95

Symbolic marking of a perimeter was done to create, maintain, or re-
store ritual purity. At Delos, tracing with a bleeding piglet the sacred pe-
rimeter of the island or the boundary of the sanctuary was a regular part
of the scheduled maintenance supported by public funds. Annual accounts
include the prices for the individual piglets for purifying the entire island,96

for the piglet to purify the sanctuary of Apollo on the first day of each
month,97 and for the individual piglets used once a year to purify the Thes-
mophorion for the Thesmophoria.98 Where purification with a piglet was
required, it was normally carried out in anticipation of a regularly sched-
uled ritual. At Athens, circumambulation with a piglet preceded any com-
munal meeting: around the pnyx for the assembly (immediately after the
prayer delivered by the herald and in full view of those assembled),99

around the bouleuterion, the place where the council met, and around the
theater before dramatic performances.100 Enclosure indicated eligibility for
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theater, and all public meetings of the demos). In schol. Ar. Ach. 44, the piglet is
called delphax, and his death explained as retaliation for harming Demeter’s crop.

101. This is implied by the quotation at schol. Aeschin. 1.23 of Ar. Ach. 44:
“Come here, so that you are within the (boundary of the) katharma” (pãriy¨ …w
ín §ntÚw ∑te toË kayãrmatow).

102. The purification was carried out because of an oracle. After 426, anyone
about to give birth or die was removed to the island of Rheneia; Thuc. 3.104. The
Delian requirements after 426 are unusual for the extent of space involved. Ordi-
narily such regulations were confined to a particular sanctuary or part of a sanctu-
ary. Paus. 2.27.1 describes similar regulations at Epidauros, where horoi all around
the sacred grove of Asklepios mark the area: “Men do not die there nor do their
wives give birth within the peribolos.”

103. For dogs and the dead, Str. 10.5.5 (486c).
104. Because they soiled the sanctuary. The guano of doves was such a problem

that the priests collected it and sold it; IG XI.2 147.18; 144A.21; 161A.43; 162A.39;
287A.20, 23 –24, with discussion by Bruneau (1970) 419–20.

105. The epigraphical evidence is collected by Bruneau (1970) 50. The island
had to be purified from accidental death, a corpse washed up on the shore, or an un-
expected birth or miscarriage.

106. IG II 2 1672.119–20.
107. IG XI.2 203A.38; 269 b.c.e.
108. IG II 2 380; early fourth century b.c.e.; see Owens (1983) 44 –50.

inclusion,101 and marking a perimeter created group solidarity and pro-
vided a formal mechanism to inspire order and encourage cooperation.

If the purity of a sanctuary was compromised, no one could sacrifice un-
til sacred status was restored through rituals of purification. At Delos, af-
ter the entire island had been purified by Nikias in 426, it was polluting to
give birth,102 have a dog, burn or bury a corpse,103 or even raise pigeons on
the island.104 After 426, a sudden death anywhere on the island or even a
corpse washed up on the beach required remedial ritual with a piglet at
public expense.105 Special precincts elsewhere had similar strict require-
ments. In Attika, when a corpse was found on the Rharian Plain (agricul-
tural land near Eleusis sacred to the Two Goddesses), the expense for the
piglet to purify the land appeared in the Athenian accounts.106

Tracing a new boundary with the blood of a suckling pig could also cre-
ate a temporary sacred space for an ephemeral ritual event. At Delos, an-
nual accounts for the procession preliminary to the Dionysia included costs
for cleaning and preparing the streets and the price of the piglet to purify
the parade route and the skene in the theater.107 A regulation about pro-
cessions of Dionysos and Zeus Soter in the Peiraieus contains similar re-
quirements.108 There the agoranomoi were in charge of preparing and
grading the streets through which these processions passed. The street was
considered pure only as long as the ritual required it, and until the cere-
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109. IG II 2 1035; Culley (1975, 1977), for explication.

mony took place, anyone who defiled the processional route by pouring
wash water or human waste into the street had to pay a fine. The flexible
system allowed streets and spaces normally not maintained as sacred to
qualify as space ready for ritual. The state of purity achieved by this pro-
cess lasted only as long as the area was not contaminated by a proscribed
activity, and the space so marked reverted to normal status as soon as the
ritual performance was finished.

The people of Kolophon maintained that the gods themselves had or-
dained the locations of their sanctuaries, but they also assumed that by leg-
islative procedures they could consult the gods when it became necessary
to change the arrangement of the city’s space. There was always a certain
flexibility in the rules. We have seen that space could be temporarily des-
ignated as sacred. A designated space compromised because of neglect or
carelessness could be recovered by legislative intervention. Sanctuaries
whose boundaries had been eroded by agricultural, domestic, or even
cemetery encroachment could be redefined and reconsecrated. The Atheni-
ans organized a massive reclamation process in the late first century b.c.e.
when they passed legislation to restore fifty-two properties. These parcels
were divided by the decree into shrines (hiera) and precincts (temene) of
the gods and heroes on the one hand, and public reservations (demosia ore)

and public buildings (demosiai oikiai) on the other. Dedication (the verb is
kathieroun) as well as restoration (apokathistenai) were necessary because,
as the ordinance itself says, “it is a matter of ancestral custom that no one
give birth nor die in any of the sacred precincts.” 109 The decree of the Athe-
nians ordained that traditional sacrifices and processions be restored and
that the old terms for leasing sacred and public land be followed. The need
to appeal to ancestral custom is itself an indication of a certain administra-
tive indifference, but someone must have been paying attention, because in
at least one project of sanctuary restoration an oracle was consulted to es-
tablish the correct procedure.

mapping the urban community

Like her “mother” city, Paros, Thasos was a harbor town on an island. Both
mother city and daughter city were grape growers and wine producers,
both were fortified, and both had sanctuaries inside as well as outside the
city wall. Thasos, however, positioned in the northern Aegean with her
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harbor directly facing the visible Thracian coast, was close enough to 
the mainland to control her own vineyards there but far enough away to
profit from the defense that distance could provide. The original colo-
nists had brought from Paros the sacred fire, the images of their gods, and
the special sacred objects necessary to establish traditional rituals from
home in their new city. The list of divinities at Thasos included Zeus,
Apollo, Artemis, Athena (called Poliouchos, “she who holds the city”), the
Charites (the Graces), Peitho (Persuasion), Demeter, Kore, Herakles, Hera,
Poseidon, Dionysos, Pan, and the Dioskouroi. Thasos was unusual in that
it had a double akropolis, with Athena Poliouchos on one peak and Apollo
Pythios on the other.

A walled city on a wooded island, Thasos gave the impression of a bas-
tion in a barbarian land, protected by its gods and preserved by its rituals.
Sanctuaries, public buildings, residential areas, and open spaces were sym-
metrically arranged. The agora was located on level ground near the har-
bor. A recently discovered inscription describes a protected space in the
town center, bounded by the prytaneion (a building where important town
officials dined), symposion, argyramoibeïon (the coin exchange), and the
sanctuary of the Charites. The agora itself was surrounded by a ring of im-
portant sanctuaries (for Poseidon, Dionysos, Artemis, and Herakles); and
two major residential areas, one to the east, the other to the west, reached
as far as the wall that encircled the whole town. That wall, interrupted only
by a series of tall towers and massive gates, climbed the rugged coastal hill-
side on the east to the high double akropolis above, then proceeded west
along the crest of the akropolis before swinging back north to the harbor
and drawing a line between the living city and its cemetery outside the wall
to the west.

The wall divided the ordered political life of the protected space inside
from the rugged landscape outside. Sculptural decorations at the gates of
the city emphasized the distinction. At each gate a relief represented either
a specific local divinity or an important communal ritual. The imagery and
its placement sharpened the distinction between inside and outside. Gods
and heroes, still in place, recall the festival processions of peacetime. In one
relief, Hermes leads the Charites to their sanctuary in the agora; in another
he conducts Artemis to the city by chariot. A giant Silenos, part horse, part
man and companion to Dionysos, still marches towards the theater. Other
scenes catch critical moments in important rituals, such as the anakalupte-

ria (nuptial unveiling) of Hera before Zeus, model for the city’s marriages,
or a theoxenia (entertainment of a visiting divinity) commemorating the
meal that followed a sacrifice. The divinities in procession face inward,
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110. The gates are described in detail by Picard (1962). The Thasian examples
are a variation on fearsome traditional guardians of the city gates, for which see
Faraone (1992) 18 –35.

moving toward the center of the city. Invited to attend their own festivals,
they are presented in the act of responding to the hymns and prayers of
their worshippers. Only Herakles turns towards the wilderness outside. He
kneels on one knee, facing west, with bow strung and arrow in position,
ready to strike any attacker that threatens the city. The companion relief
that depicted Dionysos on the same gate has been lost, but the inscription
identifies them both. Herakles was a major hero at Thasos, and his fenced
precinct inside the town enclosed a row of dining rooms where the men of
Thasos banqueted in his honor.

The fortification wall represented the physical integrity of the city. Tha-
sos could be maintained in warfare even when cut off from its famous vine-
yards on the mainland, as it was when besieged by the Athenians under Ki-
mon in the 460s. The Thasians protected their wall with the deities that
protected the city. Near the wall’s weakest point, on the huge lintel of one
of the gates, a citizen named Parmenon added a symbol to protect the wall
itself—an enormous carved image intended to terrorize intruders and
freeze invaders in their tracks. Two giant eyes stare straight ahead, creat-
ing the dangerous, aggressive, and direct, head-on gaze that Greeks always
tried to avoid.110

Demeter was located just outside the Thasian wall, a typical position for
her in Greek colonial poleis both east and west. The women of Thasos gath-
ered in this small sanctuary for the Thesmophoria, celebrated on the island
in the late summer to prepare the land for the fall planting. Near the Thes-
mophorion an open precinct with several modest altars recognized the
Thasian patriai, traditional groups that protected lineage. Patron divinities
include Zeus Patroos (preserver of the patriline), Zeus Ktesios (protector of
the storeroom), Zeus Alastoros (avenger), Athena Patroie (preserver of the
patriline), Athena Mykesie, Artemis Orthosie (who sets upright), and the
nymphs called Kourades. An inscription indicates that at the sacrifice for
Athena Patroie, women were allotted sacrificial meat. The altar of Demeter
and the altars of the patriai belong together, the one concerned with re-
production and nutrition of the family and the other protecting lineage and
family identity.

The gods brought order to the landscape and structured the space inside
the town. The sanctuaries determined the layout of the city, anchored its
residential districts, and oriented the streets that connected one district to
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111. LSAG 2 71a.
112. Duchêne (1992). The partially empty line at line 18 divides the text into

two separate enactments organized according to the agent to whom the fines were
paid (the first to Apollo Pythios and the polis; the second to the polis, with Artemis
Hekate overseeing the collection of fines beginning in line 41). Fines in the first
paragraph are a flat fee for a one-time offense; fines in the second paragraph are cu-
mulative, based on either the total number of offenses or the number of days an of-
fense lasted.

113. For a very different interpretation, see Graham (1998).
114. The stone stele was found underwater in the town harbor. Because the sur-

face of the stone has suffered considerably since it was taken from the water, some
of the original readings can no longer be verified.

another. The largest building in any city was its largest temple. At Thasos,
this was probably the temple of Athena Poliouchos high on the western
akropolis. Athena was important, but Artemis, here located in the town
center, was also powerful. Thasian coins, however, displayed not these gods
but Herakles, Demeter, and Dionysos accompanied by his retinue of satyrs
and nymphs, projecting an imagery that suggests a polis contending with
fierce neighbors in a fierce landscape.

The message of the imagery on Thasian coins contradicted the ordered
way in which the Thasians organized space within and outside their city
wall. Outside the wall, point-to-point distances from the little harbor on
the southern side of the island were posted on a late Archaic inscription
found at Aliki.111 Inside the wall, the gods of Thasos were closely involved
in the organization and maintenance of space. Supervision of routine
street-cleaning (and, by extension, purification of public spaces) was the re-
sponsibility of the polis in concert with its major sanctuaries. Actual du-
ties, however, were divided between representatives of the corporate body
of the polis and individual property owners.

A recently discovered inscription collects the rules about protecting
public space and, in so doing, describes the major landmarks of the town.112

The stone preserves two separate legal enactments, each containing several
regulations. As a whole, the enactments cover three different but related
subjects: routine street-cleaning and street maintenance, precautions to as-
sure the purity of major civic arteries for scheduled events,113 and protec-
tion of a special central area reserved for communal ritual and meetings.114

Like texts recording other early laws, this one begins abruptly, without
preamble:

From the street of the shore : ------------------------
----------------- of the sanctuary of Herakles : from
the street of the sanctuary of the Charites : in this
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street it is forbidden to construct a threshold : and
do not draw water for ---------: and do not build 5
any wells (?): and do not erect --------: and
do not make --------: Whoever does any of these 

things
in violation of what has been inscribed : must pay one
hundred staters to Apollo Pythios : and one hundred
to the polis : and the magistrates under whom 10
he commits the violation are to exact payment : but if they do not,
they themselves owe : the double penalty to the god and to
the polis : and if in any way the penalty has not been recorded
against the one committing the violation, he is not to pay it : who
did not commit this (violation?) --------let him 

receive 15
--------let him be : whenever
he does the same (?), at that time he is to use
the building.
Each inhabitant is to keep the street clean
in front of his own house : but if no one lives in (a house), 20
the responsibility belongs to the one to whom the house belongs: 

and
the epistatai are to clean (the streets?) : themselves each month :
and if anything falls in, they are to perform the --------: 

and
the street from the sanctuary of the Herakleion as far as the sea the
epistatai are to clean it : and one must remove the stuff 25
from the inhabitants and the things on the street whenever the
archoi (magistrates) give the order; whoever does not do any of 

these :
according to what has been written : one-sixth stater for each day
let him owe to the polis : the epistatai are to exact payment and
they themselves are to keep half : no one is allowed to go up 30
on the roof of the public buildings (or shops?) in this street
to see a sight : and
a woman is not to gaze (like a spectator?) out of the window : with
respect to any infraction : the inhabitant owes to the
city a stater for each one : the epistatai are to exact payment 35
and they themselves get to keep half : from the part of the
balcony that juts out into this street :
do not build a gutter : if anyone does build one he owes
one-half of one-sixth stater for each day : half to the
polis and half to the epistatai : and the epistatai 40
are to exact payment : from the sanctuary of the Charites as far
as the buildings where the argyramoibeïon is located : and
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115. Examples of early laws: IG XII suppl. 347 no. 1 (Thasos); IDelos 509. Punc-
tuation and spacing of the translation approximate the layout of the Greek text on
the stone. Hyphens indicate words and letters no longer visible when found.
Double dots reproduce the actual punctuation on the stone.

116. Cf. Eur. Phaethon 54 –58 Diggle, for daily housekeeping and fumigation
at the doorways of the house. Cf. Eur. Andr. 163 – 69, for sprinkling fresh water
from a gold vessel as part of the duties of cleaning house.

where the symposion is located : and as far as the street
going past the prytaneion : in the area bounded by these no one 

is to
throw in manure nor solicit; whoever commits any of these 

violations 45
must pay one-half of one-sixth stater to the city for each infraction 

as many times
as he commits : it; the epistatai are to exact payment and
they keep half themselves : but if they do not
they owe double to Artemis Hekate.115

The interpretation of this text is not entirely secure, but we can notice
some important structural issues. The first law (1: lines 1–18) forbids per-
manent construction for private use of specific installations that would im-
pede movement on at least one major street. The landmarks defining that
street (as far as can be determined from this battered part of the stone) are
the street of the embankment, the sanctuary of Herakles, and the street of
the sanctuary of the Charites. The fine is extremely high—100 staters—
because the issue is permanent structures—specifically, stone thresholds
extending out into the street, wells, and water channels.

The second paragraph (2: lines 19– 49) contains four separate regula-
tions. This series begins with a regulation for general maintenance of
streets throughout the town (2a: lines 19–30): each resident is responsible
for the street in front of his own house.116 In the case of the space in front
of an unoccupied house, the owner is responsible, and the epistatai are re-
sponsible for a regular monthly cleaning. One specific street—the street
from the Herakleion to the sea—is singled out for special treatment. Re-
sponsibility for this street lies with the epistatai. Four injunctions rules
regulate behavior along this street. First, when the senior magistrates, the
archoi, give the order, the epistatai must remove whatever the inhabitants
put out and whatever is on the street. Fines for violating this injunction are
reckoned on a daily basis, payable to the polis at the rate of one-sixth of a
stater for each day. The second regulation forbids men to climb on the roof
of any publicly owned building to observe a scene in the street; and the
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117. The interpretation here is close to yet differs from that of both Duchêne
(who suggests that clearing the streets served ritual as well as hygenic purposes)
and Graham (1998) 22– 40 (who argues against a ritual background and interprets
two of the prohibitions as regulations about prostitution). Graham’s argument fo-
cuses on individual expressions (“window,” oikema demosia, tegos), assumes that
any disreputable woman was a prostitute, and does not consider the structure of ei-
ther the text or the fines. The early date, the problems in reading some of the words,
and the difficulty in identifying major landmarks suggests that we do not yet have
enough external evidence to be confident of any interpretation.

118. For the discussion about the meaning of this verb, see Graham (1998) 38.
The present third person singular imperative form proistãsyv can be taken as ei-
ther middle or passive.

119. The evidence for disposal of animal dung at the time of sacrifice is ex-
plained by Németh (1994) 59– 64.

120. IG I 3 4 B.11. At Athens, the following were not allowed on the akropolis:
birth, death, dogs, goats or goat sacrifice, equipment for baking bread, and animal
dung (onthos); Jordan (1979) 28 –30.

third prohibits a woman from peering out a window.117 The head of each
household is assessed one stater for each violation, payable to the polis. The
third regulation in this section (2c: lines 36 – 41) refers to the same street
and forbids the construction of a drain pipe from a second floor balcony.
Fines are assessed on a daily basis, payable, as in the two preceding regula-
tions, to the polis.

The fourth and final section (2d: lines 41– 49) differs from the first three
provisions of the second law in that it is concerned not with a building or a
street but with a defined space in the center of the city whose area is
bounded by four visible landmarks: the sanctuary of the Charites, the ar-

gyramoibeïon (silver coin exchange), the symposion, and the road along-
side the prytaneion. No one is to toss manure (kopros) within this area. The
second clause in this regulation, contained in a single verb, forbids solicit-
ing in this space.118 Fines are assessed at a hemiekton for each offense,
payable to the polis, with Artemis Hekate as the ultimate authority.

The injunction against accumulation of kopros in this central area re-
fers to an inevitable product of animal sacrifice: the intestinal residues of
slaughtered victims.119 The regulation to keep an important central area 
of the city free from such matter defines it as an area where animal slaugh-
ter was a regular activity; but precisely because it was an area of sacri-
fice, it had to be kept clean. The provision to keep this sacrificial area free
from manure identifies it as a space similar to the top of the Athenian
akropolis, likewise an important central ritual area and likewise protected
in the early fifth century by rules for the disposal of the manure of sacri-
ficial animals.120
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121. For roads as boundaries of sacred precincts, see IG I 2 887a–b; 892– 895; II 2

2630, discussed by Lalonde (1991) 11.
122. CID I.10.
123. Aeschin. 2.90, with scholia (for a mountain in Thrace called Sacred Moun-

tain); Callim. Hymn 4.70. For the Athenian akropolis, see Dem. 19.272.
124. Rudhardt (1958) 224 –25.
125. Poll. 9.41; Etym. Magn. 341.6.
126. Thuc. 2.17; IG I 3 78.54 –59.
127. Thuc. 1.139, where a piece of land between Attika and the Megarid, under

dispute and therefore undivided for agriculture, is described as aoriste (without in-
ternal boundaries). Under the protection of Demeter and Kore, it is considered to
be hiera (sacred).

Urban space at Thasos was organized around major sanctuaries and re-
ligious monuments. Major streets are here described by their relationship
to sanctuaries, and it is the sanctuaries that anchor the town.121 The polis

of the Thasians is concerned with protecting several categories of public
space: streets, publicly owned buildings, and a restricted area for public rit-
ual at the heart of the city. The ordinances, concerned with the uncertain
boundaries between public space and private property, emphasize personal
responsibility in the context of public services. They also recognize differ-
ent kinds of offenses: obstructing traffic by building permanent structures
that encroach on the public thoroughfare, failing to maintain routine san-
itation in public thoroughfares, and compromising the special status of a
central area of the town. Penalties are calculated in cash. Payment is owed
to the gods and to the polis because the gods have a stake in the efficient op-
eration of the city.

hierarchies of sacred space

Sacred space was not all the same. Some places required no human agency
in order to qualify for protection. In this category were springs,122 rivers,
and natural heights,123 all of which required respect.124 Another group
comprised those places marked by natural events, like the precincts of Zeus
Katabaites, struck by the god’s lightning and therefore considered so dan-
gerous that no human could safely enter.125 Others were shielded from
human contact because they were sharply disputed: the Pelargikon at
Athens 126 and the flerå Ùrgãw between Attika and Megara, sacred to
Demeter.127 Still other spaces, like the Athenian agora, were artificially
marked and kept sacred by ritual because important activities and commu-
nal institutions needed protection.
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128. Thuc. 2.17.
129. IG I 3 4 B.10 –15.
130. For an agora described as sacred (hiera) cf. BIGM IV 50, line 3 (van Effen-

terre and Ruzé [1994] I 89, no. 19).
131. Lucian Bis Acc. 9; Dial. Deorum 22.
132. Eur. Ion 938.
133. Ar. Lys. 889–953, with notes by Henderson (1987a) 67, 164, 179.

Some sacred spaces required more protection than others—a fact
Thucydides makes clear when he describes the forced migration of Attic
farmers and villagers into Athens at the time of the Peloponnesian War:

When they arrived at the city, a few people had their own houses and
others had a place of refuge with friends or relatives, but many took up
residence in the deserted areas of the city and in all the sanctuaries and
hero shrines except the akropolis, the Eleusinion, and any other place
firmly closed off.128

Thucydides distinguishes between sanctuaries that could be inhabited in
times of emergency and those that could not, recognizing those spaces
where it was possible to deal with the needs of the body—sleeping, eating,
urination and defecation, sexual activity—and the specially marked areas
where such activities were impossible, for instance, the top of the akropo-

lis. Here, as an inscription of the late Archaic period makes clear, the pres-
ence of cooking utensils and the disposal of manure were forbidden.129

The top of the Athenian akropolis, one of the places Thucydides de-
scribes as “firmly closed off,” had a special status. Considered naturally
sacred, this area differed from places that had been made sacred, such as 
the Athenian agora ringed with internal perirrhanteria 130 or the specially
designated area in the center of the town of Thasos. Even the little sanctu-
aries ringing the cliffs of the akropolis did not claim the same status as the
top. According to Thucydides’ distinction between habitable and inhabi-
table places, the little sanctuaries would probably not have been available
for occupation during the annual siege of the Lakedaimonians. Neverthe-
less, it is clear from a scene in Aristophanes’ Lysistrata that all sanctuaries
did not share the same requirements regarding sexual purity. In that play,
the poet assumes a distinction between the cave of Pan on the north slope
and the sacred areas on the heights. Pan had been formally installed in 
the cave after the battle at Marathon,131 and his altar was nearby.132 Aris-
tophanes assumes that the cave of Pan tolerated sexual activity because he
places the aborted seduction of Kinesias by Myrrhine in this place 133—per-
haps even the same cave where Euripides had located Apollo’s rape of Kre-
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134. Eur. Ion 10 –13. Euripides, however, describes the cave as adyta, “not to be
entered” (938).

135. Pan, in fact encouraged behavior very different from that required by
other gods. Normally the act of sacrifice called for ritual silence to avoid saying any-
thing of ill omen. Pan, however, required noise. Cf. Men. Dys. 433 –34: “One
should not approach this god in silence.”

136. Located on the north slope of the akropolis but outside the gated precinct
on top; Travlos (1971) 471, with photos and plan 418 –21, figs. 536 –39.

137. IG I 3 4 B.5– 6.
138. Ar. Lys. 912–13, with Henderson’s note.
139. Birge, in Birge, Kraynak, and Miller (1992) 96 –98 for boundary stones to

demarcate a special area within a sanctuary.
140. South of the akropolis or just outside the old city wall. Outside the wall:

Lycurg. Leoc. 86; Bekker, Anecdota Graeca 1: 192.32–193.3. Pausanias 1.19.5
points out the spot in the context of the shrines along the Ilissos. IG II 2 4258 locates
the grave below the akropolis.

141. IG I 3 84; LSCG 14. Wycherley (1960) 60 – 66 suggests that the boule has
initiated a leasing policy to clear out the squatters.

ousa.134 Pan clearly did not forbid casual entry, and apparently even sexual
intercourse in his precinct would not have been an insult.135 The inter-
change between Myrrhine and Kinesias implies that, although Pan might
tolerate (and even encourage) sexual play in his precinct,136 the protected
status of the sanctuaries on top of the heights (where temple personnel
could not even cook their own meals) 137 would have made it impossible for
Myrrhine to return to her comrades above without washing first.138

Like the Archaic agora at Athens, with both external and internal
boundaries, a single sanctuary could contain more than one kind of
space.139 An Athenian decree setting out the terms for leasing the temenos

of Neleus and Basile and the adjacent hieron of Kodros, Neleus, and Basile
makes this clear. The Athenians claimed that Neleus, son of Kodros, was
founder of many Ionian cities of the Asian coast. Kodros was an early, leg-
endary Athenian king whose tomb was thought to mark the spot where he
had fallen in battle.140 According to Thucydides’ system of classification,
his precinct would have been considered a heroön (hero-shrine) and there-
fore available for domestic occupation in the early years of the Pelopon-
nesian War. The date of the decree, 418/7, places it just thirteen years af-
ter the forced migration of the Attic population into the city and only three
years after the peace of Nikias had allowed Attic farmers to return to their
land. By adopting the decree, the boule and ekklesia were apparently fol-
lowing a policy of tightening the rules for sanctuary occupation.141 Leasing
out sanctuary land for cultivation would discourage squatters from taking
up residence in minor sanctuaries and would ease public financial respon-
sibilities because leasing would enable sanctuaries to generate income from
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142. Robertson (1988) 230 –39. For a recent discussion of using this tradition to
maintain ties to Ephesos and Ionian history, see Herda (1998).

143. The term temenos, usually meaning a bounded cultic space, is more re-
stricted in use than peribolos, which can refer to the boundary or wall of a city as
well as a wall around a sacred area; see Birge, in Birge, Kraynak, and Miller (1992)
236 –37. In this text, however, the term temenos is used for the space marked out
for the orchard.

144. ı nÒmow t Çon temen Çon, line 25.
145. Ofl ırista¤, enjoined to “mark out these sacred boundaries” (ır¤sai tå

flerå taËta, line 7), so the project could be carried out as reverently as possible
(eÈseb°stata, line 8). For ırista¤, cf. the decree from the Peiraieus, IG II 2 1177.

146. IG I 3 84, 30 –37.
147. A temenos, when rented out, could not be exploited as freely as privately

owned allotments. A lease from Herakleia forbids graves on sacred land leased out
for cultivation; IG XIV 645.137.

148. The renter is to have jurisdiction over the water (called “the water from
Zeus,” t Ço Ïdatow t Ço §g DiÒw) flowing into the irrigation ditch, but the trees cut to
maintain the ditch are sold for wood and the proceeds turned over to Neleus (IG I 3

84, 20 –22).
149. “Horos of the hieron,” Travlos (1971) 332–33; mid-fifth century.
150. A similar distinction is made in IG XII.1 103 (Buck 103; LSCG 136; fourth-

or third-century Ialysos, sanctuary of Alektron); Goldstein (1978) 315.

their own resources for subvention of public sacrifices. The decree dates
from the period just before the Athenians resumed war and coincides with
a revival of Athenian interest in displaying traditional ties to Ionian cities.
Neleus, though not the object of a cult elsewhere in Attika, became a pow-
erful symbol as founder of Miletos and the Milesian cult of Artemis
Kithone. His tomb is at the Milesian festival site of Didyma.142

The decree distinguishes the temenos of Neleus and Basile (planted with
at least two hundred olive trees) from the hieron of Kodros, Neleus, and
Basile.143 The steps taken to secure the lease were under the jurisdiction of
the basileus, the Athenian official traditionally responsible for public cults.
Procedures for surveying and laying out the boundaries of the area had to
follow “the law of sacred precincts.” 144 Special officials in charge of mark-
ing boundaries surveyed the site 145 so each area could be fenced off—the
hieron at the renter’s expense,146 the temenos from the funds of the pole-

tai. Balancing the need for income with public responsibility for maintain-
ing the special status of a hieron,147 the decree recognizes the distinction
between the hieron, fenced separately to discourage secular incursions, and
another space, here called the temenos, under public jurisdiction but desig-
nated for private use and fenced to protect the trees planted on the lot. The
temenos could be rented out and cultivated; 148 the hieron, its special status
and sacred area indicated by a boundary stone (horos),149 could not.150
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151. Paus. 5.6.7; Xen. Hell. 7.4.29–30, with Goldstein (1978) 297 pointing out
the natural boundaries.

152. Paus. 6.20.8; the entrance (e‡sodow) is called KruptØ, “hidden.”
153. Paus. 5.13.10.
154. Paus. 5.11.4. The temple of Zeus was off bounds to anyone who ate of the

black ram sacrificed to Pelops; 5.13.2–3.
155. The precinct of Hippodameia in the Altis at Olympia, about one plethron

in area, was enclosed by a fence (yrigk“), and only the women delegated to
sacrifice to her could enter; Paus. 6.20.7.

156. Paus. 6.25.2– 4. According to Pausanias, the Eleans were the only people
who had a sanctuary of Hades. It was open only once a year because people go down
to the realm of Hades only once.

157. Paus. 6.20.9. Plutarch, Thes. 19, finds it remarkable that on Crete, in the
days of Minos and Theseus, men and women sat together as spectators at athletic
events.

Local regulations for sacred space depended on local tradition. At Olym-
pia, the entire area between the Alpheios and Kladeos rivers was pro-
tected,151 but within this area the administrators of the sanctuary recog-
nized three degrees of sacred status in and around the sanctuary: the
stadium, the Altis (the walled space, originally “grove,” where most of the
sanctuaries were located), and restricted areas within the Altis. The shape
and needs of the sanctuary changed as it grew, and development affected
rules for use. Originally the stadium had overlapped the area occupied by
sanctuaries, but when the Altis was enclosed by a stone wall, the wall sep-
arated the stadium from the Altis. The stadium remained connected to the
Altis, however, by a passageway that functioned as an entrance. Contes-
tants and their judges (the Hellanodikai), after making an oath sacrifice to-
gether, had to pass through the Altis to reach the “hidden” entrance to the
stadium.152

The Altis itself was not a restricted area, but designated spaces within its
boundaries were reserved for rituals not shared by all. Restricted areas in-
cluded the ash altar of Zeus (its upper level off bounds to females),153 the
throne of Zeus inside his temple (protected by screens from the view of vis-
itors),154 the fenced precinct of Hippodameia (open once a year and only to
females),155 and the peribolos and temple of Hades (open once a year and
entered only by the priest).156 The stadium itself was not fenced but had its
own rules. Adult women (but not parthenoi) were excluded at the time of
the games 157 except for the priestess of Demeter Chamyne. As the only
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158. Paus. 6.20.8 –9 on the priestess of Demeter, chosen from among the
women of Elis.

159. Requirements varied. Access to the Telesterion at Eleusis would have been
limited to those who had participated in preliminaries at Athens; the rear chamber
of the Anaktoron and the Hieron at Samothrace were available only to those who
achieved myesis; see Fraser (1960) 2: 117–20 nos. 62– 63, for the inscriptions. The
adyton at Delphi required preliminary sacrifice; Parke and Wormell (1956). The
abaton in the Asklepieion at Corinth was separated by a stairway from the rest of
the temple; Roebuck (1951). The dormitory at the Amphiareion at Oropos was re-
stricted. Those wishing to undergo healing rites put at least nine obols into the
treasury box (thesauros), had their name recorded, and were admitted to the
enkoimeterion; Petropoulou (1981), text on page 49, lines 20 –23 for payment; 39–
43 for recording of names. At Pergamon, candidates had to sacrifice a piglet as well
as purify themselves before entering the little enkoimeterion; see IPergamon 8.3
B.161. For throwing 3 obols into the thesauros at Pergamon, see B.8.

160. Fraser (1960) nos. 62– 63; Cole (1984) 26 –27.
161. IG XII.9, 906, Chalkis, third century c.e.
162. The parameters of such sacrifices are discussed by Scullion (1994) 103 –12.

adult woman permitted to view (yeçsyai) the games, she watched from a
seat on a white marble altar directly opposite the Hellanodikai.158

Similar rules governed the use of special areas within other sanctuaries.
Sacred space reserved for intimate personal contact with divinity (myster-
ies, oracles, or incubation) was accessible only to those qualified by special
purification. In such cases, payment of fees and closely monitored partici-
pation in rigidly structured preliminary rites defined ritual eligibility.159

Examples of temples associated with mysteries or initiation include the
Telesterion at Eleusis, the Anaktoron and Hieron at Samothrace,160 and the
sanctuary of Despoina at Lykosoura; an example of a temple associated
with an oracle would be the chamber of the Pythia at Delphi. For incuba-
tion, examples include the sanctuary of Amphiaraios at Oropos, the dor-
mitories (enkoimeteria) at Epidauros, and the abaton in the sanctuary of
Asklepios at Corinth. Some sanctuaries were partitioned, with one area
more restricted than others. As in the case of the hieron and temenos of
Kodros, Neleus, and Basile, hierarchies of space could be recognized within
a single enclosure. In one example at Chalkis, the wall around the entire
sanctuary (called tÚ flerÒn) was distinguished from the peribolos around
the temenos.161 Special rules for a defined space within a sanctuary indi-
cated critical or unusual ritual and sacrifices whose procedures recognized
special powers of a divinity. When the meat from sacrifice had to be con-
sumed on the spot,162 dining areas or accommodations for ritual eating
could be reserved for delegated specialists or distinguished participants. As
a result, dining complexes for sacred meals could be walled off from the rest



Ritual Space / 63

163. Goldstein (1978) calls attention to those at Eleusis, Troizen, and Paros.
164. Also called megaron, Hsch., s.v. For entry restricted to the Hierophant, see

Ael. Fr. 10; Mylonas (1961) 69, 84, 230.
165. Paus. 7.27.3, located on the road to the city (Pellene was on a hill). The

priests were from local families and selected according to the reputation of their
genos. They swore their greatest oath by this Artemis.

166. Only the priest and only once a year; Paus. 8.47.5.
167. Paus. 2.10.2; only the priests could enter the inner room of the temple.
168. Paus. 2.10.4; only the female neokoros (for whom it was not right to go to

a man) and a virgin loutrophoros (bathwater-bringer) could enter. Others had to
stand at the entrance to the temple in order to view the statue and pray to it.

169. Rigsby (1996) 6 –10.
170. Aesch. Supp. 509. Sinn (1993) 98 –101, for distinctions between outer and

inner precincts in the same sanctuary. Sinn points out, 102, that Polybius, 5.7– 8,
recognized the advantages of a protected area, preferably on a high ridge if inland
(e.g., the Lykaion in Arkadia). An island off shore (sanctuary of Poseidon on
Kalaureia) or a rugged promontory on the coast (Athena at Sounion) were also
practical for offering asylum. For a detailed analysis of the situation at Perachora,
see Sinn (1990) 53 –116.

of the sacred area.163 Other areas—for instance the sanctuary of Hades at
Olympia—were closed off to all but priests and priestesses. Similar re-
stricted areas included the anaktoron at Eleusis; 164 the walled grove of
Artemis at Pellene; 165 the enclosed chamber or adyton behind the cella 
in certain temples, particularly those of Artemis but also the temple of
Athena Poliatis at Tegea;166 the area sacred to Apollo Karneios in the temple
of Asklepios at Sikyon;167 and the temple of Aphrodite at Sikyon.168

The system of ranking areas within a sanctuary assumes that some
spaces were more sacred than others, but there is no term in the language
that measures the degree of difference.169 Conflict, violence, and warfare
were not supposed to occur in sanctuaries. We can detect different levels of
protection, but it is difficult to describe the system. The sacred truce that
guaranteed the inviolability of participants at a festival was a temporary
procedure for a temporary event. In the Classical period, the ritual of sup-
plication called hikesia, earlier connected to the body of the ruler, was now
associated with a sacred space or a particular altar. These were places that
provided protection for those in fear of abduction or violence. For those at
risk if they left the sanctuary, an intermediate secure space, demarcated and
considered to be under the god’s protection, could provide a temporary liv-
ing space. Often a grove, referred to as a bebelon alsos, “a grove where one
could step,” such an intermediate area within the boundaries of a sanctu-
ary could offer protection to people in times of stress.170 By the Hellenistic
period, permanent protection was available by means of a formal declara-
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171. The epigraphical evidence is collected and analyzed by Rigsby (1996).
172. Soph. OC 37, 39, and 126.
173. IG II 2 4965: DiÚw Ka[t]aibãto[u] êbaton.
174. Paus. 5.14.10.
175. Eur. Bacch. 10 –11.
176. Paus. 8.31.5.
177. Paus. 8.38.6; Polyb. 16.12.7; cf. Plut. Quaest. Graec. 300a–b (who says the

Arkadians distinguished between those who entered deliberately and those who did
so inadvertently); Hyg. Poet. Astr. 2.4; Eratosth. [Cat.] 1. For Pausanias’s claim that
someone was turned into a wolf at this sacrifice (8.2.6), see Buxton (1987) 69–74.

178. Paus. 8.30.2. A cave of Apollo, Herakles, and Hermes, who had the title
Spelaites, allowed entrance; Paus. 10.32.5.

179. Van der Horst (1994) 1–25; Pulleyn (1997) 184 – 87.

tion of asylia that recognized specific sanctuaries as specially protected
areas.171

The level of sanctity attached to a particular space was a measure of 
the caution expected of those who would cross its boundaries. Particular
areas, like the grove of the Semnai Theai at Kolonos, were considered so
charged with divine power that they could not be entered at all.172 Some ac-
counts seem exaggerated—for instance the description of a sacred cave of
the bees on Crete, birthplace of Zeus and so not to be entered by god or hu-
man. Here each year, so it was said, the blood from the god’s birth welled
up, and fire burst forth. Other spaces inspired great fear. Signs from the
gods, communicated by events of nature, impressed those who avoided
places struck by lightning; for instance, the enclosure of Zeus Kataibates on
the Athenian akropolis,173 the enclosure of Zeus Kataibates in the Altis at
Olympia,174 the grove of the Semnai Theai at Kolonos, the sekos of Semele
at Thebes,175 and the fenced grove of Demeter and Persephone at Mega-
lopolis 176 were permanently fenced off to remind people of danger. Zeus
Lykaios on Mt. Lykaios in Arkadia inspired similar caution. His sacrifice
was performed in ritual silence (§n éporrÆtƒ), and anyone who entered
his temenos would not only leave no shadow but would die before the year
was out.177 The dread associated with this particular precinct was so strong
that it survived even the move to Megalopolis at the time of the fourth-
century synoicism of Arkadia, when a new stone peribolos was built for
Zeus Lykaios in the headquarter city. Replicating the god’s mysterious
space on the mountain, the new stone wall encircling his space was not to
be breached.178 Too dreadful to approach, some gods were even too dread-
ful for speech.179 The grove of the Semnai Theai at Kolonos, like the enclo-
sure of Zeus on Mt. Lykaios, was so sacred that speech was not allowed at
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180. Silence for the Semnai Theai: Soph. OC 130 –33, with Henrichs (1994) 43
n. 78, and Pulleyn (1997) 162.

181. Henrichs (1994) 46.

all.180 A prayer that cannot be spoken, like a precinct without entry or a
man without a shadow, is a sign of an anomalous divinity or a “twilight
zone where the dark world of the dead encroaches upon the social order of
the living.” 181



66

3 Inventing the Center

1. A coherent account of the archaeological evidence is found in the work of
Morgan (1990, 1993, 1996, 1997).

2. Sinn (1993).
3. Parker (1985).

regional sanctuaries

Any attempt to describe the religious practice of the ancient Greek polis

must take into account the contradictions between the tradition of political
autonomy for the individual city and the broader context of a shared cul-
ture and shared traditions. It is difficult to understand how a landscape so
fractured by geology, and a political system so resistant to political central-
ization, could produce a common culture of religious practice or a shared
ideology of divinity. For consistency in religious practice we must look to
traditions and institutions that transcended the polis. From the archaeo-
logical evidence of ritual activity and of gifts to the gods it now seems clear
that in the early centuries of the Iron Age, institutions were already being
nurtured at sites that would later become the great regional sanctuaries. In
the tenth and ninth centuries, concentrations of surplus wealth collected
not in settlements but in regional centers beyond the borders of local com-
munities.1 Such places came to be protected by hallowed protocols that en-
couraged peaceful interaction between competing communities. The con-
text of neutrality, protected by appeals to the divine, provided security for
arbitration and negotiation.2 Sanctuaries profited from the role they played
and derived prestige from procedures that claimed divine support for hu-
man decisions.3 Those sanctuaries whose divinities transcended local bor-
ders and whose rituals mediated competition and neutralized aggression
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4. Sourvinou-Inwood (1988a, 1990).
5. Rolley (1983).
6. Morgan (1991) 141– 44.
7. Billot (1997).
8. Coldstream (1977) 317 counted a dozen sanctuaries with votives by the ninth

century and seventy sanctuaries (thirty of them with buildings) by 700 b.c.e.
9. Morgan (1990) 16. The influence of the wealth of the Western Greeks was

visible at Olympia in Pausanias’s day because of the treasuries dedicated by cities
such as Selinous, Sybaris, Gela, Metapontum, and Epidamnos; Paus. 6.19.8 –15.
The connections between Olympia and the west are described by Philipp (1992) 
91–122. The epigraphical evidence at Delphi reveals strong interest from Magna
Graecia and Sicily; Rougement (1995) 157–92.

influenced the processes of exchange, interaction, and negotiation that
helped to shape the common institutions of the polis.4

The great innovation of the early Iron Age was the creation of isolated
sacred space, defined by deposits of valuable gifts for the gods and the ded-
ications of sacred equipment used for animal sacrifice and communal ban-
quets.5 Terracotta dedications, followed soon by gifts of bronze, begin to
appear at Olympia in the tenth century and at Delphi and Delos in the
ninth. Dedications preceded buildings by about two hundred years, and the
three emerging ritual centers at Delphi, Delos, and Olympia were already
attracting visitors and participants from afar. By the eighth century, other
important sanctuaries were also active on a regional level: at Thermon in
Aitolia; at Aigira in Achaia; and the Heraia in the Argolid, at Perachora, and
on Samos.6 In this early period, the contests of Poseidon at Isthmia, of Zeus
at Nemea, and of Argive Hera at Prosymna 7 served only local clienteles,
but festivals at these sites were already creating nodes of cooperative activ-
ity and models of ritual authority. The permanent structures that were
built by 700 only confirm the strong incentives for collective action already
in place.8

Some sanctuaries had a longer reach than others. Migration of Greek
communities across the Aegean, to Sicily and Italy in the west and to the
Black Sea in the north, encouraged long-distance ties that strengthened the
authority of the most important sanctuaries and helped to shape a common
culture of ritual practice. The new cities in the west and the trading cities
around the isthmus maintained strong relationships with the sanctuaries at
Delphi and Olympia in the Archaic period, and they commemorated these
ties with generous donations.9 Several levels of interaction fueled rapid
change, and sanctuaries at both local and regional levels followed similar
patterns. Early development reflected one of two general models. Terri-
tories with a single major population center—the feature that typically de-
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10. For example, Argos; see de Polignac (1995a).
11. Morgan (1994) and (1997), stressing, however, that all large regions were

not alike.
12. The institutions of early cooperation on the regional level are sketched by

Forrest (2000), who describes the cooperative efforts of Thessalians around Anthe-
don, of Peloponnesians around Kalaureia, of eastern Dorians around Triopian
Apollo on Knidos, of Ionians at Mycale, the Boiotians at the Ptoion, and the Aito-
lians at Thermon. He speculates that Lefkandi may have hosted such an organiza-
tion on Euboia but it did not last.

13. The date of the first Pythia, perhaps as early as the seventh century, has
been discussed most recently by Fowler (1998) 15.

14. Morgan (1994) points out that Perachora received far richer votives than
Delphi in the last quarter of the eighth century.

15. Morgan (1994).
16. Kron (1988). See Davies (1997) 32 for the suggestion that eranos-sponsored

dining (meals supported by donations; potluck) was as important as sanctuary-
focused dining ritual.

17. Morgan (1994).

fined a polis—tended to focus on a regional sanctuary near a territorial
border.10 Areas without a concentrated population center, whose popula-
tions were united by claims of ethnic or tribal identity and resided in scat-
tered settlements, required a regional sanctuary more centrally located in
the territory.11 In the eighth and seventh centuries, such sanctuaries were
more important than towns in defining community.12 In Phokis and Thes-
saly, where populations tended to be dispersed without a dominant cen-
tral settlement, political organization took the form of a loosely organized
league or amphictyony. At first, this northern group was centered on the
sanctuary of Demeter at Anthela, but after the First Sacred War, the am-
phictyony extended its influence to include the sanctuary of Apollo at Del-
phi.13 In the territory of Corinth on the isthmus, high concentrations of
valuable offerings at Isthmia and Perachora 14 indicate that the energy ex-
pended on these sanctuaries was a better indicator of community strength
than the level of development at the town site of Corinth itself.15 At other
sites, moreover, even rather ordinary ceramic remains could be a sign of
influential ritual. On Samos, votive deposits at the Heraion—cups, bowls,
and other dining equipment—target the area around the central spring as
a focus of complex and regular ritual dining. Groups met here for feasts
before permanent buildings were constructed,16 and the Heraion grew
wealthy with the gifts of travelers, visitors, and the local elite long before
the polis of Samos put down long roots.17

As the young communities grew, the assertion of political identity and
claims to territory inevitably produced conflict. Local disagreements could
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18. Morgan (1990) 39– 49, for the early festival circuit.
19. “Decrees of the gods,” or even “laws”; for themis as an abstract concept in

Homer and personified Themis associated with “social order” in early poetry, see
Stafford (1997) 158 – 60; for the earliest depiction of Themis, on the great dinos of
Sophilos, sixth century, see Shapiro (1993) 218, where he also mentions the earli-
est testimony for Themis at Delphi, identified by inscription as the charioteer of
Dionysos on the Siphnian frieze, also sixth century.

20. Parker (1985); Morgan (1989).
21. IOlympia 2 (Buck 61; SEG 41.391; before 580).
22. SEG 46.463, for the collective ethnic title used in a new law on wrestling,

525–500 b.c.e.
23. Walter (1993) 119. Elean decrees set up in Olympia include IOlympia 1–5,

7, 9, 12, 16; see Hansen and Fischer-Hansen (1994) 87 n. 241, for further discus-
sion.

24. In Pausanias’s day the hymns sung in the prytaneion at Olympia were in the
Doric dialect and the Eleans still had their own hestiatorion (dining room) in the
prytaneion; Paus. 5.15.12.

be handled by local leaders, but conflicts between larger groups required
more widely recognized mechanisms for adjudication of disputes. Collec-
tive ritual practice at the major sanctuaries provided an apparatus for me-
diation. Ritual traditions provided procedures to regulate aggression and
competition,18 to ratify agreements, and to moderate warfare. Temple pre-
cincts created a space protected by a god, where laws and treaties of alliance
could be displayed and decisions publicized. When diplomatic procedures
failed, the results of war could be confirmed by display of the arms and ar-
mor taken in battle.

Major sanctuaries encouraged standardization of legal procedures and
provided mechanisms for sanctioning policy and condoning political in-
novation. Zeus and Apollo, both concerned with individual and collective
behaviors, actively promoted recognition of “divine ordinances” (themi-

stes).19 Communities recognized such ordinances as issuing from a divine
source and therefore consulted oracles of Zeus at Dodona 20 and oracles 
of Apollo at Delphi, at Didyma in Ionia, and at the Ptoion in Boiotia to 
elicit divine approval for legislative decisions and divine support for judi-
cial procedures. An example of this process can be observed in a formal le-
gal pronouncement (rhetra) of the Eleans deposited at Olympia.21 This pro-
nouncement represents the community speaking in one voice to itemize
and define the procedures for the prosecution of serious crimes. Until the
synoecism, union, of Elis in 471, the people who called themselves Eleans 22

recognized no single town center but looked to the sanctuary of Zeus at
Olympia as central authority for the region 23 and used the bouleuterion

and prytaneion in the center of that sanctuary as their own.24
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25. Hansen and Fischer-Hansen (1994) 86.
26. IOlympia 2 (Buck 61; SEG 41.391). The verb “to bring a charge” (later

kathgore›n) is here katiara¤ein (to put under a curse”)—Elean dialect for
kayiereÊein, “to render sacred,” in the original meaning of “render someone sa-
cred, in terms of what is abhorrent to the gods,” in other words, “to utter an im-
precation against someone.” Parker (1983) 191–92 discusses the meaning of agos
in this context. Osborne (1997) 79 emphasizes “prosecution and the limits of re-
sponsibility” as a general judicial concern of early poleis.

27. Parker (1983) 191–93.
28. Philipp (1992) 29–51. A new lex sacra found at Olympia mentions Lybians,

Cretans, and people from Epidamnos; SEG 47.448.
29. Ephoros FGrH 70 F 115, as quoted in Str. 8.3.33; discussed by Rigsby (1996)

41– 42. Ephoros says that all Eleia was declared sacred and that no one could bring
in weapons.

30. Diod. Sic. 8.1; Polyb. 4.73.9–10; Phlegon FGrH 257 F 1.

Olympia is the only Greek site where both buildings commonly associ-
ated with a polis—a prytaneion and a bouleuterion—have actually been
found,25 but Olympia was never itself a polis. Zeus at Olympia was closely
connected with early Elean law, and the technical vocabulary of the first
recorded laws of this area shows that political and judicial procedures were
constructed with expectation of his support. In the rhetra of the Eleans,
bringing a charge is described in terms of a curse,26 because curses publicly
sworn guaranteed that the gods were involved in punishing a crime. A
curse publicized the consequences of divine disapproval and emphasized
the burden of heavy pollution (agos) attached to one who violated a stan-
dard considered endorsed by the gods.27 The pinax (plaque) that records 
the text of the rhetra of the Eleans was dedicated (declared sacred) at
Olympia, and the fines were paid to Zeus, arbiter for all Eleans. As a direct
participant in the judicial process, the god protected the words of the text
as well as the judicial procedures. Zeus at Olympia thus ratified the judi-
cial apparatus by which the Eleans operated. His reputation traveled far
beyond the range of Elis. Because the sanctuary was convenient to the sail-
ing route to the west, Olympia attracted participants from the wealthy
colonies of Italy and Sicily as well as from its own Peloponnesian neigh-
bors.28 Procedures performed and recorded at Olympia were therefore
widely disseminated.

The special status of Olympia was protected by a sacred truce, the result
of a deliberate decision confirmed by oath.29 Several accounts, all fictitious,
share the same three claims: 1) that the territory of the Eleans was sacred
and inviolable; 2) that the Eleans did not take sides in war; and 3) that the
truce resulted from a Peloponnesian decision.30 This tradition exaggerates
the neutrality of Olympia, known to have entered into alliances with indi-
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31. Rigsby (1996) 43, on Staatsverträge 2:110, for alliance with Heraia in the
sixth century b.c.e.

32. Paus. 5.20.1.
33. Paus. 5.23.1–3. Other statues of Zeus dedicated by Greek cities faced the ris-

ing sun, but the one dedicated by the Roman general Mummius from the booty of
the Achaean War, faced the sunset; Paus. 5.24.8.

34. Paus. 5.23.4.
35. Paus. 5.24.9. Zeus as god of oaths protected the agreements by which cities

created their political institutions. For early dependence on oaths, see Gehrke
(1993) 49– 67.

36. This oath was sworn on the cut pieces (tomia) of a boar; Paus. 5.24.9–10.
37. Stafford (1997) 158.

vidual cities; 31 but the claim of neutrality confirms that the sanctuary as-
pired to a special status invoked every four years with the proclamation of
the sacred truce for the Olympic games. Monuments in the sanctuary
reflected the significance of that truce and promoted the authority of the
agreements that marked the close of important wars. Pausanias describes a
diskos dedicated by Iphitos on which he could read the truce proclaimed by
the Eleans at the Olympic games.32 A statue of Zeus, dedicated by the
Greeks who defeated Mardonios at Plataiai in 479, stood in front of the
bouleuterion at Olympia, facing the rising sun.33 Nearby, a bronze stele re-
corded the conditions of the thirty years’ truce sworn between the Atheni-
ans and the Lakedaimonians in the fifth century.34 Every truce required 
an oath, and Zeus as Horkios, the god of oaths, was always the tacit part-
ner to every agreement. His statue in the bouleuterion at Olympia inspired
an unusual level of respect because it represented the god holding not 
one thunderbolt but two, one in each hand.35 Zeus Horkios at Olympia
needed two thunderbolts because he presided over the altar in the bouleu-

terion where, in the presence of their fathers, brothers, and the umpires
who judged the events, athletes swore a special oath to compete fairly and
to avoid cheating.36

Apollo was another divinity with important legal functions, and his ju-
dicial authority extended beyond regional borders. At Delphi, he was rec-
ognized as a major divinity, consulted by cities on questions of pollution,
correct performance of ritual, and legal procedure. The Homeric Hymn to

Apollo presents Themis as the female personification of right, established
custom, and social order.37 As Kourotrophos, nurse of the god, Themis at-
tended the infant Apollo after his birth on Delos. She fed the divine child
not on milk, the food of mortal infants, but on nectar and lovely ambrosia,
the food of the gods.38 Apollo responded by declaring, “The lyre and curved

38. Hymn. Hom. Ap. 124 –25.
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39. Hymn Hom. Ap. 131–32; cf. 394 –95 for the themistes of Apollo at Delphi.
40. Parker (1985); Morgan (1989).
41. Schachter (1992), on sanctuaries of Apollo.
42. Morgan (1989).
43. The Lakedaimonians, with their “Pythioi”—two special advisors to the

kings—had an especially close relationship with Delphi; Hdt. 6.57; Xen. Lac.
15.5. On the relationship between Sparta and Delphi: Parke and Wormell (1956) 
I 82–98.

44. Alc. F 307(c) LP; 308(c) Campbell (Himer. Or. 48.10 –11, Colonna 200 –220)
for a prose paraphrase of the hymn.

45. Rougement (1995) 157–92.
46. LSS Suppl. 115.

bow shall be dear to me and I shall declare for men the unerring will (boule)

of Zeus.” 39 The hymn assigns to Apollo the responsibility of communicat-
ing his father’s decisions to the human community. Apollo’s pronounce-
ments enforced the standards by which human inquirers measured their
own behavior and by which new cities determined appropriate procedures
and sought approval for collective decisions.40 His major sanctuaries at Del-
phi, Delos, Didyma, and the Ptoion in Boiotia—sites well removed from
major settlements,41 like the sanctuary of Zeus at Olympia—provided
neutral locations and uncontested spaces that furthered the communication
required to standardize procedures of negotiation.42

Greek cities consulted Apollo at Delphi because they recognized the god
as an authority on legal issues.43 A hymn of Alkaios claimed that Zeus him-
self sent Apollo to Delphi and to the Castalian spring in order to “proclaim
a dike and themis for the Hellenes.” 44 Apollo at Delphi was consulted by
communities in times of local disaster or political strain and in times of
political innovation, when new cities were being settled or new cults estab-
lished.45 His major tasks included the settlement of disputes about pollu-
tion and the affirmation of correct procedures for purification. Local disas-
ters, described as plague (loimos) and famine (limos), were explained as
punishments for violation of purity requirements. Apollo, as the god who
could both send and prevent plague, was the appropriate authority for cities
and their representatives trying to create acceptable procedures for resolv-
ing crises and restoring and maintaining the health of the community.
When they consulted the oracle, cities sought approval for ritual proce-
dures by submitting plans to the god’s scrutiny—a process that contrib-
uted to the standardization of the rules for purification and conferred
authority on local procedures. The tradition is preserved for us in the pre-
amble to a famous law on pollution from Kyrene, claimed to be delivered
in Apollo’s own voice.46
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47. Hölkeskamp (1992) 87–117 discusses the implications of publishing early
laws in sanctuaries, without, however, mentioning the ritual mechanisms for pro-
tecting the law. Thomas (1995) 72–73 emphasizes the religious sanctions and
points out that “sanctions are in the hands of the gods.”

48. IG IX 2 I (3) 609 (GHI I 2 13; 525–500 b.c.e.), possibly from Naupaktos.
49. Ibid., lines 14 –17: ı d¢ tetymÚw flarÚw ¶sto t Ço ÄpÒllonow t Ço Puy¤o,

“This established ordinance is sacred to Apollo Pythios.”
50. Wrongdoers had to dedicate any profit to Apollo, and the profit itself, prob-

ably reckoned in precious metal, had to be deposited in the sanctuary to be melted
down and made into a statue.

51. GHI I 2 2, 650 – 600 b.c.e.
52. ICrete 4 14g–p, 2.
53. At Phaistos, a sixth-century inheritance law (to be decided by the agora, the

assembly) was inscribed on the wall of a monumental building, obviously a temple;
AsAtene 56 (1978) 429–35; SEG 32.908, 550 –500 b.c.e., line 1: “The law is pro-
posed for approval by the agora.” For thematic coherence and the involvement of
the god, see van Effenterre and Ruzé (1994) 94; Hölkeskamp (1994); and Gehrke
(1995) 13 –35. Thomas (1995) stresses the original oral transmission of legal provi-
sions and argues that public display in a sanctuary attributed to written rules a sta-
tus they would otherwise not have had.

On the local level, Apollo supported the process by which cities made
decisions and protected citizens from capricious leaders.47 In the sixth cen-
tury, the Ozolian Lokrians posted in Apollo’s sanctuary a law containing
the conditions for establishing a new colony.48 The first part of the text lists
procedures for inheritance and land division in the new territory. Punish-
ment meted out to those who transgressed the law is stated in the form of
a curse endorsed by consecrating the text to Apollo himself.49 Displayed
where all could see it, the inscribed text expressed the will of the commu-
nity and specified the penalties for political leaders (damiourgoi) who
might exploit the decision for personal gain. The second part of the in-
scription, listing penalties for any leader who profited from the law, is in-
scribed upside down to indicate the power of the curse contained in it.50 A
famous seventh-century law from Dreros makes a similar point. This law,
inscribed on the wall of the temple of Apollo Delphinios, limited the term
of the local executive officer (kosmos) and gave the conditions for his oath
of office.51 At Gortyn, sixth-century regulations about the local leading po-
litical office (kosmos) were also inscribed directly on blocks of the wall of
Apollo’s local temple.52 The early laws displayed in sanctuaries or inscribed
on temple walls shared common characteristics because they were written
to resolve conflicts. The privileged location demonstrated that such laws
derived their authority from the god himself.53
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54. Hymn. Hom. Ap. 529–30. Leto promised the Delians that in spite of the is-
land’s agricultural poverty, they would be supported from the wealth produced by
a ritual center (51– 60).

55. Hymn. Hom. Ap. 532–37.
56. Hes. Op. 112.
57. Eur. Ion 5– 6: ÙmfalÚn m°son; cf. 223.
58. Agathem. 2.2; Plut. De Def. Or. 409e (with doubts, calls the story an “an-

cient myth”); Varro Ling. 7.17 (with criticism); Str. 9.3.6 (attributes the story to
Pindar); Romm (1992) 63.

59. For the actual location of the omphalos at Delphi (in a naiskos constructed
next to a wall, CID II 49 AI, ca. 340 b.c.e.; 62 IIB, ca. 335 b.c.e.), see Amandry
(1993) 263 –76. The omphalos is mentioned five times in the temple accounts.

60. Romm (1992) 64 n. 44.
61. The Pythia was seated next to the gold eagles of Zeus when she delivered

her prophecy to Battos; Pind. Pyth. 4.4.

finding the center

The location of Apollo’s most important sanctuary became an expression of
his authority. Delphi is positioned on the steep lower slopes of Mt. Parnas-
sos, far from the nearest city. The site is so remote and the slope so steep
that the earliest foundation myth describes the god’s attendants, conveyed
to Delphi from Crete, as unable to imagine that they could sustain them-
selves in a place with no room to grow food or pasture animals.54 To con-
vince them to stay, the god assured that they would be handsomely sup-
ported from the animals brought to the sanctuary for sacrifice and the gifts
given as dedications.55 Apollo’s attendants are presented as farmers who ex-
pect to work for their bread. The god’s promise that they would live with-
out toil (ponoi) sounds like Hesiod’s description of a time when gods
mingled with humans and people dwelled “apart from hard work and sor-
row,” living freely on the earth’s bounty.56 The implied analogy between a
golden age and the new sanctuary at Delphi was a sign of the special status
and the unique reputation of Apollo in his temple high on Mt. Parnassos.

Delphi was remote but also central. For later Greeks, Delphi was the
physical center of the earth,57 the distances measured by Zeus himself.58

The omphalos, or “navel,” of the earth was located here in the temple of
Apollo.59 At Delphi, established communities could consult a god whose
messages encouraged self-reflection, and here they could find a god whose
pronouncements sanctioned the collective authority necessary for stability
and continuity. The claim that Delphi was the precise middle point of the
universe 60 elevated Apollo without challenging the role of Zeus—the god
identified in epic with dike, “right decision,” and represented as supporting
the pronouncements of his son.61 Apollo’s administrators did not create
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62. Parker (1985); Malkin (1987) 17–91.
63. Hdt. 7.200. The Amphictyony was in charge of rebuilding the temple after

548; Hdt. 2.180.
64. Arist. F 487 Rose: Aristotle wrote a Delf«n polite¤a. Delphi is said to

have had both a bouleuterion and a prytaneion; Hansen and Fischer-Hansen (1994)
86 – 87. The local institutions of the polis had to be accommodated to the institu-
tions of the Amphictyony. For the formulas of political decision, see Rhodes and
Lewis (1997) 126 – 40.

65. Shaw (1983). See now Sassi (2000) 26 –33.
66. Paus. 10.5.9; the first temple was made of laurel, the second of beeswax and

feathers sent from the Hyperboreans.

policy, but they provided procedures whereby cities could ascertain the pos-
sibility of divine approval for policies already decided or already planned.62

The status of Delphi depended on its appearance of neutrality because
Apollo could be trusted only if his sanctuary could appear to be free from
the influence of individual communities. After the First Sacred War, Del-
phi was put under the authority of the regional representatives of the Py-
laian Amphictyony at Anthela,63 thus formalizing the claim that Delphi be-
longed not to its residents alone but to the whole region and, by extension,
to all Greeks. The site’s remoteness, isolation, and relative difficulty of ac-
cess all contributed to the idea that Delphi was not a normal place but a spot
close to the gods.

Although described as a polis,64 Delphi was not a typical polis. Her res-
idents appeared to work no agricultural territory of their own, and the
community had no status independent of the sanctuary. Recognition of
Delphi as the center of the earth created the image of central stability and
established the kind of authority Greek cities needed. Delphi’s central role
reflected a symbolic organization of the landscape that reinforced notions
of geographic centrality and cultural hierarchy. Mythic narrative, early
historiography,65 and political discourse imagined a world with Hellenes at
the center surrounded by different ethnic groups arranged in a series of
concentric rings, foreigners (xenoi) in the first outer ring, followed by bar-
barians, then wild men, and finally monsters (agrioi) in the outermost
ring, dwelling at the very edges (eschatiai) of the world. Beyond the far-
thest boundaries of the inhabited world, the streams of Ocean created a
cosmic circle beyond which dwelled the four winds. Every winter Apollo
journeyed to the land of the Hyperboreans, a mythical people “beyond the
North Wind,” believed by some to have assisted in the foundation of 
his oracle at Delphi.66 Like the privileged beings of Hesiod’s generation of
gold, these Hyperboreans were ignorant of sickness, old age, suffering, war,
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67. Pind. Pyth. 10.34 – 44. On the Hyperboreans, see Romm (1992) 60 – 63.
68. Pind. F 75.3.
69. IG I 3 84.35–36.
70. Plutarch tells us that the road leading into the sanctuary itself was the one

local residents called “sacred”; Plut. Quaest. Graec. 296.
71. Lalonde (1991) 29, H34; fourth century b.c.e.

death, and retribution 67 and lived forever, without the restrictions of hu-
man status. The god’s annual journey created a mythic connection between
Delphi at the center of the earth and the powerful forces at its outermost
limit. This connection sharpened the authority of the sanctuary for Greeks
as well as for those from other lands who came to consult the god.

On the Greek mainland, the sacred center of each polis was linked by
roads to the sacred center of each local, ex-urban sanctuary and ultimately
to Delphi itself, the center of all. Myths of Delphic stability reflected con-
fidence in a coherent network connecting all communities to a recognized
center, with each polis organized around a ritual space that provided the
point from which the distance to a central place in the outside world was
measured. At Athens, that distance was measured from the altar of the
twelve gods in the agora, the place Pindar calls the “navel (omphalos) of the
city (asty).” 68 Major roads were procession routes, physical reminders of
the network of regular processions that connected the city center to the ter-
ritorial sanctuaries of its chora and to the superregional sanctuaries. Major
routes leading out of Athens were named for the important ceremonial
processions that traveled to sanctuaries outside the city. The gate facing
Phaleron was called “the gate by which the mystai march to the sea,” 69 and
the road to Eleusis was called “the Sacred Way” in honor of the procession
to that border sanctuary. Boundary markers (horoi) and road signs oriented
residents to the major sacred authorities. Delphi was recognized by a horos

in the agora that marked the route of the major sacred procession to Del-
phi, the Pythaïs.70 The text announced: “Horos of the sacred road by which
the Pythaïs proceeds to Delphi.” 71

The myth of Delphic centrality conveyed a message of security, in sharp
opposition to the challenges faced by cities protecting a local landscape. A
city’s neighbors could be its fiercest enemies. Representations of the larger
world replicated the experience of the individual polis, imagined as a secure
center surrounded by its agricultural territory (crops planted on the plains
and lower hillsides), and the whole bounded by fringe areas, eschatiai, or
edge zones—the mountains shared with neighbors or the sea that defined
the shore. Boundaries between cities were important and were defined in
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72. Robert (1960) 196 –97.
73. Daverio Rocchi (1988) 31– 47, on these distinctions.
74. Characterized by shared sanctuaries, such as those in the area between

Messenia and Lakonia; Paus. 3.2.6.
75. For example, the hiera orgas between Megara and Athens, left uncultivated

and under the protection of the Eleusinian goddesses (schol. Thuc. 1.139.2).
76. Sinn (1988) 149–53, for the split between offerings from males and offer-

ings from females at the sanctuary of Aphaia on Aigina.

several ways. Inland eschatiai were the marginal lands beyond a city’s cul-
tivated fields. Such lands when located on mountain slopes were used for
pasturage and considered public space (˜rh dhmÒsia, “public mountains”)
in the same way that the public space at the heart of the city—the akropo-

lis and the agora—belonged to all.72 Beyond such eschatai, a city’s lands
ended in the transitional space marking the borders between the territory
of one polis and the next. Inland boundaries between one territory and an-
other were more like a belt than a simple line. Whether high mountains or
deserts, borderlands were desolate by nature (x«rai ¶rhmoi, “deserted
lands”),73 left uninhabited because they were contested (x«rai meyÒriai,
“lands in between”) 74 or because they were so sensitive that they had to be
maintained as neutral zones (koina‹ x«rai, “lands held in common”) pro-
tected by the gods.75

Delphi was not the only central point on the imagined map. Intermediate-
level regional sanctuaries brought local communities together. The temple
of Aphaia on Aigina was one such temple. Located outside the polis, the
sanctuary was a place of worship for men and women alike. Votives dating
from the Geometric period through the early Classical period suggest that
males and females worshipped the kourotrophic Aphaia separately. The
largest group is similar to votives found elsewhere for divinities associated
with childbirth or the raising of children: seated females, worshippers, an-
imals with young, jewelry, perfume jars, and most striking, relief plaques
depicting a standing woman offering her breasts for nursing. This group,
reflecting the interests of women, stands in contrast to the weapons and
male figurines clustered at other sites in the sanctuary. The two very dif-
ferent concentrations of votives define the goddess as protector of both
family and tribe, representing the collective unity of both men and women
in this local island confederacy.76

On the island of Lesbos, “the sanctuary at Messon (midpoint),” as it was
known,77 served several cities and synchronized the festival calendars of 

77. tÚ firÚn tÚ §m M°s[sƒ], or “in the middle” (tÚ §m m°ssƒ). For a fuller
description, see Robert (1969) 300 –15. The place has been identified with a site that
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all of them.78 For the competing cities on the island this sanctuary pro-
vided a secure place for negotiation. Hellenistic decrees indicate that the
cities of Lesbos (Mytilene, Methymna, Antissa, and Eresos) met here to
conclude formal agreements. The significance of the site was expressed in
the name for one regional festival, “Days for Turning around the Middle”
(mesostrof≈niai ≤m°rai). Alkaios calls the sanctuary “a great temenos

shared in common” (t°menow m°ga jËnon) by all Lesbians and shared as
well by three gods: Zeus, god of suppliants; an Aiolic goddess associated
with the birth of all (perhaps Hera); and Dionysos Omastes, “eater of raw
flesh.” 79

Alkaios, in exile near the site at Messon, described this sanctuary as lo-
cated among the eschatiai, the most remote areas of the island.80 Eschatiai

were on the edge, whether in the mountains or on the sea, and even cen-
tral spaces like Delphi could be described as land “on the edge” (eschate

ge).81 The great sanctuary on Lesbos was geographically central but con-
sidered politically remote, beyond the territorial claim of any individual
polis.82 The four cities on Lesbos that met here competed for space and au-
thority. Located at the farthest point from all populated areas, this sanctu-
ary was a place for shared festivals in times of peace, for negotiations in
times of stress. The sanctuary also served the island’s women, and females
from all the cities of Lesbos assembled here to be judged for their beauty.83

When the women celebrated the rites of Hera or Dionysos, the males ex-
cluded from these rites could hear from afar the echo of the women’s sacred
ululation.84 Regular celebration of joint festivals was a sign that the women

preserves the ancient name, “Messa,” near Kryoneri. Labarre (1994) 415– 46 fol-
lows the discussion of Robert. See now Spencer (2000) 72, for the archaic temple at
Apothiki, at the edge of the territory of Eresos.

78. For the poleis on Lesbos, see now Labarre (1996).
79. Alc. F 129 (LP).
80. Alc. F 130 col. ii (LP).
81. Schol. Aeschin. 1.97: §sxatia¤ efisi tÒpoi ¶sxatoi t∞w x≈raw peratoÊ-

menoi µ efiw ˆrh µ efiw yãlassan. On the term applied to both mountainous re-
gions and the boundary between shore and sea, compare Harp. s. v. §sxata¤.

82. Robert (1969) 303, quotes Koldeway, who visited the island in 1890: “Die
wenigen antiken Häuserreste an drei getrennten Stellen in der Nähe des Tempels
sind kaum seine Kome zu nennen. So lag der prächtige Bau abgesondert in der
Einsamkeit.”

83. Scholia in Homerum, Il. 9.130, for women competing with regard to their
beauty at a sanctuary of Hera.

84. Alc. F 130B LP.
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85. For the delicate balance between peace and local unrest, see Spencer (2000)
with reference to earlier studies. Mytilene was subject to internal stasis, but for the
other local poleis, tension was mediated by shared sanctuaries.

86. Sourvinou-Inwood (1988a, 1990).
87. IG II 2 1053.10, 1051c.23.
88. Vernant (1983) 141– 42.

of the entire island could safely congregate and therefore indicated that the
four cities were at peace.85

civic centrality

Any Greek polis was both a composite of smaller, internal groups and also
part of a larger network of local and regional organizations, linked by ties
of ritual.86 The internal population of any polis was divided in many ways;
group boundaries were not always coterminous but intersected according
to gender, age, kinship, social status, profession, citizenship, or residence.
Ritual worked in two ways: It molded individuals into groups, and it cre-
ated opportunities for any one of those individuals to represent that group
at a higher level of the ritual process. Just as the male head of the house-
hold (kyrios) could represent the family in the collective sacrifices or ritu-
als of the polis, so, too, could an individual represent an age class or another
segmented group at a collective ritual—whether that of the local polis, the
region, or a pan-Hellenic sanctuary. The ritual structure was dynamic and
fluid. The polis was only one stage in the process, but it was the level of or-
ganization at which most Greek communities chose to represent them-
selves politically and symbolically to the outside world.

Cities organized local institutions by taking into account the relation-
ship between their own central place and the wider ritual network beyond
their own boundaries. Significant rituals were associated with the prtya-

neion, a physical space in the center of the city enclosing the community’s
common hearth and its sacred fire.87 The fire in the prytaneion looked both
inward and outward. Within the city, the fire represented the skills re-
quired for civilized life; keeping the fire tended meant the life of the city
would continue.88 Sharing fire from a common source at a regional sanctu-
ary emphasized traditional ethnic bonds and acknowledged the connection
of each polis to a larger ritual network. The civic hearth symbolized the in-
tegrity of the individual polis and, as its symbolic center, connected that
polis to every other community that partook of the same fire. The process
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89. Solon’s legislation, for instance; Plut. Sol. 25.
90. Although Plato calls Kallias’s house the prytaneion of wisdom for the

Greeks; Pl. Prt. 337d.
91. For the distinctions between the arrangements for the meals, see Schmitt

Pantel (1992) 147–77.

encouraged the kind of permanent diplomatic and political contact that
made Hellenic communal institutions possible.

The prytaneion marked a space at the same time both sacred and polit-
ical—an area marked off by ritual but also a place to exhibit public con-
tracts and important civic regulations,89 a space where the gods could be
shown to acknowledge diplomatic contacts and agreements between cities.
The prytaneion was also the place for significant public feasts. It was the
dining area set aside for the meals awarded to important political officials,
generous local benefactors, and successful local athletes, as well as presti-
gious foreign visitors and designated representatives from cities abroad.
The institutions of the prytaneion symbolized difference based on privi-
lege and achievement and, paradoxically, conferred equality by recognizing
hierarchy. The ceremonies of the prytaneion created community by de-
fining differences between those qualified to participate and those not al-
lowed to enter. Normally only privileged male citizens and highly placed
public officials were eligible to use the prytaneion; foreigners, even those
of high status, were received by invitation only. If we were to make an anal-
ogy with domestic space, we would have to say that the prytaneion was
similar not to the whole house 90 but to the dining area. The dining area 
of a Greek house was the andron (men’s room), where the adult males of
the family could entertain invited male visitors. Like the andron, a privi-
leged area inside the house, the prytaneion was a privileged space inside
the city, reserved for those deserving special honors, whether local citizens
or foreigners. The innovation introduced at Athens in the fifth century,
when an additional building for dining, the circular tholos, was built in the
agora, was not imitated in other cities. The tholos at Athens served as the
communal place for feeding public officials. The prytaneion continued to 
be the site for dispensing special honors in the form of banquets—sitesis

for citizens, xenia for foreigners.91 Only citizens had access to the hearth
itself.

The prytaneion was like the andron of the house in another important
respect. Wives and daughters of citizens did not eat in the andron with
their male relatives when male guests were present. The prytaneion was
likewise a place reserved for the banquets and feasts of public guests, and
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92. For the hearth of the city replicating the hearth of the family, see Gernet
(1981) 322–39; Schmitt Pantel (1992) 93 –94.

93. Plut. Num. 9.6: guna›kew pepaum°nai gãmvn . . . flÒga kayarån ka‹
ém¤anton, on the sacred fire at Delphi being rekindled from the sun after the Per-
sian desecration.

94. Starr (1978).
95. Herm. in Ath. 150a. SEG 24.361, includes a chamber pot in a list of cooking

pots for public feasts. See Schmitt Pantel (1992) 306.
96. IG I 3 77; IG II 2 40.

adult, married women were not invited. Exclusion was expressed in terms
of protecting the city’s sacred fire, whose special sanctity could be preserved
only if sexually active, married females were not present. That is, the fire
on the city’s hearth had to maintain a level of purity impossible to achieve
in the presence of the women responsible for reproduction. Females super-
vised the fire of the city, just as they supervised the fire of the household,92

but the women associated with the public sacred fire had to be “finished
with sexual relations” because the sacred fire was “pure and undefiled.” 93

This requirement was expressed at Naukratis by a rule paraphrased in the
following way: “It is not possible for a woman to go into the prytaneion,

except for the flute-girl,94 and a chamber pot is not to be carried into the
prytaneion.” 95 Wives and chamber pots are listed together because both
threatened the purity of the sacred fire. The fire in the prytaneion, like 
the fire in the household, deserved respect. The rules at Naukratis recog-
nized that the gods required separation of female impurity from the city’s
sacred fire.

The prytaneion was a place for creating male community and male sol-
idarity. The hearth in the prytaneion, like the hearth in the home, defined
a space for rituals of incorporation. In order to protect the honor conferred
on visiting dignitaries, rules of access were governed by a hierarchy of
privilege, and meals were offered according to a hierarchy of distribution.96

Privileged foreigners could be invited to eat in the prytaneion but they re-
mained outsiders and their participation was only temporary. At Athens,
local ephebes also used the prytaneion. As adolescents in training for citi-
zenship, they began as outsiders who would eventually become insiders.
The ephebe’s initial visit was a brief first step in a process that would even-
tually culminate in full adult membership in the political community. In
the Hellenistic period, the process of incorporation was gradual, beginning
with collective “sacrifices of entry at the common hearth” (tå efisitÆria
§p‹ t∞w koin∞w •st¤aw), supervised by the priest of the Demos and the
Charites. After the sacrifice, the ephebes moved in procession to the sanc-
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97. IG II 2 1006, 1008, 1011, 1028; SEG 15.104; 21.476; 24.189; Hesperia 16
(1974) 170; Miller (1978) appendix A 195–202. See also Parker (1996) 187.

98. Siewert (1977); Ober (1995).
99. Ael. VH 12.61.
100. IG I 3 136.
101. IG II 2 337.
102. IG II 2 1283, third century b.c.e.

tuary of Artemis Agrotera, just outside the city wall.97 The prytaneion

represented the enclosed center of the city; the sanctuary of Artemis Agro-
tera, near the city but outside, represented the outer boundaries of the
rural territory, where the ephebes would later spend a period of military
training before achieving recognition as full members of the assembly of
male citizens. The sacrifices at the common hearth introduced the ephebes
to the city’s political core. Later, when they swore their oath to serve the
polis, they would swear by the gods and borders of Attika, by the crops and
the boundary markers (horoi) themselves. The oath of the ephebes, sworn
at the sanctuary of Aglauros on the east slope of the akropolis, tied the
ephebe to the city’s ritual core and at the same time bound him to her ter-
ritory and external borders.98

The traditional sacrifices and festivals of the polis recognized the gods
on whose sufferance the polis continued to exist, but the system of public
administration was always flexible, allowing changes in ritual and welcom-
ing new divinities when the need arose. The prytaneion was the place for
announcing new public rituals and for introducing new gods to the local
pantheon. Procedures varied from city to city. Some cities recognized new
gods by the same rituals they used to recognize new citizens. In other
words, they could naturalize a god just as they naturalized foreigners. The
people of Thurii, for instance, in gratitude for help from Boreas (the North
Wind) in defeating the navy of Dionysios of Syracuse, welcomed the god
to Thurii by giving him a house, a plot of land (kleros), and a grant of citi-
zenship.99 At Athens, new gods were granted public sacrifice 100 and treated
not as naturalized citizens but as privileged metics, foreigners allowed 
to reside indefinitely in Attika and granted the privilege of owning prop-
erty, enktesis. A third-century decree of the Athenian assembly granted
enktesis to the Thracian goddess Bendis.101 Her worshippers, the orgeones

of Bendis, thereupon built her a temple in the Peiraieus. She was recog-
nized later with a procession from the prytaneion,102 connecting her sanc-
tuary to the ritual center of the city and recalling with every annual per-
formance that original introduction.
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103. Xen. Hell. 7.4.31 (the population is called Elean, not Olympic); Paus. 5.15.8
(Hansen and Fischer-Hansen [1994] 87– 89).

104. See Miller (1978) 187– 89 for the relevant sources. In the prytaneion at
Delos there was a statue of Apollo standing on an omphalos; ID 1417B I.89–102.

105. Plut. Arist. 20.4. The runner who brought fire to Plataea collapsed and died
after running the 125 miles; he was buried in the sanctuary of Artemis Eukleia.

106. Hdt. 6.27; Parker (1983) 23, 25. The sarcastic remarks of Plato and
Theopompos about a Delphic pronouncement proclaiming Athens the “hearth of
Hellas” belong to a later time. See Pl. Prt. 337d; Theopomp. in Ath. 5.187d; and
Miller (1978) 157, for comment.

107. There are ninety-five sites on the list assembled by Hansen and Fischer-
Hansen (1994) 31–34.

108. Miller (1978) 67–91; one of Miller’s original requirements for the identi-
fication of architectural remains as a prytaneion was the presence of a fixed hearth;

Prytaneia were found in regional sanctuaries as well as in the local
poleis. At Olympia, the prytaneion was a meeting place for the people of
Elis.103 At Delphi, the same institution provided a communal space for rep-
resentatives of all Hellenic cities.104 The prytaneion in the regional sanctu-
ary was the source of the sacred fire that nourished and sustained the whole
ritual system. When a local ritual fire was extinguished, or was compro-
mised by pollution, it had to be renewed with sacred fire from a central
sanctuary. After the Persian invasion and the battle at Plataiai, the entire
territory of Plataiai was considered defiled. To mark renewal, the Greek
generals appealed to Apollo Pythios to confirm and support the procedures
for reinitiating civic ritual. Delphi granted an altar for Zeus Eleutherios,
“Zeus, Sponsor of Freedom,” but commanded that it not be used until all
fires throughout the land were extinguished and new fires lit with pure fire
from the common hearth at Delphi.105 The Pythaïs—the Delphic festival
of Apollo to which many cities sent a publicly sponsored pilgrimage to ob-
serve the rites (theoria)—seems to have been the occasion for bringing
new fire to home cities. At Athens, at least, the new fire seems to have been
brought annually during the month of Thargelion, a month of purification
and new beginnings. Herodotus mentions a theoria from Chios to Delphi,
and later epigraphical evidence confirms regular Athenian participation in
these rites.106 For cities in and around the Aegean, new fire was brought
from the Aegean center of Apollo on Delos.

The network of civic institutions represented by the prytaneion was
widespread. Solid epigraphical evidence indicates prytaneia in upwards 
of ninety poleis,107 and there is good archaeological evidence for several
more.108 Most epigraphical evidence is Hellenistic, but the possibility of
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see page 11. Local variation, however, may have allowed a more flexible arrange-
ment, perhaps even duplicating the portable hearths known from domestic contexts,
on which see Jameson (1990) 192–95. Miller now concurs; Hansen and Fischer-
Hansen (1994) 34 n. 48. There is new evidence from Kassope; Hoepfner and
Schwandner (19942) 98 –101.

109. Hdt. 5.67 (seems to refer to a precinct rather than a building because it had
a temenos inside).

110. Hdt. 3.57, indicating a building in Herodotus’s day, described as decorated
with Parian marble.

111. Hdt. 7.197.
112. Pind. Nem. 11.1–9.
113. Plut. Sol. 19.3.
114. Prytaneion, “place of the prytanis,” is formed from the title of an admin-

istrative official, often eponymous in Ionian and Aiolic cities; Geschnitzer (1973)
730 – 815. Like tyrannis, another well-used Greek political term of debated origin,
prytanis seems to be an eastern word. A Greek suffix signifying place (-eion) has
been added to a stem that is obviously not Greek. Chantraine (1974) 3: 944, con-
nects it with political titles in Etruscan and early languages in Asia Minor. The
proper name “Prytanis” occurs in Il. 5.678 (for a Lycian companion of Sarpedon in
a list of others with “redende Namen”).

flexible architectural arrangements in earlier periods makes it likely that
the scanty evidence going back to the sixth century does not tell the whole
story. Reciprocal relationships between cities were already well established
by that time, and Herodotus’s evidence for early prytaneia at Sikyon 109 and
Siphnos 110 supports an earlier date. Prytaneia are also identifiable at Ha-
los,111 Tenedos,112 and Athens 113 by the fifth century.

The early epigraphical and literary evidence for prytaneia suggests a
strong association with the eastern Aegean; etymology indicates an Ionic
source.114 The earliest epigraphical reference is from Sigeion, an important
Aeolic site located directly on the Hellespont. Phanodikos, an emissary
from Ionic Prokonnesos, was remembered here by the record of his gift.
More or less the same text is inscribed twice, in two different dialects, on
the same stele:

I am of Phanodikos, the son of Hermokrates, from Prokonnesos. He
gave a krater, a krater-stand, and a strainer to the people of Sigeion for
the prytaneion.

I am of Phanodikos, the son of Hermokrates, from Prokonnesos, and I
gave a krater, a stand, and a strainer to the people of Sigeion for the
prytaneion. But if I suffer anything, may the people of Sigeion, take
care of me; Haisopos and his brothers made me.

The upper transcription is in the east Ionic dialect of Prokonnesos, a colony
of Miletos and Phanodikos’s home city. The lower is in the official Attic di-
alect used by Athens at Sigeion, an Aeolic community at that time under
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115. Jeffery in LSAG 2 72, 366, 371 no. 5 43 – 44, 416 and pl. 71, nos. 43 – 44,
575–550 b.c.e. Jeffery suggests that the stone was cut and the Ionic lines carved in
the quarry at Prokonnesos, and that it was then brought to Sigeion, where the At-
tic version was added in a different hand. This process seems unnecessarily compli-
cated. The krater, krater-stand, and wine strainer were equipment for the sympo-
sium that would have followed a public banquet in the prytaneion.

116. Robertson (1986) 147–76; Miller (1978) 225.
117. Dontas (1983) 57– 60, and 62: “It is to the east of the Akropolis, in the

heart of the modern Plaka, that the political center of Athens in aristocratic times
is to be found.” Miller (1995) 211–12 (with notes 83 –92), 236 –7.

118. Burkert (1983). For variability in the calendar of offices, see Rhodes (1981)
406 –7, 517.

Athenian control.115 This inscription, implying a bouquet of dialects, rep-
resents a variety of Greek speakers from a variety of homelands. The two
versions are recorded together not because east Ionian readers could not
read Attic or because Attic speakers could not interpret Ionic spellings but
to represent to the Athenians in control of Sigeion the distinct identity of
Phanodikos himself. The monument, taken as a whole, is unusual in that it
seeks to represent identity by making linguistic distinctions. It seems a
good bet that by the sixth century, Athenians, Aeolians, and Ionians were
all familiar with the rituals of the prytaneion, and that its institutions were
recognized on all sides of the Aegean.

ritual narratives of 
centrality and judicial success

The exact location of the prytaneion in Athens is a matter of dispute,116

but recent discoveries suggest that this structure was part of an early agora

located to the east of the akropolis,117 not far from the cave of Aglauros 
on the steep east slope. Location is of some consequence because the Athe-
nian prytaneion anchored two important and closely related rituals: the
Dipolieia, the sacred plowing of a special field below the akropolis, and the
Bouphonia, “rites associated with ox-murder.” Timed to coincide with 
the last full moon of the Athenian year, the Dipolieia on 14 Skirophorion,
just before the summer solstice, concluded the year’s administrative and
ritual cycles and prepared the way for the transfer of some of the city’s
highest political offices to a new slate of magistrates on the first day of
Hekatombaion.118

Skirophorion, the turning point of the agricultural year, was an appro-
priate month to mark the end of one year and the beginning of the next. It
fell after the early summer harvest, when the grain stalks left behind in the
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120. Quoted by Pausanias at 1.37.2, where he says it decorated the grave of
Phytalos.

121. Plut. Conj. Praec. 144b.
122. Near a river named for Skiros, a seer from Dodona buried at the site; Paus.

1.36.4; Burkert (1983) 136, 140. FGrH 328 F 14 (IIIB supplement 286 – 89) collects
the sources for the Skira.

123. Paus. 1.38.6; Brumfield (1981) 172.
124. FGrH 328 F 14 Philochoros.

dry fields were plowed under in preparation for the next season’s plowing
and sowing.119 The festivals that gave the month its name were the Skira,
in honor of Athena and Demeter. The Skira included, among other events,
a nocturnal celebration for women celebrated locally, and a procession by
religious officials to the village of Skiron, located on the Sacred Way (hiera

hodos) connecting Athens and Eleusis. According to an inscription seen by
Pausanias at Skiron, this was the place where the hero Phytalos received
Demeter when she authorized the first harvest. In exchange for his hospi-
tality, Demeter gave him the first fig tree.120

Plutarch informs us that there were three sacred plowings in Attika. He
names them in this order: one at Skiron, a second on the Rharian plain 
at Eleusis, and a third “under the polis at a place called Bouzygion.” 121 Plu-
tarch’s use of polis to mean akropolis suggests that he is using an early
source. Any connection between these plowing ceremonies and the deme
sacrifices called Proerosia (the local preplowing ceremonies of late summer)
is not indicated, but the three plowings described by Plutarch clearly had a
distinctive status. Each marked a significant location in Attika: first, the
akropolis at the center; second, the Rharian plain at Eleusis near the exter-
nal border with Megara; and third, Skiron, midway between Athens and
Eleusis.122 The series as a whole celebrates the introduction of agriculture
and Athena’s reception of Demeter. The three locations are the important
elements. The Rharian field, traditionally Demeter’s first stop in Attika,
was the field that supplied the grain for the bread used in Eleusinian rit-
ual.123 The purity of this field was therefore carefully maintained. Skiron
had a sanctuary of Athena and represented the midpoint of the ties be-
tween the major divinity of the central settlement and the major divinity
of the Attic periphery. The priestess of Athena and the priests of Poseidon
and Helios left Athens and processed to Skiron.124 The procession likely
had two parts, one beginning from the political center at Athens, the other
from the ritual center at Eleusis. Moving in opposite directions, they met

119. Foxhall (1995b) 98 –99.
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125. As a bidirectional process it both unifies and recognizes the distinction be-
tween the territory’s various geographic zones. Graf’s dichotomy between centrifu-
gal and centripetal processions, (1996) 54 – 65, is too schematic and does not take
into account the possibilities of a single ceremony that includes both.

126. Hsch. s.v. BouzÊghw. Jameson (1951) 54 locates the field below the
akropolis, near the sanctuary of Demeter Chloe. See IG II 2 5006.

127. Vernant (1983) 157 understands two separate fields.
128. Hsch. s. v. limoË ped¤on; Zen. 4.93: limoË ped¤on . . . tÒpow gãr §stin

oÏtv kaloËmenow. ka‹ l°gousin ˜ti limoË pote katasxÒntow, ¶xrhsen ı
yeÚw flk°teian ye«n, ka‹ tÚn limÚn §jileiÒsasyai. ofl d¢ Äyhna›oi én∞kan
aÈt“ tÚ ˆpisyen toË prutane¤ou ped¤on (Field of hunger . . . for there is a place
so called. And they say that when once a famine held them in its grip, the god re-
sponded to a supplication of the gods with an oracle, and they put an end to the fam-
ine with expiation. And the Athenians left untilled for it the field behind the pry-
taneion.) Robertson (1998) locates the “field of hunger” and the prytaneion below
the eastern heights of the akropolis.

129. Leutsch and Schneidewin (1958) I, app. I 388, s.v. BouzÊghw, parodied 
by Diphilos in Ath. 6.238f–239a. The Spartan refusal of fire to Aristodemos, the
only Spartiate to return from Thermopylai alive, was equivalent to a curse; Hdt.
7.231. On the conjunction of planting and cursing, see Pulleyn (1997) 80 – 81. See

at Skiron, a midpoint, where the third sacred plowing underscored the rit-
ual unity between Athens and Eleusis.125

We cannot reconstruct the sacred plowing at Skiron or the one on the
Rharian plain, but it is possible to sketch out the implications of the rit-
ual at Athens. Plutarch’s term “Bouzygion” identifies a field “below the
akropolis” with Bouzyges, the Attic hero said to have been the first man to
yoke an ox to the plow and the first to plow the soil.126 The Bouzygion,
where this event took place,127 must have been associated with another
field, the one Hesychios calls the “field of hunger,” located by Zenobius
“behind the prytaneion,” a field the Athenians left untilled.128

The ceremony of the first plowing belonged to a cycle of myth about the
introduction of agriculture, reenacted annually to renew protection of the
community from the curse of collective famine, limos. The ritual plowing
made an explicit connection between successful agriculture, the physical
health of the population, and the political and judicial health of the city.
The plowed field reminded the people of the rewards of cooperation with
the gods; the untilled field reminded them of the punishments of failure.
They could make this connection because as he plowed the field of hunger,
the official who played the role of Bouzyges offered public curses on behalf
of the polis, curses directed against three kinds of people: those who failed
to share water, those who failed to share fire, and those who failed to give
accurate directions to the lost.129 These curses emphasized the social sig-
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130. For another sacrifice where a bull associated with the sowing is conse-
crated, the impact of the ritual is made clear by the prayers for peace, wealth, and
successful harvest that accompany it. See SIG 3 589.7, 26 –31.

131. Schachter (1992) 42– 43; Langdon (1976). Parker (1996) 29–32 takes a
slightly different position.

132. Cornutus, Epidrom. 20, describing Athena.
133. Brackertz (1976) 202–3; Schwabl (1972) 354. “Polieus,” as used of Zeus at

Athens, referred first to the location of his open-air altar on the akropolis and only
later to his political functions in the context of the developing city.

134. The title “Polieus” is used in the early lex sacra listing the regulations for
the Dipolieia at Athens; IG I 3 232.26 –27, between 510 and 480 b.c.e. It does not ap-
pear again at Athens until 429/8: IG II2 383.139– 40. The title does however appear
on archaic votives on the akropolis at Thera; IG XII (3) 363.

135. Paus. 1.24.4, 28.10. Pausanias explains the trials of inanimate objects in 
the prytaneion by the trial of the axe at the Bouphonia. The original meaning of
the festival must have been “akropolis rites for Zeus.” Zeus is associated with the
akropolis in Il. 6.257.

136. The main sources are Theophr. in Porph. Abst. 2.28 –30 and Paus. 1.24.4,
28.10.

nificance of fire and water and implied that if the polis tolerated anyone
who did not meet the minimal social obligations of communal life, its own
population deserved starvation. Public recitation of the curses at the time
of the plowing ceremony demonstrated that successful agriculture de-
pended on fulfilling the obligations of communal responsibility.130

Each year the ox that drew the plow met his own death in the Bou-
phonia, the “ox-murder rituals” for Zeus Polieus that followed. An ox, 
so necessary to the agricultural way of life, would have been an unusual
and expensive sacrificial victim. The exceptionality of the victim high-
lights the anomaly of the ritual and suggests that it marked an impor-
tant transition. Originally, in Attika, a god of mountaintops,131 Zeus pro-
tected the heights of the city.132 Associated with Athena Polias, he was
worshipped at the highest point on the akropolis within a walled pre-
cinct under the open sky.133 His epithet “Polieus” referred originally not 
to his political functions but to the location of his altar.134 The Dipolieia
incorporated two events: murder on the akropolis and a ritual trial in the
prytaneion.135 The dispute turned on the definition of murder and the na-
ture of responsibility.136 The trial took place at the prytaneion because in
the sixth century this was where texts of important laws and legislative
pronouncements were exhibited. The ritual narrative of murder on the
akropolis and trial in the prytaneion connected the ritual center of the city

schol. Soph. Ant. 255, for a fourth curse, directed at those who allowed a corpse to
remain unburied.
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137. Connor (1987) 173 –74, on ritual as the connection between sacred and po-
litical space.

138. Where his epithets Agoraios (god of the agora), Boulaios (god of the civic
council), Bouleus (god of decision-making), Horkios (protector of oaths), Hikesios
(protector of suppliants), and Xenios (protector of foreigners), indicated the charac-
teristics that made political life possible; Schwabl (1972).

139. Burkert (1983) 138 n. 12 points out that it was a crime to kill such an
animal.

140. Cooked into a popanon, a sacrificial cake, according to a scholion on Ar.
Nub. 585, or pelanos, according to Porph. Abst. 2.30.19

141. The dispute provides a ritual precedent for the legal requirement explained
at Aeschin. 3.244: “Wood and stones and iron, though without voice or reason, if
they fall on a person and kill, are banished beyond the frontiers” (trans. Parke
[1977] 163).

142. Kekrops: Euseb. Chron. 472; Hsch. s.v. “Dios thakoi,” (does not name a
king); Erechtheus: Paus. 1.28.10.

143. Ar. Nub. 984.
144. Burkert (1983) 136 – 43 explains the rite in terms of anxiety in a period of

transition mixed with guilt for killing the ox, the working partner of the agricul-
turalist; Durand (1986) explains the ritual in terms of the primordial introduction
of agriculture.

to its political center137 and brought Zeus into the judicial processes of the
polis.138

The ox chosen for the ritual was slain in an unusual sacrifice where the
animal was held responsible for its own death.139 Enticed to eat grain placed
on the altar as a preliminary offering,140 the animal was slain by human
hands wielding both axe and knife. Intended as an act of execution, the act
of killing was treated like a murder. The resulting argument transferred re-
sponsibility from the human slayer and the ox to the murder weapon, but
because two weapons had been used, it was not clear whether criminal lia-
bility belonged to the ax that stunned the animal or the knife that slit its
throat. The trial concluded with a decision: Although the axe was respon-
sible for the death, the knife was the instrument polluted by the crime.
Therefore this weapon had to be thrown into the sea.141

The unusual rituals of the Bouphonia have misled interpreters to exag-
gerate the age of the ceremony. Associated in myth with one of the earli-
est Athenian kings, either Kekrops or Erechtheus,142 the Bouphonia were
described by fashionable trendsetters in the late fifth century as bizarre and
archaic.143 Accepting this assessment, modern interpreters have explained
the rituals either as an expression of distress over the violence of killing or
as a narrative about the introduction of agriculture. Such interpretations
emphasize the abnormal killing of an abnormal victim 144 but minimize the
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145. Two problems require solution: the status of a murder provoked by the vic-
tim’s assent and the problem of assigning responsibility to an inanimate object. An
example of the second predicament occurred at Olympia (Paus. 5.27.9–10) when a
little boy died from jumping up suddenly and hitting his head on a bronze dedica-
tion. The Eleans had to consult Delphi because they could not remove a dedication,
even one believed responsible for a death. The oracle advised purifying the statue
by the means of the katharsis customarily used for purification of akousios phonos
(unintentional murder).

146. As Katz has clearly demonstrated (1992a) 177–78.
147. Notably, the Aristophanic character who claims the Bouphonia is old-

fashioned is the up-to-the-minute pseudo-intellectual named “Worse Argument”
(also known as “Unjust Discourse”).

148. Isager and Skydsgaard (1992) 18, with n. 36.
149. Pulleyn (1997) 80, for connection of plowing and the administration of

justice in the figure of the Eleusinian Triptolemos, who established laws (Xenoc-
rates F 98 Heinze) and, in the afterlife, served as judge (Plat. Apol. 41a).

significance of an unusual ritual, namely, the resolution of a dispute by
means of a judicial procedure in the prytaneion.145

The change in venue for the decision sharpens the emphasis on the trial.
The movement from akropolis to prytaneion connects the procedures of
the prytaneion with the most hallowed ritual site in the city and suggests
that the segment at the prytaneion was the original reason for the entire
sequence. The trial scene at the prytaneion, like the trial scene in Aischy-
los’s Oresteia, represents judicial process as the solution to the problem of
assessing responsibility for violence.146 The ritual that celebrated the first
plowing of Attic soil, a first occasion, becomes the template for the ritual
trial, also a first occasion. The celebration of a “first occasion” is not a prim-
itive event but a self-conscious commemoration of an institution already in
process. The trial of the weapons therefore could not be early, even though
Aristophanes implies that some of his contemporaries thought it was.147

For one thing, the trial could be no older than the introduction of the Athe-
nian judicial procedure it celebrates. The trial solves the dilemma of decid-
ing between competing appeals for justice, and by distinguishing between
pollution and legal responsibility, it concludes with a mature debate about
violence and public validation for the community’s procedures for dealing
with crime. The plow-ox was a trusted animal on whose contribution the
entire community relied.148 By assigning to this important agent the role
of victim, the Bouphonia posed the problem of coming to a decision and
connected the contributions of agriculture to the city’s judicial process.149

The solution to the murder, elevating legal procedure over revenge, estab-
lished justice for the plow-ox and asserted that successful agricultural pro-
duction was contingent on judicial solutions for violence—a theme already
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articulated by Hesiod. Finally, the link between akropolis and prytaneion,

expressed in ritual and emphasized every time the murder and trial were
reenacted in sequence, connected two important central places 150 and dem-
onstrated that the judicial procedures of the polis required the same divine
protection as its physical spaces.

150. For the shrine of Erechtheus on the akropolis described as §n m°s˙ pÒlei,
see Eur. Erechtheus IV. 90 Diggle.



92

4 The Ritual Body

1. Hymn. Hom. Ap. 147– 48.
2. Probably not the same as the chorus of women mentioned in the Delian ac-

counts of the fourth through second centuries; see Bruneau (1970) 270 –75 for a
catalogue of the relevant inscriptions.

3. Thuc. 3.104.3: §ye≈roun.
4. Thuc. 3.104. In Thucydides’ day the Ionians went to the Ephesia instead.
5. For the fees, IG II 2 1672.207: 30 drachmas for two people.
6. The speaker of [Dem.] 59.24 assumes that even a foreign woman of ambigu-

ous social status, reputed to have been born a slave, could accompany the Thessalian
Simos to the Panathenaia at Athens.

hebe’s hens and herakles’ roosters

The Homeric Hymn to Apollo celebrates Delos as a major meeting place for
Ionians, who traveled to the island “together with their children and mod-
est wives” to take part in Apollo’s major festival.1 There the visitors heard
local maidens sing hymns to Artemis, Apollo, and Leto—hymns under-
stood by all because the girls could imitate the sounds of “all the tribes of
men.” 2 From the hymn we can infer that the festival had a tradition of open
admission and that the audience could be male or female, old or young, lo-
cal or foreign. Thucydides quotes the hymn and adds that Ionians and their
neighbors came to observe 3 as well as to participate. Choruses performed
at Delos until after the Persian Wars, when Aegean politics brought the
festival into decline.4

It is rare to find a description of a festival so explicit about the festival’s
constituency. We do know that the Eleusinian mysteries were famous for
including all who spoke Greek and for being open to male and female, slave
and free—as long as they could pay.5 Festivals like the Panathenaia were
undoubtedly for everyone,6 and at Magnesia in the Hellenistic period the
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7. LSAM 33 A.26 –31, second century. For another all-inclusive clientele—this
one for Artemis of Ephesos—see Xen. Eph. Ephesiaka 1.2. Van Bremen (1996)
146 –54, on the issue of female representation at public banquets, emphasizes seg-
regation by gender; see IG XII.5 668. Schmitt Pantel (1992) 134 – 45 stresses a dif-
ference between women’s feasting at the Thesmophoria (mediated by the financial
support of males) and the banquets of males (defined by the blood of sacrifice); but
see now Osborne (1993).

8. Xen. An. 5.3.7–13. All the men and women in the area were invited to par-
ticipate in festivals at the new sanctuary.

9. LSS 61.55–57, second century c.e. A whole choinix of grain was allotted to
each man, one-half to each boy (lines 72–74). Ephebes and other young men took
part in the procession of the sacrificial victim (lines 46 – 49).

10. Osborne (1993) demonstrates that the argument for a strict contrast be-
tween male and female roles, as represented by Detienne in Detienne and Vernant
(1989), does not take into account the variety of information in the sources, in par-
ticular the detail of the epigraphical evidence.

11. At the Athenian Hephaistia even metics were included, but women are not
mentioned; IG I 3 82; Osborne (1993) 404, comparing IG I 3 244. For the absence of
women among those invited to public banquets, see Schmitt Pantel (1992) 380 –
408, esp. 397–99. Women were more likely to be invited to a public feast when the
divinity was especially associated with women’s life and experience, for instance,
the invitation extended by the female priest of Artemis at Kyrene; IGRR I 1037. For
the Panathenaia—a festival, one assumes, for all Athenians—the fact that partic-
ular women had specific ritual responsibilities should not be taken as evidence that
Attic wives were routinely part of the audience.

entire city came together for the installation of a new cult statue for Ar-
temis Leukophryene. On this occasion men, adult women, and choruses of
unmarried girls (parthenoi) all performed important roles. Those who
observed the procession included young boys released from their lessons
and slaves excused from their work.7 Moreover, Xenophon made it very
clear when he founded a new sanctuary for Artemis at Skillous that gen-
der did not have to be a bar to participation.8 Apart from such rare descrip-
tions, however, we can seldom be confident about the composition of a fes-
tival’s clientele. There is usually no evidence about distinctions between
active participants and observers; and in those cases where inscriptions or
an ancient author does give information about particular requirements, it
is more likely to concern private organizations than the big public festivals.
At Aigale, for example, a private association invited to a sacrifice and ban-
quet “all the citizens present in Aigale and all the local residents and for-
eigners and any Romans present, including the women.” 9 The specificity
of the invitation suggests that a certain exclusivity was the norm. In the
case of major public festivals, there are examples where free and even slave
women shared in the meat of a public sacrifice,10 but we should not assume
that women were always included in every big city festival.11



94 / The Ritual Body

12. IG II 2 1035.10 –11.
13. Cole (1992).
14. Hdt. 5.72: Spartan Kleomenes was stopped by the priestess of Athena on the

Athenian akropolis because he was Dorian. Distinctions based on ethnicity were
operative in the fifth century; Hdt. 1.144, 171; 6.81. On the relation of j°noi (for-
eigners) to local civic cults, see Gauthier (1972) 45– 47. The epigraphical evidence
for exclusion of j°noi is collected by Butz (1996) 75–95, who relates the require-
ment to the “rise of the polis.”

15. For ofl pa›dew and ofl numf¤oi participating in sacrifices, consult SIG 3

1024.33 –34, Mykonos.
16. GHI 20.1– 4, for the distinction between êpoikow and ¶poikow; Butz (1996)

95 n. 89.
17. GHI I 2 20. 4.
18. IG XII.5 225.
19. Nilsson (19673) I 783 argues that “eine tiefe Kluft zwischen der Religions-

übung der Frauen und der Männer bestand,” but such a division, although some-
times discernable, is not easy to define.

Several issues determined constituency, and there was no single pattern.
Eligibility could be based on a stable characteristic or defined in terms of
purity from a temporary condition.12 Stable characteristics were gender,13

ethnicity,14 age,15 residence,16 kinship,17 citizenship,18 and even language.
Temporary conditions that interfered with definitions of purity were of
two kinds: physical states and flexible attributes. The same physical condi-
tions that divided humans from gods determined categories of pollution.
Most important were bodily processes: sexual activity, childbirth, and
death. Flexible attributes would have included wearing certain clothing,
eating certain foods, and bringing iron weapons into the sanctuary. Such
specific requirements were rarely topics for literature and therefore are not
usually recoverable without the testimony of an ancient witness or detailed
information from an inscription once posted at the entrance to a sacred
space.19 Whether recorded in writing or not, local rules must have been
well known and well understood even if not always well observed. Ritual
error constituted impiety (asebeia), and failure to observe the rules put
everyone at risk. Compliance was therefore a concern of the entire com-
munity. It was necessary to obey the rules and important for each individ-
ual to see that everybody else did, too.

Plato makes a distinction between women’s celebrations (heortai) where
men were permitted and those rituals where women were to worship alone.
Plato is not confined by the messy boundaries of real life because he is de-
signing his own system. In the delegation of real ritual responsibilities gen-
der was often a consideration; but gender is never a simple category, and
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20. Arist. Pol. 1280b33 –35. See also Mikalson (1983) 83 –90.
21. Brelich (1969).
22. Hesch. s.v. Eileithyia: “a woman’s goddess.” For the ritual responsibility of

the wife and mother, see Eur. Phaethon 245–50 Diggle. The leading female of 
the household had special authority to lead the household ritual and to organize the
dancing at wedding ceremonies.

23. The evidence is collected by Price (1978).
24. Divinities invoked by women in childbirth; Ar. Lys. 2, Nub. 52, with scho-

lia; Thesm. 130.
25. Worshipped in conjunction with the Genetyllides in the Attic deme of

Kolieis. See Ar. Nub. 52; Stra. 9.1.21; Paus. 1.1.5; Suda s.v. Genetull¤w;
Raubitschek (1974).

26. The evidence is extensive. The following represents only a selection.
Dionysos: at Erchia (SEG 21.541 D .33 – 40), Thebes (Eur. Phoen. 1751 with scho-
lia; Paus. 9.12.3; the thalamos of Semele: toËton d¢ ka‹ §w ≤mçw ¶ti êbaton
fulãssousin ényr≈poiw); Demeter: Paros (Hdt. 6.134), Attika (Ar. Thesm.
1150), Megalopolis (Paus. 8.31.8: sanctuary of Kore at Megalopolis; women could
enter at any time, men only once a year). Zeitlin (1982) 129–57 emphasizes the is-
sue of gender.

27. The little cave sanctuary outside Pharsalos, a local shrine, was for families.
The inscription invites husbands and wives, boys and girls. Some of the divinities
listed are associated with health and with raising children, for instance, nymphs,
Pan, Hermes, Apollo, Herakles, Cheiron, Asklepios, and Hygieia; IThessaly 90 –94,
nos. 72–73; with English translation and comments, Larson (2001) 16 –18.

the relationship between gender and ritual is not always transparent.
Greeks worshipped in groups,20 and various factors could influence both a
group’s composition and the assignment of roles and duties within a group.
Divisions could be related to function. Life-cycle ceremonies, because they
prepared an age cohort for gender-specific social roles, were segregated by
sex,21 as were certain public rituals targeted at a sensitive goal. In general,
public rituals of war, athletics, and political life were restricted to adult
males, and rituals of reproduction were limited to females. Worship of
male divinities, however, was not the exclusive province of men; the wor-
ship of female divinities was not limited to women; and even in cases where
gender lines were clearly drawn, distinctions of gender did not apply to all
situations.

Certain female divinities, like Eileithyia,22 Kourotrophos,23 the Gene-
tyllides,24 and Aphrodite Kolias,25 had ceremonies for women alone, but it
is also obvious that at least Eileithyia and Aphrodite could and did receive
offerings from males. Some rituals—in particular, certain rites of Deme-
ter and Dionysos—had an exclusively female clientele,26 but except for the
Thesmophoria (which apparently everywhere excluded males), local rules
show considerable variation.27 Some festivals required women to sacrifice
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28. Osborne (1993).
29. Rolley (1965) 447 no. 6; LSCG 113 (fifth century).
30. Erchia, calendar of sacrifices, LSCG 18A.44 –51 and D.33 – 40, where in

sacrifices to Dionysos and Semele the meat is handed over to the women.
31. IG V.1 364, lines 8 –10.
32. LSCG 127.
33. LSAM 48. Burkert (1985) 245 points out that the Thesmophorion at Delos

received dedications appropriate to males; see Bruneau (1970) 28.
34. Deubner (1932) 60 – 69.
35. SIG 3 1024; Robertson (1984) 1–16. The women fed on pork from a preg-

nant sow; the men ate meat from a lamb “with testicles.” At Kos in a private sanc-
tuary of Herakles, dining was segregated by gender in separate buildings—an an-
dreia for the men and a gynaikeia for the women; LSCG 177; Herzog (1928) no. 10;
SIG 3 1106.

36. Şahin (1994) 1– 40; SEG 44.949.
37. Paus. 7.27.9–10; Olender (1985) 36 n. 156.

without males present. As a result, we know from inscriptions that women
banqueted alone on sacrificial meat 28 for Athena at Thasos,29 for Semele
and Dionysos at Erchia in Attika,30 and for Demeter and Kore in Messe-
nia.31 Dionysiac ritual is equally confusing to the outsider. At Methymna,
a supervisor of women (gynaikonomos) stood at the door to see that no
male tried to enter the women’s ceremonies,32 but at Miletos, men and
women participated together in a sacrifice to Dionysos “for the sake of the
city,” even as women worshipped without men at both a Dionysiac cere-
mony in town and at the special rites (teletai) of Dionysos in adjacent rural
communities.33 To complicate the picture, segregation by gender could be
limited to a particular event in the course of a festival, as at the Attic Haloa,
which called for a women-only banquet in honor of Demeter concurrent
with an exclusively male banquet in honor of Poseidon.34 A similar pattern
must have been the norm at Mykonos, where there was a sacrifice to
Demeter Chloe on the same day as a sacrifice to Poseidon that allowed no
women at all.35 A recently discovered decree from Teos, however, requires
that a proclamation be made at the Dionysia and the Thesmophoria—a
strategy that seems designed to ensure that both males and females heard
it, therefore implying that the audience for the Dionysia was entirely male
just as that of the Thesmophoria was entirely female.36 The pattern was
slightly different at a seven-day festival to Mysian Demeter near Pellene in
Arkadia, where men and women worshipped together for several days ex-
cept for one ceremony that required the women to worship by themselves
for one night.37 At Gambreion, a small polis near Pergamon, when the vot-
ers decided to post a new regulation on public mourning, they had it set up
in two places where the women of the community would surely see it.
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38. LSAM 16.
39. LSCG 82; LSS 63; LSS 88 – 89; LSCG 96; LSCG 124; LSS 56.
40. She says: taËt¨ §n éndrãsin m¢n oÈx ˜sia kay°sthk¨; Eur. Melanippe

Desmotis a.15–16, from a papyrus fragment published in 1907; see D. L. Page
(1962) 112; see Ar. Thesm. 1150 –51.

41. Hdt. 2.155.
42. Soph. Oed. 1490 –91 (Antigone); Eur. El. 310 (Electra); Eur. Tro. 452 (Kas-

sandra); see Mikalson (1982) 217.

They chose not a public site in the agora but the Thesmophorion and the
temple of Artemis Lochia, apparently assuming that these two sanctuaries
were the only public places in town that all citizens’ wives would be certain
to visit.38

Where there were sharp divisions, the formulas of exclusion are quite
explicit. Restrictions posted in sanctuaries use expressions that mean “no
female allowed” (ou themis gynaiki, “it is not right for a woman”; ouch

hosion gynaiki, “it is not in accord with sacred rules for a woman”). Public
rules deploying explicit technical language were posted to protect male
sanctuaries and male rituals.39 Similar technical language excluding males
was used in female speech on the stage but apparently not on stone when
the issue was gender alone. The examples from drama include the chorus
of Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusai, who describe their grove as a place
“where it is not right (ou themis) for men to see the rites of the goddess.”
Euripides’ Melanippe, when listing the ritual contributions of women, in-
cludes service to the Moirai and the Eumenides and defines such service as
“not holy (ouch hosia) for men” to perform.40 Men had more opportuni-
ties to make public pronouncements and publish ritual requirements, so
they were more likely than women to post signs. Women knew the rules
but rarely had access to the process of creating formal documents. Mela-
nippe, who claims that women made a more important ritual contribution
than men, tries to argue that women have a more direct access to the di-
vine. She attributes a high value to the women who transmit the intent of
Apollo and to the priestesses at Dodona who reveal the thoughts of Zeus,
as well as those to who tend the Moirai and the Eumenides. The three
priestesses of Zeus at Dodona were interviewed by Herodotus when he vis-
ited the site, and they were well informed about the historical tradition of
the cult; nevertheless, he felt he had to check their story against that of the
other local inhabitants.41 Melanippe has a stake in glorifying the female
contribution to the ritual life of the polis, but few female characters in trag-
edy would share her opinion. Others, excluded from religious ceremonies,
complain of feeling deprived.42
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43. Several examples in van Straten (1987); Golden (1990) 30 –32 discusses the
inclusion of children in family rites. The presence of women in these depictions is
assumed to indicate their prominence by Vikela (1994) 171; Foxhall (1995b) 97–98;
and Sourvinou-Inwood (1995) 118.

44. Van Straten (1992) 281– 82.
45. LSS 20.17–23; for male as mediator, see Detienne in Detienne and Vernant

(1989) 112.
46. LSAM 72; Halikarnassos, third century, a cult for the founder, his descen-

dants—both male and female—and their spouses. In LSAM 73 the wives of the
prytaneis play a special role in the preparation of a sacrifice (Halikarnassos, third
century). In LSAM 79.20, first century, both men and women participate.

47. LSS 48, fourth century; see Osborne (1993). As van Bremen (1996) 32 n. 82
points out, the stephanephoros Archippe may have subsidized a banquet for male
magistrates, but nothing in the text (SEG 33.1036) implies that she herself at-

The Moirai and the Eumenides were divinities concerned with the vital-
ity of children, with lifeblood, and with the future of the family. Women’s
ritual activities and dedications were always related to the family. They
worshipped in the context of the family, for the sake of the family, or with
the goal of reproducing the family. The asymmetrical relationships of fam-
ily life were therefore replicated in ritual situations, where even when fe-
males worshipped alongside their male relatives or husbands, they did not
always share the same privileges or responsibilities. Although votive reliefs
of the fourth century often depict male and female family members join-
ing together in private sacrifices,43 males and females are represented as
maintaining different roles and exhibiting different functions. Representa-
tions of families in ritual recognize a male adult as head of any group. Even
in situations where a dedication is made in the name of a female, reliefs de-
picting the family procession to the sacrifice put the male head of the fam-
ily in the lead. It is also important to notice how often women are depicted
with children. In scenes on fourth-century reliefs depicting a banquet after
a sacrifice, 75 percent show husband and wife eating together, and of these
about 70 percent include children.44

Asymmetrical responsibility in sacrificial duties is also evident in the
distribution of sacrificial meat. An Athenian association stipulated equal
shares to male members (orgeones) and free women (their wives), with
half shares for sons, daughters, and a single female attendant per family,
but it was the men who received the meat and distributed the shares.45 In a
family cult at Halikarnassos, the women shared in the feast and received a
portion equal to that of their husbands,46 but on Tenos a new wife intro-
duced to her husband’s phratry with the sacrifice of a billy goat was not
invited to the dinner that followed.47 In a sacrifice to Artemis Pergaia at
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tended. Schmitt Pantel (1992) 88 points out that there is no evidence that the bride
attended the gamelia.

48. SIG 3 1015 (LSAM 73); Osborne (1993) 399; compare SIG 3 1044, where meat
for sacrifice is divided equally between men and women.

49. The accounts for these meals are analyzed by Linders (1994), with a trans-
lation of the menu for 173 b.c.e. on page 73.

50. Men. Dys. 660 – 61 (but a male is shouting advice); Pulleyn (1997) 169.
51. IG II 2 4348; Pulleyn (1997) 169. Voutiras (1998), for a new curse tablet, is-

sued by a woman.
52. Aubriot (1992) 85, for Penelope’s prayer and the compensation due to her

from Odysseus’s accumulation of charis (Od. 4.762– 66, 767: ÙlÒluje). The
ololyge, in some circumstances invoked like a prayer to summon a god, was an op-
portunity for female invocations, especially in a crisis or special situation; Pulleyn
(1997) 179– 80.

53. The epigraphical evidence has been collected by Migeotte (1992).

Halikarnassos, the priestess had to make sure that the wives of the pry-

taneis received equal portions of the meat.48 At Delos, the Posideia for Po-
seidon and the Eileithyiaia for the goddess of childbirth were celebrated in
the same month, possibly at the same time (the annual accounts are listed
together). Poseidon’s meat (beef, pork, boar, sheep, goat, and sausage) prob-
ably fed the entire body of male citizens (numbering more than one thou-
sand), who also had a budget for wine, fruit, nuts, barley, chick peas, and
seasonings (total number of items, 26; total budget, 600 dr.). Eileithyia’s
menu would have fed no more than about seventy women. They ate a very
frugal meal: one sheep, some wheat, a little cheese, some vegetables and
dried fish, and a small amount of nuts (total number of items, 14; total
budget 40 dr.).49 When women worshipped alone, their fare could be mod-
est. Women took a leading role only when there were no men present. To
be sure, a women could issue a prayer on her own 50 or, on occasion, even
curse in her own name,51 but if a male were present, he was in charge.52

Women subscribed to public campaigns for temple construction and res-
toration, as well as to other important civic projects, but they almost always
appear in the documents as financial appendages to husbands or guardians
and are only rarely mentioned without a guardian at all.53 Women appear
here, as elsewhere, almost always in the context of the family. When sub-
ordinate family members are listed with the male head of family, it is much
more common to find a son than a wife, and more common to find a wife
than a daughter. Except for a very few cases where women made significant
contributions in their own right, the donations for which women are listed
without a head of family are for token amounts and/or for women’s cults (a
temple of Demeter at Messene, restoration of textiles and decorations for



100 / The Ritual Body

54. Le Dinahet-Couilloud (1996) 391–92.
55. IG VII 235; LSCG 69. 43 – 47.
56. IG XII suppl. 414; LSCG suppl. 63, lines 1– 4.
57. IG V.1 364, lines 8 –10; published originally as CIG 1464, from a copy by

Fourmont; LSCG 63.

Athena at Lindos, a symbolic donation of five drachmas each for moving
the temple of Demeter at Tanagra). Recent analysis of the evidence for pri-
vate subscriptions at Delos confirms the broader picture. There, in a series
of group donations for the Sarapeion in the second century b.c.e., women
are named only with their husbands and constitute a small fraction of the
whole.54 When women subscribed alone, individual donations were very
modest. The same difference operated in making dedications at Delos. Col-
lective familial dedications could be quite impressive, but when women
made dedications on their own, or even if a small group of women made a
dedication together, such gifts were always small, whether it was a matter
of gifts to Isis and Sarapis or to more traditional divinities like Artemis,
Aphrodite, and Kore.

In the Greek ritual system males and females could not always share the
same ritual space. Distinctions were expressed in a number of ways. For a
rite of incubation in the dormitory of the Amphiareion at Oropos, women
and men slept apart, the men in the space to the east of the altar, the women
in the space to the west.55 The contrast between east and west is the con-
trast between dawn and evening, light and darkness, and life and death, and
the sleeping arrangements assume that women naturally belong to the less
propitious place. In some rituals, women had no place at all.

At Thasos in the mid-fifth century a rule displayed at the entrance to the
sanctuary of Herakles announced:

For Herakles of Thasos it is not right to offer a goat or a piglet; and it is
not right for a woman to take part.56

At Messene a similar sign posted at a sanctuary of Demeter, Despoina,
Kore, and Plouton, regulated the local Eleusinia. It says:

[The ritual specialist] will sacrifice to Demeter two little fat male piglets
and a loaf of bread with sesame seeds, which the (female) child will
[consume?], and no male will be present.57

Comparison of these two texts suggests a ritual antithesis between Hera-
kles and Demeter. Demeter’s space and Demeter’s ritual contain what Her-
akles’ space and ritual exclude.
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58. Plut. De Pyth. Or. 403f, where the priest was normally an old man because
the post required that the holder not associate with a woman during the year of
service.

59. Leutsch and Schneidewin (1958) 1 :392 no. 88. At Erythrai, only Thracian
women could enter a sanctuary of Herakles; Paus. 7.5.8.

60. Ael. NA 17.46. Not all cults of Herakles excluded women entirely. In real
life, ceremonies of Herakles and Hebe celebrated union in the form of marriage. A
sanctuary of Herakles, Hebe, and Hera on Kos had separate dining chambers for the
men (andreia oikia) and for the women (gynaikeia oikia). In a xenismos of Hera-
kles himself, bastards (nothoi) could share in the sacrifice but not in the priesthood
(LSCG 177.101–11). Sokolowski (1956) 157 explains exclusion of women in terms
of dining restrictions, arguing that women were excluded from banquets where
men reclined on couches. In LSAM 72.41– 42 (a private cult at Halikarnassos, third
century) women are mentioned separately from male banqueters.

61. Women were excluded from the worship of Ares at Geronthrai in Lakonia
(Paus. 3.22.7), from the adyton of the temple (and therefore consultation of the or-
acle) at Delphi (Plut. De E 385c–d; cf. Eur. Ion 219–22), the temple of Aphrodite
Akraia on Cyprus (Strab. 14.682), the Herakleion at Erythrai (except for Thracian
women; Paus. 7.5.8), and from several sacred areas associated with heroes: the
hieron of Herotimos at Klazomenai (Apollon. Hist. Mir. 3.4 Giannini 122); the grove
of Eunostos at Tanagra (Plut. Quaest. Graec. 300f–301a); the grove of Orpheus in

Thasos is not the only place where Herakles was so particular. His an-
tipathy to females was so strong that in Phokis he was called “Woman-
Hater” (Misogynes),58 and a well-known proverb stated: “A woman does
not go to a shrine of Herakles.” 59 Aelian tells an anecdote that clarifies the
implications of that proverb. He describes two adjacent sanctuaries, one of
Herakles and the other of Hebe. The hens of Hebe never visited the roost-
ers in Herakles’ sanctuary, but Herakles’ roosters had to visit Hebe’s
hens.60 The roosters had no reservations about consorting with the hens,
however, so long as the interchange was limited to Hebe’s sanctuary, but
they bathed in the pure water of a perennial stream flowing between the
two sanctuaries before returning home to Herakles. The issue for the
roosters was clearly pollution from sexual intercourse, a temporary prob-
lem easily solved by a bath.

The roosters’ behavior can be explained by well-known traditional pol-
lution requirements. Categories of ritual purity and pollution reflect issues
of cultural concern and social anxiety. The roosters washed before return-
ing to their own sacred yard because they were considered polluted by sex-
ual contact, usually described in terms of pollution from a female source.
Greek women, identified with their bodies and subject to physical condi-
tions beyond their control, were as a consequence completely excluded from
some male rituals.61 Certain rituals of Herakles belonged to this group.
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Thrace (Conon FGrHist 26 F 1 (XLV.6); the sacrifice for the Agamemnonidai at Ta-
rentum ([Arist.] Mir. 840a3).

62. Graf (1984); Schaps (1982).
63. Paus. 6.20.9. Cf. the custom at the Olympic festival at Ephesos in the Impe-

rial period, where wives of men who paid for the festival had the privilege of ob-
serving the games and were called by the official term yevro¤; Robert (1974) 176 –
81. For the epithet “Chamyne,” see Sansalvador (1992) 166 – 80, who compares it
to “Chamynaia” (IG V.1 1390) and translates it as “sleeping on the ground.”

64. Paus. 5.6.7, the law of the Eleans.
65. Ael. NA 5.17. Aelian tells this story twice, once at the expense of the Elean

women and a second time, 11.8, at the expense of the flies on Leukas.
66. Aelian claims that the flies surpassed the women in self-control because

they stayed away by an act of will. Aelian likes the story about the self-control of
flies so much that he omits a significant anecdote that demonstrates their reputation
as a nuisance. The Elean flies were actually known as prototypical party-crashers,
the sort of uninvited guests the Greeks called “parasites” (Antiphanes in Athen.
4f). They presented such a challenge to the sacrifices that the sanctuary had to pro-

Women played no part in rituals of preparation for or resolution of armed
conflict and were systematically excluded from the contexts of politics, war,
and athletics.62 Restrictions were especially strong in sacred spaces associ-
ated with recognition of male authority and the validation of male prestige.
The most important of such spaces—the hearth in the prytaneion, the sta-
dium at Olympia, and the adyton where Apollo delivered his oracles at
Delphi—were centrally located focal points of male competition, negotia-
tion, and decision. Female ritual presence in support of significant male
ceremonies in any of these places had to be diluted by standards of purity
so demanding that the woman had to be completely separated from her re-
productive function.

The relative significance of different kinds of sacred space was very evi-
dent at Olympia. Particular areas were reserved for female rituals, but the
most prestigious spaces were, to some extent, male preserves. Male exclu-
sivity was most noticeable during the quadrennial games. At this time the
only females allowed inside the stadium were young unmarried girls
(parthenoi) and the priestess of Demeter Chamyne.63 Pausanias reports,
without comment, that any mature woman who appeared on the sanctuary
side of the river during the prohibited days had to be thrown off a cliff on
nearby Mt. Typaion.64 Aelian would even have us believe that it was easier
to keep flies off the raw meat of animals slaughtered for sacrifice than to
keep women out of the stadium.65 The women, he says, needed external
control, represented by a law that kept athletes from sexual encounters
while training.66 The rule about athletes and sex, as well as Pausanias’s in-
formation about the cliff on Mt. Typaion, suggest a concern that females
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vide them with an ox of their own, which was sacrificed first as a decoy to distract
them from the meat at the sacrifice and banquet.

67. Pl. Leg. 8.840a: an athlete touched neither woman nor boy during an entire
year of training for the Olympic games; Flav. Philostr. Gym. 1.48, for the negative
effects of sexual activity on the athlete’s ability to compete. Aelian’s description of
the sexual abstinence of bulls in competition is based on the same assumption; NA
6.1 (where he includes an athlete, a musician, an actor, and a pancreatist). Sansone
(1988) 70, heavily influenced by Burkert (1983), derives this sensitivity from early
hunting ritual, with no real evidence.

68. According to Hippocratic theory, the excess moisture of females was a prob-
lem for athletes and a threat to their strength because they had to convert moisture
to sweat; Hanson (1992a).

69. Plut. Quaest. Graec. 40.300f; Parker (1983) 279 makes the same point.
70. Perlman (1983); Scanlon (1984).

could compromise the athletes’ strength and competitive edge.67 The rule
that excluded women from the games, however, like the rules excluding
women from the heroic cult of Herakles, has a deeper meaning. The pollu-
tion code reflected distinctions of gender basic to the society and differences
crucial to the whole system of honor and prestige. The complete absence of
sexually active, fertile women at the time of the games sends a clear mes-
sage that the athletes and their audience needed the attention of the gods 
to maintain the institutions the games required.68 Flies and women were 
a concern because the consequence of their presence was estrangement
from divine support. When Plutarch tells us that at Tanagra a drought 
sent everyone scurrying to find out whether a woman had polluted the
temenos of Herakles the Woman-Hater, we know that pollution from fe-
male contact was a real issue.69 Exclusion of fertile women from the sta-
dium at Olympia only confirms the special status that victory at the games
conferred.

At Olympia, the women of Elis celebrated rites for Hera in a sanctuary
reserved for them in the Altis. Rituals were managed by a special board, 
the Sixteen Women of Elis. This group represented prominent local fami-
lies and supervised the females who participated in festivals for Hera 
and Dionysos. Young women and girls had their own footraces in the sta-
dium at Olympia, but these contests were not scheduled during the Olym-
pic games and never achieved the significance of the male competitions.70

Male contestants, who came to Olympia from the whole Greek world, were
identified with their home cities. The Elean girls who competed in foot-
races for Hera represented local families, and their contests could never
confer the reputation male athletes garnered for competing in the great
games for Zeus.
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71. Paus. 5.13.8 –11.
72. Ginouvés (1962) 239– 42, on rites of purification at the time of a death;

Parker (1983) 32– 48, on death and pollution.
73. FGrH 81 F 33. For the Roman context and a different interpretation of dogs

and flies, see McDonough (1999), esp. 475, on dog-flies and pollution—a sugges-
tion, however, not supported by the Greek evidence.

74. LSS 91, third century c.e.
75. LSAM 51.

Within the area of the Altis, sites associated with powerful male rituals
were off-limits to females. One such place was the ash altar of Zeus, the
surface of which was considered so charged with divine presence that ashes
from the daily sacrifice were never hauled away. These ashes remained
piled up on the altar like a miniature mountain rising up to the sky. Mature
women and parthenoi could ascend by stone steps as far as the base (pro-

thysis), but only males could climb the steps cut in the accumulated ash to
sacrifice at the top.71 As a metaphor for the hierarchy of sacred spaces, the
ash altar provided a daily reminder that Olympia created and preserved a
protected space that all Greeks recognized as safe for competition. The sta-
dium was like the prytaneion at the center of the individual polis or the
adyton in the temple at Delphi—places that had to be secure for exchange
of sensitive information. The sacred truce, reenacted every time the festi-
val came around, kept the sanctuary safe for athletic competition, even at
times of war. Ritual exclusion of women and the harshness of the threats
directed against them protected the sanctuary, mitigated tensions of com-
petition and recognized the special demands of Zeus, the divinity who
guaranteed the oaths that bound all cities to the truce and all athletes to 
fair play.

“women, dogs, and flies”

Flies polluted sacrifices because they eat offal and feed off corpses.72 Aelian
was not alone in comparing the habits of flies with the habits of women.
The Athenian historian Phylarchos once mentioned a sanctuary of Kronos
that had a sign that must have said, “No women, dogs, or flies.” 73 Women
were classified with polluting animals because they could not control the
natural processes of their bodies. A sanctuary at Lindos posted a sign pro-
hibiting from a sacred area a man in recent contact with the miscarriage of
a woman, dog, or donkey,74 and another cautioned about recent contact
with a corpse, a woman in childbed, or a parturient dog.75 Contact with a
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76. IG II 2 1035.10 –11; on this text see Culley (1975) 207–23; (1977) 282–98;
SEG 36.121.

77. Thuc. 3.104.
78. The Delia became an Attic liturgy in 426/5 b.c.e.; Schmitt Pantel (1992)

189. For Nikias’s leadership in reorganizing the ceremonies, see Plut. Nic. 3.
Plutarch describes an inscribed column set up by Nikias at Delos to preserve tradi-
tions for the ceremony. Plutarch emphasizes that he took care to consult decrees
and dedications in order to corroborate the traditional accounts; Plut. Nic. 1.1.

79. The images are discussed by Garland (1981) 47– 48. For the “barrier of the
teeth,” see Hom. Il. 9.408 –9.

80. On death as a journey, see Garland (1981) 45, 54, table 3.
81. Carson (1990, 2000).
82. [Dem.] 43.62, for legislation limiting the responsibility of preparing the

body for burial to female family members over the age of sixty; Kurtz and Board-
man (1971) 144; Garland (1985) 24, with 138.

woman in childbirth and contact with a corpse appear together because
birth and death were human conditions that compromised relations with
the divine. The Athenian law that prohibited birth and death in a sanctu-
ary measured the same concern.76 When Peisistratos purified Delos, he
purified only as much area as could be seen from the temple. When Nikias
purified the island in 426, he extended the circumference of the protected
area and applied the same rule to the entire island.77 As a result, birth and
death were no longer permitted anywhere on Delos. By applying to the en-
tire island requirements normally used only for sanctuaries, Nikias called
attention to the revival of the Ionian Delia, now converted by the Atheni-
ans to a penteteric festival under their own control.78

Birth and death were treated together in pollution regulations because
both are transitional states, both involve risk, and the outcome of both is
not easy to predict. In birth and death boundaries of the body are breached,
identity is ambiguous, and the individual can be imagined to inhabit two
realms. Birth is a visible physical transition, but the transition associated
with death is not so obvious. In the Homeric tradition, death is described
with images of the soul passing out of the body or the breath crossing the
barrier of the teeth,79—experiences portending the final journey from the
world of the living to the home of the dead.80 Women, whose bodies were
considered more permeable than those of males, were assumed to be less
compromised by contact with situations where boundaries are crossed. Be-
cause female physical processes obscure body boundaries,81 women were
assigned responsibilities for presiding over transitions for others, whether
at the beginning or end of life.82 The ritual for a corpse and the funeral cer-
emony, like a family’s obligations at the time of birth, sharpened the dis-
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83. In Is. 6.41, the women of the family prepare a corpse for burial, “as is
fitting.”

84. LSS 115A.16 –20, translated by Parker (1983) 336. For the contagion, Eur.
IT 381– 84; Porph. Abst. 4.16 (classifying recently parturient women and corpses
together).

85. Hsch. s.v. stephanon ekpherein. Cf. schol. Theoc. 2.11; Ephipp. in Ath.
9.370c; and Phot. s.v. rhamnos. Theophrastos’s superstitious man “was not willing
to visit a woman in childbed”: oÈk §p‹ lex∆ §lye›n §yel∞sai, 16.9; Wächter
(1910) 27–28.

86. The Greek expressions can all be translated as “from the female giving (or
having given) birth”: apo lechous, Fraser (1953) 45 (Sokolowski’s text, LSS 91.15,
is wrong); apo tekouses, LSAM 12.7; apo tetokeias, LSS 54.5.

87. Wright (1987) 227, for special restrictions on those able to pollute others.
Douglas (1975) 54 –55, following Durkheim, argues that “dangerous powers im-
puted to the gods are in actual fact powers rested in the social structure for defend-
ing itself, as a structure, against the deviant behavior of its members.” For a concise
summary of traditional modern views, see Ortner (1984) 298 –304. Greek atti-
tudes, as they pertain to gender, are explored by Carson (1990) 135– 69.

tinction between life and death, thereby creating the illusion of control. Fe-
males, being intimately involved with both birth and death, were also as-
sociated with the hazardous and polluting aspects of both.83 Birth and death
were in fact so powerful that the mother in childbed and the corpse before
burial were classified along with murderers as not only polluted in them-
selves but able to pollute others. A lex sacra from Cyrene states:

The woman in childbed shall pollute the roof . . . she shall not pollute
(anyone) outside the roof unless he comes in. The man who is inside,
he himself shall be polluted for three days, but he shall not pollute any-
one else, not wherever this man goes.84

The woman who had just given birth (lecho) polluted the house and any-
one who entered it. Families who had a new child therefore marked their
doors to announce a birth. In Attika, they hung at the door a wreath of
olive for a boy and a piece of woolen fleece for a girl.85 With respect to the
gods, anyone who entered the house during the period immediately after a
birth was considered temporarily polluted and therefore subject to what-
ever sanctuary restrictions might apply. Although it is the process of birth
that offended the gods, the language of the regulations focuses on the
mother and identifies her as the source of pollution.86

This ability of females to pollute others involuntarily measures the risks
associated with birth.87 Consequently, periods of exclusion were longer for
the woman in childbed than for others in the same house. At Eresos, with
respect to entering a sanctuary of a goddess, a lecho was considered pol-
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88. LSCG 124.6 –7, second century. It is important to note that the period of
confinement after childbirth does not correspond to the normal period of lochial
bleeding. For women making sacrifices to Asklepios while “girded up and walking
out the lochia,” see LSAM 52B.10 –11, Miletos, first century c.e.; cf. LSCG 77D.13,
sacrifice for a lecho at the time of birth, on which see Parker (1983) 52 n. 74.

89. LSS 91.16; Lindos, cult of Athena, third century c.e. In LSCG 171, private
cult of Artemis, Zeus Hikesios, and Theoi Patrooi, second century, the waiting pe-
riods for contact with a woman who has given birth or one who has had a miscar-
riage are the same—ten days.

90. The terms used are ektrosis, ektrosmos, and diaphthora; Ilberg (1910) 3.
Diaphthora, because it can be used of a dog or donkey, LSCG 91.11, does not imply
induced abortion. See Parker (1983) 355.

91. LSS 115B.24 –27; Artemis, fourth century.
92. Te Riele (1978) 326, Megalopolis, cult of Isis and Sarapis, second century.

This high figure of forty-four days is consistent with other texts from the second
century and later, where the number of days was usually forty. The exposure of a
live infant may be an issue in another proscription; LSS 119.7, 12, Ptolemaïs, first
century. See Bingen (1993), however, for suggestions about improving the text. For
forty days (miscarriage and exposure) at Smyrna, see LSAM 84.3 –5 (Bromios, sec-
ond century c.e.).

93. LSCG 154A.23 –24, Kos. Another Koan text may equate the time period for
miscarriage with that for death; the stone is broken away at the crucial spot. Her-
zog (1928) 15, followed by Sokolowski, reads pente (five), equating miscarriage
with death. Parker (1983) 50, suggests tria (three), equating miscarriage with birth.

94. LSS 91; third century c.e. Forty days has a biblical ring, but in Greek gyne-
cological folklore approximately forty days frequently defined stages of prenatal
and postnatal development. See Roscher (1909) 82–105; Jones (1987) 229; on forty
days in the gynecology of other cultures, see Parker (1983) 48 n. 59. Forty days is a
normal outer limit for the period of postnatal lochial bleeding and therefore a per-
ceptible marker of ritual ambiguity.

luted for ten days, but those in contact with her for only three.88 At Lindos,
a new mother had to wait twenty-one days after childbirth to enter a sanc-
tuary of Athena, but those in contact with her for only three.89 Miscarriage
and abortion, compounding birth and death, also compromised ritual.90

At Kyrene, a visible embryo polluted like a death and an invisible embryo
polluted like a birth.91 The longest waiting period on record, which was for
miscarriage, was forty-four days, compared with nine days for a live birth
in the same regulation (for Isis and Sarapis).92 Elsewhere, pollution from
miscarriage was treated like pollution from birth.93 The mother is often
confused with the process. The blurring of the distinction between the two
is nicely illustrated in a text from Lindos. The woman who has just given
birth is polluted for twenty-one days (but those who visit her for only
three), but in the same regulation it is contact with miscarriage, whether
that of “woman, dog, or donkey,” that results in a forty-day defilement.94

Ritual restrictions for females were based on situations associated with
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95. With reference to a cult of Despoina in Lykosoura. The generic participle is
in the masculine; LSCG 68.12–13, third century.

96. The involuntary pollution at LSS 115 B.7– 8 could be menstruation, but see
Parker (1983) 37, 346.

97. Te Riele (1978) 362; LSS 54.7– 8, 119; LSCG 55.5– 6.
98. LSS 91, third century c.e. (a woman can enter the sanctuary after menstru-

ation if she has wiped herself off, sesamene, line 16); Immerwahr (1971) 237, sec-
ond or third century c.e.

99. Farnell (1904); Parker (1983) 100 –103 contributes a very sober and detailed
discussion, but his negative conclusion is perhaps too strong.

100. Arist. De Somn. 459b– 460a. Many commentators regard this passage as
an interpolation; for the most recent summary, see Gallop (1996) 145. Frontisi
(1997) 150 –51 accepts Aristotle as author, argues that mirrors were especially as-
sociated with women, and argues that the belief in menstrual pollution suggested
by this passage must have been widespread.

reproduction, but evidence is not consistent for all stages. The evidence for
restrictions concerning birth—a process in which female moisture is
spilled and boundaries of the body are crossed—is the most explicit. The
evidence for restrictions with regard to pregnancy (which, in Hippocratic
terms, consumes excess moisture) and lactation (which puts moisture to
work) is scant; these situations are mentioned only once or twice.95 Men-
struation, in which female moisture is lost, is better represented (in at least
six regulations),96 but in contexts considered problematical: four of the six
menstrual prohibitions are from immigrant cults (Isis and Sarapis, the Syr-
ian gods, a Hellenistic cult in Egypt, and Men Tyrannos),97 and the other
two are from late texts.98 Most commentators therefore assume that these
texts express concerns not typically Greek.99 Menstruation is almost never
mentioned in Greek texts outside the scientific and philosophical literature.
Nevertheless, there are some indications that menstruation could be of
concern in a ritual context.

The most striking description of the effects of menstruation is found in
a disputed passage in Aristotle’s essay on dreams, where the dreamer’s im-
perfect vision is compared to a woman’s gaze corrupted by menstruation.100

Relying on a conventional theory of projectile vision, the author explains
that menstruation causes a disturbance of the blood that can be detected
when a menstruating woman looks into a bronze mirror. The disturbance,
carried to her eyes and projected through the air, strikes the surface of the
mirror and stains it with a bloody cloud.

This description of the menstruant’s gaze assumes a direct pathway
between the eye and the womb. Hippocratics described the eye as an en-



The Ritual Body / 109

101. On the Hippocratic notion of a hodos (path, road) within the female body,
connecting all orifices to the uterus, see King (1998) 28, 68.

102. For the whites of a woman’s eyes turning red after abortion, see Epid. 5.53
(V.238.8); Dean-Jones (1994) 201–2, on the connection between the eyes and the
reproductive system.

103. Nat. Mul. 99 (122 Trapp); translation from Hanson (1995b) 291. The same
test was used for infertility; Arist. GA 747a10 –18.

104. Geopon. 12.20.5. See 12.25.1 for a menstruant’s negative effect on rue.
105. Geopon. 12.8.5–7: A farmer who had a menstruating woman—bare-

foot, with hair let loose, clothed in a single garment, and wearing no belt—walk
three times around garden and then up the middle would find that the caterpillars
disappeared.

106. Plut. Quaes. Conv. 700e.
107. The eyes of moles are covered by a thick layer of skin because the eyes’ de-

velopment is “stunted”; Arist. HA 491b; 533a.

trance to the body’s interior, opening into a channel extending as far as the
uterus.101 The eye was a window for diagnosing reproductive dysfunction
because it gave access to the condition of the blood.102 Tests to determine a
woman’s readiness for conception assumed the existence of such an interior
pathway. When midwives and medical practitioners wanted to test a
woman’s reproductive organs, they rubbed a red stone on her eyelid. The
appearance of a red stain confirmed that her “channels” were “open” and
that she was ready for intercourse.103 Doctors even claimed to be able to
predict a heavy menstrual flow by detecting a mist hovering in front of a
woman’s eyes.

The negative effects of menstrual blood are expressed by the image of
its power to deform vision. This idea was implicit in descriptions of agri-
cultural ritual, where menstrual blood, precisely because it was “dis-
turbed,” was considered a powerful antidote for crop failure. Agricultural-
ists said that a menstruating woman walking among cucumbers would
make them bitter,104 but they also claimed that a menstruant could rid a
garden of caterpillars.105Plutarch reports that farmers used both menstrual
rags and the blood of moles to avert hail.106 The connection between men-
strual blood and the blood of moles is no coincidence; both were considered
able to corrupt vision. The blindness of moles was related to the quality of
their blood.107 Fluctuations in moisture due to the menstrual cycle repre-
sented fluctuations in the quality of women’s blood. The cyclical accumula-
tion of menstrual blood created excessive wetness that could deform vision.
When a woman achieved a drier condition, her moisture was more con-
centrated; and when she fasted, she was driest of all. The saliva of a fasting
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108. Plin. NH 28.76.
109. Plin. NH 7.64. For the power of menstrual blood, Weinrich (1928)—more

an indication of early-twentieth-century irrationality than ancient ideology—and
Parker (1983) 103 n. 116.

110. Plin. HN 28.76.
111. Plin. HN 28.70.
112. Arist. Gen. An. 728a; 777a. Aristotle’s description of menstruation as

katharsis is consistent with the remark attributed to another fourth-century writer,
the orator Demades, who is said to have called a woman whose menstrual period
was late akathartos, “uncleansed”; Ath. 99d–e.

113. Menstruation: Superf. 33; afterbirth: Mul. 1.78. For other examples, see
von Staden (1991) 51 n. 30.

114. Mul. 1.24 (Littré 8.62.20 –21); Dean-Jones (1994) 153.
115. According to Pausanias, 8.38.6, any human or animal entering the forbid-

den zone—the sanctuary of Zeus Lykaios in Arkadia—did not cast a shadow and
died within the year.

116. Pausanias adds that in a place called Syene, so far away that it lay on the
borders of Ethiopia, at a certain time of year even in sunlight it was impossible to
cast a shadow; 8.38.6.

woman was therefore beneficial for bloodshot eyes because fasting elimi-
nated moisture and made a woman drier.108 Menstrual blood, as Pliny re-
ports, could rust iron,109 drive away hail and storms,110 and undo spells; 111

and a woman’s menstrual blood could be removed from her clothing only
by her own urine.

The power of menstruation to deform vision is consistent with Aris-
totle’s argument that menstrual blood is a kind of inferior sperm, insuf-
ficiently concocted and therefore not as pure as the male product. Accord-
ing to this model, because menstruation rids the female body of impure
matter, the process eventually culminates in a cleansing (katharsis).112

Aristotle’s description of menstruation as expulsion of excess blood identi-
fies the process as a transitional state and assumes that the female becomes
as pure as she can be only after the process is complete. Hippocratics, more
concerned with the process of menstruation as a means of achieving bal-
ance between wet and dry, nevertheless also identified blood flows of
women as cleansing or purification.113 For this reason they defined the pe-
riod immediately after menstruation as the best time for conception.114

The description of the menstruant’s gaze in Aristotle’s essay on dreams
assumes a popular superstition warning a menstruating woman not to look
in a mirror lest she not see her reflection there. Failure to see a reflection
in a mirror, like the failure to cast a shadow in sunlight,115 is a symptom of
abnormality. Menstruating, like stepping into a precinct with no entrance
or traveling so far that the sun casts no shadow,116 created a situation of rit-
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117. Implied in Ach. Tat. 4.7.7, where it is said that it is not right (ou themis)
for a man to have intercourse with a menstruating woman, although he is permit-
ted to fondle and kiss her.

118. On the challenge of menstrual blood to males, see Shanzer (1985).
119. Paus. 8.37.7, trans. Jones.
120. Ziehen no. 61; Buck 261– 62 no. 64.

ual ambiguity.117 Hesiod’s warning about the temporary danger of a wom-
an’s bathwater belongs to the same category as the caution about the mir-
ror and suggests a similar wary respect for menstruation.118 The lack of
evidence for ritual prohibitions for the menstruant before the Hellenistic
period is no guarantee that such restrictions did not exist then. Restricted
access to sacred space and communal sacrifice would not have been out of
place. Mirrors were used in ritual, and the connection of the stained mir-
ror with vision is consistent with rituals where clear vision was required.
For instance, when Pausanias visited the temple of the goddesses at Lyko-
soura, located directly below the sanctuary of Zeus on Mt. Lykaios, he no-
ticed a mirror in the sanctuary:

As you go out of the temple there is a mirror fitted into the wall. If
anyone looks into this mirror, he will see himself very dimly indeed or
not at all, but the actual images of the gods and the throne can be seen
quite clearly.119

If gods could have a bright reflection and ordinary humans a dim one, it is
possible that the menstruant had no reflection at all.

Up to this point, in discussing the impact of gender on ritual restric-
tions, we have considered those physical processes exclusive to females.
Ritual restrictions also recognized activities that involved male and female
equally. The most obvious activity was the sexual act, which was generally
prohibited in sanctuaries. Heterosexual activity within the boundaries of a
sacred place was punished severely. At Olympia in the Archaic period, a
breach of a god’s temenos required an expensive sacrifice to satisfy the of-
fended divinity:

If anyone fornicates in the sacred precinct, (the authorities) shall make
him expiate it by the sacrifice of an ox and by complete purification.120

Heterosexual sexual activity outside a sanctuary was of concern only if re-
cent. Compared with pollution from childbirth, contact with a corpse, or
participation in a funeral, the pollution from sexual intercourse was almost
inconsequential. Accepted as a regular and necessary part of adult life, in-
tercourse normally required only minor ritual attention. Sexual activity at
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121. Plutarch suggests putting at least a night’s sleep between the sexual act and
a visit to a sanctuary; Quaest. Conv. 655d. Night was thought more appropriate for
sex than day; Dikaiopolis at Ar. Ach. 1221, with a new coinage: skotobini«.

122. LSS 115 A.11–13, fourth century.
123. Describing this age as “the time when they go to women;” LSCG 51.41,

161–178 c.e. The corresponding idiom for females assumes a single sexual partner;
see Paus. 2.10.4.

124. LSAM 29.4 –5, Metropolis, cult of Mater Gallesia.
125. Hdt. 2.64; his observation is generally ignored in modern scholarship.
126. LSS 31.6, Tegea, fourth century, probably a sanctuary of Apollo.
127. We can usually, but not always, assume that a text using the expression

apo gynaikos was intended for a male clientele. For an exception at Maionia, 147/6
b.c.e.; LSAM 18.

128. Hes. Op. 733 –34; Cf. ekmiainomai, “ejaculate,” Ar. Ran. 753 with scho-
lia; Parker (1983) 76 n. 9. For the possibility of wet dreams as a source of pollution
for young men, see Parker (1983) 342 on LSS 115 A.40 – 42.

129. Ar. Lys. 911–12.

night in fact might require no special delay 121 and that in daytime only a
bath.122 For males, as far as ritual was concerned, regular heterosexual in-
tercourse, or “to go to women,” was an indication of physical maturity.123

Once a male had made the initial transition to sexual maturity, the act it-
self was of little ritual concern so long as it did not disturb a sacred space.
The language of sanctuary regulations reflects common usage. A man who
has just “come from a woman” is a man who has just had sex. Inscriptions
use the abbreviated expression “from a woman” (apo gynaikos). The first
epigraphical example dates from the fourth century,124 but the idiom is
used by Herodotus and probably represents colloquial speech. Herodotus
employs the expression to make the point that the Greeks, like the Egyp-
tians (who did not engage in intercourse with women in sanctuaries or en-
ter a sanctuary coming “from women” without washing), had stringent
regulations about mixing sexual activity and sacred space.125 It is important
to notice that Herodotus sees the issue entirely from the male point of
view. Other euphemisms also assume that males associated the pollution of
sexual activity with female contact, as in this inscription from a precinct at
Tegea:

“Nor can a male [enter, if he] goes to a female.” 126

The tendency to express concerns about sexual purity from a male point of
view indicates that the audience for most of these texts was male.127 Al-
though sperm could pollute,128 and although sexual intercourse polluted
the female as well as the male,129 the colloquial language for sexual contact
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130. Vaginal secretions were considered unclean; Ar. Eq. 1284 – 87; Parker
(1983) 99 n. 101. Heterosexual intercourse is twice described from both the male
and the female point of view; both examples are later than the second century. See
LSAM 12, Pergamon, Athena Nikephoros, after 133; LSS 119, Ptolemaïs, first cen-
tury. Gender neutral terms like apo synousias (LSCG 139.14) or apo aphrodision
(LSS 108; Habicht [1969] 168 no. 161.12) are less common.

131. Pind. Nem. 6.1– 6.
132. Mythical accounts of sexual intercourse in a sanctuary have a special

meaning; see Burkert (1983) 60 and n. 11.
133. Ar. Pax 1325; Thesm. 286 –91 is a parody of such a prayer; cf. IG II 2 4588:

[F]¤lh ta›n yea›n [e]Èjam°nh toË paid¤ou, “Phile, having prayed to the two god-
desses for a child.” More examples for the sake of children: IG II 2 4403 (to Askle-
pios), 4593 (for the sake of a daughter), 4613 (to Herakles); van Straten (1974) 177
n. 142.

134. Theophrastos’s deisidaimon takes his wife and children with him to reli-
gious celebrations: Theophr. Char. 16.11.

implies that when a male was concerned about sexual pollution, he identi-
fied his female partner as the source.130

Maintaining boundaries between humans and gods 131 required separat-
ing those activities that defined the human condition—birth, sexual inter-
course,132 and death—from sacred spaces. Because males and females were
assumed to differ in their ability to control body boundaries, and because
some involuntary female physical processes were treated as sources of con-
tagious pollution, females were subject to more restrictions. A female in
childbed, at the moment of her greatest contribution to family and com-
munity, was defined in ritual terms as farthest from the divine. There are
several reasons. Childbirth was a time of transition for both mother and in-
fant. The level of anxiety about the ritual status of the parturient reflects
both the risk and the significance of the process. Ritual danger is a marker
of anxiety; it also a marker of great social value. The experience of child-
birth therefore had important ritual consequences.

body language and ritual gesture

Although both mothers and fathers prayed to have children,133 and al-
though entire families worshipped together,134 women were the most likely
to be responsible for ritual activity centered on reproduction, children, and
family maintenance. In those cases where the female ritual role differed
from that of the male, concern for children and anxiety about the family
were decisive elements. When Plato claims that women were more likely
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135. Pl. Leg. 909e–910a.
136. Most of the statues of priestesses honored for service to a divinity are

found in sanctuaries of kourotrophic goddesses; see Kron (1996).
137. See Kron (1996) 160 – 61. Kron uses figures based on Raubitschek’s collec-

tion of inscribed dedications from the Athenian akropolis (250 by males; 18 by fe-
males) and Lazzarini’s collection (804 by males; 80 by females), though warning
about the difficulties of interpretation of fragmentary texts.

138. Le Dinahet-Couilloud (1996) 388 – 89.
139. Alliteration, asyndeton, and repetition of key formulas; described in detail

in the commentary of Hutchinson (1985) 55–75, on lines 78 –180.

than men to make dedications,135 it is important to remember that a large
proportion of the dedications women made were not for themselves but on
behalf of children or members of their family.136 Even so, Plato exagger-
ates. One survey shows that where it is possible to distinguish female ded-
icants from male, men outnumber women by more than ten to one.137 An-
other survey, this one limited to the epigraphical evidence on Delos, finds
frequent offerings to Artemis, Eileithyia, and Demeter by women, but in
the case of Artemis, more offerings by males than by females.138 Males give
more expensive gifts (women rarely dedicate statues, for instance) and are
more able to make donations on behalf of wife and children. The difference
is perhaps best summed up by noticing that women operate in a narrow
range of ritual situations, bound by the interests of the family, but males
move easily between public and private contexts.

The tension surrounding distribution of ritual responsibility was a
theme for tragedy, where distinctions between male and female obligations
are often presented not only as problems but also as opportunities to dis-
play differences in male and female language and gesture. The parodos, en-
try of the chorus, in Aischylos’s Seven against Thebes, is a formal entreaty
for deliverance of a city from impending attack. The text represents a de-
bate about the meaning and efficacy of female rituals of crisis. When the
women of Thebes enter the orchestra, they notice the distant cloud of dust
that signals the approach of an enemy. As the noise grows, they struggle in
desperation to find a ritual remedy. They begin by using conventional epi-
thets to invoke specific divinities and then accelerate to formal requests or-
namented by the rhetorical language of traditional Greek prayer.139 Their
goal is to avert destruction for themselves and avoid slavery for their
daughters. Aischylos exploits the formal language of prayer to convey de-
pendence on the gods, but the terror of the women converts an ordered plea
for help into a desperate display of supplication. Instead of addressing the
gods in the normal stance for prayer—that is, standing with hands raised
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140. Plut. Phil. et Tit. 2.3: xe›rew Ïptiai (“hands palm up”). Cf. [Arist.] De
Mundo 400a17: pãntew ofl ênyrvpoi énate¤nomen tåw xe›raw efiw tÚn oÈranÚn
eÈxåw poioÊmenoi, “We all stretch our hands to the sky when we make our
prayers.” For the material evidence, see Neumann (1965) 78 – 80.

141. Hutchinson (1985) 55.
142. Zeitlin (1990) 109–10, on Eteokles and male attempts to regulate female

expression.
143. Hutchinson (1985) 75. See Foley (2001) 47–53 for a response.
144. Alroth (1992) 12–21; van Straten (1974) 183, several nonmythological

examples.

in formal greeting, palms facing out 140—the women fall down on their
knees to embrace the gods and beseech them with tears and groans. They
grasp statues of the gods placed in the orchestra and imagine themselves as
making offerings of wreaths, robes, and sacrifices.141

Their leader, Eteokles, is horrified. The enemy has not yet arrived at the
gates of the city, but the women have already resorted to gestures and
words appropriate only after a wall is breached or a city has fallen. Eteo-
kles’ rage at the women’s erratic behavior turns into contempt for the whole
female sex. He blames the women for any future erosion of courage and
cites their fear as responsible for the ruin of family and city. In place of the
gods addressed by the women, Eteokles prefers his own: Zeus, Earth, and
the Erinyes of his father’s curse (69–77); yet he is unaware that such a
prayer would destroy himself as well as his sibling rival at the gates. For
Eteokles, the women have erred thrice. They have performed their ritual in
the wrong way (183 – 86), they have left the inner world of the home to in-
fluence public strategy outside (200 –201), and they have usurped the for-
mal prebattle rituals reserved for the men who must fight (sphagia and
chresteria, 230 –32). Eteokles would allow them to pray, but only under his
direction, their only permitted gesture a wordless, ecstatic ululation—the
female equivalent of the ordered military paean of soldiers preparing for
battle (268).142

Eteokles’ reaction is more complicated than it seems at first glance. His
vicious attack on the whole female sex (187–95), although a generic cata-
logue of female faults,143 is not a simple misogynistic outburst but empha-
sizes significant differences between male and female reactions to crisis. For
Eteokles, the dangerous issue is timing. The women of Thebes have per-
formed a ritual act normally reserved for the last resort. Only in desperate
situations were threatened victims expected to fall down on their knees and
grasp the statue of a divinity.144 Evidence from vase paintings—Kassandra
seeking protection from Athena while pursued by Ajax, Helen grasping
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145. Bremer (1981) 194 –95. Determining the proper procedure could even in-
volve consulting an oracle; IG I 3 7.1–12. See Parker (1985) 304; Versnel (1981) 5–11.

146. Zeitlin (1990).
147. Women: in addition to Aesch. Sept., only Eur. Alc. 162– 64, on behalf of

her soon-to-be-motherless children; slaves: Ar. Eq. 30 –31.
148. Xen. An. 3.2.9.
149. Theophr. Char. 16.5.
150. Polybios describes a kneeling male (gonupet«n) as “acting like a woman”

(gunaikizÒmenow, 32.15.7– 8).

Apollo’s knees, or Orestes seeking protection from Athena as he escapes
from the Erinyes—makes this clear. Beseeching a statue was like beseech-
ing a god, but kneeling converted a prayer to supplication, inappropriate
before battle and, if performed too soon, a sign of ill omen, portending fail-
ure. Kneeling was a sign of submission, and Eteokles knows that any sign
of weakness is a sign of defeat.

Eteokles’ reaction is consistent with conventional concerns. The vocab-
ulary of ritual language and ritual gesture compelled worshippers to cor-
rectly match specific requests to specific divinities, to call the divinity by
the right name, and to choose the ritual appropriate to the situation.145

Eteokles may be convinced that the women have chosen the wrong time 
for a gesture inspired by panic, but he does not suggest that such behavior
is always inappropriate. Aischylos builds the entire play on the meaning 
of visual symbols 146 and lays out two ritual programs and two modes of
interpretation, one male, one female. In the end it is Eteokles, not the cho-
rus, who misinterprets the signs. As the enemy approaches the women 
of Thebes, long accustomed to observation instead of direct participa-
tion, have a keener eye than he for the meaning of the “silent cloud of
dust.”

The Theban women call their prayers litai, a term more common in po-
etry than prose and used to express urgency. The women of Thebes also
imply urgency by their need to kneel. Relatively rare, kneeling was re-
served for narrowly defined situations. In Greek tragedy it is only women
who kneel, in comedy only slaves, and neither kneels except in situations
of grave distress.147 Although Xenophon does say that the sound of a sneeze
made his whole army fall down in fright to supplicate Zeus Soter,148 the
only other male known to kneel in worship is Theophrastus’s deisidaimon

(the superstitious man) 149 who, in his excessive anxiety about ritual obser-
vance, acts more like a woman than a man.150 The literary evidence is con-
sistent with the evidence on Attic dedicatory reliefs. In this corpus little
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151. An inventory from the Erechtheion describes a piece of sculpture depict-
ing “a woman with whom a little girl has fallen forward” (pros[p°p]toke, IG I 2

374.180 – 82); van Straten (1974) 161– 62.
152. Van Straten (1974) 159– 89, with references to earlier studies. Of van

Straten’s twenty-six examples, only one kneeling person can be definitely identified
as male, and even he goes down on only one knee. Van Straten is reluctant to in-
clude this late example, but the divinity addressed is Asklepios, and as van Straten
points out, Aelius Aristides describes himself singing a hymn to Dionysos Lysios
in the same pose: ka‹ ¶dei tÚ gÒnu tÚ dejiÚn kl¤nanta flketeÊein te ka‹ kale›n
LÊsion tÚn yeÒn (2.435, 38 Keil). Pulleyn (1997) 190 stresses the rarity of this ges-
ture for males, isolating a vase painting that shows Ajax kneeling just before his
suicide.

153. Van Straten (1974) 177: “those whom a Greek might think of as svt∞rew
or §pÆkooi.” The deities where children are present include Zeus Meilichios or
Zeus Philios (combinations include kneeling woman, adult male, younger boys,
younger girls, older boy with ram, and older girl with basket); Artemis (kneeling
woman, deer, fragment of plaque); Demeter, Kore, and Iakchos Ploutodotes holding
the infant Ploutos (kneeling woman); Plaimon, Pankrates, and Leukothea (kneeling
woman, male, and two children).

154. Described in detail by van Straten (1974) 162–74.
155. Van Straten (1974) 177 n. 142, on prayers for children.
156. Aesch. Sept. 111.
157. Ü Orkouw §g∆ gunaikÚw efiw Ïdvr grãfv; Soph. TrGF F 811 Radt, with

parodies.

girls can imitate their mother’s gesture of kneeling,151 but none of these
examples shows a male kneeling before a god.152 The gods to whom fe-
males appeal are all “helping” divinities: 153 Zeus Meilichios or Zeus Phi-
lios, Artemis, the Eleusinian deities, Herakles, Asklepios, heroes and hero-
ines (e.g., Leukothea and Palaimon), and nymphs.154 Women kneel to
strengthen requests for themselves, but more often they take to their knees
on behalf of another—a sick person or their own child.155 When the
women of Thebes pray for protection to the gods of the city, they are
clearly frightened for themselves, but their plea is on behalf of the city, its
residents, and, especially, their own children. Their most anxious prayers
are for their daughters, the cohort of young unmarried girls (parthenoi),

who in defeat would be the war’s most vulnerable victims. Their mothers
describe them as already in supplication, their minds on inevitable en-
slavement.156

“i write the oaths of a woman in water” 157

Reproductive concerns and family responsibilities shaped female access 
to the language of public ritual. The social roles and biological functions
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158. Aesch. Ag. 594: Ùloluge›n is a gunaike›ow nÒmow (spoken by Clytemnes-
tra); Pulleyn (1997) 178 – 81. Xen. An. 4.3.19 makes a clear gender distinction. See
McClure (1999) 52–53 (for distinction between ololyge, the female cry of jubi-
lation, and alalage, the male war cry); 110 –111. The ololyge is associated with
mature women (Sappho F 44 L-P), but free status is not necessarily a qualifica-
tion (Xen. An. 4.3.19). Ritual cries were divided by gender because male and female
had different ritual roles. When Medea uses a ritual cry normally used by men,
Sophokles is making a point about Medea’s attempt to usurp a position normally
held by males; Soph. F 534 Radt: élalazom°nh.

159. Horror or exultation: Aesch. Ag. 28 (ironic to the hearer), 587, 595, 1118,
1236; Cho. 386, 942. See Haldane (1965) 37–38.

160. Theoc. 17.64.
161. Eur. Erechtheus F 351 Nauck 2.
162. Armstrong and Hanson (1986) 97–100.
163. Iphigeneia’s voice, when she sang for her father, is described as pure: ègnò

. . . aÈdò (Aesch. Ag. 245). Sapph. 153: pary°non édÊfvnon.

that separated male and female were also reflected in ritual language. Rit-
ual cries are a case in point. The female cry, represented by the verb
Ùloluge›n, could accompany sacrifice; but its direct corollary, the ritual
cry of males, élalãzein, was sounded only on the battlefield.158 Homer
assumes that females, although in epic never represented as wielding the
ax or knife in sacrifice, were normally present at the precise moment of 
the kill to shriek in ululation, no matter which deity was being honored.
Women were not always present at a sacrifice, however, so the ululation
could not have been a universal requirement for sacrifice. In the context of
the family, moreover, the same ritual cry marked moments of great anxi-
ety, whether of jubilation or horror.159 The female cry that in sacrificial
contexts signaled the moment of death could announce, in the life of the
family, the moment of birth.160 The ululation required to summon Athena
at a time of critical danger was a service to the community that only its
women could provide.161

Sound was important. Women’s voices, higher and shriller than men’s,
varied with age. Changes in the female voice were associated with biologi-
cal development, and ritual assignments recognized a correlation between
genre and sexual status. The notion that sexual intercourse deepened the
female voice 162 marked the public choral performances of unwed maidens
as especially sweet. The actual sound of the female voice must have carried
important associations and implications.163 The authority of the virgin’s
voice in tragedy, the association of older women with lamentation, and the
requirement that Apollo’s attendant be unwed concentrated attention on
the sound of the female voice.
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164. Garland (1989); Holst-Warhaft (1992).
165. McClure (1999). For a summary, see Johnston (1999) 101–2; more details,

especially with reference to tragedy, in Foley (2001) 19–55, 144 –77.
166. Seremetakis (1991).
167. For women as a “separate speech community,” see McClure (1999) 27–27,

123 –25, 260 – 61, etc.
168. Ancient commentators noticed that female speech preserved archaic pro-

nunciation (Pl. Cra. 418c) and old-fashioned forms of address. Archaic forms of ad-
dress, Œ m°le, Œ tãn, Œ otow, Œ tãlan, once in general use, were by the classi-
cal period apparently used only by women; schol. Pl. Tht. 178e; schol. Ap. 25c;
Suda, Œ m°le, Œ tãn; Gilleland (1980). But see Sommerstein (1995). Other char-
acteristics include a predilection for particles (to indicate emotional speech) and
high-pitched voices; McClure (1999) 38 –39.

169. Genres include, for tasks: the ioulos (spinning song), ailinos (the song of
those who weave), the himaios (the song for grinding grain; see PMG 869); for rit-
ual: the oulos (or ioulos), Demetroulos, and Kallioulos (hymns in honor of Deme-
ter), the ioupingos (for Artemis), the Linus song, and the song women sang at the
swing festival for Erigone. Songs for the life cycle of the family: humenaios (wed-
ding song); katabaukalesis (lullaby); and the olophurmos, goos, threnos, and iale-
mos (songs of lamentation); Ath. 14.618d– 619c, discussed briefly by McClure
(1999) 39– 40.

Some assignments were unique to females, for instance, the formal la-
ment over the dead. In epic poetry and Attic tragedy lamentation is a fe-
male responsibility. Although legislation to curb public lament targeted
and limited females,164 the same legislation recognized the obligations of
close female kin at the time of a death. In the world of the classical city-
state, lamentation was no longer a public event but belonged to the intimate
cycle of family ritual. The females who sang laments at the time of a death
performed a service. They bridged the worlds of the living and the dead,165

but because the lament itself also divided the dead from the living, female
performance also buffered male family members from the taint of death.
Finally, because females controlled the content of laments, they had a role
in shaping family tradition and collective memory.166

Other differences in ritual language are not so obvious, but it is clear
that social restrictions and relative isolation for women shaped female dis-
course. Ancient commentators recognized a certain conservatism in ordi-
nary female speech patterns,167 a fact that suggests conservatism in female
ritual speech.168 Traditional ritual language and traditional ritual songs had
long roots in the past. Genres associated with the female life cycle, women’s
work, and the ritual of family life are mentioned by commentators, and
there seems to have been little distinction between genres of ritual and
genres of women’s everyday life.169 The weak boundaries between women’s
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170. Ar. Nub. 121.
171. Ar. Ecc. 160.
172. Aphrodite (Lys. 556); Hekate (Thesm. 858; Lys. 443, 738); Aglauros
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expression occurs elsewhere in Aristophanes’ plays: Thesm. 383, 566, 718, 897; Lys.
51, Vesp. 1396. For other remarks on female speech in Aristophanes, see Taaffe
(1993).
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(1892) 10 –14.

175. Mirhady (1991) 79– 80, 82– 83. When a woman was required as a witness,
there were special arrangements for securing her testimony. A woman (who could
not speak in court, directly initiate a suit herself, or offer an oath challenge) could
still be the object of a curse designed to make her mute when testifying. The pro-
cedure is not understood by Gager (1992) 119–20. For judicial curses directed at
women, see Gager, 126 –27, nos. 39– 40. In both examples, females are neither the
principal litigants nor the primary targets.

176. Creon asks Ismene to take an oath (Soph. Ant. 535); Deianeira mentions
an oath (Soph. Trach. 378) that Lichas did not swear (314 –19); Klytemnestra’s ref-
erences to oaths occur in a context where she has assumed a male role (Eur. IA 831–
32, offer of engyesis to Achilles; 866, offer to disregard the need for an oath).

social roles and their ritual functions influenced speech practice. Comic
parodies of female language in Aristophanes’ plays show that some excla-
mations are gender specific. The male Strepsiades can swear by Demeter,170

and female characters can swear by Zeus, but an oath by Apollo is consid-
ered a man’s expression.171 Women most often swore by female divini-
ties—Aphrodite, Hekate, Aglauros, or Artemis 172—and the oath “by the
Two Goddesses!” (t∆ ye≈, Demeter and Kore) was so closely identified
with females that it was considered inappropriate for a female in male
disguise.173

The exclamatory oaths used by women in casual conversation 174 dif-
fered markedly from the promissory oaths of Athenian males in public 
life or the reciprocal oaths sworn by males in arbitration and litigation.
Exclamatory oaths such as “by Artemis!”, “by the Two Goddesses!”, or
“by Aglauros!” had no legal status and served only to provide emphasis or
punctuate normal conversation. Limited access to the complete ritual lan-
guage of oath and oath sacrifice was in fact a measure of female political and
economic disability. At Athens, a woman had access to the judicial system
only through a guardian (kyrios) and did not participate directly in a pub-
lic trial. A woman could provide sworn testimony in pretrial arbitration,175

but like children, women appeared at jury trials as mute characters, exhib-
ited only to inspire pity for male relatives.

In Attic tragedy, women could swear two-party oaths 176 and even re-
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177. Iphigeneia asks Pylades to exchange oaths; he swears by Zeus, she swears
by Artemis; Eur. IT 735– 65.

178. Lys. 32.13; Diogeiton’s daughter offers to swear on her children that her
husband had deposited money with Diogeiton. In [Dem.] 47.50 a women whose
husband is party to a dispute is said to have sworn at the Palladion about the mis-
treatment of a freedwoman by the prosecutor. For a woman’s sworn testimony at
the Delphinion, see Is. 12.9. Evidence for women’s oaths in legal actions is discussed
by Leisi (1908) 13 –15 and Lacey (1968) 160, 174.

179. Antiphon 1.
180. Is. 57.8; Hyperides F 30.
181. Humphreys (1986). Cf. Kydippe, who swore an oath about whom she

would marry; Parke and Wormell (1956) 2.383.
182. Is. 12.9: “Who was more likely to know this than she?” Arist. Rh. 1398b,

for the belief that women can be counted on to identify the fathers of their children.
Men. Karchedonios F 2: “For no one knows who his own father is—we all assume
it, or take it on trust” (trans. Arnott).

183. As they also usually prayed to female rather than to male divinities;
Aubriot (1992) 80 – 81.

184. ICrete IV 72 III.6 –9; Buck 316 no. 117, and 325. Female divinities also of-
fered protection to women, as in the case of the mother who sought protection in a
sanctuary of Eileithyia when mistreated by her son; Is. 5.39.

185. Men. Georg. 112 Sandbach, daughter of Myrrhine, in labor offstage, cries
out to Artemis when she is about to give birth.

quest an oath,177 but women’s oaths were limited to situations of private
life. A woman swore in litigation only when she had a direct connection to
a male relative involved in dispute, or possibly when a case concerned her
directly.178 A woman could be charged with murder 179 or impiety,180 but
her own name did not have to be used in court. A woman’s testimony was
sought only when no one else could have known what she knew. Because
female experience was confined to the life of the family, women were con-
sulted only in cases and procedures concerned with family affairs. Disputes
requiring a woman’s oath concerned kin, property, or inheritance.181 At
Athens, the issue most likely to require a woman’s testimony was pater-
nity, the sort of thing only a mother could know for sure.182 When Plan-
gon swore an oath about the paternity of her children, she swore at the
Delphinion, where she must have sworn by Apollo, but women otherwise
swore by female divinities.183 At Gortyn, if an oath of denial was required
of a woman in a divorce proceeding, she swore that oath by Artemis in the
sanctuary called the Amykleion.184 Artemis protected mothers and chil-
dren, but as the divinity women called upon in childbirth,185 she was also
the one whose wrath women had most cause to fear. In spite of this check
on fidelity, women had a reputation for not keeping their oaths. In a lost
play by Sophokles, a character complains that a woman’s oath to forswear
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186. Soph. F 932 Radt.
187. IG II 2 1175.21–24; Garland (1984) 84, for speculation about oaths of ritual

specialists.
188. Oath of the gerarai, administered by the wife of the basileus; [Dem.] 59.78,

Athens. Elsewhere: LSCG 65, Andania; LSCG 175, Antimacheia; LSS 127, Athens,
Imperial period (priestess swears oath on taking office that she will protect the
temple furnishings). On the oath at Antimacheia, Krob (1997) 448 –50.

189. Plut. Alc. 22.
190. Kron (1996) 141.
191. [Dem.] 59.115–17; Ath. 13.594b; Kron (1996) 141 n. 13.
192. Cleomenes, attempting to seize the Athenian akropolis, was stopped by

the priestess when he tried to breach the adyton of Athena. She was seated on a
chair in front of the door, as guardian of the temple’s inner chamber. We have here

sex, even if taken in the midst of the pains of childbirth, could be easily for-
gotten later in a moment of sexual passion.186

The only arena where the oaths of a female had teeth was that of public
ritual service. Major priesthoods were government offices, and priests and
priestesses, like magistrates taking office, were often required to swear an
oath to perform their duties in accordance with the community’s laws.187 A
woman had to swear a promissory oath when accepting ritual responsibil-
ity to serve as a priestess in the city’s public cults 188 because in this position
she could act on behalf of the polis. In fact, ritual service was the only type
of service where a female could represent the city. In recognition of this re-
sponsibility, priestesses could sign documents, issue public curses,189 ap-
point their own assistants,190 testify in court, and even initiate lawsuits.191

Service as public priestess converted a female to a male, but only in her ca-
pacity to carry out the duties of the office.

serving the gods

Regulations for service to the gods were normally the same for priests,
priestesses, and general worshippers. Few priesthoods required profes-
sional commitment, lifelong service to a divinity was not common, and
priests and priestesses could serve more than one divinity at a time. Every
city organized a complex calendar of festivals, and complicated rituals were
performed regularly for generations. Each sanctuary had its own schedule,
and sacrifices might be performed annually, monthly, or, in some cases,
daily; buildings needed regular maintenance; and gifts dedicated by wor-
shippers required care and preservation. The administration of sanctuaries
and performance of rituals were the responsibility of sanctuary staff work-
ing together with officially appointed priests and priestesses.192 In order to
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a rare example of directly quoted female speech. She says to the Spartan king: “O
Lakedaimonian stranger, go back and do not come into the sanctuary; for it is not
right for Dorians come in here”; Hdt. 5.72.

193. Ath. Pol. 54.6 –7, individual festivals; 56.3 –5, archon; 57.1, basileus; 58.1,
polemarch. For a list of religious officials, see Arist. Pol. 6.1322b18 –30.

194. Garland (1984) on the limitations on the responsibility of priests, esp. 78 –
80, on the authority of the Athenian assembly and its jurisdiction over civic cults.

195. Hereditary priesthoods must have relied on selection by lot when there
was more than one eligible candidate, but the reverse situation—a lack of can-
didates—was the more likely problem. See Clinton (1974) 52–53 for the list of
Dadouchoi at Eleusis indicating a succession of at least eighteen generations, with
the office passed back and forth between two families. The Athenian procedures are
discussed by Aleshire (1994) 325–37, who argues that for inherited priesthoods,
sortition from a list of eligible candidates was a common practice. Appointment by
election (a show of hands) was rare; see Turner (1983) 120 –28. The Athenian pro-
cedure is discussed by Aleshire (1994) 325–37, where she indicates that sortition
from a list was a feature of political developments in the early fifth century b.c.e.

196. Turner (1983) 35–58, for a partial list.
197. For control by important and influential families, see Turner (1983) 15–

20; Garland (1984) 84. Lewis (1955) 5 suggests that succession could occasionally
be transferred in the maternal line; Kron (1996) 140 n. 7 describes the case of the

function, the ritual system relied on a well-informed general public, coop-
erative officials, engaged legislatures, and generous benefactors. Manage-
ment of festivals fell under the control of elected magistrates,193 and leg-
islative assemblies were responsible for regulating and funding public
ritual and supervising public sanctuaries.194 Except for hereditary priest-
hoods, most offices were technically open to the general public, and al-
though some priesthoods could be purchased for life, terms of office were
usually limited to one year. As a result, there would normally have been a
steady turnover of ritual personnel. Specialized knowledge and experience
were therefore rarely required, and men and women alike had to be well ac-
quainted with the traditions and rituals of local cults, the schedules of local
festivals, and the responsibilities of ritual attendants.

In the assignment of priestly offices, although asymmetries are obvious,
issues of gender are not always easy to analyze. Priesthoods were assigned
to individuals by inheritance, selection, or election by lot, as well as by pur-
chase.195 Procedures, however, were not everywhere the same. Inheritance
was common in the earlier periods,196 selection by lot was an innovation of
democratic Athens in the Classical period, and appointment by purchase
was the typical procedure in Hellenistic Asia Minor, the Black Sea coast,
and some new foundations. Females of designated families could inherit
gentile priesthoods, but, with rare exceptions, descent was reckoned in the
male line.197 At Epidauros, the female priesthood of Mnia and Ayosia seems
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Eteoboutadai, where succession passed from father’s daughter to eldest son’s daugh-
ter—but to father’s daughter’s daughter in cases where there was no son.

198. Broadbent (1968) 18 –23.
199. Steph. Byz. s.v. Shmax¤dai; Turner (1983) 31. The priestess of Aphrodite

Kolias came from another Attic priestly family, the Kolieis; Turner (1983) 38;
Parker (1996) 304 –5.

200. A female candidate for the priesthood of Artemis Pergaia at Halikarnassos
had to demonstrate that her family on both sides had been citizens (astoi) for three
generations; LSAM 73 (third century).

201. For this reason Attic women, even when married, were given patronymics
on all public documents; for the epigraphical evidence, see Hansen et al. (1987); Sca-
furo (1994) emphasizes the connection between status of father and status of
daughter. Cf. King (1998) 60, noticing that women described in the Hippocratic
corpus are referred to not by their given names but by either patronymic or their
husband’s name. A woman’s first name was normally not used in public unless she
was dead.

202. Turner (1983) 39.
203. The same family also controlled the priesthood of Poseidon Erechtheus. 

A member of this family, Lysimache, who served for fifty-three years, held the of-
fice for a good part of the late fifth century. The names of at least twenty-five of the
women who held the office between the fifth and second centuries are known; Lewis
(1955). Mantes (1990) 43 gives a summary; IG II 2 1456 is a list of dedications by
women, probably priestesses of Athena. The support of the priestess’s husband
contributed to the success of her office; see IG II 2 776.240 (praise for the priestess
of Athena Polias’s husband for his piety and generosity); see van Bremen (1996)
272–73.

to have been transmitted from mother to daughter,198 and in the Attic deme
Semachidai, the priestess of Dionysos claimed descent from the daughters
of Semachos, the male founder of the deme and its cult.199 The maternal
line was normally recognized only in cases where the paternal line failed 
to produce a candidate or where citizenship as a qualification for priestly
service was defined by both affinal and collateral lines.200 In general, the
status of her father’s family determined a female’s eligibility.201 For the
purposes of ritual a woman remained her father’s daughter, even after
marriage.

Hereditary offices for females were most common in cults of Demeter
or Athena.202 The most famous priesthood of Athena was that of Athena
Polias at Athens—a lifelong obligation controlled by an elite kin group, the
Eteoboutadai.203 When selection by lot was introduced at Athens for the
city’s highest political offices, it also began to be used for filling new priest-
hoods, male and female alike. The first known priesthood to employ this
procedure was that of Athena Nike, introduced after the mid-fifth century,
when Perikles built a little temple for the goddess on the akropolis and the
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204. GHI I 2 44; the inscription establishing the priesthood may be earlier than
the temple.

205. Lewis (1955) 1–12; GHI I 2 44 and 71; Turner (1983) 54. Parker (1996) 126
points out that we may not have the earliest example of sortition.

206. Turner (1983) 168 –73.
207. A woman did not necessarily purchase the office herself; the husband of

the priestess of Artemis Pergaia at Halikarnassos acted on her behalf; LSAM 73.
208. The priest of Dionysos at Priene could choose from two levels of payment,

both of which excused him from other public liturgies. The discount price exempted
him from subsidizing public torch races, athletic contests, horses, official embassies
to sanctuaries, and the gymnasium. The higher price relieved him of funding ships,
public finances, temple construction, and loans to the state; LSAM 37.24 –32.
Perquisites of priestesses could be considerable. The priestess of Demeter at Athens
took in upwards of five hundred drachmas, that is, one obol per initiate every year;
Kron (1996) 141.

209. Discussed in detail by van Bremen (1996) 1–26, 30 –31, 50 –59, 62. When
a female held the title of prytanis or stephanephoros, she was fulfilling a family ob-
ligation, and the title, which was simply ceremonial, carried no political responsi-
bility. Some civic titles held by women were even bestowed posthumously.

210. Dontas (1983).

assembly created a new priesthood for her.204 All Attic women whose par-
ents were citizens (astoi) were technically eligible to apply.205

Where priesthoods were awarded by purchase, male offices commanded
far higher prices than female. The average price for a male priesthood was
1700 drachmas, but the average for a female office was only 350. Dionysos
had the most expensive priesthood on record, at Priene, where the fee could
go as high as 12,002 drachmas—a far cry from the lowest recorded price,
only 10 drachmas, for Ge (Earth) at Erythrai.206 Disparities in costs re-
sulted from unequal status.207 Purchasing a priesthood was equivalent to
accepting a liturgy, the subsidizing of a public rite or benefit. The most
prestigious offices were reserved for the wealthiest men, who were under
obligation to accept. Wealthy males who subsidized public ritual were com-
pensated by remission of taxes and by the special honors and privileges ex-
tended by the office itself.208 A female, on the other hand, appears to have
been under liturgical obligation only in cases where responsibility fell to
her family, and then only in the absence of father or brothers.209

Women rarely acted with complete financial independence, even when
they held public office. Husbands or sons regularly mediated between ad-
ministrators and a priestess, and they stood in for wives or mothers in sit-
uations where women could not be present.210 The son of the priestess of
Aglauros at Athens, for instance, formally accepted the honors the assem-
bly granted to his mother for her service.211 The kyrios, guardian, of the

211. Dontas (1983).
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212. LSAM 45, 380/79 b.c.e.
213. Is. 3.20, 8.18.
214. Kron (1996) 140 – 42.
215. Well documented by van Bremen (1996).
216. Kron (1996) 140 n. 6, for a bibliography of earlier discussions. At Ephesos

and Metropolis, Ares had a female priest; IEphesos 3416, SEG 43.844. However,
Ares at Metropolis was worshipped with the female Areia. See note 221.

217. Athena Lindia had a priest. After 40 b.c.e., his wife was included in refer-
ences to his euergetism; van Bremen (1996) 134 – 45.

priestess of Artemis at Miletos reported her bills to the authorities by sub-
mitting a list of those who failed to give her the perquisites from the sac-
rifices she monitored.212 In Attika, wealthy husbands subsidized deme ban-
quets at the Thesmophoria for their wives.213

Holding a priesthood could be a means for financial gain. Both priests
and priestesses received a share of the meat of animals sacrificed, were
sometimes paid for their public service, were eligible for honors accorded
by a group or city for services rendered, and could even qualify for burial
with public honors at public expense.214 Priestesses of Demeter were espe-
cially well rewarded. At Eleusis, the priestess was not only supplied with a
house; she also received part of each initiate’s fee and enjoyed legal privi-
leges equivalent to those of male citizens.

Managing a priesthood could also require financial responsibilities. In
the Hellenistic period, the purchase price for a priesthood amounted to a
liturgy, a responsibility borne by the family in the name of the current
member. The occasional appearance of women’s names in texts concerned
with such obligations is due to the inherited status and wealth of the fam-
ily, not to the energy, resources, or achievement of the individual female
office holder.215 Such liturgies mandated subsidies for buildings, sacrifices,
ceremonies, and festivals, and the offices associated with them consumed
but did not create wealth.

Distribution of priesthoods tended to follow the social distinctions of
gender, with male divinities ordinarily served by priests and female divini-
ties by priestesses.216 At Athens, this was true for the major city priest-
hoods, except in the civic administration of the Eleusinian mysteries. Else-
where there were exceptions—and the sex of attendants did not always
match the sex of the divinity. Patterns of appointment suggest that it was
far more common for a female divinity to be served by a male than for a
male to be served by a female, but all female divinities were not the same.
Some, most prominently Athena 217 and Aphrodite, were more likely to be
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218. IG II 2 5067: the Muses have a priest.
219. Demeter at Eleusis had both priestess and priest, but the position of priest-

ess seems to have been the older office; Clinton (1974) 76; Garland (1984) 96 –104.
Generalizations are not possible; Artemis Epipurgidia had a priest (IG II 2 5050).

220. The material is collected by Holderman (1913) (selections translated into
Italian in Arrigoni and Gentili [1985] 299–330). Holderman’s lists, 32–50, are gen-
erous for the literary sources, are out of date for the epigraphical sources, and do
not include male divinities served only by a priest (by far the largest category). The
Greek mainland has a higher proportion of female attendants for female divinities
than Asia Minor; see also McClees (1920); Jordan (1979) 28 –36; Turner (1983);
Burkert (1985) 98.

221. Holderman (1913) 52–53, for priestesses for Zeus, but all refer to late or
indigenous cults of Asia Minor. Others include Asklepios at Pergamon, IGR 4.508;
Ares at Selge in Pisidia, ISelge 20 (wife of an official); Pan at Lykosoura, Paus.
8.37.11; Pluto at Eleusis, SIG 3 1039.28; Poseidon at Kalaureia, Paus. 2.33.2. See also
Turner (1983) 186. Epie of Thasos, in service to Zeus Eubouleus, served voluntar-
ily in what seems to have been a female office; van Bremen (1996) 26 n. 52.

222. Priestess of Dionysos: LSCG 18 (Erchia, Attika), 28 (Athens), 166 (Kos);
Dionysos Anthios, IG II 2 1356; LSAM 48 (Miletos).

223. Hymn. Hom. Dem. 101–2.
224. Miletos, LSAM 48.
225. Some examples include: Athens, IG II 2 5022 (Dionysos Eleuthereus), 5060

(Dionysos Melpomenos); Priene, IPriene 174 (Dionysos Phleus); Aristophanes’
Dikaiopolis claims that the priest of Dionysos invited him to a feast; Ar. Ach.
1087.

served by males; 218 and others, namely Artemis, Demeter, and Hera, were
more likely to be served by females.219 When a male and a female divinity
were worshipped together, a single ritual specialist was almost always
male.220 Male gods, on the other hand, rarely had a priestess or female at-
tendant,221 and when they did—especially in the case of Apollo or Diony-
sos 222—the situation was exceptional. Women who served Apollo were
bound by special demands of purity because they attended the god in his
prophetic role. Such a female had to be either too young to marry (a par-

thenos) or too old to bear children. Above all, she had to stay away “from
the gifts of garland-loving Aphrodite.” 223

For Dionysos the nature of the ritual and the sex of his worshippers
seem to have determined the sex of his attendants. Where he was wor-
shipped by male and female together, Dionysos needed both a priest and a
priestess.224 Where he was associated with the theater and a male clien-
tele,225 his major ritual specialist was always a priest. As god of the theater,
his only female attendant was the kanephoros who marched in his proces-
sion. She was a parthenos because she had to be sexually neutral. Where
his clientele was strictly female, Dionysos’s ritual specialist was also fe-
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226. For a priestess of Dionysos at a sacrifice restricted to women, see LSCG 18
A.50, D.39, Attic deme of Erchia. Priestesses of Dionysos were not, however, re-
stricted to all-female groups; Holderman (1913) 51.

227. LSAM 48.
228. Cole (1980).
229. In Dionysos’s earliest known appearance on stage, he wears a krokotos

(Greek equivalent of a party dress) and is taunted by the Thracian king Lykourgos
as a “womanish man”; Aesch. Edonoi, TrGF F 61 Radt. For the feminized Dionysos,
cf. Eur. Bacch. 150, 233 –36, 353, 453 –59, 464; Loraux (1990) 38; Turcan (1958).

230. Bremmer (1999).
231. Paus. 9.27.6.

male.226 At Miletos in the Hellenistic period, Dionysos had a major public
priest and a major public priestess, but he also had both priests and priest-
esses who officiated at bacchic ceremonies in the city’s outlying territory.
At the Dionysiac Katagogia, the public priest and priestesses led the priests
and priestesses of Dionysos Bakchios in a public ritual that lasted from
dawn to dusk. The priestess, in addition to presiding at sacrifices, also rep-
resented the city by supervising the Dionysiac initiations in the country-
side. She performed a special sacrifice “for the sake of the polis,” distrib-
uted sacred equipment, and received perquisites when any woman offered
a sacrifice to Dionysos. She also collected biannual payments from other
women who performed initiations in the countryside or throughout the is-
land territories of the polis.227

The prominent role of female ritual specialists in both public and private
cults of Dionysos at Miletos was a consequence of the many Dionysian rit-
uals restricted to female participants. In many cases, therefore, it is the
gender of the clientele that makes the difference. Dionysos’s ritual am-
bidexterity can be detected in other manifestations of his multiple identi-
ties. He was unusual in that he could be invoked by the same title as his wor-
shippers 228 and, being capable of many visual surprises, could be depicted
as human or divine, young or middle-aged, in masculine form or femi-
nized.229 Having androgynous features, he could even appear costumed as
one of his own female worshippers.230

Herakles, who rarely deviated from the heroic model, was especially
vulnerable to the ritual challenge of females. He had a female attendant
only at Thespiai, where the priestess had to remain a parthenos and serve
him until death.231 These exceptional requirements minimized her ritual
threat and solved the problem of the hero’s vulnerability to the presence of
a sexually active adult woman, but this is not the whole story. Local myth
explained the unusual requirement of permanent virginity as a punish-
ment for the first priestess, Thespius’s fiftieth daughter. Perpetual virginity
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232. Plut. De Pyth. Or. 403f– 404a, explaining the substitution of an older man
(for whom a year of sexual abstinence would be no hardship) for a younger one.

233. Plut. Quaest. Graec. 304c explains the mitra by claiming that Herakles, de-
feated in a wrestling match, had to escape dressed as a Thracian woman. He uses the
same episode to explain a Koan custom in which bridegrooms wore women’s cloth-
ing on the first night of marriage. Nilsson (1906) 453 argues that Herakles §w
Kon¤salon, worshipped at Kos, was a phallic god of marriage (SIG3 1027; Ar. Lys.
982, with scholia; Hsch. s.v. Kon¤salow).

234. Soph. Trach. 248 –57; Loraux (1990) 26.
235. Loraux (1990).
236. On ritual transvestism, see Leitao (1995) and Bremmer (1999).
237. Aristophanes’ jokes at Agathon’s expense (Ar. Thesm. 88 –208, passim) or

the female clothing worn by Euripides’ kedestes when invading the women’s rites
at the Thesmophoria (Ar. Thesm. 249– 65) are good examples.

was imposed because she had refused Herakles when, as guest of her father,
he had slept with each of her forty-nine sisters in a single night. The story
pattern of a young girl’s refusal of a god’s advances is similar to that of
Apollo’s failed seductions and seems designed to account for the ritual
anomaly of a female who subverts her social role of wife and mother for a
ritual end. The risks of female sexuality were handled differently in Phokis,
where Herakles, called “Woman-Hater,” was served by a celibate male.232

At Antimacheia on Kos, the risk of a real female attendant was minimized
by dressing the hero’s priest in women’s clothing and having him wear a
mitra, a special headgear otherwise worn only by women.233

The unusual precautions taken at Thespiai, Antimachia, and the un-
named sanctuary somewhere in Phokis indicate special concerns. Although
Herakles was a model of male strength and virility, he was nevertheless
considered vulnerable to female influence. His mythical servitude to Om-
phale,234 although a source of shame, and his lifelong experience of Hera’s
antagonism do not completely explain the exclusion of women from his rit-
ual. The answer is in the ritual itself. Herakles, like Dionysos and Achilles,
could wear women’s clothing.235 A change of clothing is a feature of life-
cycle festivals, and these festivals were marked by requirements of gender.
In the case of Herakles, the feminized hero provided a model for ritual
cross-dressing—an experience males had to successfully negotiate in order
to cross over to adult status.236 Normally a source of ridicule,237 feminine
attire was not a problem for males if ritual required it. Successfully per-
formed and successfully completed, temporary cross-dressing signaled
achievement of maturity and demonstrated to the rest of the male com-
munity a candidate’s eligibility for adult life.238 The ambivalence and anxi-

238. Artem. 2.3, for a married man to dream of cross-dressing portends disease
or even loss of his wife; but for unmarried men to dream of wearing women’s cloth-
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ety associated with such rituals, however, is indicated by Herakles’ subor-
dination to Hera at Didyma, where the language of ritual, insulting to Her-
akles, calls him a “womanish man” (yhluprepØw f≈w).239

Heroes rarely had female attendants, but Sosipolis, a local hero of Elis,
was an exception. Paired with Eileithyia, he “preserved the city” by enact-
ing a ritual that imitated the first night of the newlyweds. Sosipolis was
worshipped with Eileithyia in a divided temple—the outer chamber for the
goddess of childbirth and the protected inner chamber for the hero alone.
Married women and parthenoi worshipped the goddess of childbirth in the
outer chamber, but only the priestess, with a white veil drawn over her
head and face, could approach Sosipolis himself.240 Limitation of access to
the god’s statue affirmed the powerful nature of a ritual on which the city
depended. Like a bride on the first night of marriage, veiled for anakalupte-

ria, the ritual where she would reveal herself to her husband for the first
time, the priestess entered the hero’s chamber alone. Her sexual status pro-
tected her because, although dressed as a bride, she was not really a
parthenos but an old woman, protected by age from the real dangers of sex-
uality and sexual experience. Nevertheless, her ritual enactment isolated
the event the city needed. Celibacy was not the only possibility. Other rit-
uals emphasized reproductive aptitude. Designed to promote fertility and
successful childbirth, some even required sexually active married women
of childbearing age.241 When sexual maturity was symbolically significant,
unmarried and postmenopausal women could even be excluded.242

Requirements of purity for ritual specialists and temple personnel did
not normally differ from those for ordinary worshippers. Sexual absti-
nence was rarely required for more than a few days,243 and standards for
male and female attendants were, on the whole, similar. Where long-term

243. LSCG 151A.42: anti nyktos.

ing is not ominous because it represents a necessary stage on the journey to adult-
hood. The story of Alcibiades’ dreaming about wearing his mistress’s clothing was
obviously thought to portend his death; Plut. Alc. 39.1–2.

239. IDidyma 501.9; Loraux (1990) 21.
240. Paus. 6.20.2–3. There was a similar division between old and young

women in the ritual of Aphrodite at Sikyon; Paus. 2.10.4. The neokoros, an adult
female for whom it was oÈ y°miw (not in accordance with laws fixed by custom) to
go to a man, was assisted by a loutrophoros, a virgin who served for a year.

241. Delaney (1987; 1991) 35– 48, for the same distinctions in modern Turkish
agricultural society; for a fuller account, see Delaney (1991).

242. A sanctuary of Demeter at Sparta required that all participating women 
be married and explicitly prohibited both parthenoi and widows from serving as
priestess; Beattie (1951) 46 –58.
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requirements did occur, they marked a divinity’s ritual in a special way.
Pausanias never systematically discusses the issue of sexual purity, but his
descriptions do distinguish between virginity, marital chastity, and sexual
abstinence—conditions that singled out females and governed female ser-
vice more often than male. Temporary abstinence was a condition of ser-
vice for both males and females, but marital chastity, permanent or long-
term sexual abstinence, and permanent virginity were normally required
only of females.244

At Andania, both males and females took an oath to perform ritual du-
ties, but only the females had to swear to marital fidelity. Priestesses con-
cluded their oath:

“and I have also lived my life together with my husband, in accordance
with divine and human law.” 245

In Achaia, the priestess of Ge Eurysternos at Aigai not only had to abstain
from sexual intercourse during her term but, before assuming office, she
had to swear that she had not had intercourse with more than one man. As
part of the ritual to test her oath she was required to drink bull’s blood, a
substance considered poisonous.246 At Athens, an ancient inscription pre-
served a sacred law that set standards for the wife of the basileus. One of
the three leading magistrates in the city, the basileus administered most of
the major city festivals and sacrifices. The wife of any man aspiring to the
office of basileus had to be daughter of a citizen and at the time of her mar-
riage a parthenos, without experience of sexual contact “with any other
man.” 247

244. Except for the priesthood of Artemis at Orchomenos, where both priest
and priestess served for life in permanent purity, sexual and otherwise; Paus. 8.13.1
(the text is corrupt). The evidence for sexual abstinence for priests and priestesses
has been collected by Fehrle (1910) 75–111 and summarized by Turner (1983)
174 –231.

245. LSCG 65.2– 6.
246. Any priestess dishonest about her marital history was punished immedi-

ately; Paus. 7.25.13. Oath by bull’s blood is problematic; see Hirzel (1902) 183 – 84
and Turner (1983) 209. For test of an oath by water, see Phil. VA. 1.6; cf. the ficti-
tious test for virginity (with sound of the syrinx of Pan) at a cave behind the temple
of Artemis at Ephesos, Ach. Tat. 8.6. Versnel (1994) 151 discusses the evidence for
ordeal by fire as a test of virginity for the priestess of Artemis Perasia in Cilicia.

247. [Dem.] 59.75–76. Achilles Tatius 8.12 describes a procedure where the wa-
ter of a spring of Artemis could rise up to cover (and invalidate) an oath of virgin-
ity written on a card and tied around the neck. Cf. Eust. Phil. 8.72 for a test of vir-
ginity by water from a fountain of Artemis in Artykomis.
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248. On Kalaureia, a parthenos served Poseidon until she reached marriageable
age; Paus. 2.33.2. For a priestess of Poseidon at Thebes, see IG VII 2465.

249. Especially in myth. Greek mainland (all from Peloponnese): Artemis Kna-
gia near Sparta, Paus. 3.18.4; Artemis Hekate in Aigeira (Achaia), Paus. 7.26.4 –5;
Artemis Laphria at Patrai, Paus. 7.18.12; Artemis Triklaria in Patrai, Paus. 7.19.1.
Asia Minor: Ephesos, Paus. 8.13.1, Strab. 14.641; Plut. An Seni 795d-e (three stages
are equivalent to three age grades); Sidyma (Lykia), Benndorf, Reisen I 75–77.

250. Athena Triteia (Achaia), Paus. 7.22.8 –9 (female); at Pellene, Polyaen. 8.59.
251. Near Amyklai two young girls, called “fillies,” poloi, served Hilaeira and

Phoebe, daughters of Apollo; Paus. 3.16.1, Hsch. s.v. poiliã.
252. Aphrodite in Sikyon, Paus. 2.10.4. The priestess was a parthenos who

served one year; the neokoros was a woman for whom it was “no longer right to
have intercourse with a man.”

253. Kleioboia, priestess of Demeter at Thasos, is described by Pausanias as
“still a parthenos”; Paus. 10.28.3.

254. In a lost play of Sophokles, the king of Tegea tries to avoid the predicted
death of a son at the hands of a grandson by keeping his daughter, Auge, in service
as priestess to Athena; Soph. Aleadai, argument, in Radt, TrGF, p. 140.

255. The priestess of Artemis Triklaria at Patrai was a parthenos who served
until marriage; Paus. 7.19.1. The kanephoros of Hera at Argos (as well as the one at
Phalerion in Italy) is described as a child “pure of marriage,” ègnØ gãmvn pa›w;
Dion. Hal. 1.21.

256. Aesch. Ag. 208, of Iphigeneia.

Although Apollo, Herakles, and even Poseidon 248 had priestesses who
had to remain parthenoi, unmarried priestesses were more frequent in
cults of female divinities, especially Artemis 249 but also Athena,250 the
Leukippides,251 Aphrodite,252 and Demeter.253 Unmarried attendants of a
virgin goddess imitated the sexual status of the divinity whose ritual, asso-
ciated with stages of the female life cycle, demanded virginity until mar-
riage.254 Unlike attendants of Apollo, who had to be professional virgins,
young women who served a goddess were expected to marry when they
reached maturity. Consequently, they served for limited terms. The evi-
dence for parthenoi who served sexually mature divinities like Aphrodite
and Demeter is more difficult to analyze, but such service also seems to
have been considered appropriate preparation for marriage.255

Frequent formal recognition of the service of young, unwed priestesses,
especially in the cult of Artemis, indicates the high value placed on control
of female sexuality. Proclamation of a daughter’s service, publicized by ded-
icating a statue with an inscribed base, testified to the depth of parental in-
vestment in the sexual status of daughters. Virgin daughters on the point
of marriage reflected a family’s success, because a child was an “ornament
(agalma) of the home.” 256 A count of all commemorative statues at Delos
reveals that the only stage of life where statues of females were displayed
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257. Le Dinahet-Couilloud (1996) 395–97.
258. MDAI(A) 17 (1892) 16 –18.
259. Paus. 10.12.1– 6. For “Herophile” as a generic name for Sibyls, see Parke

(1988) 24, 65– 66, 69 n. 30.
260. Men were rarely required to meet such standards; Plut. De Pyth. Or. 403f–

404a.
261. Hymn Hom. Dem. 101–2.
262. Bremmer (1987) 192. Drew-Bear and Lebek (1973) 63.10, translate the 

description of an applicant for a priesthood of Athena Polias at Miletos as eli-
gible because “she had previously obtained her share of Aphrodite.” The text is re-
printed with commentary by Fontenrose, (1988) 199–25 no. 25, who explains that
the Milesians are asking for dispensation to appoint a married woman as priestess
of Athena Polias, though the position normally required virginity. Because the
woman had already “had a share of Aphrogeneia’s (Aphrodite’s) gifts,” the oracle
agreed that she remained first in line for the hereditary appointment.

263. Paus. 8.5.11–12.
264. Wiseman (1973) 153 –55 errs in assuming that the priestess served for

sixty years.
265. Plato makes sixty the minimum age for ritual attendants; Leg. 6.759d.

Henderson (1987b) 110 –17 emphasizes the honor granted to older women.

in numbers equal to those of males is adolescence.257 Daughters were com-
memorated as often as sons because adolescent ritual roles for girls were as
important as the adolescent ritual roles of boys.

The requirement of permanent virginity was confined for the most part
to prophetic cults of Apollo. Held to the same standard as that of the Del-
phic Pythia, a Sibyl at Kyme was still called parthenos when she died at the
age of ninety because she could claim that she had never submitted herself
to a man.258 Herophile, another Sibyl, who was neokoros, temple warden,
of Apollo Smintheus at Alexandria Troas and a professional prophet, poet,
and writer of hymns, claimed to have remained a parthenos during her
long life of giving oracles.259

Where standards for purity required permanent abstinence, a woman
beyond menopause was considered a reliable appointment.260 Like Demeter
in search of her daughter, disguised as an old woman uninterested in sex-
ual activity, a postmenopausal woman was done with Aphrodite.261 Free
from sexual pollution, she presented no risk to men, nor was she sexually
at risk herself.262 The priestess of Artemis Hymnia at Orchomenos was a
woman who had had “enough sexual intercourse with men.” 263 She was
similar to the sixty-year-old priestess of Artemis Lochia at Stobi, whose
purity could be affirmed by an oracle from Apollo at Klaros.264 Older
women were safe for assignment to special ritual duties 265 and filled the
critical posts of tending the fire in cults of Hestia or the sacred flames at
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266. Plut. Num. 9.5: e‡te …w kayarån ka‹ êfyarton tØn toË purÚw oÈs¤an
. . . e‡te tÚ êkarpon ka‹ êgonon.

267. [Dem.] 59.73; Etym. Magn. 277.35, s.v. gerara¤; Hsch. s.v. Gerara¤.
268. Hsch. s.v. gerarãdew: afl t«n ér¤stvn éndr«n guna›kew (gerarades: the

wives of the best men). See Turner (1983) 213.
269. Paus. 2.35.6 –9; they transgressed sacrificial convention by killing the vic-

tim themselves. Subversion of normal procedure was emphasized by locating the
slaughter not at the altar outside the building but within the temple. The same story
is told by Aelian, NA 11.4, with, however, only one priestess and a bull as victim.

270. Quoted at [Dem.] 59.78. Such oaths are parodied by Aristophanes, Lys.
187–237; see Henderson (1987a) 91–96.

271. Paus. 7.19.2– 4. In myth such punishments were severe. Atalanta and
Melanaion were changed into animals for breaking the prohibition against sexual
intercourse in a sanctuary; Apollod. 3.9.2; Hyg. 185.

272. More than one sanctuary is supposed to have replaced a young priestess
with an older woman in order to minimize risk. According to tradition, a parthenos
at Delphi was raped by a Thessalian; Diod. Sic. 16.26. After a virgin priestess was
raped in the sanctuary near the cult statue, the administrators of the cult of Artemis
Hymnia at Orchomenos changed the requirements and accepted an older woman as
priestess of Artemis; Paus. 8.5.11–12.

273. Dem. 54.14; Xen. Mem. 2.1.4 –5; Cole (1984) 97 n. 4. Sexual acts with a fe-
male dependent of another citizen or sexual acts in submission to another male
were discouraged; on male sophrosyne and enkrateia, Just (1985) 177– 84.

274. The priest of Artemis at Orchomenos in Arkadia is unusual; Paus. 8.13.1.

Athens and Delphi.266 Older women, like the gerarai of Dionysos at Ath-
ens,267 the geraraides who served Athena at Argos,268 or the four aged
priestesses of Demeter at Hermione, served in groups.269 At Athens, the
Dionysiac gerarai whose sexual abstinence was a function of age, qualified
for service by swearing the following oath:

I live a holy life, and I am clean and pure from all that is not pure and
from intercourse with a man, and I will celebrate the Theoinia and the
Iobakcheia for Dionysos according to custom and at the established
times.270

Violation of the rules for sexual purity was a serious failure and de-
served punishment by the gods. A priestess of Artemis at Patrai was sacri-
ficed along with her lover to stop a plague sent as punishment for sexual
violation of the goddess’s sanctuary.271 Virgin priestesses residing in a sanc-
tuary were an attractive temptation,272 but females were more likely than
males to be punished for the violation of a sacred space, even when the
cause was rape. Although adult males were expected to be able to control
their sexual urges,273 permanent masculine virginity was unknown and
long-term male abstinence extremely rare.274 For a male, even a short-term
requirement could be considered a burden. A young priest of Herakles Mi-
sogynes who could not abstain from sex for the year of his term was ab-
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275. Plut. De Pyth. Or. 404a; Fontenrose (1978) 263 classifies this response as
historical; compare Artem. 1.79; Brown (1988) 84.

276. Pl. Leg. 759d; cf. Arist. Pol. 1329a27–34. Parker (1983) 87, on Plato’s ac-
knowledgment of difficulties in meeting purity requirements. At Ephesos a temple
builder (neopoios) gave a ceremonial dinner for sanctuary personnel to celebrate his
achievement in maintaining ritual purity; IEphesos VII.1 195–96 no. 3263.21–22;
BE 1982.308; SEG 31.957.

277. At Aigion (Achaia), Paus. 7.24.4. Pausanias says that at one time the priest
was a boy chosen for his beauty who served until his beard grew. In his day the
priest was a man who served an annual term.

278. The priest of Apollo Ismenios at Thebes was a boy from a respectable fam-
ily who wore laurel leaves, was called daphnephoros, and served for one year; Paus.
9.10.4.

279. Paus. 8.47.2–3.
280. Athena Kranaia, Paus. 10.34.8. The boy, chosen young enough to ensure

that his term ran out before his beard grew, served for five years.
281. Sissa (1990a) insists on physical status.

solved from any responsibility by an oracle that said: “The god allows 
all that is necessary.” 275 Plato recognized the same problem and there-
fore fixed the minimum age for priests in his imaginary Magnesia at
sixty.276

Regulations for males were more likely to require youth than age. Pre-
pubescent boys served Zeus,277 a prophetic cult of Apollo,278 and Athena at
Tegea 279 and Elateia.280 The interesting transition for males was the one be-
tween childhood and adolescence, and ritual requirements for boys and
young men were less concerned with issues of sexual experience than with
the physical evidence of maturity. Boys were carefully scrutinized as they
approached puberty, and any sign of a beard terminated childhood and eli-
gibility for childhood service. For the young girls described as parthenoi

(unmarried), social status—more visible than technical virginity—was the
important factor.281

Stricter purity requirements for women than for men underscore the
association of women with procreation. The Andanian inscription, stress-
ing loyalty of wives to husbands, was consistent with Greek social values.
The social system distributed prestigious administrative responsibilities to
men but not to women, required sexual loyalty of wives but not of hus-
bands, and punished females but not males for sexual infractions. Formu-
las of praise for wives stress the importance of the marriage bond. The mar-
riage of Epigone and Euphrosynos at Mantineia is a model:

She was united with him in a happy marriage; their two lives were
yoked together and they were linked in body and mind.282

282. IG V.2 278 (trans. van Bremen [1996] 138).
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Although philosophers and orators encouraged sexual fidelity in hus-
bands,283 epigraphical evidence reflects the social reality. Regulations as-
sume that sexual experience for married women should be linked with
reproduction for the sake of the family, but for married men sexual expe-
rience, not necessarily connected with marriage,284 was its own reward.285

the delphic bee

Differences in ritual standards for males and females reflect social divides.
Expressed in terms of maintaining sanctity of special areas of sacred space,
these requirements convert the female body to a marker of sacred status.
Sacred areas considered more important than others were distinguished by
special standards of purity. Attendants, who represented with their own
bodies the purity of the sanctuary,286 had to be careful. The most important
ritual offices required sanctuary personnel to undergo purification proce-
dures normally used only for the sanctuary itself.

Pausanias describes such procedures when he introduces the Sixteen
Women of Elis, who administrated female rituals at Olympia. They wove
the robe for Hera, presided at a festival for Dionysos, supervised the foot-
races of young women, and managed the choral dances of the local hero-
ines, Physkoa and Hippodameia. They had to be mature, married women
(guna›kew) belonging to the privileged class, and first in “age, status, and
reputation.” 287 Their clientele was female; their rites, except for those of
Dionysos, honored female divinities; and at least one of their sanctuaries,
the hieron of Hippodameia, was reserved for women alone. Their rituals 
of purification were considered so important that even Pausanias viewed
them as unusual. The Hellanodikai—the judges who presided at the quad-
rennial games—and the Sixteen Women of Elis had a special status. Pausa-
nias says that they had to leave the sanctuary to purify themselves (middle
voice)

283. Foucault (1986) 166 – 67.
284. Sex with a prostitute required a longer waiting period than intercourse

with a wife (Lindos in the third century c.e.); LSS 91.17–18.
285. A private cult at Philadelpheia in Lydia required that sexual relations be

limited to spouses; Barton and Horsley (1981), for LSAM 20. The penalties for
women who failed to comply are expressed in far stronger language than the penal-
ties for men. An adulterous woman is “full of endemic pollution” (38) and able to
contaminate others.

286. Parker (1983) 175–76 describes ritual attendants as “walking temples.”
287. Paus. 5.16.5– 6.
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288. Paus. 5.16.8.
289. The word prospermeia, known only from this text, refers to the sprinkling

of grain from a vessel.

with a piglet suitable for purification, and with water. They have the
purifications at a spring called Piera. If you cross the plain from
Olympia to Elis, you come to the Pieran spring.288

Pausanias does not say that the Sixteen were required to refrain from sex-
ual activity for the term of their service, but the emphasis on their ad-
vanced age implies that he did not consider this an issue.

Special standards of purity called attention to central-place sanctuaries.
Ritual specialists had to meet high levels of purity at places like Delphi, sa-
cred seat of an important amphictyony; Olympia, site of the most impor-
tant pan-Hellenic competitions; and Kalaureia, island sanctuary of Posei-
don and headquarters for an important early Peloponnesian amphictyony.
The Pythia, originally a parthenos, had to be purified with a singular rite
before every consultation; the priestess of Poseidon on Kalaureia had to be
a parthenos; and the Sixteen Women of Elis were subject to the same rit-
ual purifications as the Hellanodikai.

Females who served Demeter were set apart by high standards of purity.
The best evidence comes from Kos, where a synoecism in 366 necessitated
consolidation of local leges sacrae under a single authority. Earlier regu-
lations preserved on whitened boards were collected and transferred to
stone. Local community festivals of Demeter were subordinated to a cen-
tral authority, and procedures for priestesses of Demeter were standard-
ized. Impurity from sexual contact was only one among several concerns.
Regulations for the priest of Zeus Polieus and the priestesses of Demeter
distinguish keeping oneself pure (ègneÊesyai) from making oneself pure
(kayarãsyai) from filth (musarÒw). Polluting conditions were divided
into two categories: those that involved contact only by propinquity or
touch, and those that involved intimate contact, for instance, eating. Like
the procedures for the Hellanodikai and the Sixteen at Olympia, the proce-
dure had three parts: cathartic purification with blood, ritual sprinkling
with water from a golden vessel, and propitiatory sprinkling of grain.289

Casual contact with impurity could be rectified by merely a circuit of sprin-
kled water and a circuit of sprinkled grain, but intimate contact, especially
contact with certain foods, required purification with blood. The priestess
of Demeter had to keep herself pure (ègneÊesyai) in the following way: 290

290. In this and the following quotation, square brackets enclose material re-
stored by Herzog in the original edition. His restorations are based on parallel pas-
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She is not to associate in any way with anything] foul or filthy, nor is
she to eat at a hero’s feast nor set foot in a heroon [nor go into a house]
in which a woman gave birth or aborted a child during three days from
the [day the woman gave birth or miscarried nor] is she to go into
wherever a person [died during three days from the day on which] the
corpse was carried out, nor is she [to touch any] carcasses, nor eat of
any animal [that has been strangled (?)].291

The priestess of Demeter and the priest of Zeus Polieus had to avoid any-
thing polluted, whether a feast of a hero, a place of recent childbirth or mis-
carriage, the house of a dead person, or an animal carcass, and probably also
meat from any animal that had not bled in sacrifice.292 Before undertaking
any ritual responsibility on behalf of the deme or the polis, a Koan priest-
ess of Demeter had to demonstrate her separation from polluting contact
and show that her body no longer carried even the symbolic residue of any
of the other forbidden pollutions on the list:

If it happens to the priestess to do any of these foul or filthy things, so
as to err because she ate any [of these foul or filthy things, let her cut 
a boundary around herself with a female piglet] 293 and let her [purify
(or cleanse) herself and sprinkle around herself] (with water) from a
golden vessel and from a prospermeia, [but if any] of these other things
happens, let her sprinkle around herself from a golden vessel and from
a prospermeia [and let her be pure].294

The Koan ritual mandated a level of concern not recorded for priesthoods
of other divinities. If the priestess ate of an animal whose meat had been
sacrificed to a hero, her body was polluted by ritual intimacy with the dead.

sages in other parts of this text and other Koan texts of the same series. Parenthe-
ses in the translated text enclose alternate translations of my own.

291. Herzog (1928) no. 5; LSCG 154 IIa.22–27. I have punctuated the text to in-
dicate its fragmentary state. Key terms having to do with purification procedures,
however, although sometimes bracketed here, are restored according to formulas
for the priestess of Demeter at Isthmos (LSCG 154 IIb) and the procedures for the
priest of Zeus Polieus (LSCG 151).

292. There are textual problems at this point.
293. Text is reconstructed by Herzog (1928) no. 15, 5A.14, comparing the same

procedure for the priest of Zeus Polieus, where a male piglet is used: peritam°syv
xo¤rvi ¶rseni.

294. Herzog (1928) no. 5, lines 28 –30. Herzog’s text makes the piglet female,
in opposition to the male piglet specified in the purification rites for the priest of
Zeus Polieus. Piglets are often required to be male (especially those sacrificed to
male divinities: IRhPeraia 1.2 11.2, LSCG 63, 64). A female piglet is listed at Tralles
(ITralles 248.7), and the pig for sacrifice by a woman in Alexandria at Her. 4.15 is
female.
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For the stain of eating forbidden meat, she had to “cut” circuit boundaries
with the blood of a piglet. Other impurities were corrected by sprinkling
around herself a circuit of pure water and a circuit of seeds from a pro-

spermeia. No other ritual specialists are mentioned. This fact, together
with the use of the middle voice for the verb of purification,295 implies that
the priestess performed the series of rituals on herself.

The three substances, blood, water, and grain, belong to two different
categories— one polluted, the other pure. Spring water and blood were
opposites, with different ritual characteristics and different ritual func-
tions.296 When Heraklitos criticizes ritual practice, he draws attention to
this opposition :

Those that purify themselves (from blood) with blood are raving mad,
in the same way as a person who steps in mud and tries to clean him-
self with mud would appear to be raving mad if anyone ever noticed
him doing this.297

Parker deals with the problem of these apparently self-contradictory pro-
cedures by emphasizing similarities. He assumes that the mechanics of
purification depended on the absorptive character of the material used for
the procedure, whether that material was considered pure itself (e.g.,
spring water or Apollo’s branch of laurel) or polluted (e.g., blood, mud, sul-
fur, or pitch).298 Such substances, he points out, whether “clean” or “dirty”
in themselves, had to be discarded after use because both the pure and the
impure worked by absorption.

The procedure is actually more complicated. Different kinds of sub-
stances were required because two different processes were involved. Agents
of purification, like pharmacological substances, could be homeopathic or
allopathic. Homeopathic substances are believed to effect a change by repli-
cating the situation they aim to correct. Allopathic substances, believed to
work in the opposite way, correct the balance by introducing a substance
that acts in direct opposition to the offending condition. The difference be-
tween the two processes is made clear by a discussion in the Sophist where
Plato compares a method of argumentation to the processes of purification.
The purifications of medical practice as well as the katharmoi of ritual 
are analogues to a method of logical discrimination he calls “diacritics,” a

295. Cf. Theophr. Char. 16.12.
296. Cf. Eur. HF 1324.
297. Heraclit. F 5.
298. Parker (1983) 226 –32, on substances used for purification.
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299. Pl. Soph. 226c–d.
300. Pl. Soph. 227a.
301. Pliny, who identifies this process as Greek, calls it sympathy; NH 28.84.
302. Like the Hekataia, “the meal left for Hekate,” the remnants of the carcass

of the piglets used for purification were left at a triodos; Dem. 54.39.
303. [Plut.] Aet. Rom. et Graec. 263e: tÚ pËr kaya¤rei ka‹ tÚ Ïdvr ègn¤zei,

“Fire takes away impurity, water restores the original state of purity.” Rudhardt
(1958) 163 – 64 distinguishes between kaya¤rein, the elimination of impurities
(such as those associated with murder), and ègn¤zein, restoration of purity after
contact with the impurities associated with the life cycle (childbirth, sex, and
funerals).

method of argumentation that divides the better from the worse.299 Ac-
cording to Plato, agents of purification that divide the pure from the pol-
luted work in two different ways: either like a sponge or like a cathartic
drug.300 The one absorbs, the other expels. He says that “diacritics,” like
purification rituals, “cut” a line (227c–d) separating the better from the
worse (226d), keeping the worse outside and the better in (227d). For the
act of separation Plato uses the technical terminology for “cutting” a ritual
boundary and inscribing the boundary of a sacred space (t°mnein,
sunt°mnein 227c–d). According to his metaphor, the priestess’s circuit
with the blood of a dead piglet created a boundary that separated her body
from the taint of eating forbidden food. She accomplished this division by
cutting a line with a substance that separated any possible taint or impu-
rity on the outside from what was inscribed within. The blood of the dead
piglet, impure like the impurity it was designed to attract, was a homeo-
pathic substance. Like a sponge, the blood of the slain piglet absorbed the
impurity so it could be removed.301 Because the circuit drawn with the
blood of the piglet transferred pollution to its carcass, the carcass itself had
to be discarded.302 Drawing a circuit with pure water, on the other hand,
like using an allopathic substance, reinforced the boundary by keeping im-
purity out. By circumscribing her body with pure water from a pure ves-
sel, the priestess demonstrated herself as untouched by the polluting ob-
ject, which was now outside.303

Heraklitos, who would have been familiar with procedures like those at
Kos, calls attention to the paradox of purification ritual. If we look beyond
his scorn, we can see the logic of the practice he despises. Smearing mud on
the surface of the body, being a homeopathic process, would not pollute the
skin. Like a second skin, the mud could absorb any “muddy” or polluting
substance previously contracted, and, when removed, could testify to the
purity of the skin and therefore of the body beneath.

The terminology of purification stresses the process of creating active
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304. For example, “purify around,” “purification around,” “sprinkle around,”
“wipe all around,” “cut all around,” “pour all around,” etc. Examples are collected
by Pfister (1935) 149–52.

305. Schol. Pind. Pyth. 4.106c; Eur. Hipp. 73 –77 and scholia; Parker (1983) 83
n. 37; Borthwick (1991) 560 – 63. On Paros, “Melissai” was the title for the women
who abstained from intercourse for the Thesmophoria; Apollod. FGrH 244 F 89.
Melissos, king at Paros, had sixty daughters whom Demeter instructed about the
sufferings of Persephone when she gave the Parians her mysteries. The priestess

boundaries. Inscribing a boundary with a homeopathic substance like the
blood of a piglet removed the taint of blood by drawing it out. The idea of
“cutting” a boundary is essential. Plato makes this very clear when he uses
the language of maintaining and disputing political boundaries as a sec-
ond analogy for his philosophical method (231a–b). The image of political
boundaries assumes complete encirclement, an idea emphasized in the
many Greek terms for purification compounded with peri-, “around.” 304

Creating a new boundary was part of recovery.
Purification with pure water was ubiquitous and took many forms.

Purification with the blood of a piglet, however, was reserved for very spe-
cial or very dangerous situations. Special situations included, in addition to
purification of murderers, the rites at Olympia for the Hellanodikai and the
Sixteen Women, rituals of Demeter everywhere, and the purification of
encirclement that defined the space for the male community in public
places, such as the assembly or the theater. At Kos, the triple procedure of
blood, grain, and water emphasized the special level of purity necessary for
one who moved across the specially challenging boundary dividing the
gods from human experience. A priestess of Demeter could not import any
trace of impurity from her domestic life or personal experience to the place
where she fulfilled her ritual responsibility to the community. The special
form of purification for the priestess of Demeter at Kos puts her personal
ritual on the same level as the procedures for the officials of a central-place
sanctuary, such as the Hellanodikai and the Sixteen Women of Elis. Atten-
dants of Demeter were held to a high standard because the goddess’s ritual
was fundamental to the polis and to the success of both polis and family.

The special procedures for the priestess of Demeter at Kos explain why
the priestess of Demeter Chamyne at Olympia was permitted to observe
male athletic events. She was the only adult female at Olympia whose pu-
rity made comparison to a fly out of the question. Priestesses of Demeter
were so highly respected that the only insect to which they could be com-
pared was the bee. Demeter’s priestesses were called Melissai, “bees,” be-
cause honey bees had a reputation of sexual purity.305 These dutiful atten-
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Timo, who showed Miltiades how to cut through the sanctuary of Demeter when
he was besieging Paros, was not reliable. The Pythia, however, did not blame her
for allowing Miltiades to intrude on “sacred places not to be talked about with a
man” but was satisfied with his punishment; Hdt. 6.134.

306. The priestess of Demeter Thesmophoros was an example of strict purity;
Lucian Tim. 17, with Parker (1983) 90 n. 65.

307. Paus. 10.28.3.
308. Fehrle (1910) 104.
309. Broneer (1942) 265 no. 51, line 2, early second century, Athenian agora.

Clinton (1974) 71 identifies her as priestess of Demeter and Kore at Eleusis. He does
not explain, however, why the title is not in the more common Attic dual (e.g.,
Arist. Thesm. 83, 282. 297; Ecc. 443; IG II 2 1363, Eleusis).

310. Vestergaard et al. (1985).
311. Clinton (1974) 68 –76; for priestesses of Demeter and Kore who had chil-

dren, nos. 6, 10, 16. For the priestess’s special house in the sanctuary, IG II 2

1672.127, 329/8 b.c.e.

dants had to maintain such high levels of ritual purity because they were
in charge of the special ritual objects that legitimated the community.306

These objects had to be transported whenever a population moved—a fact
illustrated by Polygnotos of Thasos in his famous painting at Delphi, in
which he showed the priestess Kleiobeia carrying the sacred objects of
Demeter to Thasos during the original migration (apoikia) from Paros.307

Kleiobeia deserved a place among the famous heroes in the underworld be-
cause of her important role in the foundation of Thasos and because she
met the standards her office required.

Kleiobeia was both priestess of Demeter and a parthenos. Normally,
however, adult women who served the goddess were expected to marry and
to have children. At Athens, the priestess of Demeter Thesmophoros had a
reputation for maintaining strict purity, but when she was not required to
perform duties on behalf of the goddess, she led a normal life. Both Deme-
ter’s worshippers and her ritual attendants rarely had to maintain long-
term abstinence.308 At Athens, the priestess of the Thesmophoroi had a
husband,309 and at Eleusis, the priestess of Demeter and Kore, named by
patronymic (as was the custom),310 had children.311 These women could
mix ritual responsibility with family life because the purification rites re-
quired for meeting Demeter’s demands were so strenuous and therefore all
the more powerful. At Delos, inscribed accounts list the piglet for manda-
tory purification of the Thesmophorion. At Eleusis, even the priestess’s sa-
cred residence had to be purified. The fees paid to purify the “sacred house
where the priestess dwells” are listed in the Athenian accounts along with
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312. IG II 2 1672.126 –27.
313. Paus. 5.10.1.

the sum for the two piglets purchased to purify the sanctuary.312 The
priestess received the same treatment as the sanctuary.

Purity requirements for priestesses of Demeter, for Apollo’s Pythia, the
Women of Elis, and the Hellanodikai were so strict because the stakes were
so high. Purity regulations are not just window dressing; they have social
content. Purity codes not only reflect social divisions; they also indicate
what a group really cares about. Any space whose activity depended on
mutual recognition by potentially competitive political bodies needed di-
vine protection. The megaron of the Thesmophoria, the adyton at Delphi,
and the stadium at Olympia were such spaces. Rituals at Olympia were en-
acted in support of contests that represented the skills associated with wag-
ing war. Successful performance of such rituals was impossible without
protection of a sacred truce announced months in advance of the beginning
of the events. The games therefore represented the kind of peaceful inter-
action impossible to achieve in the competitive environment of ordinary
political life. Regional oracles, especially the one at Delphi, operated the
same way. City administrators submitted decisions to the Pythia to garner
the support and approval their own procedures could neither achieve nor
guarantee.

According to Pausanias, the gods paid the most attention to the Delphic
oracle, the Olympic games, and the Eleusinian mysteries. He rates these
celebrations on the basis of their public reputation and the impact of their
sanctuaries.313 Eleusis, however, was not the only place where the signifi-
cance of Demeter was recognized and commemorated. Her most important
festival, celebrated wherever Greeks settled, was the Thesmophoria, a pub-
lic celebration managed by local administrations. At Athens, the Thesmo-
phoria was administered in the deme. Demeter’s Thesmophoria did not even
always require a building. In Phokia, Demeter’s little sanctuary at Anthela
near Thermopylai was modest in the extreme and very different in scale
from the public, ornamented sanctuary at Delphi. Nevertheless, Demeter
was a regional divinity on a par with Apollo, and her sanctuary, a meeting
place for the representatives of the participating states, was administered
by the Pylaian (or Delphic) Amphictyony. Demeter, except for the anom-
aly of Eleusis, was rarely associated with a central-place sanctuary. Rather,
she was recognized everywhere because her rituals were local, decentral-
ized, and performed at the level of the smallest component of the polis.
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314. Pind. Pyth. 4.60 – 61: the oracle spoke “with the spontaneous sound of the
Delphic bee,” mel¤ssaw Delf¤dow aÈtomãtƒ kelãdƒ.

315. Cf. Hymn. Hom. Merc. 552– 63 for the three sisters (parthenoi) who
dwelled under a cleft of Parnassos as prophets. If fed on honey, they were willing to
speak the truth. Herodotus mentions a Thracian oracle of Dionysos, where the one
who gave the oracle was female. He compares her procedures to those at Delphi;
Hdt. 7.111. For the mechanics of possession by a god in divination, see Maurizio
(1995), with perhaps too much emphasis on the agency of the Pythia. Dewald
(1981) 111–12 stresses the passivity of the Delphic priestess.

316. Eur. Erechtheus F 370K.85– 86 (IV.85– 86 Diggle): “of the much-laboring
bee,” polupÒnou mel¤sshw.

317. Aischylos, however, implies an aged priestess in the Classical period;
Aesch. Eum. 38.

318. Actually, two women in rotation, with a third held in reserve; Plut. 414b.
319. Pythia in Delphi, Diod. Sic. 16.26.6 (for the age requirement); prophetess

of Apollo at Argos, Paus. 2.24.1; priestess of Apollo in Epirus, Ael. NA 11.2; Sibyl
at Kyme, Lyk. Alex. 1278 –79. See also Parke and Wormell (1956) 1 :35– 41; Parker
(1983) 93. On privileges associated with older women, see Henderson (1987b), 
esp. 115.

320. Blok and Mason (1987).
321. Aesch. Eum. 38; cf. the ambiguous gunØ pary°now of schol. Eur. Or. 165.

This ambiguity is misunderstood by Sissa (1990a), whose description of the oracu-
lar process requires that the Pythia be a real virgin. For the possibility that the
Peleiades, “Doves”—priestesses of Zeus at Dodona—were old women, see Strab.
7.7.10 –12; Parke (1967) 62; Bodson (1978) 101–2; Parker (1983) 93.

The sexual status of Demeter’s priestesses is an indicator of the status of
her local rituals. Her priestesses were called Melissai because of temporary
requirements to imitate sexless but active insects. At Delphi, Apollo’s
priestess had to imitate the bee on a permanent basis. Pindar’s nickname for
the Pythia was “Delphic Bee,” 314 a metaphor that also called attention to
the harsh sound of her voice, reputedly projected through her body by will
of the god and through no act of her own.315 Other characteristics of the in-
sect are even more relevant, especially the close connection between con-
scientious labor 316 and physical purity. If the tradition is reliable, the sex-
ual status of the Delphic Pythia was guaranteed in earlier periods by
youth 317 and in the Hellenistic period by age. In Diodorus’s day the Pythia
had to be a woman 318 past menopause 319 dressed in the clothing of a
parthenos, a costume that marked her as equivalent to a female totally un-
acquainted with sex and childbirth.320 Although an old woman, she stood
in for a child.321

In order to emphasize the Pythia’s close relationship to the god, access to
the oracle was tightly guarded, and the priestess herself performed compli-
cated preliminary purifications that separated her from the human com-
munity. The responses of the god were delivered in the adyton, a restricted
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322. Plut. De E 385c–d, where a Delphic riddle (ainigma) needing explanation
is quoted: “It is possible for no woman to approach the place where the oracle is
given (xrhstÆrion).” Euripides’ Ion tells the female chorus that they cannot step
over the threshold (reading Hermann’s balÒn in 221) of the adyton (figuratively
called “hollows”): oÈ y°miw, Œ j°nai (Eur. Ion 220 –22). Although Fontenrose
(1978) 217 n. 26 assumes from Ion’s remarks (226 –28) that women could have ap-
proached the oracle, he does not distinguish preliminary rites from the consultation
itself. Ion indicates that females approached the altars (§w yÊmelaw) and even en-
tered the inner temple (§w muxÒn), but it is clear that they did not have access to the
restricted area where the Pythia actually spoke. Opportunistic mythical accounts
credit responses to Telesilla of Argos (in response to her inquiry about her own
health; Plut. Mul. Virt. 245c) and to Teiresias’s daughter Manto, “founder” of
Klaros (Paus. 7.3.1–2; 9.33.2); Parke and Wormell (1956) 2 :38 no. 85 (Telesilla); 9
no. 20, 210 no. 523 (Manto). In the Hellenistic period, on very rare occasions, Del-
phi honored female performers with promanteia; SIG3 689, 711; Pleket (1969) 16 –
18 no. 6. They even invited one of them to the prytaneion. These three awards to
women from other cities are exceptional cases (among the hundreds of examples of
promanteia being awarded to males); the honoring of a female, highly unusual it-
self, seems to have neutralized gender.

323. Fehrle (1910) argues that purity was a requirement because the priestess
was considered married to the god; Sissa (1990a; 1990b), basing her description on
Hippocratic notions of an interior tube connecting the vagina with the mouth, ar-
gues that virginity implied a body open to receive the power, and therefore the
voice, of the god himself. For corrections to Sissa’s description of Hippocratic female
anatomy, see Hanson (1992a) 61– 62 n. 58.

324. The expression is from Schachter (1992) 10.

area of the temple. Other women did not enter this space, and they did not
normally submit requests directly to the Pythia herself.322 Her immediate
audience was therefore exclusively male. Her sexual purity, replacing ties
to husband and family, made her available for receiving and transmitting
the voice of the god.323 The rules that governed the Pythia’s body earned
special ties to Apollo and secured her location in a very sacred place at the
center of the earth, but only if she met a standard of purity so strenuous
that it completely removed her from the human cycle of sexual experience
and genetic reproduction. In order to be considered an extension of the god,
she had to achieve the status of a permanent “non-person” 324—a status to
which, it seems, only a sexless female could aspire.
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5 The Plague of Infertility

1. Ar. Thes. 830 – 45.
2. Cf. Eur. Ion 67: ¶rvti pa¤dvn. See also Arist. EN 1155a: the affection of

parent for child is natural; 1158: but it is not the same as the affection of child for
parent.

3. Xen. Mem. 1.4.7. Xenophon ranks the love of parents for children above 
the love of children for parents, brothers for brothers, wives for husbands, and
comrades for comrades; Hier. 3.7. He says nothing about the love of husbands for
wives. Cf. Lycurg. Leoc. 100: it is a natural characteristic for all women to love their
children.

4. Xen. Mem. 2.2.4.

male reproductive anxiety

The women at Aristophanes’ Thesmophoria suggest that those who pro-
duced sons for the city should receive public honors at the Stenia.1 Their
audience knew, however, that honors for women were not publicly pro-
claimed at festivals and that the Stenia, a festival that excluded males,
would not provide the platform for celebrity that public proclamation at the
Dionysia gave to men.

Women did not deserve public honors for raising children because the
maternal impulse was considered a fact of nature. Xenophon’s Sokrates
makes that clear when he distinguishes the “desire for creating children,”
eros teknopoiias,2 from sexual passion, aphrodisia, and recognizes it as in-
nate in both male and female. The impulse to nourish children, however,
he attributes to mothers alone.3 He argues that men choose their wives on
the basis of their ability to bear healthy children,4 and that although fathers
contribute material support, it is mothers who share their own sustenance
in pregnancy and risk their lives in childbirth without knowing how their
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5. Xen. Mem. 2.2.5. On the risk to mothers, see Demand (1994). The only
women honored for childbirth were those who died in the act: Vedder (1988) 
161–91.

6. Xen. Mem. 7.21–22, 24 –35; Lycurg. Leoc. 100. See also Arist. EN 1155a,
where the philia of parents for children and children for parents is natural, but, in
1158b, not the same because “father” and “son” are not equals.

7. This story is told in Hdt. 1.30 –31.
8. Foxhall (1995a) 133 –34, for a slightly different interpretation of this fable.

pains will be rewarded.5 Mothers make sacrifices because they have a nat-
ural affection for their infants.6

Fatherhood was nevertheless considered a blessing. The Greek attitude
is abundantly clear in Herodotus’s tale about Solon’s visit to Kroisos, ruler
of the Lydians and one of the richest men of his day. When Kroisos asked
Solon to name the most blessed (olbiotatos) person he knew,7 he was sur-
prised to hear Solon’s answer: “Tellos the Athenian.” Solon explained that
Tellos had lived to see his son’s sons and had died fighting on behalf of his
city. Kroisos did not understand that Solon rated successful family life and
service to the community higher than personal fortune, military success,
or political power and so did not grasp the explanation. When told that sec-
ond place went to Kleobis and Biton, two young men from Argos who died
young, without wealth, he was dumbfounded. The reason, however, is
simple. When the oxen did not come home from the fields in time to draw
their mother’s cart to a scheduled festival, they dragged the cart with their
mother in it to Hera’s sanctuary themselves. Impressed by their achieve-
ment, the Argive men blessed them for their strength, and the Argive
women blessed their mother for her children. When the mother then asked
Hera to grant her sons a gift, the goddess bestowed the greatest gift she
could: to live not one day longer but in her temple to fall asleep forever
with the praise of their countrymen still ringing in their ears. Herodotus
calls this the best fulfillment a life could have. He agrees with Solon, who
measured Tellos’s prosperity by the health and number of his children,8 and
for Kleobis and Biton deemed exemplary service for their mother their
highest achievement and an early, painless death their greatest reward.

Kleobis and Biton are called olbiotatoi, “most blessed,” because the god-
dess fulfilled the Argives’ benediction. Herodotus’s verb for the Argive
people’s act of blessing (makar¤zein) refers to a ritual speech act called
makarismos, a public, ritual pronouncement of happiness, prosperity, and
blessing from the gods. Like a curse, a makarismos was directed at another
person and required the participation of the gods, but its purpose was to
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9. The gift of the goddess is not bestowed without irony. Makarizein elsewhere
in the narrative is a symptom of presumption; see Hdt. 7.18.3, 7.45– 46.1, 9.93.4.
Arist. Rh. 1367b33 –34, makes a distinction between makarismos and eudaimoni-
smos on the one hand, and praise and encomium on the other. The early literary
evidence for makarismos is collected by Dirichlet (1914).

10. Hymn Hom. Ap. 14, for the terminology (if not the form) of a makarismos
for a mother. For the makarismos of parents on account of their children, see
Dirichlet (1914) 28 –32; Ar. Thes. 845 may be a parody of such formulas.

11. Hdt. 1.44 – 45. Herodotus’s praise of Tellos is a makarismos for a father, the
opposite of the traditional curse. Herodotus recognizes the depth of a father’s emo-
tional investment in a son when he describes the Persian custom of keeping young
sons with the women until five years old to protect fathers from the distress of the
death of a son in infancy; Hdt.1.136.

12. Ar. Ach. 254 –56, with schol. on 255; Aristophanes uses the term makarios.
13. Od. 19.108 –14; Ar. Pax 1325; Eur. Andr. 418; Ion 472– 80; Raepsaet (1971)

on the reasons for having children.
14. For the theme elsewhere in Herodotus, see Dewald (1981) 122, I.A.2.
15. Eur. Andr. 32–33, 157–58, 355–56.
16. Eur. Med. 717– 8.
17. Pl. Tht. 149b–e. Plato’s analogy makes it clear that midwives used both

drugs and incantations; Men. 80a; Char. 156d; Tht. 149d. Cf. Xen. Mem. 2.6.10 and
Ar. Nub. 135–39; Tomin (1987) 99–102.

wish good fortune instead of bad.9 The blessing most people aspired to was
reproductive success.10 Solon’s reply to Kroisos suggests that reproductive
success was a sign of prosperity, and Kroisos’s failure to understand por-
tends the loss of his kingdom and death of his only viable son—depriva-
tions equivalent to the heaviest curse a man could bear.11

Solon’s Greek contemporaries would have understood the difference be-
tween a Lydian potentate who evaluated wealth in terms of gold and their
own poets, who measured a man’s happiness by his progeny 12 and a city’s
prosperity by the fecundity of its women and the health of its children.13

Reproductive anxiety is a common theme in Greek literature and when de-
scribed from the male point of view, is influenced by concerns about female
fertility and wives’ sexual loyalty.14 Responsibility for sterility and for fail-
ure in childbirth was usually attributed to the female. Families desperate
for children resorted to drugs, incantations, and amulets, and even traveled
to visit healing sanctuaries and oracles. In Attic tragedy Andromache dis-
penses drugs (pharmaka) to Hermione to deprive Neoptolemos of a child,15

and Medea offers drugs to Aegeus to help him “sow” one.16 Midwives were
often consulted. Plato’s Sokrates describes his own mother as a professional
midwife—a woman who knew incantations and remedies for reproductive
problems.17 Few early incantations survive, but the later tradition is rich
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18. Plin. HN 28.81 associates a collection of gynecological remedies he calls
monstrifica with the name of Lais, attached to a variety of texts on gynecological
matters; Aubert (1989) 429 n. 12. From Pliny’s comments it seems that she was
connected with abortifacients.

19. Pharmaka were used to control the uterus; Eur. Andr. 32–33, 157–58; Med.
717–18; Hyp. F 67 (Jensen). For other references see Aubert (1989) n. 47, with 
a recipe for a mixture applied to a male to secure exclusive entitlement to his
partner’s womb: “Take an egg of a crow and the juice of the plant crow’s foot and
gall of a river electric eel, and grind them with honey and say the spell whenever
you grind and whenever you smear it on your genitals. This is the spell that is to
be spoken: ‘I say to you, womb of NN, open and receive the seed of NN and the
uncontrollable seed of the IARPHE ARPHE (write it). Let her, NN, love me for all
her time as Isis loved Osiris and let her remain chaste for me as Penelope did of
Odysseus. And do you, womb, remember me for all the time of my life, because I
am AKARNACHTHAS.’ Say this while grinding and whenever you rub your gen-
itals, and in this way have intercourse with the woman you wish, and she will love
you alone and by no one else will she ever be laid, just by you alone” (translated by
E. N. O’Neil in PGM XXXVI.283 –94). For similar commands to the womb, cf. Ko-
tanksky (1994) 360 – 68 no. 61, a Greek charm found in a grave in Nubia, third or
fourth century c.e. Hanson (1995b) 283 discusses the general appeal of amulets in
the eastern Mediterranean.

20. Hanson (1995b) 291.
21. Pl. Resp. 726a-b. See Faraone (1990) and Hanson (1995b) on amulets. The

amulet worn by Perikles, as reported by Theophr. Ethics (F 463 Fortenbaugh; Plut.
Per. 38.1–2), had no reproductive value.

22. Examples in Bonner (1950) 88 – 89.
23. Mul. 1.77 (8:172 Littré), quoted by Hanson (1995b) 288: “Smear the fruit

of a wild cucumber already white on wax, wind up on crimson fleece, and affix
around her loins.”

24. Hanson (1995b) 284.

with a variety of spells and charms. One class of spells was designed to con-
trol the uterus.18 Another series of specialized incantations was intended
for a husband who wanted to subdue a wife’s womb,19 and substances were
used to test a woman’s ability to receive her husband’s seed.20 Amulets were
worn, attached to the body or clothing,21 to remedy reproductive prob-
lems 22 and to aid delivery.23 The evidence of the surviving examples indi-
cates a belief system consistent with the descriptions of female physical na-
ture in Greek scientific literature.24

Reproductive anxiety is also a frequent theme in the questions men put
to oracles. Fifth- and fourth-century examples from the oracle of Zeus at
Dodona show that the inquiries of ordinary people were concerned above
all with crops, professions, and the ability to have children. Requests to or-
acles in Classical literature repeat the same themes. Euripides’ Ion, at Del-
phi, assumes Kreousa and her husband are visiting Apollo’s sanctuary for
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25. Eur. Ion 303; cf. 423 –24. See Dougherty (1993) 257–58 for the issue linked
to colonial discourse.

26. A large proportion of the published tablets from Dodona record private in-
quiries, all but one from males. The single identifiably female writer is concerned
about her health; Parke (1967) no. 15.

27. [Dem.] 43.12; Xen. Oec. 7.12; Aeschin. 3.111; Ar. Pax 1325; Mikalson
(1983) 25.

28. Lys. 1.33; discussed by Gardner (1989) 52 in connection with adultery. As
Gardner shows, if a child who is not the father’s is introduced into a family, it is the
oikos, not the father, that suffers the taint. A similar view is argued by Konstan
(1994) 224 in a slightly different context. In the case of the hereditary kingship at
Sparta, doubts about paternity were taken seriously, as the case of Demaratos indi-
cates; see Hdt. 6.61– 69.

29. Parke (1967) 263 no. 1. Translations follow but do not exactly reproduce
those of Parke. Publication of these tablets has been slow. Parke’s collection in ap-
pendix 1 can be supplemented by SEG 15.385– 409; 19.426 –32; 23.473; 24.454;
J. Robert and L. Robert, BE 1939.153; 1957.584; 1959.231; 1961.171. See now
Christidis, Dakaris, and Votokopoulou (1997) 55 no.1 (per‹ geneçw).

30. Fifth century, unfolded; Parke (1967) 264 no. 3.

one of only two reasons when he asks, “Have you come for the sake of fruit
of the earth or for the sake of children?” 25

At Dodona, visitors wrote their questions for the oracle on small lead
tablets and submitted them to Zeus. Men’s queries are concerned family
and fatherhood, anxiety about the fertility of their wives, and the possibil-
ity of reproductive failure.26 The inquirer wrote on a little strip of lead in
his own dialect and his own handwriting, then rolled or folded it and la-
beled the outside with a letter. The variety of scripts and alphabets and the
idiosyncratic grammar make individual examples very difficult to date, but
the corpus as a whole extends from the late sixth century to the middle of
the third century. Visitors expected the god to take an interest in very per-
sonal matters.

These men asked the oracle not only about their fields and property, 
but whether they should marry, how they might have children (especially
male children), and whether their wives’ offspring were truly their own. A
Greek husband was anxious to produce male children 27 and needed con-
firmation that any child born to his wife was really his.28

1. Gods. Good fortune. Euandros and his wife consult Zeus Naios and
Dione: to which of the gods or heroes or daimones should they
pray and sacrifice in order to fare better and more well, both them-
selves and their household, both now and for all time? 29

2. About his belongings, offspring, and wife: by praying to which of
the gods may I fare well? 30
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31. Parke (1967) 264 no. 5.
32. BE 1939.153 no. 37; Parke (1967) 265 no. 6.
33. Parke (1967) 265 no. 7.
34. Parke (1967) 265 no. 8.
35. BE 1959.231; Parke (1967) 266 no. 9.
36. BE (1939) 153 no. 39.
37. BE (1939) 153 no. 27, in Corinthian alphabet.
38. BE (1939) 153 no. 14, in Corinthian alphabet.
39. BE (1939) 153 no. 15, in Corinthian alphabet.
40. Parke (1967) 266 no. 11.
41. Guarducci, Epigrafia 4 84.

3. Hermon: by attaching (himself) to which of the gods may there 
be offspring from Keretaia, beneficial sometime for his liveli-
hood(?).31

4. God: Gerioton asks Zeus about a wife, if it is better for him to take
one.32

5. Herakleidas asks Zeus and Dione for good fortune and asks the god
about having children: if there will be any from his wife, Aigle, the
one he now has.33

6. Kallikrates asks the god if there will be offspring for me from Nike,
the wife whom he has, by remaining with her and praying to
which of the gods.34

7. God. Good Fortune. Anaxippos asks Zeus Naios and Dione about
male offspring from Pilistoa, his wife: by praying to which of the
gods may I fare best and most well? 35

8. . . . or should I take another one (female)? 36

9. . . . whether she might have children if she is intimate with me.37

10. . . . (if it is) better for Onasimos to get a wife for himself.38

11. . . . for Kleanor about paternal offspring from Gontha, his present
wife.39

12. Lysanias asks Zeus Naios and Deona if the infant is not from him
with which Annyla is pregnant.40

13. . . . asks if it is better and more profitable for him to take a wife and
will there be children to take care of Isodemos in his old age and is
it better for him to go to move to Athens and become a citizen
there.41

Families had good cause to be concerned. Birth rates were low, and in-
fant and child mortality high. Early cemetery population counts do not al-
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42. Ridgway (1992) 51–53.
43. Carter (1998) 144.
44. As Golden (1988) 152– 63 recognizes.
45. Blegen (1964) 78 –79.
46. Cavanagh (1991) 99.
47. Thomas (1989) 124 –26.
48. Death is a disruption of the lineage; Osborne (1996) explains the promi-

nence of women on Attic funerary monuments after 500 b.c.e. in terms of the drive
to perpetuate the oikos and validate the status of parents. Humphreys (1983) 108 –
19, however, reports that of the six hundred fourth-century Athenian epitaphs
with deme affiliation, most are for single individuals. The most frequent combina-
tion (88 examples) is that of husband and wife; with husband, wife, and child sec-
ond (50 examples).

49. Carter (1998) 512.

ways include young children, but where they do, they confirm high rates
of very early death. Among eighth-century burials at Pithekoussai, 27 per-
cent were infants or stillborn infants and 39 percent of the others were chil-
dren.42 At the Pantanello cemetery at Metapontum in the fifth century,
40 percent of the cemetery population was children in spite of the area’s
good agricultural resources.43 The grief of parents is not easy to measure,44

but a high proportion of the inscribed tomb monuments at Athens in the
sixth century were for adolescents, and in the North Cemetery at Corinth,
where 536 graves were excavated, child burials have 60 percent more vases
than adult burials.45 Lineages were fragile, and many landholders must
have died without an heir. At early Iron Age Knossos, where women and
children were buried with men in what appear to be family tombs, 44 per-
cent of the tombs served only two generations.46 Public sentiment empha-
sized ancestors and ancestral tradition, but in actuality family cycles were
of short duration. Family memory at Athens rarely claims to extend
beyond grandfathers,47 even for elite families. Among group burials at
Metapontum, family lines do not persist through more than three genera-
tions. Classical tomb reliefs at Athens emphasize family groups, but it is
the nuclear family that is stressed, not the extended lineage.48 The material
evidence is all the more striking when considered in the context of the rates
of reproduction for agricultural societies. At Metapontum, where 50 per-
cent of the infants born did not reach sexual maturity and the life ex-
pectancy of females was only thirty-eight years, even if every marriage
produced progeny, each adult woman would have had to complete at least
six successful pregnancies to simply maintain the population.49 The odds of
success could not have been good. In agricultural societies in general, about
one in three families fails to produce a son and one in six fails to produce



The Plague of Infertility / 153

50. Morris (1986) 107. Reproductive rates can be estimated, but real data is rare.
On female infertility, Sallares (1991) 104, with reference to the reputation of Troi-
zen. Even in the families of Roman emperors, where the desire for successors was
pressing, few emperors had more than one son, and even those who did often sur-
vived their own children. Neonatal and childhood mortality was the great risk, and
fathers were often disappointed. For the emotional impact on a father who lost five
only children, each dying before the next was born, see Fronto, De Nepote Amisso,
2 and 4, quoted by Scheidel (1999) 267.

51. Demand (1994); see SEG 44.1729 on epitaphs for those who have just given
birth.

52. Cf. Xen. Mem. 2.2.4.
53. Greek metaphors expressing homology between human and agricultural

reproduction have been widely noted, in detail by Edmunds (1981) 221–38. For the
imagery of agriculture in the wedding ceremony itself, see Redfield (1982).

54. Men. Dys. 842– 46 Sandbach; the same formula is repeated by Menander 
in Mis. 444 – 46 Sandbach; Pk. 1012–15 Sandbach; Sam. 726 –28 Sandbach; and in
several fragments. Cf. Clem. Al. Strom. 2.23 for the symbolism of sowing; Carson
(1990) 146.

55. The agreement was marked by an exchange of pledges (pisteis) between the
two men. See Men. Dys. 308, where Sostratos indicates that he loves Myrrhine so
much that he is ready to pledge (p¤stin §piye‹w diatele›n st°rgvn) to take her
even without a dowry. For the distinction between pistis and horkos, see Arist. Rh.
1375a10: ˜rkouw dejiåw p¤steiw §pigam¤aw. The father offers a pledge of daugh-
ter and dowry (d¤dvmi), and the young man accepts (¶xv, lambãnv, st°rgv,
Men. Sam. 729).

56. Bain (1991) 51–77. Cf. Aesch. TrGF F 13 Radt: so‹ m¢n game›syai mÒrsi-
mon, game›n d¨ §mo¤, “It is your lot to get yourself married, but it is mine to

any children at all.50 The high rate of maternal mortality is another factor
in slowing rates of reproduction.51

The language of formal Greek betrothal makes it clear that production
of children was the purpose of marriage.52 The engyesis, the pledge ex-
changed between the bride’s father and the groom, exploits an agricultural
metaphor to define the relationship between husband and wife.53 Menan-
der preserves the formula:

Well, then, I pledge (§ggÊv) my daughter to you, young man, for the
plowing of legitimate children, and I am giving, in addition to her, a
dowry worth three talents.54

The agreement was made before witnesses because the ritual of engyesis,

“betrothal,” was one of the events that identified children from the union
as gnesioi (belonging to the family) and therefore legal heirs to family
property.55 The formula identified the male as the active partner in sexual
intercourse and the woman as the passive field waiting to receive his seed—
ideas natural in a language where verbs of sexual connection were used in
the active voice only of the male.56 The agricultural metaphor reflects the
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marry.” For game›n as the act of sexual intercourse itself, Robert (1967) 77– 81; cf.
Eur. Ion 72.

57. Aischylos describes Oidipous as one who “by sowing the chaste furrow of
his mother where he was nourished, brought forth a bloody root” (Sept. 753 –56).
When Sophokles’ Kreon tells his son Haimon to give up Antigone, he says, “arable
fields of other woman are (always available)”; Soph. Ant. 569.

58. Hes. Op. 243, following West (against Solmsen) in accepting lines 244 – 45
as part of at least one of the principal versions of the poem.

59. Hes. Op. 225–36.
60. Technically, goneÊw means the one who engenders seed—in the singular,

“father,” but in the plural, usually “parents.” There are two possible distinctions to
draw here: one contrasts children who resemble their parents with children who
look like monsters, and the other compares children who look like their father to
children who do not. For the city, the first was important; for the individual father,
the second. The sign of a successful father was sons who resembled him; Quint.
Smyrn. 5.527: uflÚn §oikÒta pãnta tok∞i. In the keen competition for reputation,
women scrutinized other peoples’ children to identify any who did not resemble
their fathers; Ath. 190e: pãnu går afl guna›kew diå tÚ parathre›syai tØn 
éllÆlvn svfrosÊnhn deina‹ tåw ımoiÒthtaw t«n pa¤dvn prÚw toÁw gon°aw
§l°gjai. To know one’s father was a sign of civilization and indicated the success of
the institution of marriage, at Athens attributed to Kekrops; Ath. 555d. Helen is the
first to recognize whose son Telemachos is; Od. 4.138 – 46, and from Ar. Thesm.
514 –16, it is clear that babies, especially male babies, were supposed to resemble

asymmetrical relationship between husband and wife and makes it clear
that a wife produced children for her husband’s family. It was natural to de-
scribe the male progenitor as sower in a language where sperma could re-
fer to the seed of both plants and animals, and gone, “offspring,” was used
for children as well as for the fruit of the earth.57

Reproductive success was evidence of a city’s judicial maturity, an idea
illustrated by Hesiod with his comparison of the city of “straight judg-
ments” (dikai itheiai, 225–26) with the city of “crooked judgments” (sko-

liai dikai, 250). His descriptions assume a close connection between repro-
duction and judicial process. The city of crooked judgments is marked by a
sterile landscape and reproductive failure. Visited by hunger (limÒw) and
pestilence (loimÒw), its people waste away, the women no longer bear chil-
dren, and households decline.58 The signs of a successful city are the oppo-
site: successful agriculture, successful animal husbandry, and successful
childbirth.59 The city that gives straight judgments is a city that blooms,
where peace nourishes the young, the earth gives forth its bounty, and

the oak in the mountains bears acorns at the tips of its branches and
honey in its midst, the woolly sheep are heavy with fleeces, the women
bear children resembling their fathers,60 and these people flourish for-
ever with good things.61
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their fathers. For Aristotle, the best result of the successful concoction of semen at
conception results in a male child who looks like his father; the second best, a male
who looks like his paternal grandfather; and the third, a male who looks like his
mother. Female children are lumped together in fourth place, and last of all come
monsters—divided between children who resemble no member of the family and
the real monsters, children born with too many hands or feet; Gen. An. 767a36 –b5.
For more examples, see West (1978) on Op. 235. For a discussion of monsters in this
sense, see Lenfant (1999). This is a good place to recall the curse of Demaratos’s
mother on those who would doubt her oath to secure her son’s paternity: “Do not
lend a word of belief to any other tales of your birth. I have given you the whole
and absolute truth. For Leotychides and all who tell stories like his: may their wives
all bear them sons by their muleteers” (Hdt. 6.69, trans. Grene).

61. Translation follows West. Compare Od. 19.108 –14; the list of items reflects
an ancient Mediterranean tradition; see Levit. 26 and Deut. 28.

62. GHI II no. 204. Because the text was not inscribed until the fourth century,
many believe the oath is not genuine.

Judicial responsibility is delegated to males who exploit the earth, and re-
productive responsibility is allotted to females, equated with the soil. Ob-
jectified and classified with other means of production, women take their
place among the possessions of men: tilled fields, woodlands, and flocks.
Agricultural and reproductive success is evidence of judicial propriety.
Hunger (limÒw, 230) and doom (êth, 231)—punishments from the gods
—do not visit those who make straight judgments (230).

Hesiod’s catalogue of the signs of judicial success imitates a makarismos;

his catalogue of the signs of judicial failure echoes the opposite. The city of
crooked judgments suffers the traditional punishments of the formulaic
curse incorporated in every formal oath, which threatens failure in the pri-
mary areas of male productivity. The oath of the Athenians at Plateia in
479 illustrates a version of the formula used by Hesiod:

And if I abide by the conditions inscribed in the oath, may my city be
without disease, but if (I do) not, may it be sick. And may my city be
unravaged, but if (I do) not, may it be destroyed. And may the earth
bring forth fruits, but if (I do) not, may it be barren. And may the
women bear children resembling their fathers, but if (I do) not, mon-
sters. And may the cattle bring forth (offspring that look) like cattle,
but if (I do) not, monsters.62

Sterile earth and barren wives were signs of broken oaths and promises
not kept—a theme that recurs in one of the most elaborate Greek curses on
record, the curse paired with the oath of the Pylaian Amphictyony:

If anyone violates these conditions, whether as representative of the
polis, private person, or member of an ethnic community, let them be
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63. As preserved in the manuscript of Aeschin. 3.110 –11. Curses like these,
originating in the Mesopotamian cultures of the Sumerians and Akkadians, were
widespread in the eastern Mediterranean. Similar patterns occur in the oaths of
other Greek cities; Strubbe (1991) 49 n. 35, for the Near Eastern material, and n. 34,
for the Greek material.

64. For a similar catalogue, cf. Eur. Hel. 1327–37, where the mother of the gods,
in sorrow for her daughter, wastes the crops in the fields, the offspring of the people,
the flourishing herds, the sacrifices to the gods, and the sweet spring water.

65. For the prayer for blessings, cf. Aesch. Suppl. 630 –710, esp. 674 –79, for
successful harvests and successful childbirth. The same prayer appears on Athena’s
lips at the close of Aesch. Eum. 1025ff., until the text fails.

66. Hdt. 6.86.

under a curse (enages) of Apollo, Artemis, Leto, and Athena Pronoia
. . . may their land not bear fruit; their women not bear children resem-
bling their fathers, but monsters; nor their flocks bear young according
to nature; and may they have defeat in war, law court, and agora and
complete destruction for themselves, their family, and their lineage.63

Curses like this were a regular part of the formulas by which citizens
were bound to political obligation and collective responsibility, and they
were required components in the formal agreements between cities. They
are included in the texts of the treaties and public documents by which
cities established and maintained diplomatic relations with their peers.64

The rhetoric of oaths and curses recognized that bonds to family were
stronger than ties to peers or ties to the city and that ritual expressions of
unity were therefore needed to create the artificial bonds that maintained
the male community. Like fields and animals, wives were rated as valuable
productive property that was at risk. Healthy children represented the
community’s success, and failed birth and diseased or deformed children
marked a city’s collective failure.65 The consequences of breaking an oath
were said to be dire. The child of Oath pursued and punished those who
swore falsely or who broke an oath:

The child of Oath has no name, no hands, no feet, but he is swift in
pursuit, until, grasping a man’s whole house and lineage, he destroys it
utterly.66

Political responsibility was premised on an alliance of eligible males, each
representing his own family. Every oath defined the family as security for
the citizen’s loyalty to the community. Treason was punished by a kind of
death that wiped out the family and its future; punishment included ap-
propriation of property, destruction of the family home, and denial of
hereditary privilege to the condemned man’s children.
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67. For agricultural imagery in this play, see DuBois (1988).
68. Soph. OT 171–73.
69. Soph. OT 260: ımÒsporon, passive verbal adjective: literally, “same-sown.”
70. Soph. OT 460: ımÒsporow, active verbal adjective; see Jebb’s note ad loc.
71. Soph. OT 1211. Cf. Eur. Ph. 18: mØ spe›re t°knvn êloka, “do not sow the

furrow (wife) with children.”
72. Soph. OT 1257–58. He plowed the place where he was sown (1485) and

plowed the one who bore him (1497).
73. Soph. OT 1376: blastoËs¨ ˜pvw ¶blaste.
74. Soph. OT 1502: x°rsouw fyar∞nai.

Deformity and stillbirth were symptoms of pollution, which, whether
individual or collective, could defile the entire community. Sophokles em-
phasizes this repeatedly when he describes the curse on Oidipous as a curse
on his people and his land as well as a curse on himself. When the priest
describes the city struck by plague (28: loimÒw), the land is as sick as its
people, “wasting together with the budding fruit of the earth, wasting in
the pastures of the herds, wasting in the barren childbirth of the women”
(25–27).67 Sophokles reverses Hesiod’s images of the city in success to de-
scribe the city in distress:

Neither will the offspring (¶kgona) of the famous earth show increase
nor do the women recover from their labor of cries with [the birth of
live] children.68

The perverted marriage of Oidipous and Jocasta, direct cause of the city’s
misfortune, is described in agricultural metaphors that closely link steril-
ity of the soil, limos, and sterility of the population, loimos. Oidipous
describes Jocasta as “same sown” (by himself and Laios) 69 and himself as
“sower of the same wife” as his father.70 The chorus calls Jocasta Oidipous’s
“paternal furrows,” plowed by his own father,71 and the messenger reverts
to the same metaphor when he describes Oidipous as reaching “twice his
mother’s furrow (êrouran), furrow of his own and furrow of his chil-
dren.” 72 His children are growing plants,73 and the distress of the city is
reflected in the sterility of his daughters, who were ineligible for marriage,
their infertility described in terms of barren land.74

Human infertility was a plague sent by the gods, a pestilence, a com-
municable disease. It was not a problem for individuals but a problem for
the entire population. As Hesiod puts it, the whole city suffers for the mis-
deeds of one man:

Often even the whole polis suffers on account of one evil man, who
does wrong and contrives outrageous deeds, and on these people the
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75. Hes. Op. 240 – 43. Hesiod’s description of the disasters suffered by the
cursed in the last line, rich in assonance and alliteration, is especially ominous.

76. Aeschin. 3.136.
77. Thuc. 2.54.
78. Parke and Wormell (1956) 2 :10 –11, 13, 72, 83, 108, 125, 158, 169, 179, 200,

221, 237, 210, 388, 390 –91, 398, 487, 493, 572.
79. However, in the late fourth century b.c.e. a real father, attributing his

daughter’s successful and easy birth to a Delphic response, named her “Delphis” in
recognition; FdDelph 3.1 560 (SEG 3.400).

80. The Hippocratic gynecological catalogues are among the earliest extant ex-
amples of Greek prose; Dean-Jones (1994) 10.

81. Demand (1994) 94.
82. Hanson (1992a 33 –35 and (1992b) 36 –37 for the distinction between the

gynecological catalogues and the theoretical works of the Hippocratic corpus; and
Hanson (1989) 40 – 41 for the influence of the female tradition. On methodology in

son of Kronos sends from the heavens above great disasters, hunger,
and plague together, and the people keep dying.75

When Aischines quotes the same lines in his speech against Kteisiphon, 
he is reminded of the language of oracles.76 Thucydides, who is himself
contemptuous of such oracles, nevertheless reports that during the plague
at Athens, many people believed their suffering had been predicted by
oracles threatening plague (loimos), misunderstood as oracles threaten-
ing dearth (limos).77 The words limos and loimos chime together in many
literary versions of the traditional oracles identified with Delphi.78 Most
appear in mythical narratives emphasizing the pervasive anxieties of a
people concerned about the vitality of the land and the health of their
children.79

bodies of water and miniature landscapes

Similar anxieties about illness and sterility pervade the corpus of the early
medical writers, whose works reflect the concerns of contemporary medi-
cal practitioners and the people they treated. Reproductive failure was a
primary target for practitioners, and the earliest Hippocratic writings were
gynecological catalogues—remedies and procedures collected for practical
use.80 These collections preserved traditional therapies used by midwives
and “wise women,” recording them for the new, literate practitioners of the
late fifth and early fourth centuries: male physicians who claimed to treat
disorders of the female reproductive system.81 Practical rather than theo-
retical, these new texts put the female body at the center of discussions
about diagnosis and treatment of reproductive failure.82
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the Epidemics, Demand (1994) 45– 46 makes a distinction between case history and
close observation of the individual case. For self-conscious literacy in the Epi-
demics, cf. King (1998) 57.

83. Hanson (1991).
84. King (1998) 169 for disease as an indication of loss of self-control, reversible

only if the physician can assert control over the patient.
85. Aër. 3.

Theory followed fast on the heels of practice,83 and concerns about re-
production were a major incentive to those developing systematic theories
about conception and embryology. Explanations of reproductive processes,
like the earlier catalogues of practical remedies, focused on the female body
as a problem to be solved. Descriptions of the mechanics of reproduction
assumed a sympathy between the human body and the natural world, and
theorists argued that the health of a population was influenced by the local
landscape. Female fecundity was now a function of the environment and
local weather patterns. This idea is most systematically developed in the
Hippocratic Airs, Waters, Places, where the author attempts to demon-
strate the influence on health of location and orientation of a city and the
nature and availability of its water. Here, local environment is a key to di-
agnosis, and regulation of moisture a sound therapeutic strategy. Exposure
to the four winds and the sun is considered vital because wind and sun are
regulators of heat and cold, dry and wet, and so determine the composition
of the soil, the characteristics of the local water supply, and therefore, the
disposition of the bodies of local residents. Health is achieved by maintain-
ing a balance between the opposites: heat and cold, dry and wet. Disease is
the result of excess, which can be tempered by diet and lifestyle—the only
conditions the physician could modify.84

The first half of Airs, Waters, Places presents a typology of city envi-
ronments. In each environment the reproductive capacity of the city’s
women is the best indication of the community’s health. The best location
for a polis is facing the east wind; the best water comes from high ground.
In a town facing east the women are prolific, childbirth easy, and the pop-
ulation healthy. Towns facing south might be well endowed with water, 
but exposure to excessive moisture makes their women suffer from vagi-
nal discharge, sterility, and miscarriage; too much moisture inflicts chil-
dren with convulsions and asthma; and for males, it leads to diarrhea,
dysentery, fevers, skin eruptions, and hemorrhoids.85 Towns facing north
have hard, brackish water, which makes the men sinewy and causes them
to suffer constipation, pleurisy, oozing from the eyes, and even epilepsy; it
makes the women sterile, causes them to suffer from painful menstruation 
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86. Aër. 4.
87. Aër. 7. Environmental factors may have contributed to population decline 

at Troizen in the fourth century b.c.e. Theophrastos attributed a local problem of
sterility to the wine (HP 9.8.11 Wimmer); Aristotle explained it by the custom of
marrying too early (Pol. 1335a). Sallares (1991) 104 and n. 480 gives the back-
ground.

88. Aër. 11. For water as a primary theme in the discovery, see Jouanna (1994)
28 –29; on water and the city, Ath. 2.42– 43; 2.46b– c.

89. Aër. 19.
90. Aër. 21. Deviation from this standard is explained, paradoxically by social

status. Female domestic servants, presumably non-Scythians, active and slender,
conceive as soon as they “go to a man.”

and childbirth, and contributes to poor milk, infections, convulsions, and
anorexia.86

The effect of the water supply on a population’s health is determined by
its source: stagnant water comes from marshes or lakes, hard water from
rock springs, sweet water from high ground, and brackish water from rain
or melted snow. For men, lake or marsh water contributes to dysentery,
diarrhea, enlarged spleen, and fevers; but for women, it causes excessive
uterine moisture, which is in turn responsible for tumor, discharge, painful
childbirth, and false pregnancy.87 Seasonal changes and extremes of climate
are dangerous, with special problems occurring at the transitional periods
marking the chronological turning points of the year: winter and summer
solstices and autumnal and vernal equinoxes.88

The second half of Airs, Waters, and Places distinguishes the great re-
gional environments of the world, with Europe at the center as the standard
by which all other regions are measured. Each area has its own climate and
ecology, local populations are identified with the landscape they inhabit,
and the reproductive capacity of females is the index of local health. The
Scythians, farthest to the north and dwelling on barren soil in a cold and
harsh climate, are small but “fleshy,” with “watery” joints because the wa-
ter they drink comes from melted snow.89 As a consequence, they are phys-
ically flabby, mentally sluggish, and unprolific. The men are weak and the
women fat. Habit and local custom exaggerate their weaknesses. Riding
horseback reduces male sexual appetite; and in females, excessive weight
weakens sexual desire and clogs the cervix with soft fat. Menstruation is
scant, conception difficult, and the Scythian birth rate low.90

Transitional areas dividing the three major geographical areas of Eu-
rope, Asia, and Africa have a more variegated terrain and produce a more
diverse population. Some people are like “wooded and well-watered moun-
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91. Aër. 13.
92. Hanson (1992b) 250.
93. Vict. 4.90 (about dreams, fourth century b.c.e.), trans. J. Chadwick and

W. N. Mann. On the theoretical basis for medical analysis of dreams, see Oberhel-
man (1993) 127–33. The author of this book distinguishes two kinds of dreams—
those sent by the gods and therapeutic dreams resulting from the soul’s ability to
understand conditions of the body. Natural phenomena (both celestial and terres-
trial) exist in symbiosis with the body; the medical practitioner must therefore con-
sider the symbolism of dreams in devising successful therapies for a patient.

94. For cases that illustrate the correspondence between a dream and an illness,
see Ruph. Eph. Quaest. Med. 5 (Gärtner 34 –36), translated by Oberhelman (1993)
142. Dreams are signs of the future; King (1998) 102.

95. Aër. 5.

tains,” others like “thin and arid soil,” some like “meadowy and marshy
places,” and others like “a flat plain or dry, parched earth.” 91 Excess mois-
ture is identified with female characteristics, and places with too much
moisture are described as producing feminized plants and crops.92

Hippocratic therapies emphasize a close relationship between body and
landscape, and water is an important element of irrigation in both realms.
The landscape becomes a metaphor for the body, and images of the land-
scape can be analyzed to design cures for afflicted parts. Dreams have ther-
apeutic content, and dreams of an ordered landscape promise health when
the dreamer is able

to see clearly and hear distinctly things on the earth; to walk safely and
run safely and swiftly without fear; to see the earth smooth and well-
tilled and trees flourishing, laden with fruit and well-kept; to see the
rivers flowing normally with water clear and neither in flood nor with
their flow lessened, and for springs and wells the same. All these things
indicate the subject’s health, and that the body, its flows, the food in-
gested and the excreta, are normal.93

In dreams, rivers represent circulation of the blood; foul streams indicate
problems with the bowels; floods signify disease, storms at sea, and stom-
ach disorders; and bare earth means terminal illness.94

Health is most easily achieved in cities that, like the typical Greek
temple, face east and the rising sun.95 Populations are grouped by gender,
and children are classified with men. Health is possible when both male and
female live in harmony with the landscape, but because female hydrology
is more complex than that of the male, the female has a more complex re-
lationship with the land. Sterility is the primary concern. Hippocratic ther-
apy divided female from male because Hippocratic theory recognized the
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96. Laqueur (1990) argues for a single model of the body for both male and fe-
male, but by reducing his subject to the representation of genitalia, he minimizes
Greek distinctions in the substance of male and female bodies.

97. Process described at Mul. 1.1 (8:12.6 –14.7 Littré); Hanson (1992a) 51–52,
on “feminization” of wetness. The female is identified with water in Reg. 1.27.1–2;
Hanson (1995a) 295.

98. Hanson (1992a) 37, for the use of fleece for hydroscopy.
99. At the sanctuary of Hera at Koroneia, Hera’s springs were shaped like

breasts and water was likened to flowing milk; Paus. 9.34.3 – 4.
100. Nat. Puer. 2.10.1, for an analogy between the porosity of the soil and the

porosity of female flesh; Hanson (1992a) 37, 40, etc.
101. She was made from earth (and water), cf. Hom. Il. 7.99; Hes. Theog. 571;

Loraux (1993) 78 n. 36. West’s note on 571 gives many examples, going back to
Homer. To insult his allies, Menelaos makes them females made of female stuff by
using the feminine form of the ethnic and calling them “water and earth”: “Achai-
ides, no longer Achaioi . . . but you all be water and earth (éll̈  Íme›w m¢n pãntew
Ïdvr ka‹ ga›a).

102. Eur. Erechtheus F I.22–23 Diggle, for a “crop” of children. See also Han-
son (1992a) 40 – 41.

103. Dean-Jones (1994) 126 –27.
104. Dean-Jones (1994) 152–54.

female body as a body at risk, tested by the physical demands of reproduc-
tion. The female differs from the male in both substance and operation.96

Female flesh is described as more moist than male flesh, as porous and
spongy, soaking up liquid as a fleece soaks up water.97 Fluctuations in fe-
male moisture are described in terms of the landscape, and the same tests
used by farmers to measure moisture of the soil were used to test female
moisture.98 Circulation of underground water provided a model for circu-
lation of moisture within the female body.99 Blood moves like water rising
from or flowing through the earth, and menstrual blood is described as
welling up like water rising from springs. The female circulatory system is
a riverine system with all blood vessels leading to the uterus.100

For the Hippocratic theorist, the reproductive female is a miniature
agricultural landscape,101 one that must be managed, tended, and stimu-
lated in order to reproduce the family.102 Female health depends on regula-
tion of internal moisture, and the quality and quantity of menstrual blood
are diagnostic clues to health and illness. Difficulties in menstruation are
correctable by pregnancy, when the uterus regulates the distribution of
moisture by absorbing the blood otherwise expelled in menstruation.103

Hippocratic theorists assumed that because menstruation ceases in preg-
nancy, menstrual blood remains in the uterus to become the primary mat-
ter from which the embryo is constituted.104 Regular menstruation is a sign
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105. Dean-Jones (1994) 151: the male could not supply catamenial fluid. Zeus
could not produce Athena without swallowing the pregnant Metis, but Hera could
engender Hephaistos and Typhon without male intervention; Hes. Theog. 927–29.

106. Philosophers debated the female contribution to seed; recent summaries:
Lloyd (1983) 86 – 87; Dean-Jones (1994) 149.

107. Ovaries are not mentioned by a Greek writer before Herophilus in the
Hellenistic period; Lloyd (1983) 108 –9. Even when noticed, however, ovaries were
misunderstood. Herophilus described ovaries as if they were testicles; Herophilus F
61 (von Staden 184 – 85). Misconceptions among the Hippocratics abound: air and
other things flowed through veins along with blood; there was a connection be-
tween the mouth and the vagina; Lloyd (1983) 83 – 84.

108. Aesch. Eum. 657– 60.
109. Hanson (1992a) 42.

of health, and female wetness must be carefully monitored, especially at
critical times of female bleeding and fluctuation in female body liquids. The
most critical moments are the initial onset of menstruation, pregnancy,
lochial bleeding, and lactation. These are the periods when the female body
is most productive—but also when it is in transition and therefore least
stable.

Most theorists acknowledged a female role in gestation,105 but the na-
ture of conception continued to be a subject of vigorous philosophical and
scientific debate.106 Ignorance of female physiology encouraged specula-
tion, since claims could not be tested by direct observation.107 Assumptions
were rarely challenged, and serious contradictions between theory and re-
ality were never resolved. At Athens, where restrictions on eligibility for
citizenship in the mid-fifth century eventually resulted in a new definition
of maternity, some of that debate took place on stage. Aischylos, who pre-
sents the discussion about responsibility for conception as a contest be-
tween paternity and maternity, seems to have been the first to problema-
tize these issues in the theater. The outcome of Eumenides, the final play
in the Oresteia trilogy, hangs on establishing a definition of parenthood
and an explanation for the process of conception. The solution is success-
fully argued by Apollo, who represents a radical view:

A mother cannot be called the parent of a child;
she is but the nurse of the newly sown embryo.
The one who leaps begets, but she, a stranger,
for a stranger, preserves the sprout, unless a god harms it.108

This view did not prevail. In fact, it was even challenged in the second
play of the trilogy, where Orestes’ instinct for murder is traced to his own
mother.109 Hippocratic theorists argued for an active female role in concep-



164 / The Plague of Infertility

tion.110 To account for the fact that sons could resemble their mothers and
daughters their fathers, and realizing that a child could derive characteris-
tics from both sides of the family, they argued that both mother and father
contribute “seed” (gone, “sperm”).111 Some Hippocratics even claimed that
parents contribute seed from all parts of their bodies. Nevertheless, the
Hippocratics always regarded the male product as superior. One author
postulates two kinds of seed, stronger and weaker, each produced by both
parents. A balance in favor of strong seed produces a male child, a balance
in favor of weak seed results in a female child.112

Botanical imagery permeates the Hippocratic arguments about gesta-
tion,113 which was explained in terms of botanical cycles. The growing em-
bryo—a seed encased in a membrane—consumes the mother’s blood 114

and takes root like a plant, so that the skeletal frame grows like a tree. As-
suming a correlation between the health of the mother and the health of
the embryo, the writer says:

In just the same way, plants growing in the earth receive their nutri-
ment from the earth and the condition of the plant depends on the con-
dition of the earth in which it grows. . . . I maintain, then, that all
plants which grow in the ground live off the moisture which comes
from the ground, and that the character of the plant depends on the
character of this moisture. Now it is just the same way that the child in
the womb lives from its mother, and it is on the condition of health of
the mother that the condition of health of the child depends. But in
fact, if you review what I have said, you will find that from beginning
to end the process of growth in plants and in humans is exactly the
same.115

110. Hanson (1995a) 394 –98; Dean-Jones (1992) 72– 87, for the function of
female sexual desire and the physiological aspects of orgasm, as opposed to the
psychological.

111. Censorinus says that Diogenes and Hippon followed this view and claims
that Parmenides, Empedocles, Anaxagoras, and Alcmaeon described the mother as
contributing seed as well as the father (Censorinus, De Die Nat. 5.4). Aristotle con-
tradicts Censorinus by attributing to Anaxagoras the idea that the seed determined
the child’s sex but originated only in the male. Aetius acknowledges Hippon’s belief
that the female produced seed but says this seed did not contribute to reproduction;
he attributes to Hippon the idea that the father contributes the bones, the mother
contributes the flesh; Aetius 5.5.1. See Lesky (1951) 52–54.; Lloyd (1983) 87– 88.

112. Genit. 6.1–2 (Littré 7 :478.5–11).
113. Lonie (1969) and (1981) 211–16.
114. Otherwise lost in menstruation; Nat. Puer. 14.1–2. The blood is the agent

that makes the fetus grow; Mul. 1.25.
115. Nat. Puer. 22.1, 27.1 (trans. Lonie; Littré 7 :544; 7 :528).
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116. Schol. Pind. Pyth. 4.104: no marriage takes place without the nymphs.
Artemid. 2.38 (on dreams): rivers, lakes, and springs are good for procreation.
Theophrastus, in Ath. 2.15, remarks on the child-engendering water of Thespiai.
See Dowden (1989) 123 for sources of water as sources for local identity.

117. Nat. Puer. 17.2 (Littré 7 :496).
118. Nat. Puer. 19.1–2, 21.1 (trans. Lonie; Littré 7 :506).
119. Arist. Pol. 1254b: “Male is by nature superior, woman inferior; the male is

that which rules, the female is that which is ruled.”
120. Arist. Gen. An. 739b20.
121. Arist. Gen. An. 739b35.
122. Arist. Gen. An. 740a20 –35, 740b10; cf. 745b26.

The mother is simultaneously earth and vessel filled with blood that flows
like a river. The embryo’s character is influenced by the character of the lo-
cal water supply, communicated to the embryo through the mother’s uter-
ine moisture. The Hippocratic author describes how the child is therefore
directly related to the local land and water system. He has transformed an
idea, previously passed down as local myth, about the fertilizing power of
the local water supply into a scientific claim.116

The child thrives in the womb like the trees in the orchards of Hesiod’s
just city. The trees grow fruit at the tips of their branches; so also, the
child’s arms grow fingernails at the tips of their fingers, the legs grow toe-
nails at the ends of their toes. Heat causes the bones to contract, harden,
and then “send out branches like a tree.” 117

Once the embryo’s limbs are articulated and shaped, as it grows its
bones become both harder and hollow. . . . Once the bones are hollow,
they absorb the richest part of the clotted blood from the flesh. In due
course the bones at their extremities branch out, just as in a tree it is
the tips of the branches which are last to shoot forth twigs. It is the
same way that the child’s fingers and toes become differentiated. Fur-
ther, nails grow on these extremities, because all the veins in the hu-
man body terminate in the fingers and toes. . . . The embryo starts to
move once the extremities of the body have branched and the nails and
hair have taken root.118

Aristotle, whose description of the polis is based on the family, privi-
leges male over female; 119 he rejects Hippocratic explanations of conception
and attributes the creative power to the father alone. For Aristotle, the
mother contributes only matter. Comparing the action of semen on female
blood to the action of rennet on milk in cheese making,120 he says that when
the fetus is “set,” it grows like “plants sown in the soil,” 121 receiving nour-
ishment through the umbilical cord, which he compares to a root joined to
the earth.122 The fluid produced from the blood of the male (semen—com-
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123. Because the mother has only “nutritive soul” (yreptikØ cuxÆ, Gen. An.
741a), she cannot produce the “perceptive soul” (afisyhtikØ cuxÆ, 741b5).

124. Freeland (1987); see Cooper (1987), for Aristotle’s response to Hippocratic
attempts to account for the child’s resemblance to the mother and the maternal
family.

125. Hanson (1992a) 32.
126. Dean-Jones (1994) 104.
127. Hanson (1992a) 53.
128. Hanson (1989) 48 – 49, for different rates of negative influence on mater-

nal progress for male and female fetuses, as reported in the Epidemics. One-third
of the case histories in the Epidemics describe females; Lloyd (1983) 67 n. 33. A sur-
vey of all cases of maternal death in the Hippocratic Epidemics reveals that the death
rate is eleven times more frequent with a female fetus than with a male; Hanson
(1992a) 54.

pletely concocted, thoroughly heated, and therefore pure) is superior to
that of the female (menstrual blood, katamenia—unconcocted and there-
fore impure, likened to unfinished semen). For Aristotle, the ability to con-
coct semen confirms the superiority of the male body. Semen makes the
superior contribution because it is the source of both form and movement
(tÚ e‰dow, ≤ érxØ t∞w kinÆsevw) and is even able to create soul (cuxÆ).
Male soul is superior to female soul because it is perceptive and sentient.
Male soul can create soul in the child; female soul can only sustain but not
create soul in another.123 The inability to achieve complete concoction
confirms the inferiority of the female body. Unable to achieve the heat and
dryness associated with the male body, the female contributes only physi-
cal matter (tÚ s«ma, ≤ Ïlh). This physical matter, nevertheless, is not
entirely passive. Inherited characteristics transmitted by menstrual fluid
can influence the final result of the form imposed by the paternal seed.124

Hippocratics recognized that in conception the contributions of mother
and father were more or less equal, but they regarded the male body as
more efficient with respect to its own gestation and later life cycle. Differ-
ences in physical characteristics were explained by differences in levels of
moisture. Male superiority begins in the womb, where the sex of the fetus
has a direct effect on the condition of the uterus.125 The male fetus, being
less moist, is superior to the female in rate of development, lack of compli-
cations during pregnancy, and rate of recovery of the mother after preg-
nancy.126 Female seed is more moist and therefore weaker.127 The female
fetus, wetter than the male, develops more slowly, quickens later, gives
more trouble at birth, and is responsible for a higher level of maternal mor-
tality and a longer period of lochial bleeding.128 Differential rates of lochial
bleeding were based not on observation but on a theory of fetal develop-
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129. Hanson (1992a) 65 n. 131.
130. Dean-Jones (1994) 119. Even when the disease and symptoms were recog-

nized as the same for women and men, the female experience of the disease is
discussed separately from the male experience; see Epid. 4.57 (Littré 7: 612, lines
19–21).

131. Dean-Jones (1994) 136 explains the disparity by assuming that women
were visiting traditional healers. The fact that women’s diseases were explained 
in terms of reproductive disorders would also reduce the number of conditions
discussed.

132. Masculinization of females was an ominous sign among the Pedasians (in
Caria), whose priestess of Athena grew a beard if something bad was about to hap-
pen. Herodotus reports that this had happened three times; Hdt. 1.175.

ment that assumed different rates of liquid consumption for male and fe-
male fetuses. Being inherently wetter than the male, the female fetus does
not need as much blood during gestation. Consequently the maternal body
has more moisture to express after birth. The male fetus, needing more
moisture for gestation, is not a liability but rather promotes maternal
health as it consumes excess moisture, since maternal health is viewed as
depending on disposal of excess blood. Paradoxically, slow development,
considered a liability for females in gestation, is an advantage for males in
later life. The male ages more slowly because he produces “seed” well into
old age.129 Females, although slow in fetal development, nevertheless age
more quickly because they stop producing “seed” at menopause.

For the Hippocratics, female reproductive processes put the whole body
at risk. Health problems in females are attributed to uterine malfunction.
For males, on the other hand, pathology is the consequence of behavior and
activity.130 In Epidemics (where case histories of men far outnumber case
histories of women) 131 fever in males is attributed to drinking too much,
indulging too frequently in sexual intercourse, or exercising too strenu-
ously, but fever in females is attributed to complications from childbirth,
miscarriage, first menstruation, or grief.

Hippocratic protocols were based on several assumptions: Sexual inter-
course promotes female health and corrects menstrual problems. Early
marriage alleviates menstrual problems in young women. Adult women
require regular intercourse to maintain femininity and health. Women de-
prived of the sexual attention of husbands run the risk of masculinization,
a condition that can even be fatal.132 Childbirth is dangerous, but because
pregnancy consumes excess moisture, it has beneficial effects on female
health. Pregnancy with a daughter is more hazardous than pregnancy with
a son but is nevertheless preferable to the hazards of a barren life.
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133. Males can be described as sterile (Hdt. 6.68, Ariston did not have sp°rma
paidopoiÒn; Aër. 21; Arist. Gen. An. 746b–747a, etc., on which see Hanson [1991]
265), but except for the water test for semen described by Aristotle, tests for steril-
ity and ability to conceive were designed for the female; Steril. 219. As for Roman
writers, Pliny blames a plant associated with funerals for male infertility (HN
20.114, 26.70) and an adaptor of Soranus, Caelius Aurelian, Gyn. 64 (Drabkin and
Drabkin 92–93) attributes male sterility to weak sperm. The author of Arist. HA
10 concedes the possibility of male deficiency (636b) but describes in detail only
female problems. See now van der Eijk (1999) 490 –502, esp. 490. Aristotle, Pol.
1335a, interpreting an oracle to the people of Troizen, explains that age at marriage
is a factor for both males and females.

134. Genit. 10.2, trans. Lonie. Deformed infants are the result of accidents in
the womb (a blow to the mother) or a deformed or inadequate uterus.

135. Genit. 9.2; Hanson (1992a) 38 –39.
136. Nat. Puer. 24 –26; summarized by Hanson (1992a) 55.
137. Arist. Hist. An. 519a.

In the Classical period, practical therapies as well as the culture at large
usually assigned responsibility for reproductive failure to the female.133

Even Hippocratics, who recognized a female contribution to conception,
could describe the pregnant female as a passive, fertile field, attributing any
ultimate deformity in her infant to deficiencies in her womb. The author of
On the Seed illustrates this last idea with a telling example:

A similar thing happens to trees which have insufficient space in the
earth, being obstructed by a stone or the like. They grow up twisted, or
thick in some places and slender in others, and this is what happens to
the child as well, if one part of the womb constricts some part of its
body more than another.134

The same point is made by comparing a deformed fetus to a stunted cu-
cumber, misshapen because it was confined to a small pot.135

Some Hippocratics compared the period of gestation to the agricultural
cycle, which depended on seasonal changes in the underground waterways,
fluctuating with changes in porosity of the soil.136 Others compared the
changes in the female body during pregnancy with the yearly weather
cycle. Both explanations of variations in female moisture assume that the
sympathy between natural cycles and bodily changes was more pro-
nounced for females than for males. The character of the local water sup-
ply was important because it not only determined the state of the mother’s
health but also had an influence on her progeny.137 When Plato’s Aspasia
praises the land of Attika, source of nourishment for the Athenian people,
she develops the metaphor of the earth as mother; she stresses, however,
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138. Pl. Menex. 238a.
139. Isoc. 6.124; Lycurg. Leoc. 100; Dougherty (1996) 256; Rosivach (1987) 301.
140. Von Staden (1992) 9.
141. Examples listed by von Staden (1992) 9–10.
142. Von Staden (1992) 13 –15. Hanson (1998) 87–91 points out that both

Dioscourides and Galen later extended excrement therapy to males.
143. Von Staden (1992) 16 –20, comparing excrement to the substances used in

ritual and influenced by the idea of the power of dirt to purify, as demonstrated by
Douglas (1966).

that in conception and gestation the earth does not imitate woman; rather,
woman imitates the earth.138 The same idea is reflected in metaphors of an
Athenian brotherhood of citizens, virtual siblings because of their common
birth from the soil of Attika.139

The identification of the productive female body with the earth was not
an idle metaphor but a working concept whose power was recognized by
Hippocratic therapies. Doctors prescribed a variety of substances to deal
with female conditions. One of the most striking types of recommenda-
tions advised both oral and internal application of animal excrement and/or
urine.140 In the Classical period, Hippocratics limited treatment with ani-
mal excrement to women’s conditions, and only for serious problems of the
uterus. Excrement therapies dealt with abnormal excess of fluid, associated
with conditions such as sterility, expulsion of a dead fetus, and delayed
menstruation. Remedies included the dung of cows and mules and the ex-
crement of mice and birds.141 Such treatments, prevalent in other ancient
Mediterranean cultures, were part of traditional medical practice, but only
the Hippocratics restricted such therapies to females.142 It has been argued
that excrement therapy shares certain characteristics with ritual katharsis,

a process of purification where pollution is removed or cleansed by appli-
cation of a related polluted substance to soak it up and withdraw it.143 This
description, however, is inconsistent with both Hippocratics and Aristotle,
who describe menstruation itself as a form of katharsis. In the context of
Hippocratic therapy, where health was achieved by balancing diet, mois-
ture, environment, and activity, animal excrement was used in extreme
situations because it supplied a defined need. The conditions treated with
excrement may have been considered undesirable, even pathological. Nev-
ertheless, they were not in themselves ritually polluting. Physicians be-
lieved that levels of female moisture could be so dire as to require excep-
tional strategies. Pathological levels of female moisture required treatment
with extremely dry substances. In Hippocratic terms, excrement was ex-
tremely dry, to be used only in situations of extreme and dangerous accu-
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144. Recipes advise pounding it into a dry powder; see von Staden (1992) 9–11.
145. As described by Hanson (1992a) 36 – 41. Hanson (1998) 87–94 deepens

the evidence for excrement therapy and broadens its discussion by arguing that it
operated according to the principles of Hippocratic humoral theory specifically and
the mechanical principles of Hippocratic therapy in general. Cf. Diog. Laert. 9.1.

146. For the evidence of manuring in agricultural contexts, see Alcock, Cherry,
and Davis (1994).

mulation of moisture.144 Treatment of the uterus with animal excrement
therefore corrected what the Hippocratic doctor defined as a threatening
imbalance in the fluid content of the uterus. Excrement therapy did not
correct a polluting condition; it only corrected a potentially dangerous level
of moisture.

Regulation of the moisture of the uterus with a pharmacology of excre-
ment is consistent with the Hippocratic notion of the uterus as a miniature
landscape.145 In agricultural contexts animal excrement was the major ma-
terial for fertilization; treatment of the uterus with selective types there-
fore imitated fertilization of a field with manure.146 Treatment of patho-
logical levels of female moisture assumed an analogy between the female
body and the productive landscape of the community. The similarities
between excrement therapy and ritual practice have more to do with this
analogy than with any similarity between the material means of purifi-
cation and excrement. The fundamental division acknowledged by ritual
was not between pure and polluted materials, nor even between pure and
polluted individuals, but rather between sacred and productive spaces. Rites
of purification addressed conditions that would transgress this boundary.
Excrement therapy targeted pathological moisture, not the natural female
processes addressed by sanctuary regulations. Physicians—and midwives
—devised extreme procedures to deal with problems inside the female
body not because females were trapped in a cycle of polluting conditions
but because each woman contained an appropriated space in need of super-
vision.

Hippocratic theory conceptualized the interior of the female body as a
miniature landscape whose moisture levels had to be managed by the sex-
ual intervention of husbands and the therapeutic intervention of physi-
cians. The goal of therapy was health—a condition that, for women, auto-
matically included successful childbirth. The goal of ritual was the right
relationship with the gods. Worshippers did indeed pray for children, but
they realized that the gods demanded particular behaviors and a certain
care to recognize the great divide between human and divine. The arena
where that recognition was demonstrated was not the home but the sanc-
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147. Kosak (2000) emphasizes a difference between the Hippocratic notion of
disease and an earlier notion of disease as a result of religious pollution. Parker
(1983) 235–36 summarizes the evidence for the persistence of belief in divine in-
tervention. Inscriptional evidence suggests that that theory did not percolate very
far. For a recently discovered text on the great plague of 165 c.e. (considered a vis-
itation from the gods) and the oracles advising rituals to deal with it, see Graf (1992)
167–79 (SEG 41.981).

148. Burford (1969), for the building program at Epidauros, beginning in mid-
fourth century b.c.e.

149. Ael. Arist. 52.7 Keil.
150. Van Straten (1981) 105–51, for an extensive catalogue of body parts.

tuary. We saw in chapter 4 that the female in childbirth, at the moment of
her greatest contribution to the community, was defined in ritual terms as
farthest from the divine. She was farthest from the divine precisely because
at that moment she was the most like the earth.

body parts

The Hippocratic emphasis on therapy had an effect on sanctuary develop-
ment. By the end of the fifth century, the medical community had created
a culture of healing practice based on diagnosis and treatment of disease.
The new medicine competed with the prevailing religious ideology. In the
view of the medical community reproductive failure was due not to loimos,

affliction sent by the gods, but to nosos, illness that could be treated.147

Sanctuaries of Asklepios responded to the therapeutic model by incorpo-
rating procedures that paid close attention to symptoms, diagnosis, and
therapy. Services were expanded,148 filial sanctuaries were established
where Asklepios had not been worshipped before, and sanctuary personnel
added medical procedures to traditional ritual practices. Managers of such
sanctuaries were successful because they offered specific treatments tai-
lored to the individual. Temple personnel practiced a combination of dream
interpretation, ritual remedy, and medical therapy.

People dedicated models of body parts to represent specific illnesses or
disabilities, either in hopes that a god would cure the affected part 149 or in
gratitude for a cure already given. Satisfied customers testified to the posi-
tive results of their treatments with sculptured reliefs or representations of
afflicted body parts in ceramic, stone, silver, and gold.150 Such dedications
are found in the sanctuaries of a number of divinities, but the greatest va-
riety seems to have been concentrated in sanctuaries of Asklepios. At the
Asklepieion in Corinth deposits included ceramic heads, ears, eyes, tongue,
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151. Roebuck (1951).
152. Aleshire (1989).
153. Forsén (1996), for 171 examples of body parts in relief on stone.
154. Aleshire (1989) 46.

chests, male genitalia, arms, hands, fingers, legs, feet, hair, and a thigh.151

Inventories inscribed at the Athenian Asklepieion list heads, ears, faces,
eyes, jaws, mouths, body trunks (usually female), hearts, breasts, arms,
hands, fingers, genitalia (both male and female), and legs.152 Dedications
having to do with care of the body were not necessarily confined to sanc-
tuaries of healing gods. Tiny body parts of gold, electrum, and ivory, rep-
resenting arms, feet, eyes, ears and a vulva, have been found in deposits at
the Ephesian Artemision, dated as early as the late eighth to the middle of
the seventh century. Such dedications become common by the fourth cen-
tury, appearing eventually throughout mainland Greece (including Thrace)
and the Aegean islands, as well as at Pergamon, Ephesos, and elsewhere.

To some extent, types of offerings cluster in specific sanctuaries. Eyes
were often offered to Demeter, and breasts and vulvae to Artemis and
Aphrodite. Occasionally the offerings in a specific sanctuary seem limited
to a female clientele, but the more typical deposits, especially those associ-
ated with Asklepios, reflect a diverse clientele—male and female, young
and old—with concerns for a variety of diseases and disabilities. Body
parts carved in stone were offered for the most part to divinities associated
with childbirth and women’s health.153 The inventories from the Askle-
pieion on the south slope of the Athenian akropolis record items of gold
and silver to be melted down by the sanctuary and list as well not only
anatomical dedications but also stone reliefs, crowns, ritual equipment,
coins, jewelry, medical equipment, and personal items (including drinking
vessels, cooking utensils, and little boxes for cosmetics). On the whole, a
higher proportion of the inventoried dedications come from women than
from men. Moreover, women had a predilection for certain types of offer-
ings, dedicating most of the jewelry and a greater proportion of the ceramic
models of body parts.154 Men, who were more likely to make dedications as
the consequence of hieratic service than as a consequence of illness, dedi-
cated most of the expensive items—the ritual vessels, crowns, and medical
equipment. Men and women alike, however, made dedications in hopes of
recovery from diseases associated with a variety of limbs and organs, most
of the time for themselves, sometimes for other members of their fami-
lies. Men made dedications on behalf of their wives; fathers and mothers
made dedications on behalf of their children; and once, a mother and grand-
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155. As Aleshire (1989) 41 points out, however, the male genitalia dedicated by
a mother on behalf of her son (V.161, page 264) need not have been associated with
a reproductive disorder.

156. Van Straten (1981) 109.
157. Female dedicants: 51.39%; male dedicants: 45.82%; male and female ded-

icants together: 2.79%. See Aleshire (1989) 45. Women dedicate models of repro-
ductive organs, lower bodies, and whole bodies on their own behalf; husbands ded-
icate the same items for their wives (V.133, see 45); and mothers can dedicate such
items on behalf of themselves and their children (IV.100). Some women dedicate
several reliefs (Sibilla, 15: IV.108; Komike, 2: IV.66 Aphrodisia, 3: IV.75; Philiste, 3:
V.100; Archippe, 5: V.100).

158. Pl. Leg. 909e.
159. IDélos 1442 A.55, 145/4 b.c.e.
160. LiDonnici (1995) 52– 69 stresses the possible influence of an oral tradition.

Her strongest evidence is the group of inscribed testimonials from Lebena on Crete
(discussed 46 – 47), which exhibit similarities with the dossier from Epidauros (al-
though they employ herbal therapies, not mentioned at Epidauros).

161. Lloyd (1983) 69 n. 40.

mother joined in a dedication for a young boy. The highest concentrations
of body parts are full bodies or body trunks (65 individuals), eyes (154 in-
dividuals), legs (41), and arms (23 individuals), but a concern for reproduc-
tive problems is also evident, represented by the frequent dedication of
breasts (13) and genital organs both male (usually called aidoion, but hebe

once) 155 and female (hebe, twice).156 Among the dedications of ceramic
body parts models of male genitalia cluster at the Asklepieion at Corinth,
but elsewhere models of female reproductive organs predominate. On the
whole, Athenian inventories for the Asklepieion list more dedications from
women than from men,157 giving some support to Plato’s claim that women
and sick people were the most likely to make dedications,158 but it is difficult
to reconstruct a particular illness from the lists. Breasts and vulvae are also
found in sanctuaries of Aphrodite, Kalliste and Ariste, Artemis Kolainis,
Artemis at Ephesos, Zeus Hypsistos (second century c.e.), Eileithyia, and
Amphiareus dispersed geographically from Greece to Asia Minor and ex-
tending chronologically from the sixth century b.c.e. to the second cen-
tury c.e. A Delian inventory lists two silver wombs.159

At Epidauros, inscribed testimonials publicized successful cures. The
narratives are formulaic, all in the Doric dialect, apparently composed at
the request of sanctuary administrators and recorded by professional
scribes.160 Females are underrepresented in the inscriptions recording ex-
traordinary cures at Epidauros— only seventeen out of the seventy nar-
ratives.161 Male and female ailments belong to different categories. Men
suffered from conditions ranging from blindness, paralysis, lameness, lice,



174 / The Plague of Infertility

162. To which can be added Lyrkos, who asked the oracle of Apollo at Didyma
“about engendering children” (per‹ gon∞w t°knvn); Parth. 1.2 (Fontenrose [1988]
228 no. 57, a “legendary” response).

163. Loraux (1993) 37–71.
164. Patterson (1990) 57.
165. Ath. Pol. 13.5, 26.4.

tuberculosis, and hepatitis to headache, dyspepsia, and gout. The narratives
about women, however, tend to concentrate on reproductive problems, and
most female complaints are attributed to either prolonged pregnancy or
sterility. The males in myth who visit oracles to find out how to sow a
child—figures such as Aegeus and Xouthos 162—are not represented in the
testimonials at Epidauros. Apparently, under the impression that for males
sexual performance was equivalent to fertility, husbands anxious to pro-
duce progeny sent their wives instead.

sterility and the crisis of paternity

The philosophical debate about the definition of physical parenthood had
practical consequences in fifth-century Athens, particularly during the
Peloponnesian War. Tension between competing interpretations of local
history was sharpened by the larger political pressures of empire in a pe-
riod when Athens tried to balance claims for their own unique local origin
with a competing claim to be leader of all Ionians. In fifth-century Athens,
where metaphor and myth played a more powerful explanatory role than
abstraction, citizenship was described in metaphors of kinship. The myth
of Athenian autochthony, by which Athenians claimed descent from a king
born from the soil, defined Athenians as members of a single family.163

Perikles’ citizenship law of 451, passed less than a decade after Aischylos’s
Oresteia of 458, based citizenship on kinship. By defining membership in
the political community in terms of family relationships, and by requiring
that both father and mother belong to the hereditary group of Attic fami-
lies, this law emphasized ties of both collateral and affinal kinship and
sharpened the distinction between insiders (men with Attic mothers and
fathers) and outsiders (men with a foreign parent).164 According to this law,
only those whose parents on both sides were astoi (belonging to the city of
Athens) could participate in the politeia (the political community). Who-
ever was “not pure in family” (t“ g°nei mØ kayaro¤ ) could not partici-
pate.165 The new law required close attention to the status of a citizen’s ma-
ternal grandfather and therefore to the status of his mother.166

166. Scafuro (1994).
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The political community at Athens was a community of qualified fami-
lies, each represented in the external world of the polis by its male head.167

Natural ties to family—stronger than ties to peers, polis, or citizens of al-
lied cities—were a model for ritual expressions of unity at the level of
deme and polis. Myths of local origin, though subject to revision, repre-
sented the city as a family. One place where this definition is developed is
the contest about Attic identity presented in Euripides’ Ion, a play that ex-
amined competing traditions of ethnic origin at a time when claims for Io-
nian ethnicity had to be reconciled with the Attic myth of authochthony.
The central problem of the play is a crisis of fertility, presented by Euripi-
des as three separate issues: the problem of a family without a child,168 the
problem of a child without parents,169 and the problem of a people without
a father.170 Kreousa, as the sole surviving child of Erechtheus, is technically
an Athenian epikleros, the daughter of a father without sons. In order to
secure the tradition of Athenian autochthony, she requires a husband to
produce an heir for her father.171 At the time of the action of the play, Kre-
ousa’s marriage to Xouthos, a foreigner from Euboia,172 is a marriage in cri-
sis because it is a marriage without a child.

A debate about the definition of maternity is crucial to the drama’s res-
olution. Hermes’ introductory speech sets out the terms of that debate and
gives the audience the information they will need to assess the arguments.
The audience knows from the very beginning that Kreousa, now visiting
Delphi to learn how her marriage might be fruitful, had actually borne a
child to Apollo in her youth. That child is Ion, who, unknown to Kreousa,
now serves Apollo himself at Delphi. The issue of Ion’s paternity is a crisis
of identity for the whole Athenian people because their claim to the land 
of Attika rests on an unbroken line back to their earliest kings, who were
born from the soil.173 Euripides’ solution to the play’s crisis of family con-
tinuity reunites mother and son and confirms Ion, son of Apollo and Kre-
ousa, as heir to the family of the Athenian king Erechtheus. As progenitor
of the Athenians, Ion can be an eponymous ancestor for the whole Ionian

167. Recognized by Aristotle, Pol. 1259a37–1260b20.
168. Eur. Ion 304.
169. Eur. Ion 49–50, 109.
170. Loraux (1993) 65, for Athens as a metaphorical family.
171. Kreousa, whose husband is not a relative of her father (she says he is not

astos, 290), is not actually married as an epikleros; Loraux (1993) 203. Saxenhouse
(1986) sees the play as a rejection of autochthony and argues for the significance of
the female in the revision of the city’s foundation myth.

172. Separated from Athens by “watery boundaries”; Eur. Ion 295.
173. Eur. Ion 20 –21, 29–30.



176 / The Plague of Infertility

174. Eur. Ion 74.
175. Eur. Ion 815: êllhw gunaikÚw pa›daw §kkarpoÊmenow.
176. Eur. Ion 1095: êdikon êroton; Zeitlin (1989) 163.
177. Hanson (1992a).
178. Hanson (1989) 45, for meignÊnai and Hippocratic theories of conception;

(1995a) 292, for mixing seed from both parents.
179. Eur. Ion 406, reading, with Wilamowitz and Diggle, Wakefield’s sug-

krayÆsetai for the ms. sugkayÆsetai.

people.174 The play’s resolution also creates a place for the future sons 
of Xouthos and Kreousa, who will be first in the Dorian and Achaian lines.
Most important, Euripides’ conclusion rationalizes Athenian claims to
autochthony by preserving through Kreousa alone the family line of the
Erechtheids.

Euripides emphasizes the crisis of sterility as a crisis of paternity by
repeating traditional agricultural metaphors. The image of the father as
sower of his child, implying that the mother is only the soil, is introduced
first by Hermes, who says that Ion knows neither the father “who sowed
him” (tÚn spe¤ranta, 49) nor the mother from whom “he grew” (¶fu,
50). Hermes uses the image again in the same speech when he describes
how Xouthos “remains childless although he has already sown his mar-
riage bed” (xrÒnia d¢ spe¤raw l°xh êteknÒw §sti, 64 – 65). Ion uses 
the verb when he hears Xouthos’s claim to be his father (toËt¨ §ke›n¨ ·n¨
§spãrhmen, 554), and it is picked up later, in bitterness, by the Presbeutes
announcing to Kreousa that her husband has reaped the crop of another
woman by sowing a child outside marriage,175 and finally, in describing the
youthful sexual escapade of Xouthos on Parnassos as an “illegal sow-
ing.” 176 The sowing of seed, always associated with Xouthos, prioritizes pa-
ternity over maternity and privileges the male role in conception, assum-
ing that a “bed” (64 – 65) once sown should necessarily produce a crop.177

Kreousa’s discussion of conception within marriage employs a very dif-
ferent language of reproduction and represents a radically different theory
of parenthood. For Kreousa, sexual intercourse is not the sowing of seeds
into a passive earth but a mixing of substances from two parents (mig∞nai,
338).178 Like a Hippocratic theorist, Kreousa describes conception in terms
of “seed for children from both (parents)” and assumes that seed from fa-
ther and seed from mother must be mixed together to create a child.179 Kre-
ousa, taking sides in the debate about the nature and mechanics of parent-
hood, redefines maternity for the audience. Euripides converts a theoretical
debate about biological conception and parenthood into a political issue
whose resolution requires a scientific argument. Kreousa’s narrative, for
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180. A relationship exploited by the Athenians when on Samos they confiscated
estates under the jurisdiction of Athenian gods, at least once that of Ion himself;
Parker (1996) 144 – 46. For the boundary stones of a temenos of Ion on Samos, see
IG I 3 1496.

181. And Euripides challenges the Athenian appropriation of Ionian history;
see Herda (1998) 1– 48, esp. 1–19.

182. Eur. Ion 1571–78. Dougherty (1996) 261 emphasizes the role of Apollo,
but Athena does not mention Apollo when addressing Kreousa directly.

which Hermes’ prologue has already evoked the audience’s sympathy, takes
center stage and transforms the discussion about parenthood into one
about identity by recognizing Kreousa herself as the creative connection to
the kings of Attika.

Kreousa’s commentary on Ion’s origins connects two important myths
about Athenian identity. When Athena addresses Ion and Kreousa at the
close of the play, the goddess makes a distinction between Ion as son of
Apollo and Ion as son of Kreousa. When speaking directly to Ion (1555–
70), she emphasizes his relationship to Apollo.180 When speaking to Kre-
ousa, however, (1571–78), she emphasizes Ion’s heritage from the family
of Erechtheus, a heritage he can now confer on the people whom Athena
calls by her own name, Athenians. By recognizing this heritage, Athena
praises the family line preserved and carried through Kreousa.181 Ion’s sons
are born from a single root not because Ion is born from Apollo (who, as a
god, has no roots) but because Athena recognizes Ion as born from Kre-
ousa.182 As a miniature landscape, Kreousa replicates the land of Attika; as
contributor of maternal seed equal to the paternal seed of Apollo, she guar-
antees that the child she once nourished with her own blood is a true son
of the land.
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1. Paus. 2.38.7.
2. For the battle, see Hdt. 1.82; Thuc. 2.27.
3. There is little agreement on Pausanias’s actual itinerary; see Winter and

Winter (1990) 221–39, esp. 231.
4. For reports of three piles of stones as boundary markers on a ridge of Parnon,

see Pritchett (1979) 3 :127– 42.
5. Paus. 2.38.7; Pausanias also mentions horoi at 8.25.1 and 8.34.6; in 10.4.1 he

considers horoi essential to the definition of a polis.

borderlands

In the southeastern quadrant of the Peloponnese, high on Mt. Parnon,
there is a place where the ancient borders of Lakonia, Arkadia, and the Ar-
golid came together.1 The proximity of the fertile Thyreatic plain made this
borderland much contested. As Pausanias climbed the narrow, steep path
approaching the heights of the mountain, he passed the site where in 548
b.c.e. three hundred Argives were said to have fought with three hundred
Lakedaimonians for control of that plain.2 The site was still marked in his
day by the graves of the 597 hoplites who had fallen in that battle.3

When Pausanias eventually reached the heights of Parnon, well above
the inhabited villages, he came to the actual spot where the border mark-
ers (˜roi) of the Lakedaimonians faced the border markers of the Argives
and the Tegeans.4 Standing at this point, he had reached one of the princi-
pal Peloponnesian watersheds, the point from which the river Tanaos flowed
down toward Argos. Pausanias tells us that the place where he crossed the
borderland between Argos, Arkadia, and Lakonia was named Hermai, for
the herms that marked the sensitive triple boundary.5 These herms, prob-
ably one for each polis, were the boundary markers that guarded the lim-
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6. For the distinction between ¶rhmow x≈ra and koinØ x≈ra, see Chanio-
tis (1988a) 31. For mountains as public space (ˆrh dhmÒsia), see Robert (1960)
196 –97.

7. The usual terms are: g∞ meyor¤a, x≈ra meyor¤a, or simply the neuter plu-
ral, tå meyÒria; Thuc. 2.18, 27; Xen. Cy. 1.4.16; Plut. Crass. 22. For especially con-
tested boundary land recognized as neutral territory, see Thuc. 5.41; Sartre (1979)
213 –24. For a sanctuary of Hermes Kornisaios in a chora methoria between Lato
and Hierapytna, see Chaniotis (1988a) 25–30. Daverio Rocchi, (1988) distinguishes
border territory deserted because of natural inaccessibility (chorai eremoi) from
contested border territory (ge methoria).

8. Herrmann (1985) 337, on such boundaries in early medieval central Europe.
9. Johnston (1991) 217–24.
10. MacDowell (1963) 85– 86, 120 –25. In Dem. 23.46: p°ra ˜rou means “be-

yond the boundaries.”
11. The grove of oaks still grows on the slopes of Parnon; Rackham (1996) 97.
12. Paus. 3.10.7.
13. Thucydides locates Karyai on the border of Lakonia (5.55.3). Control of this

area changed hands often; Cartledge (1979) 152, 297, 300, 319, 322.

its of each city’s political reach. The area between them was a type of space
that belonged to no one.6 The Greeks recognized the unusual nature of this
kind of landscape by calling it chora methoria, “borderland” or “space-in-
between,” acknowledging the strip of liminal land lying between or beyond
political boundaries.7 Like the solid color running between the spots on a
panther’s skin,8 such spaces could be broad or narrow, the width dependent
on the shape of the local landscape and the turn of local military contest.
Strips of borderland divided the territory of one polis from another, and
like the triangular space at a triple crossroads (triodos),9 a chora methoria

was a no-man’s-land, a place suitable only for disposal of objects so polluted
that no one could touch them.10

After crossing the isolated space guarded by the herms, Pausanias passed
through a forest of oak trees sacred to Zeus “of the Darkness” (Skotias) 11

before taking a right turn to reach the sanctuary of Artemis Karyatis, a sa-
cred precinct surrounded by a grove of nut trees. He describes no building
but says that the cult statue (agalma) of Artemis Karyatis stood in the open
air at a place where the young daughters (parthenoi) of the Lakedaimo-
nians danced every year in choral celebrations.12 Artemis at Karyai was 
not situated in the borderland between Argos, Arkadia, and Lakonia but
nearby, on land claimed by the Lakedaimonians, located within their tradi-
tional boundaries and marked as their possession by their festival to the
goddess. As Pausanias’s narrative shows, however, borders were never se-
cure.13 His own work describes how once, long before his own day, during
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14. Paus. 4.16.9–10; the Messenian king Aristomenes even had to kill some of
his own men because they had not only captured girls (from the “best families”)
but also attempted rape. Leitao (1999) considers this incident in the context of ini-
tiatory ritual for young men sent to border areas.

15. Paus. 3.2.6: §n meyor¤ƒ. Two possible candidates for the site of this sanctu-
ary have been located; Brulotte (1994) 236 –38.

16. The Spartan king Telechos is believed to have been killed by Messenians at
this sanctuary, perhaps about 740 b.c. Late Geometric Lakonian pottery was found
at the sanctuary of Artemis Limnatis at Volimnos and also across the border in
Messenia, confirming contact between these two areas by 750 b.c.e.; see Cartledge
(1979) 99, 112–13. For boundary markers in the area see Giannakoupoulos (1953)
147–58.

17. The Messenian version claimed that among their victims were Lakedai-
monian boys disguised as girls (Paus. 4.4.3; Str. 6.3.3). This was actually a sanctu-
ary where the Messenians and Lakedaimonians once celebrated a panegyris and
thysia in common; Str. 8.4.9. Leitao (1999) explains the incident as an element of
cross-dressing associated with initiatory rituals overseen by Artemis.

a festival for Artemis, Messenians returning from Boiotia had kidnapped
Lakonian girls (parthenoi) from this very sanctuary.14

Hermai was located on Lakonia’s eastern border. On Lakonia’s western
border stood another sanctuary of Artemis, this one of Artemis Limnatis.
Located on Mt. Taygetos “in the borderland” 15 between Lakonia and Mes-
senia, the site figured in accounts of the early Messenian wars.16 Lakedai-
monian legend claims that Lakonian parthenoi celebrating a festival of
Artemis here were attacked and raped by Messenians and had to kill them-
selves for shame.17 The incident as recounted by Pausanias provided one 
of the traditional justifications for the Messenian Wars, remembered and
used later as a pretext for Spartan military action in the fourth century.

typologies of sacred space

Legends about Artemis reflect the realities of space and place because she
was a goddess often located in or near easily disputable areas. Pausanias
mentions or describes eighty-six of her sanctuaries, forty-nine of which
were in the Peloponnese. Four-fifths of the total eighty-six were located far
from settled areas, and of the forty-nine Peloponnesian sites, at least
twenty-nine lay outside a city, with eighteen situated on a road between
two cities or at a boundary between territories. Pausanias’s description of
Artemis’s Peloponnesian sites indicates that she was expected to be avail-
able in border areas, close to the mountain passes that divided one inland
territory from another. His examples, however, represent only a fraction
of the original total. Brulotte has recorded 175 sanctuaries of Artemis in
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18. Brulotte (1994).
19. For Artemis and trees, Chirassi (1964) 5– 6.
20. Jost (1994) 219–20.
21. Frontisi-Ducroux (1981) 25–56; Vernant (1991) 195–206, esp. 197–98.
22. De Polignac (1994) 55– 60.
23. Ellinger (1993).
24. Schachter (1992) 39– 40.

the Peloponnese alone.18 A significant proportion of these were on moun-
tainsides, in wooded areas, at springs, on rivers or lakes, near harbors, or in
a borderland shared by two poleis. The epithets of the goddess describe the
environment of her sanctuary: Agrotera, Limnatis, Heleia (of the marsh),
Koryphaia (of the peak), Kedreatis (of the cedar trees), Karyatis (of the wal-
nut trees), and Kyparissia (of the cypress trees).19 These descriptions are all
the more striking when we notice that Artemis’s earliest attested sanctuar-
ies are in the most remote places.

There are several possible ways to explain this pattern. Jost connects the
placement of Artemis’s sanctuaries with function, distinguishing Artemis
at the margins, associated with hunting, from an Artemis in low, marshy
areas, associated with fertility.20 Frontisi, however, emphasizes the rural
aspects of the goddess and associates Artemis with transitions between the
world of nature and the civilized territory of the organized polis.21 De Poli-
gnac translates this contrast into a dynamic relationship between center
and periphery and associates Artemis with the early border sanctuaries
that defined the limits of a city’s agricultural territory and political sover-
eignty and created a symbolic boundary of both civic and spatial order.22 He
finds a special significance in sanctuaries of Artemis that test the limits of
a city’s reach, and Artemis has a key place in his argument about the rela-
tion between the placement of sanctuaries and the development of the po-

lis. Ellinger, who focuses on the sanctuary of Artemis at Kalapodi, also
finds significance in boundaries, but he places more emphasis on the dan-
gers of frontier territory and connects sanctuaries of Artemis with military
crisis and genocidal contest.23 Schachter, who stresses that Artemis was to
be found at coastal as well as inland sites, develops a more comprehensive
interpretation. He finds structural similarities between contested border
areas, transitional territories dividing city and countryside, and boundaries
between the land and sea. He therefore suggests a more general typology,
arguing that these locations reflected the character of Artemis as a goddess
who presided over transitions—from wild to civilized, from childhood to
adulthood, and, in his words, “from unreadiness to readiness.” 24 The Greek
language recognized the symmetry between shoreline and mountain fron-



182 / Landscapes of Artemis

25. Schol. Aeschin. 1.97; Harpocration, s.v. §sxatiã, with comments by Rob-
ert (1969) 821.

26. A space called §p¨ §sxatiª lim°now in Od. 2.391. In coastal towns she
guarded travel by protecting harbors; Brulé (1988) 186 –90.

27. “Midtowner”; for two inscriptions of the third century b.c.e., see Brulotte
(1994).

28. Menander Rhetor 9.135 Walz; 3.334 Spengel.
29. Callim. Dian. 3.17–18, 38 –39; for the variety of sites within a specific area,

see Lafond (1991) 413, for Achaia.

tier by calling both types of space eschatia, “edge” or “furthest limit.” 25

Schachter’s interpretation recognizes the thematic unity of these spaces but
does not fully account for the emotional tension associated with them. Be-
cause political boundaries did not always coincide with the boundaries cre-
ated by the landscape’s natural features, there was always a possibility of
conflict. It is this dissonance that required the attention of the goddess. Ex-
pressed in historicizing myths as the danger associated with her rites, it re-
quired attention not only in the period of the developing polis but through-
out the long life of intercity rivalry for control of the local landscape.

To understand the dangers of protecting border territory, it is necessary
to take a look at Artemis in other environments. She could be found on the
frontier or at the water’s edge, but she was also located at or near the en-
trance to a harbor 26 or even in the heart of the city, as at Orchomenos,
where she was called “Mesopolitis.” 27 Of Pausanias’s eight-six locations for
the goddess, fifteen were in an agora or elsewhere within the settled or
walled area of the town. In their hymns, poets summoned Artemis from
mountains, cities, and waterways.28 Kallimachos recognizes this variation
when he describes how Zeus assigned to Artemis her domain. In Kallima-
chos’s hymn to the goddess, she demands of her father, “Give to me all
mountains, and assign whatever city you wish, for Artemis rarely goes
down to the city.” Zeus grants her wish by proclaiming Artemis “guardian
of highways and harbors,” but he also gives her cities up to “three times
ten, both island and inland.” 29

The inventory of locations for Artemis as given by Kallimachos does not
contradict the information we can cull from scrutinizing Pausanias’s itiner-
ary. Artemis may have preferred the country, but she was also found in
towns. Her sanctuaries were not evenly distributed throughout the Pelo-
ponnese, however. In the Argolid, for instance, she was more prominent in
the hills of the eastern sector than in the central plain, where Hera was the
female divinity of choice and Artemis was only a “visitor” in Hera’s sanc-
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30. IG IV.513, a dedication to Artemis at the Argive Heraion. For one god “vis-
iting” in the sanctuary of another, see Alroth (1987) 9–19. The distribution of di-
vinities in the Argolid reflects differences in local identities; Hall (1997).

31. As Fossey (1987) makes clear (see his map, page 81), arguing for Sparta’s
influence in spreading the cult of Artemis Orthia.

32. At Sparta, Artemis was worshipped at a place called Guardposts on a road
leading out of the agora (Paus. 3.12.8); with Apollo and Leto at a place called the
Dancing Place (choros; Paus. 3.11.9); at a place associated with goats at Theomelida
(3.14.2); near a racetrack (dromos: Paus. 3.14.6 –7); and in a well-fortified place on
the Issorion (Plut. Ages. 32.3). Brulotte (1994) 188 points out that as Pausanias
leaves Sparta on the road to Amyklai, he mentions Artemis Knagia, whose priest-
ess was a parthenos (3.18.4 –5).

33. Paus. 7.27.3; cf. Plut. Arat. 32.1–3.
34. The sanctuary is described by Lafond (1991) 415–17.
35. Paus. 7.18.12; he witnessed the sacrifice.

tuary.30 Sanctuaries of Artemis clustered in the territories of the cities in
the southeastern sector of the region or along the roads passing through
the mountains to the northwest on the way to Arkadia.31 If we examine
more closely the nature of the sites she occupied, it becomes clear that a
significant defining feature was not so much location, but the character of
the space they occupied.

Even in towns, Artemis is distinctive. Rarely found on an akropolis, she
was more likely to be in the agora or at some meeting place.32 When she
was located on an akropolis, as at Athens or Aigeira, she was generally not
the most prominent divinity, and her sanctuary was not the most strik-
ing construction. Artemis did not dislodge Athena. Moreover, even on an
akropolis, her sanctuary was recognized as a place associated with the nat-
ural landscape. That is, when she came to town, Artemis brought the
wilderness with her. At Pellene, where she was important to the civic com-
munity, citizens swore their oaths in her walled grove, located above the
temple of Athena, on the peak that divided the two areas of the city.33 At
Aigeira, she was located on a rocky plateau, with a cistern as water source
nearby.34 At Patrai, as the major goddess on the akropolis, she was actually
an import, Artemis Laphria. Here her festival was marked by an unusual
holocaust of birds and wild animals—wolves, bears, wild boars, deer, and
even gazelle.35 Outside the city, as Pausanias and Kallimachos knew,
Artemis was the goddess of thoroughfares. In coastal areas she often over-
looked the harbor. In inland areas her sanctuaries were elevated on hills,
mountainsides, or even the tops of mountains, but always in direct relation
to the roads she protected. Even in towns Artemis could be associated with
streets and located at intersections; at Thasos, for instance, her sanctuary
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36. Grandjean (1988) 312–16; 483 – 84; Schachter (1992) 24.
37. Sikyon: Paus. 2.11.1; Thebes: 9.17.1.
38. Cf. Od. 6.102; Eur. Tro. 551.
39. Paus. 2.24.5 (Artemis Orthia on Mt. Lykone on the Argive side, with a sec-

ond temple of Artemis on the far side of Mt. Lykone, on the way down toward
Tegea); 2.28.2 (on Mt. Koryphon, at the boundary between Epidauros and Asine,
Artemis as Koryphos, goddess at the peak); 3.20.7 (Dereion on Mt. Taygetos);
3.22.6 (in the borderland of Lakonia and Messenia); 4.4.2 (in the borders of Messe-
nia, shared by Lakonians and Messenians); 6.22.1 (at the borders between Arkadia
and Elis); 8.5.11 (at the borders of Orchomenos and Mantineia); 8.6.6 and 2.25.3 (on
Mt. Artemision, near the source of the Inachos, between Mantineia and the Ar-
golid); 8.13.1 (on a level place on the mountain between Orchomenos and An-
chisiai); 8.13.2 (Artemis Kedreatis on a flat peak of the mountain at Old Or-
chomenos); 8.15.8 (on Mt. Krathis on the borders between Pheneos in Arkadia, and
Achaia); 8.23.4 (Mt. Knakalos at Kaphyai); 9.24.4 (on Mt. Kyrtone in Boeotia,
Artemis with Apollo and the nymphs, near a tended grove); 10.37.1 (on a high
ledge on the mountain between Antikyra and Bulis).

40. At Apollonia, SEG 36.559.

was placed near the agora where three roads came together.36 She was of-
ten on a line of communication, where a major road met the major gate or
entrance to the town, as, for example, at Sikyon and Thebes.37

The theme that unites the most distinctive sites of Artemis is the idea of
dangerous or threatened passage. She was particularly associated with
places of narrow access, both straits of water and mountain passes—the
sensitive places necessary for a city’s defense but also the places most vul-
nerable to enemy penetration. Her inland sites tended to be located, as Pau-
sanias indicates, along main roads, especially where these passed between
high mountains. Artemis was imagined to dwell in the mountains,38 but
her sanctuaries were not peak sanctuaries. It is not the mountains them-
selves that were sacred to her but the narrow passes in between. Mountains
associated with Artemis were the mountains located at borders.39 Artemis
as protector was the scout who watched for danger; hence she could be
called Proskopa, “Lookout.” 40

The choice of elevated sites and border locations for sanctuaries of
Artemis was not accidental but governed by conscious strategic decisions
in the context of the developing polis. Strategic concerns influenced her
coastal locations, because by sea the navigation of bounded or treacherous
space required her protection. Coastal sanctuaries of Artemis were there-
fore located at straits or narrows (northern Euboia, Aulis, Amarynthos,
Halai, Salamis, Patrai, Naupaktos), where a river flows into the sea (Ama-
rynthos, Aulis, and Brauron), or on a headland protecting a city’s harbor
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41. Palaiokrassa (1991).
42. Schuller (1991) 2–3, especially fig. 1.
43. Dyggve (1948).
44. Plut. Phoc. 28.2.
45. In addition to the border sanctuaries listed in n. 39, this chapter, Pausanias

locates sanctuaries of Artemis in or near borderlands at Karyai (3.10.7) and between
Sparta and Arkadia (3.20.9).

46. Paus. 3.24.9, for Artemis Diktynna on a headland overlooking the sea where
a freshwater river flows past.

47. As at Aulis, near the Euripos, marking the boundary between Euboia and
Boiotia; Paus. 9.19.6.

(Mounychia,41 Aigina, Delion on Paros,42 Kalydon 43). Her sanctuaries
monitored entrances and exits, passage through narrow channels, or move-
ment in and out of protected harbors. Boundary space on the sea was
equated with boundary space at a mountain pass. An oracle of Dodona to
the Athenians during the period of Macedonian aggression warned, “Guard
the heights (akroteria) of Artemis.” The oracle was interpreted to refer not
to the akropolis but to Artemis’s coastal sanctuary at Mounychia.44

In cities where she was not in the agora (as at Thasos, Sikyon, Troizen,
Aigion), Artemis could be near a gymnasium (Elis, Sikyon), a military
camp and race track (as at Sparta), or located at a gate of the fortification
wall (Phlius, Thebes). Even when worshipped with another divinity—for
instance, Demeter or Asklepios—she was often found at the gate of the
more important partner’s sanctuary (Epidauros, Eleusis, and Lykosoura).

turning points

The placement of temples of Artemis on major ancient highways at re-
gional boundary points reflected the shape of the land and emphasized the
relation of political territory to natural landscapes. When located along ma-
jor land or sea routes, sanctuaries of Artemis did not mark a single point in
isolation from the surrounding land but were deliberately placed to mark
important divisions within the larger landscape. The boundaries 45 Pausa-
nias so often notices when approaching her sanctuaries defined a critical
space associated with the motion of people or armies traveling through a
mountain pass, of water flowing through a river 46 or channel,47 or of ships
passing through a strait.

In the mountainous terrain of inland areas, territorial boundaries of a
political community were officially recognized by the direction of flowing
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48. Daverio Rocchi (1988) 51 n. 4.
49. Jameson (1989) 7–16.
50. SEG 17.195.
51. IOlympia V.46; SEG 11.1189. For description, see Brulotte (1994) 233 –34.

For border markers in the Peloponnese and elsewhere, see Alcock (1993) 118 –20,
observing the persistence of local borders even after Hellenistic leagues and treaties
should have made them obsolete.

52. IG V. 1431. The site is disputed; see Brulotte (1994) 165– 66, 235–36.
53. Staatsverträge II no. 148b.6 –9, treaty between Knossos and Tylissos, about

450 b.c.e.
54. Paus. 8.15.8.
55. Paus. 8.5.11. Tausend (1998) 109 has traced the path.
56. Paus. 2.25.3; 8.6.6; SEG 38.314, sixth century b.c.e. See also Brulotte (1994)

126 –27.
57. Jost (1985) 163; Brulotte (1994) 78 –79.

water.48 Pausanias noticed the watershed of the Tanaos river before he
crossed the borderland at Hermai on his way to the sanctuary of Artemis
at Karyai. Such obvious and natural boundaries were often marked in the
landscape by horoi, the markers used as reference points in official docu-
ments, treaties, and leases. Treaties between states recognized local water-
ways and watersheds, especially the watershed at the top of a mountain
pass, as limits of territorial authority.49 Sanctuaries of Artemis were lo-
cated in conjunction with water in records of boundary settlements near
Megalopolis,50 between Messene and Megalopolis,51 along the Choireos
river on Mt. Taygetos,52 and, outside the Peloponnese, on Crete between
Knossos and Tylissos.53 At this last location political borders were defined
with reference to a temple of Artemis, a river, and the direction of the
watershed. Again in the Peloponnese, border locations were chosen for
Artemis at Pheneos,54 on the ridge of Mt. Anchisia marking the borders be-
tween Mantineia and Orchomenos,55 and at the peak of Mt. Artemision
above Oinoe, near the borders of Argos and Mantineia, at the source of the
Inachos.56 Artemis also guarded a waterway between two heights on the
road between Tegea and Argos, where a herm dedicated to the goddess
marked an enclosure in a gorge at the foot of Mt. Ktenias.57 Four of these
examples are preserved in treaties that defined boundaries and settled bor-
der disputes. Watersheds were used to mark the limits of territorial claims
because they could be determined by observation and because sovereignty
over sources of water was as important to the life of the city as sovereignty
over the land. Artemis is mentioned so often in treaties resolving border
disputes because she was identified with those sensitive places where the
flow of the water itself divided and changed direction.
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58. At Apollonia in Illyria, Artemis was therefore called Proskopã, “Look-
out” (SEG 36.559).

59. Plut. Them. 7.2.
60. The harbors of the Euripos (lim°new EÈr¤poio) are listed by Kallimachos,

Hymn. Dian. 184, as among Artemis’s favorite sites.
61. Paus. 3.25.3; the epithet is puzzling; see Brulotte (1994) 181, 184 – 85.
62. Hippias of Erythrai in Ath. 6.259b, reading Spanheim’s Strofa¤& for the

ms. stof°a. Cf. the reaction to an imagined epiphany of Artemis during an attack
on the territory of Pellene; Plut. Arat. 32.

63. Cf. Hdt. 4.87 for the columns used by Darius to mark the Bosphoros, put to
use later use by the people of Byzantion to build an altar for Artemis Orthosia.

In coastal and island regions, political territory was demarcated by the
water’s edge. In such landscapes sanctuaries of Artemis could be located
where shorelines faced each other. Like mountain passes, narrow straits
were marked by danger,58 and in times of war such places required special
protection. There are many examples. Artemis at Mounychia overlooked
the approach to the harbors of Athens. The Artemision on Euboia over-
looked the straits guarding the main channel from the north, which
Themistocles’ strategy identified as the first line of defense against the Per-
sian advance into Greece.59 A series of Artemis’s sanctuaries dotted the
shorelines of the narrow strait between Euboia and the mainland at Aulis,
Amarynthos, Halai, and Brauron. The Artemision at Aulis just south of
Chalkis was very near the Euripos,60 a point between Euboia and the main-
land where the strait narrows and deepens so fast that the water actually
reverses its flow many times a day. This waterway was the principal trans-
portation route between Attika and the Hellespont—southward, the route
taken by the invading Persian fleet, and northward, the route of Agamem-
non’s armada on its way to Troy. Safe passage, as the poets knew well, re-
quired the good will of the goddess.

In legend and in fact, Artemis was associated with turning back an en-
emy’s attack. At her sanctuary in the Lakonian hinterland near Pyrrhichos
she was known as Astrateia (she who disperses invasion) because this was
the place where she was said to have turned back the legendary invasion of
the Amazons.61 Artemis was a god of turning points.62 Her temples were
strategically placed and marked critical points of defense in real battles. The
Artemision across from northern Euboia overlooked the strait where The-
mistocles had to turn back after his first naval engagement with the Per-
sians in 480. Artemis’s sanctuary on Salamis had a clear view of the strait
where Xerxes would in turn yield to him later that year.63 Artemis also
stood guard at critical points of incursion by land. Her temple at Hyampolis
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64. Ellinger (1987) 93.
65. Burkert (1983) 65 and n. 31. The Athenian festival of Artemis Agrotera was

associated in the Hellenistic period with the ephebes; for the epigraphical evidence,
see Pritchett (1979) 3 :174 –75.

66. Jameson (1991) 210 –11, for the relation between the two sanctuaries;
(1980) 224 –25, for a description of the sanctuary of Apollo Lykeios.

67. Vernant (1991) 44 –57, for the process.
68. For sacrifices before battle, see Lonis (1979) 95–110; Jameson (1991) 197–

227.
69. Lonis (1979) 95–104, for a summary of these sacrifices.

in the borderland between Phokis and Lokris overlooked the pass that pro-
vided entry to the whole Greek mainland for forces from the north. It was
here that first the Thessalians, then the Persian land troops, and finally the
Romans moved down into Phokis and Boiotia.64

boundaries and combat

At Athens, Artemis Agrotera—Artemis of the Wilds—was recognized as
necessary to the ritual process that formed the male community. Athenian
ephebes began their military service with a sacrifice at her little temple just
outside the wall at Agrai on the bank of the Ilissos.65 This experience was
recalled with every military campaign. When Athenian hoplites mobilized
for battle, they assembled at the sanctuary of Apollo Lykeios. Here, the
temple of Artemis at Agrai was directly in their line of vision as they pre-
pared to meet the enemy. In some sense, the male community had to be
recreated as a combat force for each engagement.66 As Agrotera, Artemis
inspired the intense emotion male citizens needed to transform themselves
into the soldiers war compelled them to become.67

Sanctuaries of Artemis marked the spaces where this emotional trans-
formation took place. The actual stages of that transformation were ac-
complished by ritual,68 and Artemis’s support was necessary at critical mo-
ments. Crossing boundaries in times of war, whether by sea or land, was
accompanied by specific forms of sacrifice. Artemis’s sanctuaries, whether
on land at border crossings or on sea at places of embarkation, recognized
the sites of emotional challenge, to which, once passed, there was no turn-
ing back.69 As guardian of harbor, strait, or mountain pass, the goddess rep-
resented for the men of a marching army or an embarking force the mo-
ments of extreme tension experienced when leaving behind the borders of
home or the security of the shore.

Marching armies traveled with flocks of animals and carried sacred fire
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70. Paus. 9.13.4.
71. Plut. Lyc. 22.2; the Greek word is x¤maira, described by Pritchett (1979)

3:84, as a goat that “has seen one winter.”
72. Xen. Lac. 13.8; Hell. 4.2.20; Plut. Lyc. 22; cf. Arist. Equit. 660 – 62; Ael. NH

2.25.
73. Jameson (1991) 208.
74. Ath. 13.587a; Varro, Rust. 1.2.19–20; von Schwenn (1922) 64.
75. Artemis had a reputation for epiphany in wartime. Plutarch, Arat. 32.1–3

describes a priestess of Artemis who turned away an enemy attack with the help of
an epiphany of the goddess herself; the goddess’s presence in her statue was so pow-
erful that no could look directly at it. A lost work by Syriskos of Chersonesos was
devoted to the epiphanies of the Tauric Artemis; IOSPE I 2 344. For an inscription
at Ephesos referring to a tradition of Greek and non-Greek dedications to Artemis
for wartime epiphanies, see SIG 3 867. Artemis Kindyas was credited with saving
Bargylia; Robert (1937) 459– 65. For epiphanies of Artemis at Pellene and Knidos,
see Pritchett (1979) 3:36 –37.

76. Hdt. 6.120.
77. With reservations, Pritchett (1979) 3 :172–75. The festival, however, took

place on the birthday of the goddess, not the anniversary of the battle; see Rhodes
(1981) 650, on 58.1.

for the sacrifices the crises of war required. Spartan kings traveled with
flocks of sheep led by she-goats 70 because the Spartans could not engage in
battle without the ritual slaughter of a young she-goat 71 for Artemis
Agrotera.72 By cutting the goat’s throat, the mantis, ritual advisor to the
king, determined whether signs were favorable for battle.73 Goats grazed in
the mountains and therefore represented marginal space. Identified with
the spatial fringe of the community, they were considered marginal as
sacrificial animals. At Athens, they were even banned from the akropolis.74

Sacrifice of a goat, when prescribed by the ritual calendar or a specific rit-
ual, like acknowledgment of Artemis Agrotera, signified an anomalous or
dangerous situation.

epiphany and crisis

During battle, Artemis Agrotera inspired soldiers at critical moments—
moments sometimes distinguished by the appearance of the goddess her-
self.75 A dramatic epiphany of the goddess, accompanied by a flash of light,
revealed the moment of crisis or turning point of battle. The Athenians at
Marathon, fighting in the light of the almost-full moon,76 recognized such
a moment and associated it with Artemis Agrotera.77 Later, the Athenians
established for her an annual sacrifice of goats, originally one for each of the
Persian casualties, but for economy the number was eventually rounded
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78. Xen. An. 3.2.12. The original sacrifice (at the Herakleion at Marathon) is the
earliest known publicly subsidized sacrifice; Parker (1996) 153. Herodotus gives the
number of Persian casualties as sixty-four hundred (6.117). Xenophon explains 
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79. Ath. Pol. 58.
80. Plut. De Glor. Ath. 349f–350a, where it is implied that she appeared at full

moon. Pritchett (1979) 3 :173 –76 questions the schedule of events and denies that
the battle took place at night. He assumes, perhaps too rigidly, that accounts of di-
vine epiphany must have a rational base.

81. Pausanias (1.36.1) mentions the sanctuary of Artemis and a tropaion from
the famous battle in the same sentence.

82. Parker (1996) 155 n. 10, following the oracle in Hdt. 8.77, argues for sanc-
tuaries of Artemis on both sides of the strait. Local topography in relation to the
battle has been much discussed; references in Roux (1974) 53 n. 1, with discussion
of the whereabouts of the local Artemision, 68 – 69. A decree of the thiasotai of
Artemis has been found on the acropolis of the town of Salamis. The sanctuary may
have stood on the northern shore or at the tip of Cape Kamatero (Kynosoura),
named in antiquity for the tropaion that stood there; see Hammond (1956) 54. For
the tropaia erected to celebrate Persian defeat, see Wallace (1969) 293 –303.

83. Threpsiades and Vanderpool (1964) 26 –36; although the site was in use in
the Geometric period, the earliest known votives (krateriskoi) seem to date from
the period after the Persian Wars. The site was probably a local sanctuary of
Artemis well before Themistokles’ dedication. The few remains of the original
building are dated only roughly to the fifth century. Plutarch associates the epithet
of Artemis with the plan of Themistokles (Them. 22; De Herodoti Malignitate
869d), where it is connected explicitly with the Salamis strategy. For further dis-
cussion, see Parker (1996) 155 n. 8 and 216.

84. Plut. De Glor. Ath. 349f; IG II2 1011.16, with discussion by Pritchett (1979)
3:176.

down to five hundred.78 This sacrifice was performed by the polemarch, the
official traditionally identified as the military leader.79

Some believed that Artemis sent a full moon to the Athenian force at
Salamis in 480.80 On the island, a sanctuary of the goddess 81 overlooked
the narrows where the final engagement was fought.82 In recognition for
her inspiration in planning his battle strategy, Themistokles dedicated a
little temple to the goddess in the city and called her Artemis Aristoboule,
“Artemis Who Gives the Best Advice.” 83 Later, during the Athenian festi-
val to Artemis on 16 Mounichion, the ephebes commemorated Artemis’s
connection with the battle by sailing from her sanctuary at Mounichia to
Salamis and back, creating a connection between the sanctuary on the
mainland and the sanctuary on the island.84

In the last stage of the campaign against the Thirty in 404 the support-
ers of Thrasyboulos attributed to Artemis the decisive encouragement they
needed for their final confrontation with Critias’s force. They claimed that
the goddess appeared to them on a moonless night as a flash of fire from
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85. Clem. Alex. Strom. 1.24 (163.1); Borgeaud (1988) 157.
86. For example, IG II 2 902.8; Meritt and Traill (1974) 183.8, 184.8, 197.7,

240.8, 261.12.
87. Jost (1985) 396.
88. For exceptions at Kombothekra; see Sinn (1981) 29–30 and fig. 1a (early

fifth century). Here her temple was actually located on top of a mountain, but an
inscribed mirror is dedicated to Artemis Limnatis, “Artemis of the Marsh,” sug-
gesting a low-lying place, and creating a juxtaposition between epithet and location.
For Artemis and her association with marshes and ponds, compare her epithet “Bla-
ganitis” and her description as “goddess of frogs” in SEG 37.539– 40.

89. Strab. 8.3.25.
90. Brulé (1998) for comprehensive classification of the epithets of Artemis.

her sanctuary on Mounychia. In tribute, when democracy was restored,
they dedicated an altar to the goddess at Mounychia and gave her the title
Phosphoros, “Torchbearer.” 85 The epiphany of Artemis at Mounychia was
considered essential to the restoration of democracy and was later recog-
nized when Artemis Phosphoros was included among the divinities named
in official prayers of the governing bodies of the polis.86

the lay of the land

Jost has noted that a high proportion of the epithets for Artemis in Arka-
dia were formed from toponyms,87 an indication that she was more tightly
bound to particular places than other gods. Many of her temples were
placed in direct relation to a natural spring, and others were associated with
specific topographical features, whether a flat outcrop on a mountainside, a
hollow just below a peak, or a low, marshy area.88

Artemis’s epithets, which often describe a feature of the site, also indi-
cate strong attachment to place. They often emphasized proximity to flow-
ing water or springs. “Agrotera” (“wild,” at Agrai and Megalopolis), “Lim-
natis” (“marshy,” at Tegea, Epidauros Limera, the Messenian frontier,
Kalamai, and Patrai), “Limnaia” (“of the marsh,” at Sparta and Patrai), and
“Heleia” (also “of the marsh”) 89 were formed from the names of the nat-
ural features that anchored her sanctuaries. Epithets of Artemis connect
her to lakes, rivers, springs, and the seashore; they also connect her to
woodlands, mountains, and the countryside.90 The distribution of such ep-
ithets indicates a conscious recognition of the local environment. Epithets
like “Limnatis” and “Limnaia” were more common in the countryside 
and were rarely used of Artemis when she was recognized inside the asty,

where she was more likely to be called Soteira, Eukleia, or Philomeirax,
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91. Pausanias mentions springs in connection with the sanctuary of Artemis 
on Mt. Artemision (2.25.3) and describes cold water gushing out of the rocks on
Mt. Kyrtone in Boeotia, where Artemis was worshipped in a grove dedicated to
Apollo (9.24.4).

92. In an area subject to flooding; Dawkins (1929) 15–16.
93. Muthmann (1975) 235–36.
94. Sapouna-Sakellaraki (1992) 240, for a subterranean chamber at Saran-

tapotamos that might be the location of a sacred spring. This is near the site of
Aghia Kyriaki, where extensive votives have been found. For a critical discussion,
see Brulé (1993).

95. Reichel and Wilhelm (1901) 15–18.
96. Seiler (1986) 120 –29; for doubts about identification this as a sanctuary to

Artemis, see Morizot (1994) 204 n. 8.
97. Pernier (1931) 173 –228; Chamoux (1953); Wright (1957) 307–10.
98. For a list (at least 22 sites), see Birge (1982) 245 n. 62.
99. Brauron was not an Attic border town but the site of a harbor convenient to

the Cyclades, perhaps exploited by Peisistratos for his campaign to establish stron-
ger links with Delos. See Peppas-Delmousou (1986) 255–57.

names associated with her role as protector of the city or protector of chil-
dren and adolescents.

Water was often a focal point in sanctuaries of Artemis, whether she
was located on a mountain,91 in a marshy area, or by the side of a river. One
of her earliest temples, the sanctuary of Orthia at Sparta, was located out-
side the town in a low, marshy area near the Eurotas River.92 Pausanias also
notices water at her sites at Megara, Mt. Artemision in Argos, Teuthrone,
Korone, Skillous, Muthone, Phrixa, Lousoi, and Stympalos, and near Tri-
kolonoi, Aulis, and Lilia. Excavation and exploration has established that
her temples were oriented around springs at Brauron, Aulis,93 Amaryn-
thos,94 Lousoi,95 Stymphalos,96 and outside Greece at Kyrene.97 The groves
of trees frequently mentioned in connection with her sanctuaries imply the
presence of a good water supply.98

Water could both frame and focus the space within a sanctuary of
Artemis. At Brauron in Attika, Artemis’s sanctuary was designed to em-
phasize the natural features of the site. Here the goddess presided over an
especially lush spring, and her sanctuary overlooked a small harbor where
a river joins the sea.99 Similarity between the natural features of this site
and those of other coastal sites of Artemis suggest that such sites were de-
liberately chosen. The site at Brauron replicated the site of Artemis across
the straits at Amarynthos, which was also located where a river flowed into
the sea. At Brauron, the precinct, built into the side of a hill, was framed 
by the sea and harbor directly to the east and the river to the west, such
that whether worshippers approached the sanctuary by land or sea, they
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lake depended on the festival of Artemis; Paus. 8.22.9.

had to cross a boundary between water and land. Those approaching from
the interior crossed a bridge over the river immediately before entering the
precinct itself. Architectural structures designed for social ritual empha-
sized other natural features, including the spring and a shallow rock crevice
that provided focal points for ritual. A large pi-shaped stoa, built during the
last quarter of the fifth century 100 and designed to control entry to the in-
terior of the sanctuary, dominated the area. It contained a series of dining
rooms backed on the northern end by an unusual long, narrow gallery,
where textiles dedicated by the women of Attika were apparently dis-
played. Although its east wing was never entirely completed, the stoa was
designed to frame an important ritual space, demarcated on the south by
the temple of Artemis.101 The foundation of the temple, cut from the nat-
ural rock, almost filled the space between two other natural features—the
spring adjacent to the west side,102 and the rock crevice, a small ravine, to
the east.103

Water was highlighted at Brauron because water was essential to the rit-
ual of the goddess. Installations for water in her sanctuaries were directly
related to her roles as goddess of childbirth and kourotrophos, protector 
of children. Hydriai, vessels for carrying water, are prominent among
items dedicated in her sanctuaries, and terracotta images of female hydro-

phoroi (water-carriers) are widespread.104 The young girls who served as
ritual water-carriers for Artemis at Didyma in Ionia protected the sacred
springs of the goddess and performed ritual hydrophoria for sacrifices, li-
bations, and the mysteria (rites that could not be divulged) celebrated by
the women and parthenoi of the city.105 Water was central to the rituals for
women associated with Artemis. It was used for rituals of transition, for
purification before marriage and after childbirth, and for rituals associated
with raising children. The water surging up from the earth in the sacred
enclosures of Artemis was identified with her gifts of both physical and
mental health.106
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107. Hes. Theog. 346 – 47; Rudhardt (1971) 31.
108. Od. 13.353 – 60, where Odysseus greets first the earth and then the nymphs

of Ithaka’s water sources when he returns to his native land; cf. Soph. TrGF F 911
Radt.
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lotte (1994) 43 –57. For a similar sanctuary that may have been dedicated to
Artemis about the same time on the saddle between Lousoi and Pheneos, see
Tausend (1995), with comments on the sanctuary of Artemis Hemera at the town
sanctuary in Lousoi.

Greek poets assume the unity of all surface water, connected by under-
ground rivers to Okeanos, the generative water of the primordial sea flow-
ing around the earth.107 The spaces occupied by Artemis, whether in the
mountains, on a promontory along a shore, or at an inland spring or marsh,
marked significant boundaries between land and water. Major watersheds
marked the boundaries that enclosed the territory of the individual polis,

and they also rimmed the territorial ground water, which, as we have seen,
was as important as the native soil in conferring local identity.108 Within
the territory of the polis, the local springs and the watery places associated
with Artemis and local nymphs were recognized as sources of human fru-
ition, growth, and health. The rituals performed in such places by women
of the community marked important stages in the life of the individual, and
they also affirmed community integrity. A small, unadorned spring sanc-
tuary dedicated to Artemis on Mt. Megalovouni, at the border between Ar-
gos and Nemea, is a good example of the connection between fertility, ter-
ritorial boundaries, and community identity. A site of worship for women
with concerns about reproduction, the place was reached by a steep stair-
way cut into the stone. The stairway is still in use because this is the only
spring in the area.109 At this remote spot, inscriptions were carved in the
living rock for Artemis Oraia, “she who ripens,” because she was the god-
dess who protected infants in the womb and women in childbirth.110

unifying center and borderland

Artemis never completely lost the characteristics that placed her in or near
the kind of borderlands over which the Argives and Spartans had fought in
the sixth century. Her earliest sanctuaries, where votives date from the
Geometric period, were in mountainous border areas—in Arkadia at places
like the western ridge of Mt. Chelos, between Kleitor and Lousoi; 111 on the
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as Mesopolitis inside the city wall, as Kedreatis outside the city, and as Hymnia on
the frontier with Mantineia; Paus. 8.13.2, with Jost (1985) 115 and Brulotte (1994)
79– 85.

116. Paus. 7.26.1–5, 11. See Ellinger (1993) 222–23 for the high concentration
of sanctuaries of Artemis in this border area.

117. Jost (1992) 205–38.
118. Rhodes and Dobbins (1979) 325– 41.
119. Part of the great Athenian penteteric cycle, administered by the ten hiero-

poioi; Ath. Pol. 54.7.

frontier between Achaia and Elis; 112 in Boiotia at Mavrovouni; 113 or in
Phokis at Kalapodi.114 As city-states matured and established consolidated
centers, they brought Artemis to town. At Kaphyai, a rite (telete) for Ar-
temis Knakalesia celebrated in her sanctuary on Mt. Knakalos was balanced
by rites at her sanctuary in the city on the plain.115 The same is true at
Aigeira in Achaia, where Artemis, as Agrotera, had a sanctuary in the bor-
derland facing Sikyon and was recognized in town as associated with Iphi-
genia.116 The location of the borderland sanctuary had been chosen, so the
story goes, because at this spot an invading force from Sikyon had been
fooled by the lights of torches tied to the horns of a herd of goats. The
temple had been built at the site where the lead female, the most beautiful
of all the goats, had chosen to lie down.

Cults on the fringes could be replicated in major settlements, but sec-
ondary foundations in town centers did not replace the distinctive rural
sanctuaries of Artemis. In Arkadia, new cult sites established in towns to
mirror traditional rural sanctuaries were the result of political synoe-
cism.117 Each region had its own reasons for connecting peripheries to the
center. In Attika, Artemis was clearly established at Brauron by the sev-
enth century.118 Possibly in the sixth century but definitely by the fifth, the
Brauronia, celebrated in her honor, had become one of the major quadren-
nial festivals of Athens.119 The procession of females to Brauron was a ma-
jor social event, but it also had political meaning. By connecting an impor-
tant outlying sanctuary to the political center, it emphasized the unity of
Attika.

The Athenians formally recognized the importance of this strategic con-
nection sometime in the middle of the fifth century with the dedication of
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120. Rhodes and Dobbins (1979) 325– 41.
121. Linders (1972).
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Boiai, Paus. 3.22.12 (exact location not given); Pellene, Paus. 7.27.3, on the akropo-
lis above the temple of Athena. Artemis Soteira at Tegea was apparently located just
north of the town; Brulotte (1994) 99–101.

123. Paus. 1.40.3; in 1.44.4, Pausanias calls Pagai a polis of Megara.
124. De Polignac (1995a).

a pi-shaped stoa for Artemis Brauronia on the akropolis. This structure, di-
rectly facing the Propylaia, gateway to the akropolis, was the first building
a visitor encountered after passing through that entrance.120 The new stoa
was not a temple, but it shared at least one function with the pi-shaped stoa
at Brauron. At Brauron, the gallery of the pi-shaped stoa displayed the tex-
tiles made by the wives of the men of Attika. In Athens, the stoa provided
a prominent space to display the stones inscribed with inventories of the
dedications made at Brauron.121 Exhibited at the heart of the city, the in-
scriptions displayed Attic unity and made visible the political identification
of the city with its outer territory. Like the sanctuary of the Eleusinian
goddesses nearby on the slope descending toward the agora, which repre-
sented at Athens Demeter’s important sanctuary at Eleusis, the Brauronion
on the akropolis brought into the city a specific divinity whose reputation,
reflected in her epithet, was identified with a specific location on the exter-
nal borders of the chora.

When recognized at or near the nucleated center, Artemis often had the
generic epithet Soteira, “preserver,” 122 but she never lost the powerful
characteristics so appropriate to her earliest border spaces. Sanctuaries of
Artemis, replicating in town the kind of space associated with the goddess
at her rural sites, protected the city by creating a unity between the center
and its borderlands. This process is illustrated by a pair of monuments set
up by Megara to commemorate Artemis’s aid in driving out the Persians.
After 479, the Megarians erected two identical statues of Artemis Soteira,
one in the city of Megara and the other in Pagai, a Megarean village on the
border facing Boiotia.123 This pair of statues recognized the two locations as
spatially separate but symbolically interdependent, and both of them as es-
sential to the preservation of the city.

Greek cities created themselves by claiming a coherent landscape. De
Polignac explains this phenomenon in terms of the early history of the po-

lis, arguing that early communities demonstrated original claims to local
territory by controlling major rural sanctuaries.124 He describes the devel-
oping polis as a unified spatial construct and argues that a major sanctuary
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125. On Crete, this concern for borders was a characteristic of the Hellenistic
period, when the population filled up the landscape. See Chaniotis (1998) for
treaties.

in the countryside at or near sensitive borders was a structural and forma-
tive element. As we have seen, however, the basic notion of a ritual unity be-
tween center and periphery was fundamental to the Greek polis through-
out the Classical period and marked its continued survival thereafter. As
long as they lasted, Greek cities maintained stability by protecting both a
nucleated center and external borders.125 Each independent polis depended
on a whole community of divinities, each with its own kind of space.
Artemis protected boundary lands, tied boundary lands to the center, and
prepared communities for meeting military crises in vulnerable places. As
Pausanias approached the borderland on his way to Artemis’s sanctuary at
Karyai, he noticed the tomb of those who had fallen in battle there—the
memory still fresh because the borderland was a place where anything
might happen.
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1. Hall (1987) 422–38, for the geography.

at the margins

The action of Euripides’ Iphigeneia among the Taurians is set far away
from the Aegean, on the northern coast of the Black Sea.1 When Orestes
arrives on a mission to fetch from this place a portable image of Artemis, a
crisis is generated by the local Taurian custom requiring any stranger ar-
riving on these shores to be sacrificed to Artemis. Unknown to Orestes, his
sister Iphigeneia (whom he believes is dead) is living here in service to
Artemis, and she is expected to officiate at her own brother’s death. This is
avoided when each learns the true identity of the other, but the crisis (how
to appease a goddess who demands the death of strangers) cannot be re-
solved without the intervention of Athena. In a show-stopping epiphany
towards the end of the play, Athena announces Athenian ritual as the so-
lution, directing that Orestes install a statue of Artemis at one sanctuary of
Attika (Halai) and that Iphigeneia take up service to Artemis at another
(Brauron). In imitation of the Taurian rite, the sacrifice at Halai would re-
quire not death but merely a show of human blood. Athena announces to
Iphigeneia that, as priestess of Artemis at Brauron, she would one day have
her tomb in the sanctuary “at the Brauranian steps,” where she would re-
ceive the garments left behind by women who died in childbirth:

. . . and they will 
dedicate as ornament for you the fine-webbed woven garments that women
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2. Eur. IT 1462– 66:

. . . ka‹ p°plvn
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3. Namely, Megara; Paus. 1.43.1.
4. The date may be about 413 b.c.e., sometime after Sophokles’ Chryses (dated

before 414) and before Euripides’ Helen (412).
5. Paus. 1.23.7. Euripides calls the statue bretas, agalma, and (once) xoanon.
6. Paus. 1.33.1.
7. Paus. 3.16.7– 8.
8. Strab. 9.1.22.
9. Strab. 5.3.12.
10. Strab. 12.2.3. Pausanias, 3.16.8, is aware of this tradition.
11. Graf (1979) 41 n. 4, and Pritchett (1998) 256 – 60, collect the evidence.
12. Paus. 2.35.1.

breathing out their last breath in childbirth leave behind in their homes.2

The Brauronian steps can be seen today, carved into the living rock—a de-
tail Euripides knew his audience would recognize. Other conditions de-
scribed here, however, are puzzling. For one thing, Iphigeneia’s mission to
receive gifts made by those who have died has no ritual model. Death in
childbirth would constitute ritual failure, an ominous occasion for making
a gift in a sanctuary. Granted, Iphigeneia’s own death was a prerequisite for
her achievement of heroic status, because dying is what heroes and hero-
ines must do, but why here and why now? More precisely, why at this time
should Athens be glorifying a Peloponnesian heroine, and why did Athens
need a grave and heroine that other cities claimed? 3 Finally, why, in the
penultimate decade of the fifth century,4 did Euripides talk about a xoanon

(portable image) of Artemis in Attika? We know there were several statues
of Artemis at Brauron, at one time even a special xoanon,5 but Pausanias
denies that this particular xoanon was the one Iphigeneia had brought back
from the Taurians.6 The Persians took this one back to Susa in 480.7 In fact,
several cities claimed to have the “genuine” Taurian statue. Strabo locates
one in the temple of Artemis at Halai,8 another in a temple of Diana at Ari-
cia,9 still another in a temple of Ma in Cappadocia,10 and even reports a
fourth among the people of Tyndaris in Sicily.11 For Pausanias, although he
mentions a xoanon of the goddess at Hermione (where, he says, Artemis
was called Iphigeneia), the wooden xoanon in the sanctuary of Artemis Or-
thosia at Sparta was the only genuine article.12
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13. At Messene, the young attendant of Artemis who carried the image (bretas)
of Artemis Orthia in the ceremony was honored with a statue; IG V.1 1032; see
Themelis (1994) 114 –15 for a summary, and fig. 18 for the statue base. Hierai
parthenoi performed the xoanophoria for the mysteries at Andania; IG V.1
1390.29.

14. Travlos (1976), for Brauron, Halai, and Aulis. The adyton at Mounichia is
essential to the story of the sacrifice there. Hewitt (1909) 89–90 associates Artemis
with adyta only when her function is exceptional. Hollinshead (1985) is critical of
the Attic reconstructions of Travlos, but the pattern is well-established elsewhere.
See Felsch et al. (1987) for Hyampolis, Seiler (1986) for Stymphalos, Sinn (1978)
and (1981) for Kombothekra, Kuhn (1993) for Thermon, and Pernier (1931) for
Kyrene. Recent work at Lousoi indicates that the early temple for Artemis had a
separate chamber divided from the cella by a wall. Pottery goes back to the eighth
century; Mitsopoulos-Leon (1992).

15. Hollinshead (1999), especially 196 –97, emphasizes security for valuable
objects but does not even consider the possibility of danger from the objects them-
selves.

16. Suggested by Graf (1985) 37 for Halai.
17. Hewitt (1909) 89–90.
18. Paus. 10.35.7.
19. Paus. 8.41.5.
20. Plut. Arat. 32; Faraone (1992) 138, for the fear aroused by these images. See

Graf (1985) 81–98 for the type.

Many sanctuaries of Artemis must have had such a portable image of
the goddess.13 The most powerful were treated with special respect, and
some even required a place for safekeeping. For security, many temples of
Artemis had an extra interior chamber,14 usually called the adyton, acces-
sible only to the priestess. Adyta are found in other sanctuaries, especially
those associated with oracles, mysteries, or the incubation connected with
healing cults, and in such contexts they were places for special rituals re-
stricted to only a few. Such chambers in temples of Artemis were different,
however, in that they were not for ritual but for safe storage of sacred
items. Entry was strictly controlled.15 A restricted-access chamber would
have provided a secure place for an image considered dangerous in itself.16

Threatening images were kept out of sight and were brought out only
rarely, under supervision and the protection of ritual.17 Artemis’s temple at
Hyampolis was open only twice a year.18 The image of Artemis Eurynome
at Phigalia was so hard to control that it was bound with golden chains, and
her temple was opened only once a year.19 At Pellene, the xoanon of
Artemis was such an object of dread when taken out on parade that no one
would willingly look on it, for it could wither the fruit on a tree or stop an
enemy in its tracks.20

Respect for the power and danger of an angry god encouraged myths of
foreign origin that located violent divinities like Ares, Dionysos, and, in
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21. Sinn (1993).
22. Immediately following his description of the events at Karyai, Pausanias re-

lates the account of an attack on women celebrating the rites of Demeter at Aigila
in Lakonia; Paus. 4.17.1.

23. Artemis was found in all three types of places; Schachter (1992) 49–51.
24. Men. Epitr. 471–92.
25. Eur. Ion 550 –54.
26. Plut. Mul. Virt. 249e–f.

some forms, Artemis far away, at the fringes of the civilized world. Arte-
mis, so often worshipped in border areas, could be explained in her most
savage form only as a foreign goddess, imported from a distant and alien
realm. Iphigeneia’s apprenticeship in the far north, then, is preparation for
her service at Brauron. As a victim of violence who is loyal to Artemis,
Iphigeneia is qualified to preside over the consequences of violent death in
childbirth. Athena’s solution satisfies an angry Artemis and a needy Iphi-
geneia. Both figures were called for at home in Attika, but only if they
would protect as well as destroy. Euripides’ play was staged during a time
of continuing crisis for the Athenians, when Brauron in eastern Attika was
under the shadow of a Spartan threat. What better time for claiming the
grave of a Peloponnesian heroine and appropriating a talisman of Artemis
so strongly identified with Sparta?

the anger of artemis

Euripides presents Artemis in her savage form to illustrate that she was a
divinity who had to be appeased. Her sanctuaries could be places of refuge
in times of stress or conflict,21 but the protection Artemis offered her fe-
male worshippers demanded loyalty in return. When rituals of Artemis
excluded males, females had no protection except what the goddess herself
could provide. Rural sanctuaries were vulnerable targets, whether they
were located in mountain areas, the countryside,22 or where the land met
the sea. Artemis was associated with risk.23 The attacks on her female wor-
shippers, common in myth and legend, suggest anxiety about the safety of
women at her festivals. The plot of Menander’s Epitrepontes, structured
around a rape at the Tauropolia; 24 Euripides’ description of Xouthos’s rec-
ollection of sexual encounter while observing a bacchic rite on Parnassos; 25

and Plutarch’s story about the women of Amphissa protecting the Athe-
nian Bakchai while they slept 26 all make the same assumption. Whether
alone at a festival or traveling to a celebration, women were an irresistible
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28. Kearns (1989) 158. The consequences of Helen’s youth are important for the
multiple versions of this story; Lyons (1997) 138 –39.

29. Hdt. 6.137– 40.

attraction.27 In the case of Artemis, early Messenian attacks on Lakonian
females emphasized the consequences of interfering with the rites of a
neighboring community’s women and indicated that drastic punishment
could be meted out for cities as well as for individuals.

Successful celebration of female festivals at unprotected border sanctu-
aries was recognized as pleasing to the gods and was considered a sign of
peace, security, and territorial integrity. Lack of respect for the boundaries
of another community was expressed in myth by attacks on that commu-
nity’s women. Stories about violation of females were told to demonstrate
the gods’ involvement in human affairs, to rationalize political alliances,
and to justify military aggression. Violation of the safety of females at
frontier sites was a sign of ritual failure and indicated that the security of a
polis was threatened by war with its neighbors. The Spartans long remem-
bered the story of Theseus’s abduction of Helen from the sanctuary of
Artemis Orthia on the Eurotas when she was still a young girl. The retal-
iatory invasion of Attika by the Tyndaridai was paradigmatic for a tradi-
tion of hostility against Athens.28

The Athenians had a story of their own. The sanctuary of Artemis at
Brauron—situated as it was on the east coast of Attika, at an important
harbor—was a stepping-off place to Delos and Ionia and was open to in-
trusion from the sea. A Lemnian incursion at Brauron in mythical time be-
came part of the fifth-century rationale for Athenian interference at Lem-
nos in the early years of the Delian confederacy.29 According to Herodotus,
ancient Pelasgians from Lemnos feuded with the Athenians, kidnapped At-
tic women from this sacred place, and kept them as concubines (pallakai).

The Lemnians attempted to conceal their crime, but they eventually com-
pounded it by killing both the women and their children. Herodotus de-
scribes how the Lemnians were later cursed by a three-fold disaster: blight
in their crops, disease in their herds, and decline in their birthrate. His nar-
rative incorporates the punishments of the typical curse, a pattern designed
to illustrate the consequences of asebeia (impiety), where ritual transgres-
sion meant that the many could suffer for the mistakes of the few.

The nature of Artemis and the remote location of many of her sanctu-

27. Trygaios and his slave, characters in Aristophanes’ Peace, recall with plea-
sure how they took advantage of females in procession to Brauron; Ar. Pax 872–75
and passim.
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31. Dowden (1989).
32. In myth, the daughter of the king, by volunteering to risk her body, could

guarantee the success of her father’s military operation. Larson (1995) 101–110 col-
lects the most important Attic examples. For the curious story of Polykrite of
Naxos, who saves her city but is destroyed by the phthonos of the other women,
see Burkert (1979) 73 and Bremmer (1983) 305.

aries define her as a goddess associated with unsettled areas.30 Paradoxi-
cally, the risks of unprotected ritual were a necessary feature of the wor-
ship of Artemis. The paradox is usually explained as a consequence of ini-
tiation ritual, whereby an individual’s transition to a new status is achieved
by a temporary reversal of normal communal restraints and a demonstra-
tion of successful confrontation with the wilderness,31 but an explanation
that concentrates on individual experience and personal transformation
does not take into account the political significance of state sponsorship of
female ritual. The ritual system of the polis placed more emphasis on cre-
ating community than on achieving individual status. Unprotected ritual at
a rural site, performed by those who seemed most marginal to the society,
was in fact a component of the larger religious system. When the public rit-
ual calendar required women to meet at an unprotected sanctuary at the
border of the city’s territory, the successful performance of traditional rit-
uals there had a special meaning. The Lakedaimonians who sent their
daughters to perform the dances described by Pausanias at Karyai tested
Lakedaimonian strength and celebrated Lakonian security by entrusting to
Artemis the most vulnerable members of their community.32 Young girls
measured with their bodies the security of the community. So too, in rit-
ual, by dispatching delegations of the community’s most eligible daughters
for ritual at the farthest reaches of its territory, the city confirmed its own
security.

Artemis could protect the borders of the polis, but she demanded a steep
price. An unreliable female was a threat to the entire community, and sto-
ries like the one about the attack on the Lakonian women at Karyai were
told to demonstrate that females could expect protection only if they could
be trusted. The story about Karyai also shows what could happen if the
protection of the goddess was withdrawn. Punishments were particularly
severe in cases involving young attendants expected to be parthenoi (un-
married) and to remain sexually inexperienced for the term of their ser-
vice. Mythical narratives associated with particular sanctuaries show how
an entire community could suffer for the duplicity of a single female. When
he describes how the town of Patrai was punished with plague (loimos) and

30. Vernant (1991).
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33. Paus. 7.19.6; compare 6.11.7.
34. Kallisto’s tragedy was well known long before the melodramatic scenes of

fourth-century Apulian vases. She was included in The Catalogue of Women at-
tributed to Hesiod, Fr. 163 Merkelbach and West; she was represented (with a
bearskin) on Polygnotus’s painting at Delphi, Paus. 10.31.10; and she was the sub-
ject of Aischylos’s Kallisto, TrGF 3:216 Radt. Henrichs (1987) 266 summarizes the
evidence.

35. Sissa (1990b) 358, on pregnancy as a visible sign of the loss of virginity.
36. Suda, s.v. êrktow µ Braurvn¤oiw, reading Filaid«n for the ms. Flau-

id«n. Philaidai is the deme where the sanctuary of Brauron was located; Sale (1975)
268.

famine (limos) because a priestess of Artemis Triklaria entertained her
lover in the sanctuary, Pausanias echoes the formulaic curse Herodotus used
to describe the punishment of the Lemnians: “The earth no longer bore
fruit, and abnormal diseases were responsible for an unusual number of fa-
talities.” 33 Disease and blight could not be stopped until the Delphic oracle
instructed the community to sacrifice the girl and her lover and to replicate
that rite with an annual double sacrifice. The punishment of Artemis’s
priestess was so severe because she had violated the standards of purity for
the sanctuary and the requirements of sexual purity for service to Artemis.
More important, as representative of all the young women in the commu-
nity, she had also violated the social requirement that young women re-
frain from sexual experience until marriage.

The story of Kallisto follows a similar pattern. Well known as early as
the Archaic period, this popular tale describes how a young parthenos was
punished by the goddess when she became pregnant.34 Because sexual ex-
perience violated the purity requirements of Artemis, Kallisto was turned
into a bear. Vase painters and poets represented the metamorphosis as 
a personal tragedy, but the message delivered by the goddess addressed
more than Kallisto’s feelings. Her punishment demonstrated the high value
the community placed on control of female sexuality. The fact that the girl
was seduced, perhaps even raped (by Zeus, no less), was not relevant. She
was punished because her pregnancy revealed sexual experience before
marriage.35

Myths associated with rites of Artemis at the Attic sites of Brauron,
Aulis, and Mounychia also deal with problems of a girl’s disobedience. Ser-
vice to Artemis tested female loyalty and measured the community’s suc-
cess in supervising its women. In the version associated with Brauron,36 a
young girl was scratched by a bear sacred to the goddess because she had
teased the animal. When her brothers responded by killing the bear, the
whole community began to suffer from an infectious disease (loimodes



Domesticating Artemis / 205
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idea and the meaning of Artemis’s epithet “Orthia” at Sparta.
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nosos) that could be cleared up only if the community established a regu-
larly scheduled ritual, the arkteia. Young girls called arktoi, “she-bears,”
therefore, played the part of bears in dances performed for Artemis. In a
variant of this story, associated with Artemis at Mounichia, the girl’s father
had to sacrifice her to the goddess—a deed he avoided by substituting a
goat dressed as a girl.

In the Attic stories the entire community suffered for the misbehavior
of a single member.37 The typical penalties—plague or pestilence (loimos)

and famine (limos)—were both associated with Brauron.38 These were con-
sidered serious punishments sent by the gods.39 Artemis herself was more
likely to be associated with plague than famine, and diseases inflicted by
Artemis had specific targets and specific consequences. Kallimachos makes
this clear in his hymn to the goddess, where, echoing Hesiod, he says that
those on whom the goddess smiles have rich fields, healthy herds, and long
lives. The unjust, those on whom the goddess frowns, suffer terribly.
Plague destroys their cattle, frost destroys their fields, and their women ei-
ther die in childbirth or, if they survive, give birth to infants who are not
able to stand “on upright ankle.” 40

An infant who could stand “on upright ankle,” was a healthy child; its
stance reflected and confirmed the health of the entire population. Collec-
tive reproductive failure was a threat to any community that did not re-
spect the ritual of the goddess. The poet’s description draws on a tradition
that associated deformed children and stillborn infants with the communal
failure resulting from insult to a divinity. The anger of Artemis was espe-
cially threatening because it was directed against the next generation. Pau-
sanias reports an example in a story about Kaphyai in Arkadia, where
Artemis Kondyleatis was called by the strange epithet Apanchomene,
“strangled.” According to this story, a group of children once “strangled”
her image by tying a noose around its neck.41 When adults punished the
children with death by stoning, the goddess was so angry that she threat-
ened the entire community with extinction by sending a terrible disease
that caused all infants to die in the womb. The effects were so severe that
the pattern of successful childbirth could not be restored until the commu-
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guard against the trouble they cause.

nity consulted Delphi, granted normal burial to the dead children, and hon-
ored them with the sacrifice normally offered only to heroes. The structure
of the tale is familiar: error offends a divinity, who sends punishment in the
form of a plague or famine; 42 and ruin is averted only when the commu-
nity consults an oracle about the appropriate ritual for restoring the nor-
mal life cycle.43

At Kaphyai it was the statue (agalma) of the goddess that was strangled.
The goddess herself could not be injured, so she was angry when the chil-
dren were punished. In fact it was not the goddess but her young female
worshippers who were at risk of choking. This is clear from other accounts
of the same pattern, such as at Karyai in Lakonia. Here, young girls danc-
ing at a festival of Artemis were threatened with trouble 44 (probably rape)
and climbed the nut trees (karya) in her sanctuary to escape. Under pres-
sure from attackers, they hung themselves by the neck from the branches
and died.45

Death by hanging was not an acceptable form of suicide for males, but
it was the standard method for females.46 Mass suicide, however, is a dif-
ferent issue, and this example of failed ritual demands explanation. Female
forms suspended from the branches of a tree were apparently not an un-
usual sight. There is a story that Diogenes of Sinope, known for his caus-
tic witticisms, did not even blink when he caught sight of what appeared to
be young girls hanging from a tree. His only reported comment is: “If only 
all trees bore such fruit!” 47 The variant story about the strangled statue 
of Artemis suggests that the figures Diogenes saw were not real girls but
images or figurines. Pausanias’s term for the strangled image is agalma, a
word that normally refers to a statue of a god, as opposed to a statue of a
person (eikon); 48 but agalma is also used of apotropaic figures set up to
avoid disaster, illness, or doom.49 In ritual, ceramic figurines could be sub-
stituted for real people. At Delphi, the Thyiades carried a doll-like image of
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50. Plut. Quaest. Graec. 12.293c–e.
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rituals. Others, for instance, Nilsson (19673) I 486 –92, exaggerate the significance
of the tree.

53. Reilly (1997); for figurines found in a grave, see 155 fig. 32, 156 fig. 33, and
158 fig. 36. For a funereal relief, see 161 fig. 37 (New York: Metropolitan Museum
of Art, inv. 20.205). Other examples are mentioned in the partial catalogue, 170
n. 27.

Charilla in the annual celebration of her funeral procession.50 When the
Attic heroine Erigone hanged herself for grief over her father’s death,
Athenians put an end to the epidemic of copycat hangings she inspired by
hanging clay images in the trees.51 Diogenes’ females hanging in trees were
therefore probably not real girls but their terracotta images. Publicly dis-
played as apotropaic dedications to Artemis, such figurines would have been
a record of ritual performed and a reminder of the protection earned.52

There is archaeological evidence for such figurines. Ceramic figurines
associated with promoting female reproductive health are found in two
fourth-century Attic contexts: graves (the actual ceramic figurines) and
grave reliefs (depicting little girls holding figurines). These figurines are in
the form of a headless body without hands or feet. Labeled in inventories
from the Athenian Asklepieion as soma (body), somation (little body), or
soma gynaikos, (body of a woman),53 such truncated, nude female torsos
represent the reproductive female body. The little girls depicted as holding
a fully developed female torso in their arms are obviously too young for
the physical changes and rituals that would prepare them for womanhood.
Nevertheless, the headless torsos found in graves were put there for a rea-
son: Like the ritual vessels for the prenuptial bath buried with those who
died too soon to experience wedding rituals themselves, these torsos were
markers of age and social status. A ceramic torso identifies a female who
died before she could complete the ritual cycle that would have prepared
her for the risks of reproduction. Whether placed in the grave or repre-
sented on a grave marker, such a “miniature body” both records a family’s
loss and confirms the significance of that ritual cycle.

A crucial element in the story of Artemis Apanchomene at Kaphyai is
the identification of hanging and choking as female reproductive disorders.
The ancient medical profession considered the problem serious. One med-
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ical writer, attempting to describe the menstrual problems of adolescent
girls in terms of Hippocratic theory, explains choking as a symptom of a
pathological condition induced by abnormal retention of menstrual blood
at menarche.54 Other symptoms associated with this condition include
delirium, fear of the dark, and hallucinations—conditions so dire they
could drive a young girl to death. Sufferers tried to drown themselves in
wells or even strangle themselves by hanging. The doctor indicates two
possible methods of therapy: divination (the more popular) and his own
(the more rational):

And the virgins who are ripe for marriage, if they remain unmarried,
suffer this (condition) more at the time of the onset of their menstrual
cycle. . . . But relief from this complaint comes when nothing impedes
the flow of blood. I order parthenoi to marry as quickly as possible if
they suffer this. For if they become pregnant, they become healthy. 
If not, then at puberty or a little later she will be caught by this or
some other disease. Among married women (gynaikes) it is the ones
who are barren who suffer most from these conditions. . . . And when
the girl comes to her senses, the women dedicate to Artemis many
other things, but especially the most expensive (or carefully finished)
of their feminine clothing, because the diviners demand it, but they are
deceived.55

The doctor prefers a practical solution, but for the women who believed in
ritual remedy, successful reproduction depended on the will of a goddess.
As the stories show, a girl’s belt could become her noose,56 but Artemis her-
self was Lysizonos, “she who unties the belt.” Just as the goddess could re-
lease a woman from the burden of pregnancy, she could also release the
blood that caused distress.57 The girls dancing at Karyai and the girls who
hung figurines in trees acted out of fear; but they also acted out of hope,
because the female forms hung in trees represented an outcome Artemis’s
celebrants wished to avoid.58

Artemis’s epithet “Apanchomene” was appropriate for the effigies of her
young female attendants. Artemis could palliate the risks of growing up,
but she herself was removed from the reproductive process. Because she
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was immortal, she could not bleed. For young girls who had to pass
through menarche and accept bleeding at menstruation and childbirth in
order to fulfill biological and social roles, normal periodic bleeding was a
positive event. A flow of bright red blood, like the blood flowing from an
animal struck in sacrifice, was considered a sign of health both at menarche
and after childbirth.59 The goddess had to remain permanently a parthenos

and biologically a girl, for she could protect girls, brides, and adult women
from the dangers of reproduction only if she herself was immune to its dis-
abilities.60

the cycle of reproduction

Cities needed the good will of Artemis because the reproductive capacity of
its women and the health of its children were measures of success. Service
to Artemis required not one but a whole cycle of rituals to mark the stages
in the reproductive process: 61 just before puberty; on the eve of marriage;
between marriage and first pregnancy; during pregnancy; and at childbirth.
Artemis was the gatekeeper at each stage. A mother relived her own expe-
rience by participating in her daughter’s developmental cycle. No single
ceremony was more important than the others; rather, they formed a se-
ries of critical transitions that began before the first signs of sexual devel-
opment, continued through the onset of menstruation and first sexual in-
tercourse, and ended with the birth of a living child.62 Age divisions were
not precise, and the distribution of female rituals according to age cohort
was not the same everywhere. At Olympia, parthenoi were divided into
three groups,63 and although three groups were typical,64 there were some-
times four.65 Precise age limits were not as important as the sequence of ex-
periences. Partheneia (though usually translated “virginity”) was not nec-
essarily coterminous with sexual inexperience, especially if that experience
occurred outside of wedlock. A girl could be called parthenos until marriage
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even if she had already borne a child,66 and the status of bride, defined by
the Greek word nymphe, lasted until the birth of the first child.67 Physical
and social status did not always coincide, but full adult status for a female,
described by the word for woman, gyne, required childbirth and possibly
even a living infant.

Young girls began to prepare for the event of first childbirth at an early
age. Even before menarche girls danced for Artemis and, in some places,
performed the role of animals, for instance, at Brauron, where they imi-
tated she-bears, arktoi.68 Playing an animal prepared a girl for the experi-
ence of pregnancy and childbirth.69 Acting the she-bear for Artemis was a
prerequisite for sexual intercourse in marriage,70 because, as Libanios says,
girls had to serve Artemis before proceeding to the service of Aphrodite.71

Success at one stage of the maturation process was a prerequisite for a
proper relationship with the goddess at the next stage, but females risked
the anger of Artemis at any stage. In Thessaly and Macedonia, epigraphi-
cal traces of a three-stage ritual of maturation for young girls survive. The
girls were apparently divided into three ranked groups: “the young,”
“those over the young,” and “the leaders.” Upon completing all or part 
of the cycle they owed a propitiary sacrifice, called lytra (ransom), or
teleiouma (a dedication to mark completion of physical growth), offered to
Artemis Throsia, the goddess who presided over the successful male pro-
creative act. In some cases it was the female who made the dedication; in
others, this the responsibility of a male representative, perhaps her hus-
band. The ritual cycle reflected the process of physical development and
had to meet the requirements of Artemis, a goddess difficult to please.72

One commentator describes the girls celebrating the arkteia at Brauron 
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as “soothing” or “appeasing” the goddess.73 Another says that girls had to
“placate the goddess for their virginity (partheneia) so they would not be
objects of her revenge.” 74

The possibility of evoking Artemis’s revenge lasted until a young
woman had survived childbirth. At Kyrene in the fourth century, the polis

counted the ritual stages for Artemis among its most important rites, and
to prevent the calamities of plague, famine, and death,75 issued a manda-
tory series of ritual procedures. The rules that governed these procedures
are said to have been delivered as an oracle in Apollo’s own voice. Apollo
advised attention to three kinds of rituals: 1) a ritual tithe, or “tenth part”
(dekate) for males on behalf of the city; 2) procedures for protecting sup-
pliants; and 3) female rituals to appease Artemis. Satisfying Artemis and
involving her in reproductive ritual was therefore as important to the city
as it was to the individual or her family. The inscribed text distinguishes
three stages that required sacrifice to Artemis. The first preceded marriage,
the second pertained to the bride (nymphe) at the time of marriage, and the
third took place during pregnancy.76 Each stage had a ritual obligation, and
failure to perform the specified ceremony at the appropriate time required
expiatory sacrifices as penalty. The city administered the sanctuary, super-
vised the sacrifices, and assessed penalties for a female’s failure to fulfill her
obligations because the city had a stake in the outcome.

Marriage was a time for looking both backward and forward. On the eve
of her wedding a girl acknowledged Artemis’s protection during her early
life by dedicating the symbols of childhood 77 in anticipation of her ap-
proaching reproductive responsibility. She also sacrificed to Artemis. Arte-
mis Lysizonos, “she who loosens the belt,” presided over the sexual tran-
sition associated with marriage because a woman’s belt was a visible sign of
an invisible boundary. Artemis had to be appeased at the time of marriage
and first intercourse to enlist her support in childbirth, when the same
physical boundary would be crossed again.78 In some places, the roles usu-
ally assigned to Artemis were distributed among other goddesses. In the
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Argive plain, Hera had charge of the stages of the female life cycle, and at
Argos itself, the primary divinity who presided over the sexual maturation
of young women was Athena. She shared responsibilities with Leto, Chlo-
ris, Hera Anthea, Demeter Pelasgis, and Kore. At Kos, young women on
the eve of marriage sacrificed to Aphrodite Pandemos with a rite that was
required whether they belonged to the citizen class (politides), were born
of irregular unions (nothoi), or were foreigners (paroikoi, metoikoi).79

Childbirth was the final test because childbirth itself was a crisis.80

Homer’s Artemis was a “lion to women” because she could strike a woman
in labor with death.81 To relieve the pains of labor, women prayed to
Artemis,82 to Artemis Soodina,83 and to a twin Artemis called Artemides
Praiai, “the Tamed Double Artemides.” 84 Successful labor required a co-
operative Artemis, but she could not ease the crisis unless she was ad-
dressed as Artemis Hemere, “Artemis the Tame.” 85 After delivery, women
recognized the goddess’s aid by performing sacrificial rituals called Pauso-
tokeia, “the rituals when childbirth is over.” 86 Gratitude for having sur-
vived the crisis encouraged women to address Artemis as Lochia, Eulochia,
Eileithyia, and Genetaira—epithets stressing her role in aiding birth.87

In thanks, new mothers made dedications in sanctuaries of Artemis, like
the dedications made in thanks for recovery after disasters such as ship-
wreck or severe illness.88 As one commentator says, “When they bear chil-
dren, they dedicate clothing to Artemis.” 89 Artemis could be tamed by gifts
of domestic production—the textiles women made with their own hands.
So often associated with the wilderness at the outer boundaries of the po-
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lis, Artemis could also be accessed by products from the most intimate
spaces of the home.

A recently published relief from a sanctuary of Artemis at Echinos,90 il-
lustrates the domestication of Artemis yet indicates its instability. The re-
lief shows a new mother bringing an infant to Artemis for the first time.91

She offers sacrifice in thanks for a safe delivery and presents her daughter
to the goddess to enlist divine protection during her upbringing.92 The in-
fant herself reaches out her tiny hand to the goddess. The entire scene piv-
ots around the baby’s hand, the central object in the picture. Artemis holds
a torch in her left hand, but her quiver is just barely visible behind her right
shoulder, a reminder of the arrows in her arsenal, the arrows potentially fa-
tal to women in childbirth.93 A female servant carries a tray of offerings:
apple, pomegranate, and a bunch of grapes—fruits associated with fertility
and sexuality—plus honey cakes and a myrtle branch. A male attendant,
below normal size, leads the sacrificial animal. An older woman (perhaps
the child’s grandmother), whose size (on par with that of the goddess) sug-
gests a donor’s status, makes a gesture of prayer with her right hand held
up, palm forward. Behind the figures and across the top of the relief a line
is strung. Clearly defined objects hang on the line—from left to right: a
pair of shoes, a shirt, two fringed garments, and a belted peplos.94 We know
such items were included in dedications from inscribed inventories listing
the garments dedicated to the goddess, but this is the first recovered ex-
ample that graphically depicts them. The scene marks the culmination of
an important cycle for the mother, and as the baby reaches out to the god-
dess a new cycle begins.

inscribing civic success

Dedications to Artemis, like the dedications to other kourotrophic divini-
ties who nurtured the young, indicate a concern for female reproductive
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processes and the physical development of infants.95 Emphasis on the health
of the body is also evident in the votives representing female body parts
that often appear in Artemis’s sanctuaries. One of the earliest items, from
the foundation deposit of the original archaic temple of Artemis at Ephesos,
is a tiny gold object in the shape of a vulva.96 Breasts and vulvae appear
elsewhere, for instance at Athens, Aivatlar, Menge, and Demetrias, and at
Eleutherna on Crete; 97 Delian temple inventories record the dedication of
two silver wombs to Artemis.98 Dedications also include the tools women
used in spinning and weaving and the products of their work. Among the
tools found at Brauron are spindles, spindle whorls, loom weights, and
epinetra (thigh guards used for preparing woolen roving for spinning). A
child-size epinetron found at Brauron may have been a young girl’s intro-
duction to spinning. A small relief found in the sanctuary depicts a female
figure seated on a rock, with epinetron on her right knee and roving in her
left hand, reminiscent of Homer’s epithet for Artemis herself, xrushlã-
katow, “goddess with the golden distaff.” 99 The textiles and garments do-
nated, however, are long gone, remembered now only because they were
listed in the inventories inscribed on stone. As we saw in chapter 6, the ex-
hibition hall at Brauron where woven garments were once displayed on
wooden racks has been located by excavation. Identified by the footings for
the display racks, the long hall runs behind the dining rooms along the en-
tire central arm of the stoa.100

Women dedicated their finest textile products and the tools they used in
spinning and weaving to mark the stages of the female life cycle. We can see
that the Hippocratic doctor who wrote the essay on the medical problems of
virgins had little confidence in the efficacy of such offerings, but the depth
of his contempt actually confirms how important freelance diviners and
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rituals of Artemis were to his patients.101 To deal with reproductive failure,
families consulted diviners in the same way that communities consulted or-
acles to avoid agricultural blight. Girls who recovered dedicated the finest
examples of their handiwork because the goddess deserved the very best.

The most detailed evidence for such textiles is the series of inscribed 
inventories found at Brauron, with duplicates at Athens. The inscriptions 
catalogue important dedications to Artemis Brauronia. The lists from
Athens 102 record inventories of the precious gifts once displayed at the
Brauron sanctuary. Lists are arranged according to material: gold, textiles,
bronze, and wood.103 Those found on or near the akropolis were probably
originally set up in the stoa of Artemis Brauronia near the entrance. A typ-
ical inventory lists textiles according to the date of dedication. Individual
items were tagged with the names of the women who made them; some-
times the letters of the woman’s name were even woven into the fabric. The
Athenian inventories are organized according to the year of dedication and,
under the year, by the dedicant:

When Kallimachos was archon (349/8): a little scalloped multicolored
chiton, Kallippe; this has the letters woven in the pattern. Chairippe,
Eukoline, a dotted garment in a wooden display box. Philoumene, a
chiton made of linen from Amorgos. When Theophilos was archon
(348/7): Pythias, a long spotted robe. When Themistokles was archon
(342/1): a little variegated purple chiton in a display box; Thyaine 
and Malthake dedicated it. A variegated purple chiton in a display box,
[- - - - - - - -] and Eukoline dedicated it. Phile, a belt. Pheidylla, a white
woman’s himation in a display box. Mneso, a frog-green garment. Nau-
sis, a lady’s himation with broad purple border in wave pattern around
the edge. Kleo, a delicate shawl. Phile, bordered textile. Teisikrateia, 
a multicolored Persian-style shirt with sleeves. Melitta, a white hima-

tion and a little chiton (in rags). Glykera, wife of Xantippos, a little
chiton with washed-out purple border and two worn garments. Niko-
lea, chiton of linen from Amorgos, around the seated statue. Ivory mir-
ror with handle, on the wall; Aristodamea dedicated it. When Archios
was archon (346/5): Archestrate, daughter of Mnesistratos of Paiania,
chiton with tower pattern, in a display box. Mnesistrate, daughter of
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Xenophilos, a white himation edged with purple; this covers the stone
seated statue. A little smooth chiton for a child, without a label; it has a
border in tongs pattern. Xenophante, a little scalloped fringed chiton;

this is on the basket. Nikoboule, a new multicolored coverlet; it has a
figured design in the middle: Dionysos pouring a libation and a woman
pouring wine. Aristeia, a coverlet in a display box; in the middle it has
figures with right hands joined. When Euboulos was archon (345/4): a
fine shawl—it is inscribed “sacred to Artemis”—around the old statue;
Theano made it.104

The inventories record the items handed over when the administrative of-
fice was transferred from one board to the next, and because each board was
responsible for the items under its jurisdiction, care was taken to describe
garments in some detail. The garments remained on display for many
years; the same lists (with minor variation) are therefore repeated from
year to year. Dated lists survive from the middle of the fourth century. No
complete prescript survives, but explicit references to statues of Artemis
and her possessions (e.g., “sacred to Artemis”) indicate that Artemis was
the principal recipient.

Inventories of dedicated clothing are well documented elsewhere, but
Artemis seems to be the only divinity to receive so many varieties and so
many sizes. Textiles for divinities other than Artemis were usually in-
tended to dress a particular cult statue and were therefore uniform in style
and size.105 Attic inventories do describe items as draped over a statue, but
gifts are described in so many sizes that they clearly were not made for the
goddess to wear. These garments were personal possessions, property ei-
ther of the individual who gave the gift or the one on whose behalf the of-
fering was made. Lists similar to those in Attika are found at Tanagra and
Miletos. Items inventoried are strikingly diverse. Belts, cloaks, tunics,
headgear, veils, and shawls—some made from fine materials, some in ex-
otic styles—indicate that individuals chose their dedications from the best
they had to offer. Some items on the list may even have been clothing worn
only for a specific ritual, krokotoi (yellow dresses) worn by the arktoi at
Brauron,106 for instance. A kalas(e)iris at Miletos is probably also a ritual
garment. The type is known from Andania.107

The lists from Tanagra and Miletos are similar in both form and content
to the Attic lists. Though lacking the sections that would have specified a
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divinity, they are nevertheless likely to be records of dedications to Arte-
mis.108 All three dossiers emphasize women’s garments but include chil-
dren’s clothing. The Milesian list in addition mentions four garments for
ephebes. The variety of sizes suggests that the dedications are connected
with life cycle rituals. The Milesian text, organized by condition and type
of garment, lists only old, extremely frayed textiles:

. . . a beautiful, old, useless eastern-style long garment, gray in the
middle with gold border; an old useless himation, bright in color, with
purple border; eight old useless purple garments, frayed; three old use-
less fine wool mantles, frayed; three purple-dyed himatia, useless and
frayed; an old Karpasian linen garment; an old useless Sidonian gar-
ment; three old useless pieces of fine linen; two other linen napkins,
frayed; four old useless ephebic capes; four old useless silken masks
(veils?); two other old useless pieces of wool; twelve old useless pieces
of linen, an old linen head-dress, two other ones, useless; another one,
half worn out, frayed; another useless silken one, frayed; another silken
one, half worn to pieces, frayed; two light-green cut woolen ribbons,
frayed; another old scarlet one, frayed; two old belts overlaid with gold,
another old bright red one with gold embroidered wave pattern; a
woolen belt with gold overlaid, old and frayed; another of linen with a
little clasp below, half worn out; [- - - - - - - -] Aianaios (?) dedicated
(it?); two old belts; two other old ones, larger; a small purple woolen
mantle and one with a fine purple border, both for children, frayed; and
other children’s clothing, frayed.109

The beginning and the end of the text are lost, but this is most likely a
catalogue of garments dedicated to Artemis. Artemis Kithone (Artemis
Clothed in a Tunic) 110 was well known at Miletos.111 She is associated with
clothing because clothing and its fabrication were economically important
to the city and culturally significant in the lives of its women. Moreover,
the high proportion of belts on the Milesian list is congruent with the wor-
ship of Artemis. The symbolic value attached to women’s belts is a reflec-
tion of the goddess’s close involvement in the transitional stages of a wom-
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an’s life.112 The four ephebic cloaks (chlamyes ephebikai) were probably
given by young men (or their mothers?) after service as ephebes. The only
explicitly male item not easily associable with a life cycle ritual is the
“man’s cloak” (himation andreion) with no name attached; perhaps it was
a sample of a woman’s work.113

The clothing at Miletos was ravaged by age, not by use,114 but not even
age could obliterate its value. Once presented to the goddess, the garments
could not be destroyed or thrown away. Made sacred by the act of dedica-
tion itself, such gifts had to remain in the sanctuary until they were even-
tually disposed of by burial within the sacred area. These were valuable
items, representing the best clothing their donors possessed and given to
the divinity to mark very special occasions. The value for the city was reck-
oned not only by the value of the garment but also by the meaning of those
occasions. In the case of the Milesian ephebes, the dedication marked their
change of status to full-fledged male citizens. In the case of the women who
dedicated their belts, headgear, fancy dresses, and the clothing of their chil-
dren, the dedication marked not a single occasion but was part of a full cycle
of rituals to produce an adult woman. The textiles dedicated by women on
behalf of young daughters who had recovered from the traumas of menar-
che were measures of the women those daughters would become.115

the naked and the clothed

Reproduction of the family was a concern of the polis because the family
was the basic unit of the city. A barren woman was a liability, but a woman
who died in pregnancy, miscarriage, or childbirth, whether parthenos or
nymphe, could be a greater threat. Females who died too soon, and females
who lost their children, were doomed to roam as aoroi, the untimely dead.
A woman who died from a reproductive crisis threatened the well-being of
infants and other mothers, as did the well-known spirits Mormo, Gello,
and Lamia, who were responsible for the sudden death of new babies, little
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116. Johnston (1995) 366 –70; worked out in more detail in (1999) 166 –99.
117. Schol. Callim. Jov. 77.
118. “The phrase eÈpÆnouw Ífãw, ‘finely woven fabrics’ (1465) is distinctive—

the epithet is attested only in this play—and occurs here for the third time”; Wolff
(1992) 319 n. 30.

119. IG IX.2 1235.
120. Kondis (1967) 161, noticing the distinction between labeled and unlabeled

textiles, suggests that those with labels were directed to Artemis by live women and
those without labels were for Iphigeneia.

121. Mommsen (1899), without evidence, supposed the rags were menstrual
rags, dedicated by young girls at the time of menarche.

children, and new mothers.116 Women who died in childbirth had to be re-
membered, even compensated, for the life they had lost.

As priestess and heroine, Iphigeneia, who also died too soon, would de-
mand compensation for the early deaths of others. The textiles promised to
her at the close of Euripides’ play could not have been dedicated by the
women who had made them. The dead do not give gifts. Rather the textiles
had to be offerings from a surviving member of the family, someone who
had good reason to fear an angry Artemis, a vindictive Iphigeneia, or even
the dead victim herself. The obvious candidate was a surviving husband
without children, because a childless widower who still hoped to become a
father had to avoid the anger of the goddess, the revenge of her attendant,
and above all, the anger of his dead wife.

Artemis was the recipient when all went well. Iphigeneia, it seems, re-
ceived gifts only after disaster. The first type of gift is an offering of thanks,
given in return for an object of prayer.117 The second is a symbolic offering
of propitiation, given as compensation for a loss.118 An offering to Iphi-
geneia would be appropriate only after her death, which explains why the
Athenians wanted her grave. As a permanent virgin in service to Artemis,
Iphigeneia could never reach adulthood. She achieved ritual consequence
only by her death. As a mortal deprived of physical fulfillment (teleiosis),

she could not preside over the ritual cycle that recognized it. She could
never make the offering the Thessalians called teleiouma, the offering to
Artemis that marked completion of the maturation process and the ritual
stages that celebrated it.119

A distinctive feature of the Athenian inventories may help us to under-
stand Iphigeneia’s status.120 The lists carefully distinguish between fin-
ished garments, unfinished weaving projects, baskets of spun but un-
worked wool, and rags.121 One unfinished garment is even still on its frame:
“a half-woven little chiton (chitoniskon) on a frame with both woof and
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122. IG II 2 1514.53 –54, 1516.30, 1517.160 – 61; Linders (1972) 17. Garments
were woven to size and the pattern was laid in on the loom; the delicacy of a fine-
textured cloth with any design would have been obvious even in a partially finished
article.

123. “Gray wool in a basket,” IG II2 1518.71–72; “soft wool in a bag, unin-
scribed,” IG II 2 1522.26 –27.

124. Eur. IT 811–17.
125. Eur. IT 222–24. Iphigeneia here identifies Athena’s foes as the Titans.
126. The evidence is collected by Romano (1986), especially 130 –131.

wool.” 122 This half-woven little shirt, like the garments left unfinished or
the wool prepared for clothing never made, would have been an appropri-
ate token of a life unfinished, of a woman dead before her time.123 These
unfinished items differ from the ones described by the Hippocratic doctor
who treated the suicidal depression of adolescents. He characterizes the
textiles dedicated upon a girl’s recovery as eutelestata, “expensive.” The
original meaning of this fairly rare, colloquial word, however, would have
been “well finished,” or “absolutely complete,”—a meaning with conse-
quences for the girl as well as for her projects.

Dedication of woven garments was not a casual act. A young girl’s weav-
ing project with figures worked into the fabric was a sign of her accom-
plishments and a token of her identity. Her family recognized her by the
images she wove. Euripides’ Orestes confirms his identity to his sister by
recalling the content of her adolescent project—a garment with a picture
of the sun so horrified at the quarrel of the Tantalids that he changes his
course.124 An infant when Iphigeneia left home, Orestes had learned about
the design from their sister, Elektra. Emblematic of their family’s suffering,
this image could be a test of Orestes’ identity because a girl’s early projects
would have been seen only by close family members.

A young girl’s weaving was also a sign of her status in the community.
Iphigeneia in exile laments the loss of the opportunity to garner honor 
by participating in the collective ritual weaving for Hera at Argos or for
Athena at home. An Athenian audience would have understood the disap-
pointment of a young girl deprived of the opportunity to display her skill
in weaving the images of the battle of the gods with the giants into Athena’s
robe for the Panathenaia.125 Display of expertise in textile design was a
common feature in public rituals for females of marriageable age. A wom-
an’s skill reflected the success and standing of her family. Select local
women wove clothing for wooden statues (xoana) of Hera at Olympia and
Samos, Athena Polias at Athens, Artemis at Brauron and Ephesos, Orthia
at Sparta, Leto on Delos, and Apollo at Amyklai.126 Statues, both wooden
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127. Eileithyia at Aigion; Hera on Delos (two statues); Demeter and Kore on
Delos; Romano (1988) 130 n. 31.

128. Represented on figured pottery; Jucker (1963) 47– 61; Pemberton (2000)
94.

129. Sourvinou-Inwood (1991) 166 – 69, distinguishing the images of girls car-
rying their own robes from those of girls taking part in the peplophoria, the pre-
sentation of a new robe to Persephone.

130. Eur. IT 809–17; .
131. Eur. Ion 1417–23.
132. Günther (1988) 236 –37, fig. 2; letter forms dated 525–500 b.c.e.: “I belong

to Kithone.” Hesychius identifies “Kithonea” as an epithet of Artemis.

and stone, were dressed in layers of garments; the cleaning and dressing of
such images was the focus of several major festivals.127 At Corinth, young
females carrying spindle and distaff performed circle dances.128 At Lokroi,
adolescent girls presented to Persephone the figured fabrics they had wo-
ven, and in the act of submitting their work for the god’s approval also re-
vealed to the community their own accomplishments and advertized their
eligibility for marriage.129 Alkman’s Partheneion was a hymn performed on
just such an occasion at Sparta—a festival where young girls bestowed a
new robe on the statue of Orthia.

Unfinished weaving projects were a sign of interrupted life cycle ritu-
als—and, indeed, of an interrupted life. Euripides’ Kreousa recognizes Ion,
the son she once abandoned, by the scrap of her own figured fabric used to
wrap her infant.130 She describes her work as a maiden’s sampler left un-
finished, as incomplete as she was herself. The Gorgon and snakes—sym-
bols of her family and woven into the fabric of her own design—had pro-
tected her infant but could not protect her. When Apollo raped her, he
brutally interrupted the natural course of her social development and oblit-
erated the ritual steps leading to the early marriage that should have been
her right.131

The inventory from Miletos lists garments like the ones described in
Euripides’ plays. They are handwoven, complexly decorated fabrics, pre-
served until they fell apart because they belonged to the goddess. The evi-
dence for Artemis at Miletos is both diachronic and broad. Kallimachos as-
sociates Artemis Chitone (Doric spelling) with Miletos, and the fragment
of an Archaic perirrhanterion inscribed for Artemis Kithone (Ionic spell-
ing) found at Miletos confirms the long life of the epithet and her inter-
est in clothing.132 The find spot of the stone, on an upper terrace of the low
hill just outside the later city wall, marks a familiar location for Artemis. A
scholiast commenting on Kallimachos says that Neleus was the one who



222 / Domesticating Artemis

133. Schol. Callim. Jov. 77.
134. IMiletos I 202.
135. Eur. IT 381– 83.
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association with hunting and the world of nature; Parker (1983) 357–58 points out
that dogs are offered to problematic divinities—Ares, Hekate, and Eileithyia. They
are included, however, on a list in another sanctuary regulation (for Athena at Lin-
dos) that has nothing to do with these divinities; see LSS 91.11: “from the miscar-
riage of a woman, dog, or donkey.”

137. Eur. IT 1227–10.

brought her statue (xoanon) to Miletos. It was a marvelous statue, made
from the wood of a oak tree found heavy with all sorts of fruit.133 The pu-
rity regulations for the sanctuary of Artemis Kithone survive. Three con-
ditions restrict entry: recent contact with the dead, recent contact with a
woman in childbirth, and recent contact with a dog that has just given
birth.134 These conditions were dissipated by either waiting two full days or
bathing. In Euripides’ play, Iphigeneia adds murder to the list when she de-
scribes the altar of Artemis at Tauris:

If anyone touches murder, or childbirth, too, or puts a hand on a
corpse, believing him defiled, she keeps him from her altars.135

The pollution resulting from murder is emphasized here because the play
deals with the crime of Orestes. At Miletos, the parturient dog is an issue
because families could be polluted by any animal with which they lived in
close conjunction.136

When Iphigeneia abducts the statue of Artemis from the Taurian tem-
ple, she deludes her enemies by claiming the statue’s need for a purifica-
tion (katharmos) so hallowed that no one else is allowed to observe it. She
is careful to describe the procedures that cleanse a god’s image from the
touch of a murderer’s hand. There are three parts: procession, sacrifice, and
cleansing with innocent blood. As she prepares to carry the image of
Artemis to the sea, she reminds the Taurians to remain indoors so they will
not see it. She describes how she will wash away the taint of blood with the
blood of newborn lambs and cleanse the statue with sea water. Although
Iphigeneia is directing a mock ceremony, the ritual content she imputes to
the situation is deadly serious. She warns all citizens to keep away from the
polluted object (miasma, 1226; mysos, 1229), but warns especially

anyone who as guardian of the temples keeps hands pure for the gods,
anyone who marches in procession for joining together in marriage, 
or anyone who is heavy with child.137
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138. Eur. IT 798 –99.
139. Plut. Mul. Virt. 249b-d, discussed by King (1998) 81– 82; on the story pat-

tern, see Johnston (1999) 233 –37, with a slightly different emphasis than that de-
veloped here.

140. Ar. Lys. 641– 47.
141. Ritual nudity in this context is discussed by Johnston (1999) 234. For evi-

dence at Brauron, see Cole (1984).

A public thoroughfare is restricted from public use for a temporary ritual
activity, the procession to the sea. The proclamation emphasizes three kinds
of transition especially sensitive to a statue polluted by murder: the tran-
sition between human and divine realms at the entrance to a sanctuary; the
transition implied in the sexual joining of two bodies in marriage, repre-
sented in the public wedding procession; and the transition implied in preg-
nancy, when one body temporarily resides in another. Orestes was warned
earlier that even to touch the clothing of the goddess’s servant could pollute
the goddess.138 The image said to have been defiled by his hand has now
itself become a threat. Iphigeneia has already advised the Taurians to re-
main indoors for safety; her proclamation makes clear those who are most
at risk.

Artemis Kithone was associated with similar ominous and risk-laden
transitions at Miletos. Her epithet associates her with clothing, a marker 
of change of status. At Miletos, the local story is one of adolescent crisis:
when an entire cohort of adolescent girls was struck with a mad desire to
secretly suffocate themselves by hanging, they could be stopped only when
citizens threatened to parade their corpses naked through the streets.139

This story represents adolescent problems in terms of social crisis and joins
familiar concerns (risk of early death, failure of reproductive resources, fe-
males in a life cycle crisis) with elements of ritual practice (procession, tem-
porary nudity, mimetic performance, reversal of normal behavior). The so-
lution makes sense only if the hanging victims were displayed without
their clothes. The contrast between clothed and unclothed suggests a ritual
change of clothing, defined by a transitional state of nudity. The young
girls who danced for Artemis at Brauron disrobed before putting on the
krokotos, the special yellow dress for that rite.140 Vase paintings associated
with Brauron depict young girls running or dancing unclothed without
shame because their nakedness is protected by seclusion.141 The Milesian
story is not necessarily a report of mass suicide; it is more likely a myth of
aborted ritual, a cautionary tale that served to explain a fairly widespread
custom. The custom was not the mass suicide of teenage girls but, more
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142. Larson (1995) 118 suggests that the female dressed in Artemis’s clothing
was an object of cult, but the situation is more complex; see Johnston (1999) 233 –
49 for discussion of this story’s variants. Tools for spinning, often found in women’s
graves, may have had a special meaning. For a spindle and distaff made of bone,
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Ephesos (third century b.c.e.), see Trinkl (1994) 79– 86.

143. The need to possess something that belongs to other women seems char-
acteristic of the rapacious female deprived of her normal role. Melissa of Corinth,
killed by her husband and sexually abused by him after her death, demands com-
pensation because her clothes were not burned with her at the grave. Her ghost can-
not be satisfied until her husband gathers the best set of clothes from each woman
in Corinth and burns all of them at Hera’s sanctuary (Hdt. 5.92).

144. Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 4.25.4. Artemidoros (4.4) reports a dream about a
woman who died after entering the temple of Artemis at Ephesos at the wrong
time.

145. Fleischer (1973).
146. The account of the conversion of Athenian dress from Doric to Ionian as

preserved by Herodotus, 5.86 – 87, raises problems of content as well as chronology.
147. Robertson (1988) develops the Ionian context.

likely, the hanging of ceramic female torsos in trees as evidence of ritual. A
similar sequence about a hanging victim who was discovered by Artemis at
Ephesos preserves what looks like part of the same problematic transitional
ritual. This woman must have been naked, too, because the goddess had to
dress her in her own costume. When clothed in the robes of Artemis, the
dead woman became Hekate.142 Like Iphigeneia at Brauron, she would
never reach maturity and would always need the clothing of others.143

At Ephesos, women and children were normally permitted to enter the
temple of Artemis only at specific times and for designated festivals,144 a re-
striction that suggests strict supervision of the image of Artemis. Ephesos
claimed to possess the prototypical portable image of Artemis—a wooden
form like the statue carved of special wood at Miletos. Similar portable stat-
ues displayed in other Ionian sanctuaries of Artemis were sometimes
shown hanging in trees, or draped with fruits, jewelry, and clothing.145

Clothing was a special concern for Artemis. She was called Kithone at
Miletos after the kithon, a tunic with sleeves, identified by Herodotos as
Ionian.146 At her festival in Miletos, called the Neleis, young women wore
this garment.147 Named for Neleus, founder of the city, the festival was
structured around public choral dancing that displayed to the entire com-
munity the cohort of young females ready and eligible to be exchanged in
marriage. The foundation myth described how Neleus settled a war be-
tween Miletos and neighboring Myus by marrying his son Pythes to Pieria,
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151. Schol. Eur. Hec. 934.

daughter of the king of Myus.148 The festival of Artemis, celebrated in spite
of the hostilities, united the women of the two towns. Pythes’ love for his
wife, kindled for the first time when he saw her dancing at the festival, be-
came a model union for Milesian couples.149 The festival brought together
participants from neighboring communities, integrated marriage into the
series of life cycle rituals, and presented the union of husband and wife as
a model for resolving conflict.

As a costume for dancing, the kithon was associated with Artemis else-
where, even in Doric areas, where it was called chiton. At Syracuse, Arte-
mis Chitonea was honored with a dance and flute song,150 and a scholiast
reports an incident, hard to place, where Dorian teenagers dressed only in
a chiton danced themselves to a frenzy at a temple of Artemis.151

The inventories of garments at Miletos suggest a full complement of life
cycle rituals for Artemis. Other elements that fill out the pattern include
the portable statue made of a powerful wood, the story about a procession
that solves an adolescent reproductive crisis, a meaning for ritual nudity, 
a tradition of ritual dancing, articulated distinctions between purity and
pollution, and expressions of concern for childbirth. The display of finished
garments and the detailed records that preserved their memory repre-
sented the stability achieved by satisfying Artemis.

permanent press

In the period after the Peace of Nikias (421 b.c.e.), the major political fac-
tions at Athens competed by claiming connections to ancient heroes. Inno-
vations in ritual genealogy had wide-ranging political implications. In-
fluenced by elite families who claimed descent from Kodros and Neleus,
some Athenians even maintained that the xoanon of Artemis Kithone had
originally come from Athenian territory. The legislation of 418/7 about
clearing the sanctuary of Kodros, Neleus, and Basile and protecting its
boundaries suggests concern to acknowledge the connection between Ne-
leus of Miletos and Athens. Clothing is a problem. Herodotus reports that
the Athenians had adopted the kithon from Ionia, but there is no indication
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152. She describes Halai as “a place near the outer borders of Attika”; Eur. IT
1450.

153. Little remains but the cuttings for the foundations. There were clearly at
least two building periods on the site, and Rhodes and Dobbins (1979) 326 – 41 are
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century b.c.e. Tréheux (1988) 354 n. 31, argues that use of the singular (flerÒn, IG
II 2 1518, B col. II. 63 – 64) to refer to both the sanctuary at Brauron and the one on
the Athenian akropolis, indicates that they were considered a single sanctuary.

that Artemis Kithone traveled with her garments, and Neleus himself has
no obvious ritual connection to Attika until his name appears in the decree
that redefined the boundaries of his sanctuary in 418/7.

At stake is a divergence of opinion on the issue of Athenian identity.
Compromised by long periods of separation from the Attic hinterland in
the 420s, the Athenian population could not have been indifferent to the
needs of their rural sanctuaries at places like Brauron and Halai, largely left
untended during the Peloponnesian War. The revival of a Milesian con-
nection and the emphasis on ritual ties to Ionia, whether real or imagined,
provided reassurance after a period of spatial disruption. But what about
the compelling Athenian claim that they were born from their own earth?
Could the Athenians be autochthonous and Ionian, too? If male identity
was really to be divided into a hierarchy of nested identities, which was
dominant, which was deeper? In the same decade as the campaign to reno-
vate the sanctuary of Kodros, Neleus, and Basile, Euripides opened up the
matriuschka doll and directed his audience to examine themselves. His pre-
sentation of Kreusa and Xouthos in reproductive crisis challenges assump-
tions about Athenian identity and Attic history.

A few years later, in his own version of Iphigeneia’s story, Euripides pre-
sented the Athenian appropriation of a Peloponnesian heroine and a Spar-
tan image of Artemis as elements of local Attic ritual mandated by Athena
herself. The irony of Athena’s concluding speech to Iphigeneia among the

Taurians, delivered at a time when Spartan occupation of Dekaleia pre-
vented contact with sanctuaries in the hinterland, would not have gone un-
noticed by an audience who assumed that Athenian ritual should extend to
the farthest reaches of Attika.152

The detailed texts carved in stone and exhibited on the Athenian
akropolis listing the elaborate clothing made by women’s hands testify to
the city’s continuing concern for the rituals of Artemis. In the fifth century,
maybe even during the years of the Peloponnesian War,153 the Athenians
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154. Not least because the harbor gave protected access to Delos from the east
coast of Attika; the implications are worked out by Peppas-Delmousou (1988) 324 –
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Apollo.
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Lysistrata’s boast about her ritual service as a growing child implies a complete pen-
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assisted), 1060, 1942, 1943.

157. Of 125 names on the Athenian lists, sixteen include a term indicating deme
of origin (demotic). Seven of the sixteen husbands are known from other texts; Os-
borne (1985) 158 –59.

158. Harp. s.v. dekateÊein, with citation from Lysias and Didymus. Hsch. s.v.
dekateÊein; Bekker, s.v. dekateÊontow.

expanded their Brauronion, which was a satellite of the sanctuary at Brau-
ron. Athenians had a political and economic interest in Brauron,154 and
they were also committed to Artemis because she nurtured the children of
the community.

The little girls who took part in rituals like the arkteia were protecting
their own productive lives; 155 but the ones chosen to participate in the ar-

kteia of the Athenian penteteric Brauronia 156—a select few chosen from
the best families 157—also represented the young female cohort of the en-
tire city. Just as the entire population could suffer from one person’s disre-
gard for ritual, so too could the entire community benefit from responsible 
and correct performance of ritual by a representative and delegated few.
Harpokration implies that “to play the bear” (êrktein) and “to serve as a
tenth” (dekateÊein) were one and the same thing.158 “To be a tenth,” or
“to serve as a tithe,” refers to ritual service undertaken by a few on behalf
of the many. Harpocration”s conflation of performing the bear role and un-
dertaking the obligation of special ritual service on behalf of the city indi-
cates a special assignment for the Athenian girls who participated in the
city arkteia during the Brauronia. Under the jurisdiction of the board of
the supervisors of public ritual (the hieropoioi), the quadrennial Brauronia
represented the interests of the entire community. In the democratic city-
state, where certain ritual obligations of the whole were delegated to the
few, the girls who performed the arkteia at the Brauronia, selected by deme
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and tribe, offered their service to appease the goddess on behalf of all girls
in their age cohort and consequently, for all of Attika. In Euripides’
Erechtheus, when Praxithea offers her daughter to die on behalf of the city,
she says,

The city as a whole has but one name; its inhabitants, however, are
many. How could I destroy these people if it is possible for me to give
one girl to die for the sake of all? 159

Ritual provides a similar opportunity for a small proportion of the popula-
tion to represent the whole and accomplish something that benefits all. At
Kyrene, rituals that marked a female’s personal experience came under the
purview of the civic administration, because reproduction was a concern of
the city as a whole. The regulations from Kyrene place female service to
Artemis in the same category as the service of the ritual fractions of the
male population obligated to a divinity on behalf of the city.

The females who danced for Artemis at the borders of the polis danced
for the entire community. Successful performance of such female rituals
reaffirmed the community’s ability to protect its women and to maintain it-
self. In rituals concerned with the preservation of the city, groups that ap-
peared most marginal actually played a central role.160 The characteristics
that made females the most vulnerable also emphasized their value and
significance. The females who walked unmolested from Athens to Brauron
at the time of the Brauronia tested with their own bodies the security of the
whole population.161 Processions and festivals that linked border territories
with the heart of the city expressed the confidence and security of a com-
munity safe from incursion and confident in its own future. The traditional
stories about intrusion upon women’s rites at remote sanctuaries, told not
so much to record actual events as to rationalize policy, emphasize the un-
reliability of females and also demonstrate the importance of female ritual.
Stories about Theseus’s abduction of Helen from the sanctuary of Artemis
Orthia near Sparta set the stage for divine disapproval (mythographers
stress that Theseus abducted the girl before she reached the right age for
marriage) and later provided justification for the Spartan invasion of At-
tika. Herodotus’s story about the Lemnian abduction of Athenian women
from Brauron is told in the context of Athenian military control of Lemnos
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in the fifth century.162 Acknowledgment of the gods, appeals to precedents
for divine support, and political realities were always intertwined.

A series of partially published inscriptions from Brauron now give us
some idea of the importance of Artemis during a real war. Brauron was still
a strategic harbor in the mid-fifth century. The first inscription indicates
that sometime during that period, the Athenians erected at the sanctuary
a stele recording the accounts for the sacred funds of Artemis and Apollo.163

During the Peloponnesian War—when the rural population of Attika with-
drew behind the walls of Athens—the safety of the sanctuary at Brauron
was an important concern. Another inscription at Brauron, dated 416/5,
lists the dedications moved at that time to Athens, where they were placed
under the jurisdiction of the Treasurers of the Other Gods.164 This decree
includes a record of the loans repaid by the Athenians to Artemis Brauro-
nia. The goddess appears to have been deeply involved in the Athenian war
effort, and after the Peace of Nikias her support was duly recognized. The
fact that the text was set up at Brauron indicates that the Athenians were
able to use the sanctuary during the temporary peace.165 By 416/5 the Athe-
nians found it necessary to move valuable dedications to Athens, so they
were obviously expecting hostilities to be renewed. They could not have
anticipated maintaining the quadrennial festival of the Brauronia in its
complete form because the festival required a procession of young females
from Athens to Brauron.166 The fourth-century inventories indicate that
regular celebrations of the Brauronia were resumed after the war. One of
the latest inscriptions, dated to the third century, describes how the Athe-
nians appointed a special committee concerned with the maintenance of
buildings and equipment in the sanctuary at Brauron.167 The catalogues of
sacred offerings and the offerings themselves fell under this committee’s
purview. Artemis is recognized here as a divinity with a special responsi-
bility for the population of the city. The Athenians who directed the com-
mittee to evaluate and preserve her treasures described those items as “all
the other things that the city dedicated to the goddess for the sake of the
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health and security (soteria) of the demos of the Athenians.” The formula
recognizes the support of the goddess and acknowledges the gifts made to
encourage that support.

The sacred inventories were more than records of administrative proce-
dure. The textiles displayed in the sanctuary reminded the city of acts of
individual piety, but when the garments for Artemis were inventoried and
listed on public documents, the meaning of the display became greater than
the accumulation of detail about individual objects. As records of gratitude
for the protection of the goddess, the inventories reminded the community
of the successful performance of public ritual. The stones on which the
texts were inscribed were themselves gifts to the gods and stood to recall a
history of collective ritual. Displayed by the city at both sanctuaries, these
inventories symbolized the city’s achievement in promoting its rituals, su-
pervising its women, and producing its crop of healthy children.



abaton sacred area, where only those who are qualified may set foot

Acheloös river in northern Greece considered the source of all flowing water

adyton like abaton; an enclosed area in a sanctuary where only those quali-
fied may enter

agora public space for political and economic activities in a Greek city or town

agoranomoi officials who regulate the market

agos state of pollution due to a curse (cf. adjective, enages)

ainigma obscure statement designed to confuse; riddle

Aiolos god of the winds

akathartos unpurified; used to describe a woman not cleansed by menstrua-
tion

akousios phonos involuntary homicide

akropolis highest place in a Greek city, often fortified to provide a place of de-
fense in time of siege

alalage war cry, used by males in battle at the moment of attack

Altis sacred area at Olympia

amphictyony league of cities or tribal groups organized around a regional
sanctuary

anakalupteria a ritual of uncovering during a wedding ceremony, when the
bride lifts her veil to reveal her face to her husband for the first time

andreia oikeia building reserved for males during rituals where men and
women are segregated

andron dining room where males of the family entertain male guests

archoi (pl.) at Thasos, a board of magistrates

archon at Athens, the eponymous magistrate

argyramoibeïon at Thasos, a mint where silver coins were struck
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arkteia at Brauron, ritual service as an arktos (bear), in honor of Artemis; at
Kyrene, the priestess of Artemis was called arktos

Artemisia festival of Artemis, held in many Greek cities

asebeia impiety; failure to display required reverence and observe obligatory
rituals for the gods

astos (pl. astoi) belonging to the community or city (referring to those be-
longing to the citizen class)

asty central town of a polis

asylon of persons or things: protected from violence or being seized; of
places: offering sanctuary

athanatos (pl. athanatoi) deathless, immortal

basileus king; at Athens, the magistrate in charge of traditional rituals and
festivals

Bendis Thracian goddess similar to Artemis

boule council that presides over legislative procedures

bouleuterion building where a council holds its meetings

Bouphonia ritual slaughter of an ox followed by a judicial procedure; at
Athens, part of the Dipolieia

Cerberus three-headed dog who guards the entrance to the realm of the dead

charis reciprocal generosity between two individuals, or between a human
and a god

chernips washing of hands with pure water before eating a meal or partici-
pating in a ritual

chora territory of the polis; in contrast to the asty, or central town

chresteria rituals for obtaining a god’s response via an oracle

chytra earthenware pot

damiourgos (Doric dialect) skilled workman or technical practitioner

deisidaimon god-fearing; often used pejoratively for someone excessive in
attention to protective rituals

Delphinion temple of Apollo Delphinios; in classical Athens, location of a law
court

demos a geographic division of the polis; in Attika, used as a template for
dividing the male population into political and military units; hence, 
the “people”—the male population eligible for political participation

Despoina mistress; title used of female deities, especially Persephone

dike “right judgment”; the legal procedure used to achieve a fair judicial
decision

Dipolieia series of rituals (including the Bouphonia) performed at Athens for
Zeus Polieus, god of the fortified heights
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Eileithyia goddess of childbirth

ekklesia the assembly; in a Greek city, the legislative body comprising all
males eligible to vote

Eleusinion temple or sanctuary named for Eleusinian Demeter; at Athens, the
Eleusinion is located on the slope between the agora and the akropolis

enages in a state of pollution due to a curse (cf. noun, agos)

engyesis ritual of betrothal; specifically, the father of the bride’s pledge “into
the hand” of the potential groom to give his daughter and a dowry in
marriage

enkoimeterion dormitory; in a temple, the place reserved for ritual sleeping
in anticipation of a visit from a god

enkrateia self-control

epikleros a female with no living brothers, obliged to marry her dead father’s
nearest male relative to produce an heir to the family’s kleros

epistatai public officials

eranos a festival meal or banquet to which each participant has contributed

Erechtheus ancient hero claimed as progenitor of the citizens of Athens

eros teknopoiias desire to produce children

eschatia (pl. eschatiai) edge zone at a frontier or on the coast; border area of
the territory of a polis

Eteoboutadai Attic family (descended from the hero Boutes) that controlled
the hereditary priesthood of Athena Polias

ethnos a population organized in tribal or ethnic units with stronger ties to
the wider agricultural territory than to a central town

Eunostos “the one who gives a good return”; a minor deity associated with
grain mills

Gaia, Ge the earth, sometimes partially personified, particularly as source of
food and nurturance

gamelia rituals associated with the feast a man provides for his phratry (as-
sociation of male kin) at the formal announcement of his marriage

Genetyllides goddesses who preside over the moment of birth

genos kin structure organized around claim of descent from the founder of a
cult and thus asserting hereditary control over an important priesthood

gerarai revered priestesses of Dionysos at Athens, required to refrain from
contact with any male

Geryon three-bodied giant, contestant of Herakles

Gorgons three fierce female monsters dwelling in the borderland between
life and death; one of them, Medusa, could turn a man to stone if she
caught his gaze
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hagisterion see perirrhanterion

hagnos naturally pure and undefiled

Haloa dual winter festival of Demeter, celebrated by adult females, and
Dionysos, celebrated by adult males

Hekatombaion at Athens, the month following the summer solstice

Helios the sun, sometimes personified as male

Hellanodikai judges at the Olympic games

Hephaistia rituals performed for Hephaisotos

Herakleion temple or sanctuary of Herakles

heroön sanctuary dedicated to a hero

hestiatorion building with rooms designed for dining, specifically, with
couches on which diners reclined while eating

hiera hodos road connecting a major sanctuary with its home city, made sa-
cred for a festival procession; in Attika, the road between the Athenian
akropolis and Eleusis, route of the procession for the mysteries

hiera orgas piece of sacred, fertile land; specifically, the tract of land between
Megara and Attika, under the protection of Demeter and Kore and thus
never cultivated

Hierophant priest in the mysteries (specifically, at Eleusis) who revealed the
sacred objects at the high moment of the ceremony

hodos road, pathway

horos (pl. horoi) boundary marker, usually a small stone pillar or rectangu-
lar stele

hosion sanctioned by divine law; describes actions and behavior in the non-
sacred realm performed according to the gods’ requirements

hydrophoros (pl. hydrophoroi) ritual water-carrier, usually female; promi-
nent in rituals of Demeter and Artemis

Hyperboreans those dwelling beyond the North Wind

kanephoros (pl. kanephoroi) basket-carrier, usually female, who carries the
kanoun in procession to a sacrifice

kanoun basket for bread or grain, used in ritual to carry barley and imple-
ments for sacrifice

katharma items or matter polluted during a purification ritual and therefore
discarded

katharos cleansed, purified

katharsion (pl. katharsia) rite of purification and object or animal used to
cleanse an area from pollution

katharsis cleansing, purging

Kekrops early mythical king of Athens, represented as having the tail of a
serpent
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kleros allotment; the piece of land controlled by a family

kopros excrement, manure, dung

kore (pl. korai) young girl

kosmos order; ornament; world or universe

Kourotrophos divinity who “nourishes” (i.e., “nurses”) children

Kronos Titan, father of Zeus

kyrios male head of the family, guardian of its women and children

limos hunger; famine

lite (pl. litai) prayer of entreaty, usually reserved for desperate circumstances

loimos plague or pestilence

louterion basin on stand, used for bathing

loutrophoros long-necked ceramic vessel used to carry pure water for the
bride’s bath before marriage

makarismos blessing for wealth, success, and good fortune, pronounced for
one who has demonstrably earned it

megaron in Homeric epic, a special central room or hall in a leader’s house;
later, a sacred building, chamber, or cavity in the ground

Menelaion heroön for the Spartan hero Menelaios

miaros (pl. miaroi) polluted, filthy

moira portion or allotment; can refer to a span of life, an allotment of land,
or a share of possessions

naiskos miniature shrine sometimes used to display sacred objects

naos temple, referring to the physical building

neokoros custodian of a temple

neopoios official in charge of temple construction

obol small coin; in late fifth-century Athens, three obols per day was consid-
ered minimum wage

oikema small building, room, or stall

oikos household, family

olbiotatos richest, happiest, most blessed

ololyge high-pitched wavering sound of women’s voices, produced by crying
out while letting the glottis vibrate; sounded by females at moments of
stress or crisis

omphalos technically, navel or umbilical cord; metaphorically, the midpoint,
or “navel,” of the earth, believed to be at Delphi

opis a word used in poetry to refer to the power of the gods for vengeance and
the resulting awe and veneration felt by humans in response to such
power
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orgeon (pl. orgeones) member of a private religious association organized
outside the administrative apparatus of the polis

Palladion small portable wooden statue of Pallas (later, Athena), symbol of
the goddess’s attention and protection

Panathenaia principal festival of the Athenian year, in honor of Athena; in-
cluded athletic events, boat races, contests in reciting Homer, and sacri-
fices that produced enough meat to feed almost the entire male citizen
population of Attika

parthenos (pl. parthenoi) unmarried female without sexual experience

pelanos thick mixture of honey, oil, and barley meal offered to the dead, or
cooked cakes offered to the gods in ritual

Pelargikon also Pelasgikon; a sacred area on the north slope of the akropolis

at Athens, left unoccupied out of reverence for the gods

peribolos (pl. periboloi) encircling wall or boundary; also the enclosure or
precinct itself

perirrhainesthai to sprinkle all around oneself; part of purification before en-
gaging in a ritual

perirrhanterion (pl. perirrhanteria) vessel (usually a basin on a columnar
stand) at a sanctuary entrance holding pure water for preliminary ritual
sprinkling

peristia lustration to invoke the gods’ attention in anticipation of a meeting
of the assembly

peristiarchos at Athens, the official who performed the peristia, marking
with the blood of a suckling pig the perimeter of the area where the as-
sembly was about to meet

pinax wooden, ceramic, or stone plaque exhibited in a sanctuary to recall vi-
sually a gift or ritual honoring a god

Pnyx at Athens, the place where the Ekklesia met, on a hill west of the
akropolis and south of the agora

polis (pl. poleis) Greek city, referring to the autonomous political unit with
its town center and rural territory, or the total population and the land
they occupied, or occasionally, the community of citizens independent of
its land

popanon round cake that accompanied sacrifices

prytaneion public building in the center of the polis where the city honored
magistrates, foreign ambassadors, and public figures with banquets

prytanis (pl. prytaneis) in many Carian and Ionian cities (other than Ath-
ens), chief magistrate of the polis

Pythaïs sacred embassy (theoria) to Delphi from Athens, sent annually from
at least the fourth century b.c.e. on
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Pythia priestess of Apollo Pythios at Delphi who delivered the god’s oracular
responses

Pythioi Spartan officials empowered to consult the Apollo at Delphi on behalf
of the polis

sekos unroofed sacred enclosure or precinct

Selene the moon, personified as female

Semele mother of Dionysos; in the Attic deme Erchia, she was offered sacri-
fice on the same day as her son

Semnai Theai at Athens, the unnamed goddesses representing the blessings
earned through reverence, as opposed to the Erinyes, three goddesses
who represented curses

Siren female figure with features of a bird, associated with enchantment, de-
ceit, and death; sometimes represented in gravesite sculpture

sitodeia food shortage, famine

sitodoteia voluntary (but usually mandated) donation to fund the purchase
of grain for public distribution in times of scarcity

Skirophorion last month of the Attic year

sophrosyne discretion and self-control

sphagia ritual slaughters (sometimes performed before battle) with empha-
sis on the blood of the victims (not their consumption); the carcasses
were examined to ascertain the god’s opinion of a current event

Stenia a women’s festival in early autumn

stephanephoros a magistrate having the privilege of wearing a wreath; the
eponymous magistrate in some Ionian cities

symposion ceremony for males associated with drinking of wine, dining, and
entertainment, performed in private homes; at Thasos, the building used
for public banquets and ceremonial wine drinking

Telesterion name used by scholars for the building at Eleusis where the mys-
teries (teletai) were celebrated

temenos piece of land marked as separate from the land of the community; in
Homeric epic, the domain of a king or leader; after the ninth century
b.c.e., a piece of land considered sacred to a god or hero

themis that which is fixed by either custom or divine ordinance

thesauros treasury

theoria ritual pilgrimage by delegates of a polis to a distant sanctuary to ob-
serve an important festival or witness an important sacrifice on behalf of
the polis

thyein to render into smoke the parts of an animal victim slain in sacrifice to
a god
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Thesmophoria series of nocturnal rituals, offbounds for males, celebrated by
the women of the polis on behalf of Demeter and her daughter, Kore

Thesmophorion building or precinct where the Thesmophoria were held

Thesmophoroi the two goddesses of the Thesmophoria, Demeter and Kore

tomia cut pieces of the flesh of a sacrificial victim

triodos place where three roads meet, forming a space where no one should
step

tropaion marker recording the spot where an enemy turned around in retreat

tyrannis a non-Greek word (probably Lydian) used in Greek to refer to a
ruler whose authority is without hereditary entitlement

xenia ritual hospitality extended to visitors, foreigners, strangers, and gods,
with the expectation that those entertained owed the same in return

xenismos fulfillment of the obligation of xenia, in other words, the feasting
of a god or stranger
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abata (sacred areas), 40
abortion, and gaze, 109n102
abstinence, sexual, 131–36; for Thes-

mophoria, 141n305. See also purity,
female

Achaians, ethnicity of, 26n83
Acheloös (river), 28
Achilles Tatius, 131n247
adultery, oracles concerning, 150n28
adyta, 40; at Delphi, 62n159, 102, 

104, 143, 144 – 45; at Mounychia,
200n14; of sanctuaries of Artemis,
200; at Tegea, 63

Aegean, Greek: ecology of, 10; for-
tified communities of, 13 –14, 17;
hydrology of, 28; topography of,
11, 13

Aigina, temple of Aphaia, 77
Aelian, 102n65; on Herakles, 101; on

pollution, 104; on punishment of
priestesses, 134n269; on sexual
abstinence, 103n67

Aelius Aristides, 117n152
Aetius, 164n111
agalmata (statues), 206
Agamemnonidai, sacrifice for, 102n61
Aghia Kyriaki (church), 19n52,

192n94
Aglauros, priesthood of, 125
agora, Athenian: Archaic, 58, 59;

perirrhanteria of, 58; ritual mainte-
nance of, 57
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Index

agorai: Artemis in, 183, 184, 185; as
common space, 77; perirrhanteria

in, 46; public rituals of, 47; sacred,
58n130; sanctuaries in, 16; of
Thasos, 51

agoranomoi, 49
Agrai, temple of Artemis at, 188
agriculture: crops in, 12; and curses,

87n129; divine conflict and, 9; in-
tensive, 11; introduction of, 87,
89n144; metaphors of, 153 –54, 157,
168 – 69, 176; oracles concerning,
215; role in judicial processes, 90

Aigai, temple of Ge at, 131
Aigale, festivals at, 93
Aigila, rites of Demeter at, 201n22
Aigira, sanctuaries of, 67
Aiolos, daughters of, 25n76
Airs, Waters, Places (Hippocratic cor-

pus), 159– 60
Aischines, 158
Aischylos: agricultural metaphors of,

154n57; Eumenides, 163; on Io,
26n82; Kallisto, 204n34; on Pythia,
144n317; Seven against Thebes,

114 –16
Aitolia: genealogy of, 25; sanctuaries

of, 67
Aivatlar, votive objects at, 214
Akragas, rivers of, 28
akropoleis: as common spaces, 77;

political unity around, 17; prohibi-



akropoleis (continued)
tions concerning, 58; and prytaneia,

91; sanctuaries in, 16; of Thasos, 51,
53; of Tiryns, 18n50

akropolis, Athenian: Cleomenes at,
122n192; dedications at, 114n137,
215, 226; inscriptions on, 114n137;
as sacred space, 58; sacrifice of ox
on, 88

Alcibiades, 130n238
Aleshire, S. B., 123n195
Aliki, inscriptions at, 53
Alkaios: on Apollo, 72; on sanctuary

at Messon, 78
Alkman, Partheneion, 221
Alkmene, 26
Alpheios (river), 28
altars, role in communal organization,

15
Amarynthos, sanctuary of Artemis at,

18 –19
Amphiareion, at Oropos, 62, 100
amphictyonies, 68; oaths of, 16n39,

34n14; Pylaian, 75, 143, 155–56
amulets, for reproduction, 148, 149
Amykleion (Gortyn), 121
anakalupteria (ritual), 130
Anaktoron: at Eleusis, 63; at Samo-

thrace, 62
Anaxagoras, 164n111
ancestry, rhetoric of, 2
Andania, mysteries at, 200n13
andrones (men’s rooms), 80
Andromache, 148
animal husbandry, 12
animals, sacrificial: goats, 189; manure

of, 56. See also oxen
Antigone, 41
Antimacheia: Herakles cult at, 129;

oath at, 122n188
Antiphanes, 33n12
aoroi (untimely dead), 218
Aphaia, goddess on Aegina, 77
aphorisms, in Hesiod’s Works and

Days, 31–33, 35
Aphrodite: priests of, 126 –27; sanctu-

ary at Sikyon, 63, 130n240;
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sculpted offerings to, 173; service
of, 210

Aphrodite Akraia, 101n61
Aphrodite Kolias, 95
Apollo: administrators of, 74 –75;

among Hyperboreans, 8, 75–76;
association with countryside, 21;
boys’ service to, 135; civic function
of, 73, 74 –75; claim to Delos, 37,
38; clothed statues of, 220; as com-
municator, 72; dedications to,
73n50; delivery of oracles, 211; de-
piction at perirrhanterion, 46n79; 
in Euripides’ Ion, 175, 177; legal
functions of, 71–73; oracle at
Didyma, 174n162; priestesses of,
127, 132; prophecy on Oidipous, 
41; prophetic cults of, 133; rape of
Kreousa, 221; sacred funds of, 229;
seductions by, 129; —sanctuaries,
72, 74 –77; at Delos, 8n6; at Eretria,
18, 19; at Locris, 73; on Mt. Parnas-
sos, 74; placement of, 21. See also

Delphi
Apollodorus, 26n79
Apollo Ismenios, priest of, 135n278
Apollo Lykeios, 188
Apollo Pythios, 53 –55; fines paid to,

54; ordinances of, 73n49
Apsyrtos, expiation for, 47n90
Archippe (stephanephoros), 98n47
Ares: offerings to, 222n136; priest-

esses of, 126n216, 127n221; wor-
ship at Geronthrai, 101n61

Arethusa (spring), 28
Argives, ethnicity of, 26n83
Argolid: Artemis in, 182– 83; border-

lands of, 178 – 80; Demeter in,
21n62; divinities of, 183n30; Hera
in, 21n62, 182– 83; political devel-
opment of, 11; sanctuaries of, 67

Argos: myths of origin, 26; political
organization of, 25; watershed of,
178

argyramoibeïon, of Thasos, 51, 56
Aristodemos, refusal of fire to,

87n129



Aristomenes (Messenian king),
180n14

Aristophanes: on horoi, 43n56; Lysi-

strata, 58 –59, 227n156; parodies 
of oaths, 29n102, 134n270; Peace,

202n27; on priests, 127n225; on
ritual trials, 90; on sacred objects,
39n37; Thesmophoriazusai, 97, 146;
women’s language in, 120

Aristotle: on conception, 164n111,
165– 66; Delphon politeia, 75n64;
on dreams, 108, 110; on family re-
semblance, 154n60; on infertility,
168n133; on menstruation, 110,
166; on population decline, 160n87;
on semen, 165– 66, 168n133

Arkadia: borderlands of, 178 – 80; cult
sites of, 195; synoicism of, 64; vo-
tives of, 194n111

arkteia (ritual), 205; during Athenian
Brauronia, 227; at Brauron, 210,
211; dress of, 216; in local demes,
227n155

armies, supplies of, 188 – 89
Artemides Praiai, 212
Artemidoros, 224n144
Artemis: in agorai, 183, 184, 185;

anger of, 201–11; appeasement
through childbirth, 211; in the Ar-
golid, 182– 83; association with fer-
tility, 181; association with hunting,
181, 222n136; association with
marshes, 191n88; association with
risk, 201, 223; association with
wilderness, 30; birthday of, 189n77;
in campaign against the Thirty, 190;
dances for, 228; dedications to, 114,
194, 208, 212–18, 230; diseases
inflicted by, 205; domestication of,
213; epiphanies of, 187n62, 189–91;
in Euripides’ Iphigeneia among the

Taurians, 198, 201; festival at Mile-
tos, 224 –25; as goddess of child-
birth, 193, 194, 209, 211, 212; as
goddess of thoroughfares, 183 – 85;
as goddess of transitions, 181– 82,
223; as goddess of turning points,
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185– 88; groves of, 63, 192; as help-
ing divinity, 117; herms of, 186; ini-
tiatory rituals of, 180n17, 206n43;
life cycle rituals of, 225; mysteries
of, 193; oaths by, 121; offerings to,
172, 173; at political boundaries,
185– 88; protection of harbors,
182n26; punishments of, 205– 6; re-
liefs of, 116 –17, 213; in reproduc-
tive cycle, 209–13; responsibility
for Athens, 229–30; rituals of, 193,
209, 225, 226; rituals of appease-
ment for, 211; role in poleis, 181,
182, 191; role in pregnancy, 208; sa-
cred funds of, 229; sacrifices to, 211;
in Sparta, 183n32, 199, 205; springs
of, 194; statues of, 199, 200, 206,
220, 222, 224; support of soldiers,
188 –91; at Thasos, 52, 53; thiasotai

of, 190n82; toponyms of, 191; dur-
ing wartime, 189–91, 229; women’s
dedications to, 114; —sanctuaries:
adyta of, 200; at Agrai, 188; at
Amarynthos, 18 –19; at Athens,
81– 82; at Bolimnos, 180n16; in
borderlands, 180 – 85, 195, 196, 197;
at Brauron, 192–93, 195–96, 198;
coastal, 183, 184 – 85, 186 – 87; at
Ephesos, 172, 224; at Halai, 199,
226; at Hyampolis, 187– 88, 200;
images in, 199–200; Ionian, 224; 
at Karyai, 197; at Kombothekra,
191n88; at Lousoi, 194n111,
200n14; at Magnesia, 92–93; at
Miletos, 60; in mountains, 194 –95;
at Mounychia, 185, 187, 190 –91,
204; on Mt. Artemision, 192n91;
near water, 186, 191–94; Pelopon-
nesian, 180 – 81, 186; placement 
of, 5, 21; at Salamis, 187, 190; at
Skillous, 93; at Tauris, 222; at Tha-
sos, 183 – 84. See also Brauronion;
priestesses, of Artemis

Artemis Agrotera, 81– 82, 181, 191;
ephebes’ sacrifice to, 188; ephipha-
nies of, 189

Artemis Aigeira, 183



Artemis Apanchomene, 205, 207, 208
Artemis Aristoboule, 190
Artemis Astrateia, 187
Artemis Blaganitis, 191n88
Artemis Brauronia, 196
Artemis Chitonea, 225
Artemis Chryselakatos, 214
Artemis Diktynna, 185n46
Artemis Dynatera, 214n97
Artemis Eileithyia, 212n87
Artemis Eukleia, 191
Artemis Eulochia, 212
Artemis Eupraxia, 211n77
Artemis Eurynome, 200
Artemis Hekate, 56
Artemis Heleia, 181, 191
Artemis Hemere, 212; sanctuary of,

194n111
Artemis Hymnia, 133, 195n115;

priestesses of, 134nn272,274
Artemisia (festival), 19
Artemision: at Aulis, 187, 204; Ephe-

sian, 172; on Euboia, 187
Artemis Karyatis, 181; sanctuary of,

179– 80
Artemis Katagogis, 217n110
Artemis Kedreatis, 181, 195n115
Artemis Kindyas, 189n75
Artemis Kithone, 222, 223; at Miletos,

60, 217, 221; statue of, 225–26
Artemis Knagia, 183n32
Artemis Knakalesia, sanctuary of, 195
Artemis Kolainis, sculpted offerings

to, 173
Artemis Kondyleatis, 205
Artemis Koryphaia, 181
Artemis Kourotrophos, 193
Artemis Laphria, 183
Artemis Leukophryene, statue of, 93
Artemis Limnaia, 191
Artemis Limnatis, 181, 191; sanctuary

of, 180
Artemis Lochia, 97, 212; priestess of,

133
Artemis Lysizonos, 208, 211
Artemis Mesopolitis, 182, 195n115
Artemis Oraia, 194
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Artemis Orthia, 183n31, 183n9–
205n40; images of, 200n13, 220

temple at Sparta, 192, 200n13,
205n40, 220

Artemis Orthosia, 52, 187n63; sanctu-
ary of, 199

Artemis Pergaia: priesthood of,
124n200; sacrifices to, 98 –99

Artemis Philomeirax, 191
Artemis Proskopa, 184
Artemis Soödina, 212
Artemis Soteira, 191, 196
Artemis Throsia, 210
Artemis Triklaria, 204; priestess of,

132n255
asebeia (impiety), 94; consequences

of, 202
Asia Minor: cults of, 127; Greek com-

munities of, 14
Asklepieion: at Athens, 172, 173, 207;

at Corinth, 62n159, 173
Asklepios: healing ritual of, 39; as

helping divinity, 117; sacrifices to,
107n88; sanctuary at Sikyon, 63

assembly, Athenian: jurisdiction over
cults, 123n194

astoi (citizens), 174, 175n171
asyla (sacred spaces), communal prop-

erty in, 17
asylia, declarations of, 63 – 64
Atalanta, punishment of, 134n271
Athena: association with akropoleis,

18; association with poleis, 21; 
boys’ service to, 135; collective rites
of, 17; cries summoning, 118; in
female life cycle, 212; gerarades

of, 134; as goddess of spinning,
214n99; in Euripides’ Ion, 177; in
Euripides’ Iphigeneia among the

Taurians, 226; of the Machlyes,
22n66; priests of, 126 –27; —sanc-
tuaries: at Lindos, 100; at Skiron,
86; at Thasos, 52, 53

Athena Chalkioikos, sanctuary of, 
19

Athena Lindia, priest of, 126n217
Athena Mykesie, 52



Athena Nike, temple of, 124
Athena Polias, 17, 88; clothed statues

of, 220; at Miletos, 133n262; priest-
esses of, 124

Athens: agora of, 57; Asklepieion,
172, 173, 207; autochthony of
Athenians, 174, 175, 176, 226;
boule, 59; bouleuterion, 48; Bou-
zygion, 87; Brauronion, 196, 199,
215, 226n153, 227; ceremonial pro-
cessions of, 76, 195, 228, 229; citi-
zenship at, 174; civic space of, 43;
common rituals of, 2; control of
Lemnos, 202, 228 –29; decree of
418/7, 59; demosiai oikiai of, 50;
ekklesia, 59; foundation myths of,
26, 175n171; as hearth, 83n106;
hiera of, 50; horoi of, 43; kinship 
in, 174, 225; new gods at, 82; offi-
cial curses of, 34n13; omphalos

of, 76; Pelargikon, 57; pnyx, 48;
prytaneion, 81– 82, 85, 88 – 89; re-
consecration at, 50; ritual fire in, 
83; ritual genealogy of, 225; ritual
plowing at, 87– 88; role of Artemis
in, 229–30; sanctuary laws of,
39n36; temene of, 50; tholos at, 80;
ties to Ionia, 225, 226; ties to Mile-
tos, 225–26; tomb reliefs at, 152;
Treasurers of the Other Gods, 229;
votive objects at, 214

Attika: childbirth in, 106; dedicatory
reliefs of, 116 –17; drought in,
11n21; political development of, 11;
sacred plowings in, 86 – 87; unity 
of, 195

Aulis, Artemis worship at, 187, 204
Aulis-Hyria, political organization 

of, 25
autochthony, 16; Athenian, 174, 175,

176, 226
axe, ritual trials of, 89

Bakchai, Athenian, 201
barley, 12
bathing, prohibitions concerning, 32,

34, 111

Index / 271

bathing, ritual, 35n21; goal of, 45n75;
prenuptial, 207; versus sprinkling,
46n81

bears: imitations of, 205, 210; meta-
morphoses into, 204; as symbols of
maternity, 210n69. See also arkteia

bebela alsea (groves), 63
bees, sexual purity of, 141– 42
belts, women’s, 217–18
Bendis (Thracian goddess): cult of, 39;

orgeones of, 82
betrothal, language of, 153 –54
birth rates, 151. See also reproduction
Biton, 147
bleeding, lochial, 107nn88,94, 166 – 67
blood, purification with, 137, 138, 139,

140, 222
blood, menstrual, 109, 110; Aristotle

on, 166; challenge to males,
111n118; in Hippocratic theory,
162– 63, 208; retention of, 208

boars, oaths sworn on, 71n36
body, female: boundaries of, 33, 105,

113; fertility of, 148, 159, 181; 
in Hippocratic theory, 103n98,
109n101, 145n323, 158 –71; and
landscape, x, 5– 6, 161– 62, 170,
177; types of, ix. See also moisture,
female; reproduction, female

body parts: catalogues of, 171n150;
models of, 171–74, 207, 214. See

also dedications
Boiotia: Geometric dedications of, 20;

invasions of, 188; settlement of, 13
Bolimnos, sanctuary of Artemis at,

180n16
borderlands, 178 – 80; Artemis in,

180 – 85, 195, 196, 197; unification
with centers, 194 –97. See also

boundaries
Boreas, worship at Thurii, 82
bouleuterion: Athenian, 48; at Delphi,

75n64; at Olympia, 70
boundaries: bodily, 33, 105, 113; be-

tween cities, 76 –77; and combat,
188 – 89; cosmic, 8 –9; disrespect
for, 202; human and divine, 30 –37, 



boundaries (continued)
113; of landscapes, 7, 8; of life and
death, 34, 35; of medieval Europe,
179n13; mountain, 185; natural, 13,
18; of Panopeus, 20; political and
natural, 185– 88; ritual, 140, 141; 
of sacred spaces, 4, 16; of sea, 185;
symbolic marking of, 48 – 49; in
treaties, 186; with underworld, 8.
See also borderlands; horoi

Bouphonia (ritual), 85, 88 –91
Bouras, C., 229n165
Bouzygion (field), 87
boys, ritual service of, 135
Brauron, 192–93, 195–96, 198; arktoi

at, 210, 211; Athenian interest in,
227; dedications at, 214, 215; in-
scriptions from, 215, 229; Iphige-
neia at, 198 –99, 201; Lemnian
attack on, 202, 208; during Pelo-
ponnesian War, 229; processions to,
195, 228, 229; repairs to, 229n167;
rites at, 204; stoa of, 229n165;
textile votives at, 215; vase paint-
ings of, 223; votive objects at, 214,
215

Brauronia (festival), 195, 229; arktoi

at, 227
Brauronion (Athens), 196; expansion

of, 227; remains of, 226n153; steps
of, 199; votive objects of, 215

brides: baths of, 35n21; before child-
birth, 210

Brulotte, E. L., 180
burial, preparation for, 105n82,

106n83
Burkert, W., 16n39, 89nn139,144,

96n33

Caelius Aurelian, 168n133
cakes, sacrificial, 35n20
calendar, agricultural, 85
carcasses, disposal of, 48
Catalogue of Women, 204n34. See

also Eoiai; Great Eoiai
catalogues: of body parts, 171n150; of
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dedications, 229; gynecological, 158;
of inscriptions, 212n87

cauldrons: ritual prohibitions concern-
ing, 32; unconsecrated, 32, 34

celibacy, 131–32; of priestesses, 130.
See also abstinence, sexual

cemeteries, population of, 151–52
Censorinus, 164n111
centrality: of Delphi, 74 –77; and pe-

riphery, 181, 197; ritual narratives
of, 85–91

Cerberus, 8
Chalkis, hieron of, 62
Chantraine, P., 84n114
Charilla, funeral procession of, 207
Charites, at Thasos, 51, 54, 55, 56
chastity, oaths of, 131, 134
Cheiron, sanctuary at Poseidonia,

42n53
childbirth: Artemis as goddess of, 193,

194, 209, 211, 212; in Attic tragedy,
148; confinement following, 106 – 8;
death in, 152, 166n128, 199, 218,
219; deformity in, 155, 157; divini-
ties associated with, 77, 95n24;
drugs for, 148; effect of water sup-
ply on, 160, 168; in female life
cycle, 212; in Hippocratic theory,
170; honors for, 146, 147n5; incan-
tations for, 148 – 49; labor pains in,
212; mortality in, 152, 166n128,
199; oaths in, 121–22; pollution in,
5, 104, 105–7, 222; risks of, 106;
ritual view of, 171; as transitional
time, 113; votive reliefs of, 213

childhood, transition from, 135
children: deformed, 205; desire for,

146; as gnesioi, 153; mortality 
of, 151, 153n50; prayers for, 117; 
of priestesses, 142n311; rear-
ing of, 146; in rituals, 98n43, 113;
votive textiles of, 217

chorai: eremoi, 179n7; methoriai,

178 – 80; of poleis, 4
chresteria (ritual), 115
Circe, 47n90



citizenship: Athenian, 174; of festival
participants, 94; relationship to
land, 27n90; role of kinship in, 174;
in society, 1

Cleomenes, at Athenian akropolis,

122n192
clothing, ritual, 218 –25
colonies, Greek, 2; of Asia Minor, 14;

ties to mother cities, 28
communities: decision-making in, 22;

definition through ritual, 14; divini-
ties predating, 37; fortified, 13 –14,
17; migration of, 67; new, 39; origi-
nating, 28; pollution of, 46n82. See

also poleis

conception: Aristotle on, 164n111,
165– 66; in Hippocratic theory, 159,
163 – 66, 168, 176n178; in Euripi-
des’ Ion, 176 –77; within marriage,
176; readiness for, 109; rituals for,
31

continents, gender of, 22
cooking, ritual prohibitions concern-

ing, 32
Corinth: Asklepieion, 62n159, 173; re-

gional sanctuaries of, 68; springs of,
11n16, 16n39, 35n20

Corinthia, political development of, 11
cosmogony: Hesiod’s, 22, 23; human

and divine in, 23 –24; Near Eastern,
22; political divisions in, 8 –9

Creon, in Sophokles’ Antigone,

120n176
Crete: borders of, 197n125; gendered

space in, 61n157
cries, ritual, 118
Critias, 190
cross-dressing, 129, 180n17
crossroads, 48, 179
cults: of Arkadia, 195; of Asia Minor,

127; at Elis, 130; familial, 212n79;
gender in, 3; immigrant, 108; juris-
diction over, 123n194; in Magnesia,
92-93; of Pan, 39; private, 136n285;
regulations governing, x; women’s,
99. See also mysteries
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curses, 70, 204; Athenian, 34n13;
infertility as, 157, 218; judicial,
120n175; in oaths, 155–56; in plow-
ing ceremonies, 88; public, 87– 88;
punishment in, 202; rhetoric of, 156

Cyclades, political development of, 11
Cyrene, pollution laws of, 106

Dadouchoi (Eleusis), 123n195
Dakoronia, F., 213n94
damiourgoi, punishments for, 73
Danaë, 26
Danaoi, 26n83
dancing: for Artemis, 228; costumes

for, 225; with weaving tools, 221
danger, ritual, 113
daphnephoroi (laurel wearers),

135n278
Darius, monuments of, 187n63
dead: contact with, 46n80, 49; lamen-

tation for, 119; pollution by, 36;
preparation for burial, 105n82,
106n83; relationship with living,
33; ritual intimacy with, 137; un-
timely, 218

Dean-Jones, L. A., 167nn130 –31
death: boundaries with life, 34, 35;

“Bronze-Footed Threshold” to, 42;
as journey, 105; pollution regula-
tions on, 105– 6; purification fol-
lowing, 104n72; rituals of, 105– 6

dedications, 41; to Artemis, 194, 208,
212–18, 230; on Athenian akropo-

lis, 114n137; at Brauron, 214, 215;
bronze, 15; for childbirth, 213; con-
cerning menarche, 218, 219n121; 
at Delos, 67, 100; at Delphi, 67; for
disease, 171–74; of ephebes, 217,
218; familial, 100; gender-specific,
77n76, 114, 172, 173; of Geometric
period, 20, 77; inventories of, 215–
16, 229; at Menge, 214; at Olympia,
44n67, 67; sculpted, 171–74, 214; of
textiles, 214 –20; by women, 72,
100, 113 –14, 172,173

defecation, ritual injunctions on, 34



Delia (liturgy), 105
Delion, desecration of, 34
Delos: Apollo’s claim to, 37, 38; com-

memorative statues at, 132–33;
dedications at, 67, 100; Eileithyiaia
at, 99; festival choruses at, 92; in
Homeric Hymn to Apollo, 92;
Posideia at, 99; prohibitions on, 49;
prosperity of, 74n54; purification
of, 49, 105, 142; temple subscrip-
tions at, 100; Thesmophoria at,
96n33

Delphi: adyton at, 62n159, 102, 104,
143, 144 – 45; Alkaios on, 72;
bouleuterion of, 75n64; centrality
of, 74 –77; dedications at, 67; foun-
dation myths of, 74; horos of, 76;
neutrality of, 75; omphalos of, 74,
75; as polis, 75; prytaneion of,
75n64, 83

Delphinion, oaths sworn at, 121
Demades, 110n112
Demeter: in the Argolid, 21n62; asso-

ciation with hills, 21; association
with springs, 21; conflict with Zeus,
9; female clients of, 95, 96; festival
at Mysia, 96; oaths by, 120; and
Persephone, 9–10; and Phytalos,
86; protection by, 22; sculpted
offerings to, 172; supplication of,
117n153; —sanctuaries, x; at Ai-
gila, 201n22; at Anthela, 68, 143; at
Eleusis, 196; at Kos, 141; at Mega-
lopolis, 64; at Messene, 99, 100; at
Sparta, 130n242; at Tanagra, 100; 
at Thasos, 53, 142. See also priest-
esses, of Demeter

Demeter Chamyne, priestess of, 61–
62, 102, 141

Demeter Chloe, 87n126
Demeter Thesmophoros, 142
Demetrias, votive objects at, 214
Demosthenes, 29; on ritual purity, 

45
De Polignac, F., 181, 196
Despoina, sanctuary of, 62
Deukalion, genealogy of, 24, 25
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Didyma, oracle of Apollo at, 174n162
dike, under Zeus, 23
dining. See feasts
Diodorus, on Pythia, 144
Diogenes of Apollonia, 164n111
Diogenes of Sinope, 206, 207; on

sprinkling, 47
Dionysia, purification preceding, 49
Dionysos: androgyny of, 128; cult at

Miletos, 128; female clients of, 95,
96; gerarai of, 134; krokotos of,
128n229; oracle of, 144n315; priest-
hood of, 125, 127–28; processions
of, 49; protection by, 22; reverence
for springs, 27; rites on Lesbos, 78;
at Thasos, 52, 53

Dionysos Bakchios, 128
Dionysos Lysios, 117n153
Dioscourides, 169n142
Dipolieia (sacred plowing), 85, 88
Dirke (spring), 27
diseases: of crops, 12; dedications for,

171–74; female, 173, 174; in Hip-
pocratic theory, 167, 171n147; in-
flicted by Artemis, 205; male, 173;
and self-control, 159n84; through
pollution, 171n147. See also illness

distaffs, 224n142
divination: concerning reproductive

failure, 214 –15; for menstrual
problems, 208

divinities: anthropomorphic, 21; of 
the Argolid, 183n30; of child-
birth, 77, 95n224; dreams sent by,
161n93; Eleusinian, 117; epekooi,

117n153; of Eretria, 19; as guaran-
tors of community, 15; helping,
117; hierarchies of, 22; importation
of, 39, 82; kourotrophic, 213; oaths
of, 8 –9; personal contact with, 62;
physical spaces of, 15; of poleis,

37–39; predating of community, 37;
sacred land of, 3; service to, 122–
36; shared ideology of, 66; soteres,

117n153; violent, 200 –201
divinities, female: kourotrophic,

114n136; oaths on, 120, 121; per-



sonification of the political, 24; pro-
tection of women, 121n184

divinities, male: priestesses of, 126 –
27; women’s worship of, 95

Dobbins, J. J., 226n153
Dodona: priestesses at, 97, 144n321;

sanctuary of Zeus at, 69, 97, 150;
tablets from, 150n26

dogs, parturient, 222
doorways, fumigation of, 55n116
Dougherty, C., 177n182
doves, guano of, 49n104
dreams: Aristotle on, 108, 110; and ill-

ness, 161n94; interpretation of, 171;
therapeutic, 161

Duchêne, H., 56n117

effigies, hanged, 206, 207, 208, 224
Eileithyia, 95; cult at Elis, 130; offer-

ings to, 173, 222n136; protection of
women, 121n184

Eileithyiaia, at Delos, 99
Eleusinia, at Messene, 100
Eleusis: anaktoron at, 63; crop storage

at, 12n26; mysteries, 92, 126, 143;
processions to, 76; sacred plowings
at, 86, 87; sanctuary of Demeter at,
196; Telesterion, 62

Eleuthera, votive objects at, 214
Elis: cult of Sosipolis at, 130; political

organization of, 25; rhetra of, 69–
70; Sixteen Women of, 136, 137,
141, 143; synoecism of, 69

Ellinger, P., 181
embryology, in Hippocratic theory,

159, 164 – 65
emigration, imagery of, 28
encirclement, following sacrifice,

46n80
engyeseis (betrothal pledges), 152
environment: in Hippocratic theory,

159– 61; transitional areas in, 160 –
61. See also landscapes

Eoiai, Catalogue of Women, 24 –26.
See also Great Eoiai; sexual unions
in, 25

ephebes: dedications of, 217, 218;
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oaths of, 29, 82; use of prytaneia,

81– 82
ephebes, Athenian: honoring of

Artemis, 188, 190
Ephesos: Artemision, 172, 224;

Olympic festival at, 102n63
Ephoros, 70n28
Epidauros: building program at,

171n148; dedications at, 173; priest-
esses at, 123 –24

Epidemics (Hippocratic corpus),
166n128, 167

Epigone, marriage to Euphrosynos,
135

epikleroi, Athenian, 175
epinetra, votive, 214
epiphanies, wartime, 189–91
epistatai (officials), of Thasos, 54, 55
equipment, ritual, 17
Erchia, festivals of, 96
Erechtheion, inscriptions of, 117n151
Erechtheus: heirs of, 175–76, 177;

shrine of, 91n150
Eresos, pollution laws of, 106
Eretria: divinities of, 19; temple of

Apollo at, 18, 19
ergastinai, 227n156
Erigone, 207
Erythrai, sanctuary of Herakles at,

101nn59,61
eschatiai (fringe areas), 76 –77, 182;

inland, 77; of Lesbos, 78. See also

borderlands
Eteoboutadai (kin group), 124
Eteokles, in Aischylos’s Seven against

Thebes, 115, 116
ethnicity: communal organization of,

14; components of, 2; of festival
participants, 94; Ionian, 175; in so-
ciety, 1; of women, 4

Euboia: Artemision on, 187; bound-
aries of, 187; political development
of, 11

eudaimonismoi, 148n9
Eumenides, female worship of, 98
Euphrosynos, marriage to Epigone,

135



Euripides: Erechtheus, 228; Ion,

145n322, 149–50, 175–77, 226;
Iphigeneia among the Taurians,

198 –99, 201, 219, 226; Melanippe

Desmotis, 97; on sanctuaries,
59n134

Euripos, harbors of, 187n60
excrement, therapeutic use of, 169–70

family: cults of, 212n79; dedications
by, 100; duration of, 152; love
within, 146n3; in oaths, 156; oracles
concerning, 150; in political com-
munities, 174 –75; resemblance
within, 154n60, 164, 166n124; in
ritual activities, 98, 113 –14

Faraone, C. A., 206n49
farmsteads, around poleis, 20n58
fatherhood, 146, 148n11; oracles con-

cerning, 150. See also paternity
feasts: eranos-sponsored, 68n16; at

festivals, 98 –99; gender separation
at, 96, 101n60; menus for, 99; pro-
hibitions at, 32; ritual injunctions
concerning, 34

fertility, female, 148; association of
Artemis with, 181; in Hippocratic
theory, 159. See also reproduction,
female

festivals: calendars of, 77–78, 122;
clean and unclean in, 32n8; eligibil-
ity for, 92, 94; feasts at, 98 –99;
gender distinctions in, 93 –97; of
life-cycle, 95, 129; management of,
123; metics in, 93n11; parthenoi in,
93; participants in, 92–97; require-
ments for, 93; women’s, 95–96,
202–3

fetuses: deformed, 168; gender differ-
ences in, 166 – 67; in Hippocratic
theory, 166 – 68

fever, in Hippocratic theory, 167
figurines: apotropaic, 206 –7; of body

parts, 171–74; ceramic, 19n52, 171,
207

fines, collection of, 53n112

276 / Index

fire: in communal life, 34; purification
by, 140n303; refusal of, 87n129

fire, sacred, 33, 51, 188 – 89; atten-
dants of, 133 –34; pollution of, 83;
rekindling of, 81n93; shared, 79

flies: Elean, 102n66; pollution by, 102,
104

folklore, gynecological, 107n94
foreigners: in civic cults, 94n14; invi-

tations to prytaneia, 80
Forrest, W. G., 68n12
Frontisi, F., 181
fruit trees, 12

Galen, 169n142
Gambreion, public mourning at, 96 –

97
games: gender separation at, 102–3;

Isthmian, 67; Olympic, 102, 143
gaze: and abortion, 109n102; in Hip-

pocratic theory, 108 –9
Ge: Eurysternos, 131; versus Gaia,

23n70; Greek conception of, 1; in
Hesiod’s Theogony, 23; personifi-
cation of earth, 22; priesthood of,
125

Gela, rivers of, 28
Gello (spirit), 218
gender: in celebration of festivals, 93 –

97; in dedications, 77n76, 114, 172,
173; of continents, 22; in Crete,
61n157; in cult practice, 3; in oaths,
120 –22; in poleis, 3; in priesthoods,
122–36; in realms of authority, 9;
in rituals, 5, 92–104, 113 –17; so-
cial articulation of, 1, 3, 5, 22, 95; of
souls, 166

genealogies: competition among, 26;
consolidation of, 24; divine and hu-
man, 23; and gendered landscape,
21–29; and geography, 24; as Greek
historiography, 24; heroic, 26; He-
siod’s, 23, 26; local, 25; networks
within, 27; ritual, 225

The Genetyllides, 95
genitalia: dedications of, 173; models



of, 172, 173; representation of,
162n96

gerarai: of Dionysos, 134; oaths of,
122n188

gerarades, of Athena, 134
Geryon, 8
gestation: in Hippocratic theory, 163,

164 – 65, 168 – 69; Plato on, 168 – 69
gesture, ritual, 113 –17
golden age, Hesiod on, 74
Goldstein, M. S., 63n163
Gorgons, 8
Gounaropoulou, L., 213n94
Graham, A. J., 56n117
grain: ritual purification with, 137,

138, 139; storage of, 12
grapevines, 12
graves: figurines in, 207; libations 

at, 8; tools in, 224n142. See also

tombs
Great Eoiai, 25n77. See also Cata-

logue of Women; Eoai
gymnasia, shrines of Artemis near,

185

Hades: abduction of Kore, 9; sanctu-
ary at Olympia, 61, 63

hagisteria (basins), 43
Halai, sanctuary of Artemis at, 199,

226
Halikarnassos, family cult at, 98;

priestesses at, 124n200
Hall, J. M., 21n62
hands, purification of, 45– 46
hanging: as reproductive disorder,

207– 8; ritual, 206, 207, 208, 224;
suicide by, 223

Hanson, A. E., 170n145
harbors: Artemis’s protection of,

182n26; of Euripos, 187n60; sanc-
tuaries at, 18

Harmodios, 45n73
Harpokration, 227
health: in Hippocratic theory, 161;

maintenance of, 159
hearths: city versus family, 81n92;

Index / 277

portable, 84n108; in prytaneia,

102; symbolism of, 79. See also

prytaneia

Hebe, hens of, 101
heights, natural: respect for, 57, 59
Hekataia (ritual meal), 48n95,

140n302
Hekate, 224; offerings to, 222n136
Helen of Troy, 154n60; abduction by

Theseus, 202, 228; on vase paint-
ings, 115

Helios (Sun), 22
Hellanodikai ( judges), 61, 62, 136,

141; purification of, 137, 143
Hephaistia (festival), 93n11
Hephaistos, at Lemnos, 21
Hera: anakalupteria of, 51; Argive,

21n62, 67; 182– 83; clothed statues
of, 220; conception by, 163n105; in
female life cycle, 212; rites on Les-
bos, 78; sanctuaries: at Koroneia,
162n99; at Olympia, 44n67, 103;
subordination of Herakles to, 130

Heraion, Argive: springs of, 35n22
Herakleion, at Marathon, 190n78
Herakles: cults of, 128, 129; as help-

ing divinity, 117; male rituals of,
101–2, 103; Plutarch on, 129n233;
priestesses of, 128 –29, 132; roost-
ers of, 101; sanctuaries: at Erythrai,
101nn59,61; servitude to Omphale,
129; subordination to Hera, 130; at
Thasos, 52, 53, 54, 55, 100

Herakles Misogynes, 101, 103, 129;
chastity of priests, 134 –35

Heraklitos, on ritual practice, 139
Herda, A., 222n136
Hermai (borderland), 178, 180, 186
Hermes: association with caves, 21; in

Euripides’ Ion, 175, 177; at Thasos,
51

Hermes Kornisaios, 179n7
Hermione, statue of Artemis at, 199
Hermione (daughter of Menelaos),

148
herms, 178 –79; of Artemis, 186



Herodotus: at Dodona, 97; on kinship,
2–3; on Marathon, 190n78; on ora-
cle of Dionysos, 144n315; originary
narratives of, 26; on prytaneia, 84;
on rape of Athenians, 202; on sex-
ual activity, 112; on Tellos, 147,
148n11; on theoria, 83

heroes: feminized, 129; mothers of,
26; reverence for springs, 27; tombs
of, 36

Herophilus, 163n107
Herotimos, hieron of, 101n61
Hesiod: on disasters, 157–58; on

golden age, 74; on judicial proce-
dure, 91, 154, 155; makarismoi

of, 155; on pollution, 36 –37;
Theogony, 22, 23, 24, 25; Works

and Days, 23, 31–33, 34
Hesychios, 87, 221n132
hides, soaking of, 35n20
hiera (sacred spaces), 15–16, 35, 40;

Athenian, 43; of Chalkis, 62; of
Herotimos, 101n61; of Kodros,
Neleus, and Basile, 59, 60, 62, 225,
226

versus temene, 60. See also space,
sacred

hieropoioi (supervisors of ritual),
195n119, 227

hikesia (ritual), 63
Hilaeira (daughter of Apollo),

132n251
Hippocratic corpus: botanical imagery

in, 164; childbirth in, 170; concep-
tion in, 159, 163 – 66, 168, 176n178;
disease in, 167, 171n147; dreams 
in, 161; embryology in, 159, 164 –
65; environment in, 159– 61; fe-
male body in, 103n68, 109n101,
145n323, 158 –71; fertility in, 159;
fetus in, 166 – 68; fever in, 167; gaze
in, 108 –9; gestation in, 163, 164 –
65, 168 – 69; and gynecological cata-
logs, 158n82; health in, 161; hu-
mors in, 170n145; menstruation in,
162– 69, 208; pregnancy in, 163 –
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69; and religious ideology, 171–74;
seasons in, 160; sexual activity in,
167; therapy in, 169–70; virginity
in, 214; water supply in, 159– 60,
164. See also On the Sacred Dis-

ease; On the Seed

Hippodameia (Olympia), 61; hieron

of, 136
Hippon, 164n111
Hölkeskamp, K.-J., 73
Hollinshead, M. B., 200n15
homecomings, heroic, 27
homeland, Greek conception of, 1–2
Homer: pollution in, 36 –37; sekoi in,

40n40
Homeric Hymn to Apollo, 71–72; De-

los in, 92; Leto in, 37, 38, 74n54
Homeric Hymn to Demeter, 9, 10;

plenty in, 23
horistes (officials), 60n145
horoi (boundary markers), 4, 20, 178 –

79; Aristophanes on, 43n56; Athe-
nian, 42n55; of Athenian agora,

20n57, 43; at Delphi, 76; inscrip-
tions on, 42– 43; on Mt. Megali,
42n55; at natural boundaries, 186;
in Peloponnese, 186n51; for proces-
sions, 76; public and private, 43n55;
purpose of, 46 – 47; at sanctuaries,
36; speaking, 43; warnings of,
47n84

hunger, field of, 87. See also limos

(famine)
Hyampolis, sanctuary of Artemis at,

187– 88, 200
hydriai (water vessels), 193
hydrology: and female body, 5, 161,

162; and kinship, 27; of Mediter-
ranean landscape, 28

hydrophoria, ritual, 193
hydrophoroi (water bearers), 45, 193;

virginity of, 45n73
hydroscopy, use of fleece for, 162n98
Hyperboreans, Apollo among, 8, 75–

76
Hyperieia (spring), 27



Iakchos Ploutodotes, 117n153
identity: Athenian, 226; cultural, 3,

26; matrilinear, 6; role of springs in,
27; social, 1

identity, political: divine participation
in, 14; space in, 13

Ilissos, shrine along, 59n140
illness: anxiety concerning, 158; and

dreams, 161n94; and reproductive
failure, 171. See also diseases

Inachos, 26; and Okeanos, 28n96
incantations, for childbirth, 148 – 49
incubation, rituals of, 100
infants: exposure of, 107n92; mortal-

ity of, 151, 153n50, 157, 218
infertility, 174 –77; agricultural

metaphors of, 176; male, 168n133.
See also reproductive failure

infertility, female, 153n50, 154, 155,
168n133; agricultural metaphors
for, 157; as curse, 157, 218

infidelity, marital, 135–36
inscriptions: at Aliki, 53; on Athenian

akropolis, 114n137; from Brauron,
215, 229; catalogues of, 212n87;
concerning pollution, 35nn20 –21;
concerning ritual equipment, 17;
dedicatory, 215–16; dialects of, 85;
of Erechtheion, 117n151; on horoi,

42– 43; from Lebena, 173n160; at
Lykosoura, 42n54; at Olympia,
70n28; on sexual activity, 112; at
Sigeion, 84 – 85; at Thasos, 53-55

inventories: of dedications, 215–16; of
textiles, 216 –18, 221, 225, 230

Io, 26
Ion, temenos on Samos, 177n180
Ion (in Euripides’ Ion): paternity of,

175; recognition of, 221
Ionia: ethnicity in, 175; ties to Athens,

225, 226; walled settlements of, 14
Iphigeneia: at Brauron, 198 –99, 201;

death of, 199, 219; offerings to,
219; voice of, 118n163; weaving 
by, 220

Iphigeneia (in Euripides’ Iphigeneia
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among the Taurians), 223; service
to Artemis, 198 –99, 201

Iron Age, religious institutions of, 
66, 67

Ismenos (spring), 27
Isthmia: games at, 67; perirrhanteria

of, 43
Ithaka, water sources of, 194n108

Jason, purification of, 47n90
Jeffery, L. H., 85n115
Jost, M., 191
“just as” stories, 24, 25

kalasireis (garments), 216
Kallimachos, 187n60; hymn to Arte-

mis, 182
Kalliste and Ariste, sculpted offerings

to, 173
Kallisto, punishment of, 204
kanephoroi: of Dionysos, 127; virgin-

ity of, 45n73
Kaphyai, Artemis at, 195, 206, 207
Karyai (Lakonia), 179n13; attack on

women at, 203, 206n45; sanctuary
of Artemis at, 197; suicides at, 206

Kassandra, on vase paintings, 115
Katagogia (festival), 128
katharmoi, 139; of statues, 222. See

also purification
katharsis: ritual, 169; through men-

struation, 110, 169
kingship, Near Eastern, 22
kinship: Athenian, 174, 225; elite, 124;

expansion of, 27; of festival partici-
pants, 94; and hydrology, 27; imag-
ery of, 2; in land allotment, 3 – 4, 7;
metaphors of, 28; perpetuation of,
152; in public life, 2; role in citizen-
ship, 174

kithon, as dancing costume, 225
Kleioboia (priestess of Demeter),

132n253, 142
Kleobis, 147
Kleomenes, 94n14; sacrifice to Erasi-

nos, 28n94



kleroi (land allotments): kinship in, 
3 – 4, 7; maintenance of, 4

kneeling, by suppliants, 116 –17
Kodros, descendants of, 225
Kodros, Neleus, and Basile: hieron of,

59, 60, 62, 225, 226
Koldeway, 78n82
Kolonos, sacred space of, 40 – 42, 64 –

65
Kolophon: continuity of, 38n31; di-

vinities of, 37–38; sacred space of,
37, 50

Kombothekra, sanctuary of Artemis
at, 191

Konstan, D., 26n83
korai, on water basins, 43n66
Kore: abduction of, 9; realm of, 9–10;

supplication of, 117n153. See also

Persephone
Kos: festivals at, 96n35; purification

at, 141; sacred laws of, 137, 138;
sanctuary of Demeter at, 141

Kourades (nymphs), 52
Kourotrophos, 95; Artemis as, 193;

Themis as, 71
krateriskoi (ritual vessels), 227n155
Kreusa (in Euripides’ Ion), 149, 175–

77, 221, 226
Kroisos (ruler of Lydians), 147, 148
krokotoi (yellow dresses), 216, 223; 

of Dionysos, 128n229
Kynosoura, tropaion at, 190n82
Kyrene: pollution laws of, 72, 107;

rites of Artemis at, 211, 228
Kyzikos, rivers of, 28

Lakedaimonians, Pythioi of, 72n43
lakes, gender of, 22n69
Lakonia: borderlands of, 178 – 80;

communal activities of, 19; par-

thenoi of, 203; political organiza-
tion of, 25

Lalonde, G. V., 43n56
Lamia (spirit), 218
landscapes: aoriste, 57n127; bound-

aries of, 7, 8; continuity among, 8;
and female body, x, 5– 6, 161– 62,
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170, 177; gendered, 21–29; human,
7, 8; hydrology of, 5; imagery of,
13; imagined, 7– 8; as living enti-
ties, 14 –15; natural, 7, 8, 12; pro-
ductive, 3, 5, 170; respect for, 31;
and ritual space, x; of Thasos, 52.
See also environment

language: ritual, 117–22; in society, 
1, 12

language, women’s, 117–22; archaic
pronunciation in, 119n168; in Aris-
tophanes, 120

Larson, J., 224n142
laws: citizenship, 174; divine, 23, 69–

70; oral transmission of, 73n53; pol-
lution, 72, 106, 107; publication in
sanctuaries, 73; sacred, 137, 138; of
sanctuaries, 39n36; standardization
of, 69

Lebena (Crete), inscriptions from,
173n160

Leda, 26
Lemnians: attack on Brauron, 202,

208; curses on, 204
Lemnos: Athenian control of, 202,

228 –29; Hephaistos at, 21
Lesbos, 77–78; agreements among

cities of, 78; eschatiai of, 78; joint
festivals of, 78 –79; political organi-
zation of, 25

Leto, 8n6; clothed statues of, 220; in
Homeric Hymn to Apollo, 37, 38,
74n54; worship at Eretria, 19

Leukothea, supplication of, 117
LiDonicci, L. R., 173n160
Lindos, sanctuary of Athena at, 100
life cycle: crises in, 223; female, 119,

209–13; festivals of, 95, 129; impu-
rities in, 140n303; rituals of, 223,
225; songs for, 119n169; textiles as
indicators of, 218n115

limestone catchments, 28
limos (famine), 10, 11, 12n24; oracles

concerning, 158; as punishment, 72;
and reproductive failure, 154; ritual
protection from, 87

Linders, T., 215n102



Lindos: pollution laws of, 107; sanctu-
ary at, 104; temple of Athena at, 100

litai (prayers), 116
litigation, women in, 120, 121
loimos (plague), 157; oracles concern-

ing, 158; at Patrai, 203; as punish-
ment, 72; and reproductive failure,
154, 171

Lousoi, sanctuary of Artemis at,
194n111, 200n14

loutrophoroi (water-bringers),
63n168, 130n240

Lucian, on perirrhanteria, 45
Lykosoura, inscriptions at, 42n54
Lyrkos, 174n162
Lysimachos, 38n31
Lysimache (priestess), 124n203
Lysistrata (Aristophanes), 227n156
lytra (ransom), 210

Ma, temple of, 199
Macedonia, parthenoi in, 209n64
Magnesia, cult of Artemis at, 92–93
makarismoi, 147– 48; in Hesiod, 155;

of Pylaian Amphictyony, 155–56
males: banqueting by, 93n7; body

types of, ix; challenge of menstrual
blood to, 111n118; dedications by,
114, 172, 173; effect of environment
on, 160; oaths of, 120; olbiotatoi,

147; reaction to crisis, 115; repro-
duction anxiety of, 5, 146 –58; rit-
ual cries of, 118; rituals of, 95, 101-
2, 103, 104; virginity of, 134; war
cries of, 118n158

Malis, political organization of, 25
manhood, prohibitions concerning, 33
manteis (ritual advisors), 189
Manto, 145n322
manure, disposal of, 56
Marathon, battle of, 189
marriage: as appeasement of Artemis,

211; conception within, 176; fidelity
in, 135–36, 148; in genealogical
history, 25; in maintenance of
kleros, 4; as therapy, 208

maternity, 146 – 47; definition of, 163,
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175; mortality in, 152, 166n128,
199, 218, 219; symbols of, 210n69

meals, sacred, 62. See also feasts
meat, sacrificial, 98 –99
Medea, 148; purification of, 47n90;

ritual cry of, 118n158
Megalopolis, spring of, 10n12
Melanaion, punishment of, 134n271
Melissai (priestesses), 141– 42, 144
Melissa of Corinth, 224n143
Melissos (king of Paros), 141n305
Menander, 153; Epitrepontes, 201
menarche, 209; dedications concern-

ing, 218, 219n121; problems of, 208
Menelaion (Sparta), 19
Menelaos, 162n101
Menge, votive objects at, 214
menstruants: intercourse with,

111n117; reflection of, 111
menstruation: Aristotle on, 110, 166;

divination concerning, 208; in Hip-
pocratic theory, 162– 69, 208; ka-

tharsis through, 110, 169; painful,
159; prohibitions on, 108 –11; and
vision, 108 –9, 110. See also blood,
menstrual

Mesopotamia, curses of, 156n63
Messene: Eleusinia at, 100; political

organization of, 25; temple of
Demeter at, 99, 100

Messenia, festivals of, 96
Messon, sanctuary at, 77
Metaponum: graves of, 36n25
Pantanello cemetery, 152
Methymna, festivals of, 96
metics, in festivals, 93n11
midwives, traditional therapies of, 158
Miletos: Artemis Kithone at, 60, 217,

221; Athena cult at, 133n262;
Dionysos cult at, 128; festival of
Artemis at, 224 –25; foundation
myth of, 224; rivers of, 28; textile
inventories at, 216 –18, 221, 225;
ties to Athens, 225–26

Miltiades, 142n305
mirrors: association with women,

108n11, 110; ritual use of, 111



miscarriage, pollution from, 107
misogyny: of Eteokles, 115; of Hera-

kles, 101, 103, 129
Moirai, female worship of, 98
moisture: excess, 161; regulation of,

159
moisture, female, 109–10; during

childbirth, 108; of fetuses, 166 – 67;
and hydrology of landscape, 5, 161,
162; pathology of, 169–70; and sea-
sonal cycles, 168; of uterus, 170

moles, blood of, 109
Mommsen, A., 219n121
monstrifica, 149n18
Mormo (spirit), 218
mothers: of heroes, 26; ritual respon-

sibilities of, 95n22
Moulinier, L., 33n11
Mounychia: adyton at, 200n14; sanc-

tuary of Artemis at, 185, 187, 190 –
91, 204

Mt. Artemision, sanctuary of Artemis
at, 192n91

Mt. Hymettos, personification of,
22n65

Mt. Knakalos, sanctuary of Artemis
at, 195

Mt. Lykaios, sanctuary of Zeus on,
111

Mt. Megali, horoi on, 42n55
Mt. Megalovouni, sanctuary of Arte-

mis at, 194
Mt. Parnassos, temple of Apollo on, 74
Mt. Parnon: oak grove of, 179; Pausa-

nias at, 178 – 80
Mt. Taygetos, sanctuary of Artemis

on, 180
Mt. Typaion, 102
Mummius (Roman general), 71n33
murder: pollution by, 222, 223; unin-

tentional, 90n145
murderers, purification of, 141
myesis, achievement of, 62n15
Mysia, festival of Demeter at, 96
mysteries: at Andania, 200n13; of

Artemis, 193; Eleusinian, 92, 126,
143
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myths, Near Eastern, 9n7, 22
myths, foundation, 2, 20, 24, 38;

Athenian, 175n171; of cities, 38; of
Delphi, 74; of Miletos, 224

Mytilene, internal stasis of, 79n85

naoi (temples), 40. See also sanctu-
aries

nature, personification of, 21–22
Naukratis, prytaneion of, 81
Neleis (festival), 224
Neleus, 221–22; connection with At-

tika, 226; descendants of, 225; festi-
val of, 224; tomb of, 60

Neleus and Basile, temenos of, 59, 60
Nemea, games at, 67
neokoroi (custodians), 63n168,

130n240, 132n252
Neoptolemos, 148
neopoioi (temple builders), 135n276
Nikias: peace of, 59, 225, 229; purifi-

cation of Delos, 49, 105
Nilsson, M. P., 94n19
north wind, personification of, 30n1
nudity, ritual, 223
nymphs, as helping divinities, 117

Oath, child of, 156
oaths: amphictyonic, 16n39, 34n14; by

bulls’ blood, 131n246; of chastity,
131, 134; in childbirth, 121–22;
curses in, 155–56; of divinities, 8 –
9; ephebic, 29, 82; family in, 156; 
on female divinities, 120, 121; of
gerarai, 122n188; of males, 120;
parodies of, 29n102, 134n270; at
Plataiai, 155; rhetoric of, 156; in
tragedies, 120n176, 121n177; by
water, 131n246; women’s, 120 –22;
to Zeus Horkios, 71

objects, ritual trials of, 88n135, 89, 
90

objects, sacred: replication of, 39
Ocean, mythological, 8
Odysseus, charis of, 99n52
offices, calendar of, 85n118
Oidipous: Apollo’s prophecy on, 41;



curse on, 157; tomb of, 42; trespass
on sacred space, 40 – 42

oikemata (in sanctuaries), 40
oikoi (in sanctuaries), 40
olive trees, 12
ololygai (ritual cries), 118n158;

women’s, 99n52
Olympia: Altis of, 61, 103, 104; bou-

leuterion of, 69, 70, 71; dedications
at, 44n67, 67; gender separation at,
102; inscriptions at, 70n28; neutral-
ity of, 70 –71; parthenoi at, 102,
209; prytaneion of, 69, 70; sacred
space of, 61– 62, 63; sanctuary of
Hades at, 61, 63; sanctuary of Hera
at, 44n67, 103; special status of, 
70; stadium of, 61, 102; wealth of,
67n9; women’s rituals at, 136 –37

Omphale, Herakles’ servitude to, 129
omphaloi: of Athens, 76; of Delphi,

74, 75
On the Sacred Disease (Hippocratic

corpus), 44 – 46
On the Seed (Hippocratic corpus), 168
opis (divine vengeance), 31
oracles: and choice of ritual, 116;

concerning adultery, 150n28; con-
cerning agriculture, 215; concern-
ing famine, 158; concerning pater-
nity, 150n28; concerning plague,
158; concerning reproductive fail-
ure, 150; at Didyma, 174n162; of
Dionysos, 144n315; on disease,
171n147; in political communities,
69; questions for, 149–51; regional,
143; and reproductive anxiety, 149–
50. See also Pythia

Orchomenos, priesthood of Artemis
at, 131n244, 134nn272,274

Orestes: in Aischylos’s Eumenides,

163; in Euripides’ Iphigeneia among

the Taurians, 198, 220, 222, 223; 
on vase paintings, 116

orgasm, physiological aspects of,
164n110

orgeones: of Bendis, 82; sacrificial
meat for, 98
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Oropos, Amphiareion at, 62, 100
Orpheus, grove in Thrace, 101n61
Osborne, R., 70n26, 93n10
ovaries, 163n107
oxen, sacrifice of, 85, 88 –90

Palaimon, supplication of, 117
Palladion, oaths sworn at, 121n178
Pan: cult of, 39; sacred space of, 30,

58 –59; worship of, 59n135
Panathenaia: Athena’s robe for, 220;

participants in, 92; women in,
93n11

Pankrates, supplication of, 117n153
Panopeus, boundaries of, 20
Paphos, rivers of, 28
parenthood: definition of, 174; me-

chanics of, 176
Parker, R., 33n11, 70n26, 190n82,

222n136
Parmenon (Thasian), 52
Parnassos: parthenoi of, 144n315;

sanctuaries at, 74
Paros: sacred fire of, 51; urban space

of, 50
parthenoi: at altar of Zeus, 104; choral

performances of, 118; of Dionysos,
127; disobedience of, 204 –5; in fes-
tivals, 93; grouping of, 209; kid-
napping of, 180; of Lakonia, 203; 
in Macedonia, 209n64; at Olympia,
102, 209; of Parnassos, 144n315; 
as priestesses, 132, 134, 142; ritual
service by, 132; rituals of, 193, 203;
sexual experience of, 209–10; sui-
cide of, 223 –24; supplications for,
117; weaving by, 220; worship of
Eileithyia, 130; at xoanophoria,

200n13
paternity: crisis of, 174 –77; in Eu-

ripides’ Ion, 175–77; oracles con-
cerning, 150n28; resemblance in,
154n60, 164, 166n124; testimony
concerning, 121. See also father-
hood

Patrai, plague at, 203
Pausanias: on abstinence, 131; on 



Pausanias (continued)
agalmata, 206; on Artemis, 182,
183n32, 184, 185, 192; on bound-
aries, 20, 186; on curses, 204; on
Delphic oracle, 143; on gender sepa-
ration, 102; and Great Eoiai, 25n77;
on horoi, 178n5; itinerary of, 182–
83; on mirrors, 111; at Mt. Parnon,
178 – 80; on Olympia, 71; on Phy-
talos, 86n120; on ritual service,
135n277; on ritual trials, 88n135;
on sacrifices, 64n177; on Salamis,
190n81; on sanctuary of Hades,
61n156; on springs, 10n12; on
streams, 35n22; on xoanon of
Artemis, 199

Pausotokeia (rituals), 212
Peace of Nikias, 59, 225, 229
Peisistratos, 192n99; purification of

Delos, 105
Pelargikon (Athens), 57
Peleiades (priestesses), 144n321
Peloponnese: borderlands of, 178 –

80, 186; genealogy of, 25; horoi in,
186n51; sanctuaries of Artemis at,
180 – 81, 186

Peloponnesian War: Brauron during,
226, 229; parenthood debate during,
174; sacred spaces during, 58

Penelope, 99n52
peplophoria (festival), 221n129
Peppas-Delmousou, D., 227n154
Perachora, sanctuaries of, 63n170, 67
periboloi (enclosures), 36, 40; versus

temene, 60
Perikles: amulet of, 149n21; citizen-

ship law, 174; temple to Athena,
124

perimeters. See boundaries
perirrhanteria (basins), 36; in agorai,

46, 58; Athenian, 47, 58; decora-
tions of, 43; korai on, 45; locations
of, 44; prohibitions concerning, 47;
purpose of, 46 – 47; touching of, 45,
46

peristiarchoi (attendants), 48n92
Perseid dynasty, 26n79
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Persephone: and Demeter, 9–10; mys-
teries at Paros, 141n305; realm of,
9–10; woven offerings to, 221. See

also Kore
Phanodikos, dedication of, 84 – 85
pharmaka, 149n19
Pharsalos, cave sanctuary at, 41,

95n27
Phigalia, temple of Artemis at, 200
Philaidai (deme), 204n36
philia, parental, 146, 147n6
Philoktetes, reverence for springs,

27n88
Phoebe (daughter of Apollo), 132n251
Phokis: Herakles cult at, 129; inva-

sions of, 188
Phylarchos, 104
Physkoa, 136
Phytalos (hero), 86
Pieria, 224
piglets (delphakes), 49n100; gender 

of, 138n294; purification rites with,
47– 48, 137, 138, 140, 141; sacrifice
of, 62n159

Pimpl, H., 47n85
Pindar, 144
Pisatis, political organization of, 25
pisteis (pledges), 153
Pithekoussai, burials at, 152
Plaimon, supplication of, 117n153
Plataiai: oath at, 155; pollution of, 83
Plato: on Athens as hearth, 83n106;

on gestation, 168 – 69; on priest-
hood, 135; on prytaneia, 80n90; 
on purification, 139– 40; on ritual
attendants, 133n265; on sacred
spaces, 30; on sexual purity,
135n276; on women’s celebrations,
94; on women’s dedications, 113 –14

Pliny, the Elder: on infertility,
168n133; on menstrual blood, 110;
on monstrifica, 149n18; on puri-
fication, 140n301

Ploutos, 117n153
plowing: and administration of justice,

90n149; ceremonies of, 86 – 88; sa-
cred, 8, 86 – 87



Plutarch: on Artemis Aristoboule,
190n83; on conception, 31n5; 
on Delos, 105n78; on Herakles,
129n233; on menstrual blood, 109;
on sacred roads, 76n70; on sexual
activity, 112n121; on water re-
sources, 10n12; on Hesiod’s Works

and Days, 31n6
pnyx, Athenian, purification of, 48
poleis, 66 –73; administration of, 39,

82; agorai of, 14; akropoleis of, 14;
appropriation of territory for, 5;
Archaic, 2, 3; chorai of, 4; commu-
nication among, 12–13; control of
rural sanctuaries, 196 –97; divine
sanctions within, 17; divinities of,
30, 37–39; division of land in, 3;
environment of, 159– 60; founda-
tion myths of, 38; gender in, 3;
identity of, 38; of Lesbos, 78; links
among, 76; mapping of, 50 –57; in
natural landscape, 8, 12; political
borders of, 8; political ties of, 14;
public spaces of, 77; regional sanc-
tuaries of, 5, 68; ritual spaces of, 76;
ritual unity of, 20, 79, 175; role of
Artemis in, 181, 182, 191; role of
prytaneia in, 79– 85; sanctuaries in,
16, 20, 66 – 67; shared culture of,
66; shared sanctuaries of, 79n85;
space distinctions in, 18; status of
women in, 4 –5; ties among, 2, 4,
66, 79; transitional spaces of, 77

politeia, participation in, 4
polluters, restrictions on, 106n87
pollution: bodily processes in, 94; car-

riers of, 104; categories of, 94; from
childbirth, 107; in childbirth, 5, 104,
105–7, 222; of communities, 46n82;
by the dead, 36; disease through,
171n147; effect on reproduction,
157; female reproduction as, 3; by
flies, 102, 104; Homeric, 36 –37;
ideology of, 35; inadvertent, 40; in-
scriptions concerning, 35nn20 –21;
laws on, 72, 106, 107; through mis-
carriage, 107; by murder, 222, 223;
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of sacred fire, 83; from sexual inter-
course, 101, 112–13; sources of, 
36; of springs, 35; through contact,
137, 138; through death, 105– 6;
through physical processes, 33;
through wet dreams, 112n128; by
women, 104 –13

Polybius, on sanctuaries, 63n170
Polygnotos of Thasos, 142, 204n34
Polykrite of Naxos, 203n32
popana (sacrificial cakes), 89n140
Poseidon, 30; male clientele of, 96;

priestesses of, 132; protection by,
22; realm of, 9

Poseidon Erechtheus, priesthood of,
124n203

Poseidon Hippios, sanctuary of, 42
Posideia, at Delos, 99
pregnancy: in Hippocratic theory,

163 – 69; restrictions concerning,
108; ritual obligations of, 211; role
of Artemis in, 208. See also repro-
duction, female

Priene, priesthood of Dionysos at,
125n208

priestesses: of Aphrodite, 132; of Ares,
126n216; of Athena Polias, 124; cel-
ibacy of, 130; of Ge, 131; of Hera,
127; of Herakles, 128 –29, 132; 
of male divinities, 126 –27; male
relatives of, 125–26; oaths of, 122;
parthenoi, 134, 134n272, 142; per-
quisites of, 125n208; of Poseidon,
132; punishment of, 134, 204; puri-
fication of, 137–39, 141; purity of,
131–36; rape of, 134n272; selection
of, 123 –24

priestesses, of Apollo, 127; parthenoi,

132. See also Pythia, Delphic
priestesses, of Artemis, 127, 204; 

at Halikarnassos, 124n200; at
Orchomenos, 131n244, 134nn272,
274; parthenoi, 132n255; post-
menopausal, 133; punishment for,
134

priestesses, of Demeter, 61-62, 102,
127; at Athens, 125n208; children 



priestesses, of Demeter (continued)
of, 142n311; at Eleusis, 127n219;
hereditary, 123 –24; parthenoi, 132;
perquisites of, 126; purification of,
142– 43; purity of, 137, 138, 141–
42, 144

priestesses, of Zeus, 127; at Dodona,
97, 144n321

priesthoods: of Dionysos, 125, 127-38;
epigraphical sources of, 127n220; in
families, 123; financial gain from,
126; of Ge, 125; gender in, 122–36;
hereditary, 123 –24; patterns of ap-
pointment, 126; Plato on, 135; of
Poseidon, 124n203; purchase of,
125, 126; sexual abstinence in, 131–
36; terms of office, 123

priests: of Aphrodite, 126-27; of
Apollo Ismenios, 135n278; in Aris-
tophanes, 127n225; of Artemis,
131n244; of Athena, 126-27; oaths
of, 122; responsibilities of, 123n194;
selection of, 123; sexual abstinence
of, 131n244

Pritchett, W. K., 190n80
processions, ceremonial, 86 – 87; to

Brauron, 195, 228, 229; centrifugal
and centripetal, 87n125; of Diony-
sos, 49; to Eleusis, 76; on public
thoroughfares, 223; purification
with, 222

Proclus, 31n6
prohibitions, ritual, 31–33
Prokonnesos. See Sigeion
promanteia, 145n322
property, appropriation for sanctuar-

ies, 40n39
prospermeia, 137n289, 138
prostitution, 136n284
Prosymna, games at, 67
Proitid dynasty, 26n79
prytaneia: architectural remains of,

83n108; of Athens, 81– 82, 85, 88 –
89; at Delphi, 75n64; epigraphical
evidence for, 83 – 84; etymology of,
84; exclusions from, 80 – 81; feasts
at, 85n115; hearth in, 102; link with

286 / Index

akropoleis, 91; as political space, 80;
public feasts at, 80; in regional sanc-
tuaries, 83; rituals of, 79– 85; ritual
trials in, 80, 88, 89; of Thasos, 51,
56. See also hearths

prytaneis (officials), 84n114; women,
125n209

punishment: for Atalanta, 134n271;
by Artemis, 205– 6; by curses, 202;
for damiourgoi, 73; for disobedi-
ence, 205; limos as, 72; of priest-
esses, 134, 204; for sexual viola-
tions, 134

purification: agents of, 137– 41; allo-
pathic, 139, 140; with blood, 137,
138, 139, 140, 222; of Delos, 49,
105, 142; “diacritics” in, 139, 140;
by dirt, 169n143; encirclement 
in, 141; epigraphical evidence for,
49n105; by fire, 140n303; following
death, 104n72; of hands, 45– 46;
homeopathic, 139, 141; mechanics
of, 139; of Medea, 47n90; Plato on,
139– 40; of priestesses, 137-39, 141;
with processions, 222; rituals of,
136 – 45; of sanctuaries, 42, 44 – 45;
for sanctuary personnel, 136; stan-
dardization of rules, 72; tempo-
rary, 50; terminology of, 140 – 41;
through sacrifice, 222; using piglets,
47– 48, 137, 138, 140, 141; with
water, 137, 139, 140n303. See also

katharmoi

purifiers, freelance, 44
purity: of bees, 141– 42; Demosthenes

on, 45; of sacred space, 136
purity, female: male concerns with,

112; in public rituals, 3, 102; viola-
tion of, 134

Pythaïs (festival): processions in, 76;
sacred fire in, 83

Pythes, 224 –25
Pythia, Delphic, 74n61; as Delphic

Bee, 144; first, 68n13; purification
of, 137, 143; sexual status of, 144,
145

Pythioi, of Lakedaimonians, 72n43



race, in society, 1
rainfall, fluctuations in, 10, 11
reliefs: tomb, 152; votive, 116 –17,

213, 214
reproduction: amulets for, 148, 149;

civic concern for, 228; effect of pol-
lution on, 157; metaphors of, 22;
rates of, 152–53; rituals of, 95,
113 –14; success in, 154

reproduction, female: cycle of, 209–
13; dedications for, 213 –18; in Hip-
pocratic theory, 159, 162–71; male
anxiety concerning, 5, 146 –58; me-
chanics of, 159; as pollution, 3; in
women’s rituals, 5

reproductive failure: causes of, 154,
171; diagnosis of, 109; divination
concerning, 214 –15; in Hippocratic
theory, 158; in literature, 148; re-
sponsibility for, 168; threat to com-
munity, 205; treatment of, 158. See

also infertility
retribution, divine: in Hesiod’s Works

and Days, 31–33
Rharian field (Eleusis), sacred plowing

at, 86, 87
Rheneia (island), 49n102
rhetra (legal pronouncement), 69–70
Rhodes, R. F., 226n153
riddles, Delphic, 145n322
rituals: aborted, 223; architectural

structures of, 193; children in,
98n43; for conception, 31; of death,
105– 6; Dionysiac, 96; eligibility
for, 62; failures of, 202, 206; family
in, 98, 113 –14, , 119; gender in, 5,
101–2, 113 –17; gender separation
in, 92–104; of incorporation, 81–
82; of incubation, 100; initiatory,
180n17, 203, 206n43; of life cycle,
223, 225; new, 39; of parthenoi,

193, 203; personnel of, 123; and po-
litical mediation, 68 – 69; purpose
of, 79; of reproduction, 95, 113 –14;
for sexual activity, 31, 44n68; su-
pervisors of, 195n119, 227; systems
of, 123; temporary, 39; of transi-
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tion, 223, 224; trials, 88, 89–90; of
turning, 46n80; unprotected, 203;
vocabulary of, 116

rituals, public: administration of, 123;
female purity in, 3, 102; language
of, 22, 117; male-oriented, 95, 101–
2, 103, 104; political nature of, 17;
successful, 230

rituals, purification, 136 – 45; for sanc-
tuaries, 42, 44 – 45

rituals, women’s, 5, 78 –79, 209, 227–
28; intrusion upon, 228; language
of, 117–22; at Olympia, 136 –37;
postmenopausal women in, 133 –34;
of wives, 95n22

ritual specialists: of Dionysos, 127–
28; female, 128; purity of, 130

rivers: in dreams, 161; of Gela, 28;
gender of, 22; pollution of, 35; re-
spect for, 57; rituals regarding, 32;
sacrifices to, 28n94, 32n7; under-
ground, 28 –29, 162, 194

roads: bounding sacred places, 57n121;
sacred, 76. See also processions,
ceremonial

Robertson, N. D., 224n147
Rudhardt, J., 140n303

Sacred Mountain (Thrace), 57n121
Sacred War, First, 68, 75
sacrifices: of animals, 62n159, 85, 88-

90, 189; to Artemis, 211; to Askle-
pios, 107n88; to Artemis, 211; be-
fore battle, 188n68, 189; collective,
44; purification through, 222

Salamis: epiphany of Artemis at, 190;
sanctuary of Artemis on, 187, 190

Sallares, R., 160n87
Samos: Heraion of, 68; perirrhanteria

of, 43; temene of, 177n180
Samothrace, sanctuaries of, 62
sanctity, levels of, 63 – 64
sanctuaries, 66, 67; administration of,

122; Archaic, 67; boundary stones
within, 59n139; cave, 41; of eighth
century, 67; during emergencies,
58; in Hippocratic therapy, 171–74; 



sanctuaries (continued)
inner and outer, 63n170; at natural
boundaries, 18; of ninth century,
67n8; occupation of, 59– 60; pan-
Hellenic, 79; in poleis, 16, 20; politi-
cal neutrality of, 66 – 67; proscribed
activities in, 63; protection within,
63 – 64; prytaneia in, 83; publica-
tion of laws in, 73; purification ritu-
als for, 42, 44 – 45; reconsecrated,
50; regional, 5, 66 –73, 83; restric-
tions on entry, 222; role in commu-
nal organization, 15; role in poleis,

66 – 67; role of topography in, 21;
role of water in, x; rural, 196 –97,
201; of Samothrace, 62; schedules
of, 122; sexual activity in, 58 –59,
113n132; space differentiation in,
58 –59, 61, 62– 63; of Thasos, 57,
100, 142, 183-84; water basins at,
37. See also Artemis, sanctuaries 
of; Athena, sanctuaries of; Demeter,
sanctuaries of; space, sacred; Zeus,
sanctuaries of

Saxenhouse, A., 175n171
Schachter, A., 181– 82
Schmitt Pantel, P., 93n7
scrolls, lead, 150
Scullion, S., 62n162
Scythians, effect of environment on,

160
seasonal changes, in Hippocratic the-

ory, 160
secretions, vaginal, 113n130
sekoi (enclosed areas), 40 – 42, 64; in

Homer, 40n40
Selene (Moon), 22
Selinous, rivers of, 28
Semachidai (deme), 124
Semele, sekos at Thebes, 64
semen, Aristotle on, 165– 66, 168n133
Semnai Theai, 40, 41, 64 – 65; rituals

of, 42
sexual activity: abstinence from, 131-

36, 141n305; effect on athletes,
102–3; heterosexual, 111–12; in
Hippocratic theory, 167; inscrip-
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tions on, 112; pollution from, 101,
112–13; prohibitions concerning,
33, 34; with prostitutes, 136n284;
punishment for, 134; restrictions
on, 111; rituals concerning, 31,
44n68; in sanctuaries, 58 –59,
113n132; in temene, 111

sexuality, female, 132
sexual union, divine and mortal, 23,

24, 25–26
shadows, casting of, 110nn115–16
Sigeion, inscription of, 84 – 85
prytaneion of, 84
Sikyon, sanctuary of Aphrodite at, 63,

130n240
silence, ritual, 59n135, 64
Silenos, at Thasos, 51
Sinn, U., 63n170
Sirens, 8
Sissa, G., 145n323
Sixteen Women of Elis, 136, 141; pu-

rification of, 137, 143
Skillous, sanctuary of Artemis at, 93
Skira (festival), 86
Skiron, sacred plowings at, 86
Skirophorion, 85– 86
Skiros (seer), 86n122
Skydsgaard, J. E., 12n22
Sokrates (Plato): on midwives, 148; on

sacred space, 30
Sokrates (Xenophon), on children, 146
Solon, 147, 148
somata, figurines of, 207
songs, women’s, 119n169
Sophilos, dinos of, 69n19
Sophokles: agricultural metaphors of,

154n57; childbirth imagery of, 157;
Oidipous at Kolonos, 40 – 42

sortition, in choice of priests,
123n195, 125n205

Sosipolis, cult at Elis, 130
souls, gendered, 166
Sourvinou-Inwood, C., 227n156
space: appropriation for rituals, 40;

delineation of, 4, 7; eschatiai, 182;
in political identity, 13, 25; transi-
tional, 77; unclean, 48



space, political: administration of, 39;
delineation of, 13; influence of to-
pography on, 13; and natural land-
scape, 185

space, ritual: creation of, 37–50; flexi-
bility concerning, 50; of new com-
munities, 37–39; of poleis, 76; and
productive space, 5, 170; temporary,
223; terminology of, 40

space, sacred: and agricultural land, 3;
boundaries of, 4, 16; communal
wealth in, 15; compromised, 36;
contamination of, 47; discovery of,
37–50; divine communication in,
15; early, 16; habitable and inhabit-
able, 58; hierarchies of, 57– 65;
identification of, 40; of Iron Age,
66, 67; katharoi, 36; and landscape,
x; local regulation of, 61; male au-
thority in, 102; in Sopokles’ Oidi-

pous at Kolonos, 40 – 42; of Pan, 30,
58-59; personal, 46; Plato on, 30;
and productive space, 5, 170; pro-
tection of, 57–58; recognition of, 5,
42; rules for entry, 42; sexual activ-
ity in, 111–12; standards of purity
for, 136; temporary, 49–50, 223;
types of, 41. See also temene

Sparta: akropolis of, 19; Artemis wor-
ship at, 183n32, 199, 205; sanctuary
of Demeter at, 130n242; temple of
Artemis Orthia at, 192, 200n13,
205n40, 220

spells, for childbirth, 149
sphagia (ritual), 115
spinning tools, 224n142; votive, 214
springs: of Artemis, 194; blockage of,

34; of Corinth, 11n16,16n39,35n20;
gender of, 22n69; heroes’ reverence
for, 27; invocation of, 27, 29; of
Megalopolis, 10n12; perennial, 11;
pollution of, 35; respect for, 57; role
in identity, 27; sacred, 192–93

sprinkling, ritual, 44 – 45, 46; versus

bathing, 46n81; in civic life, 47;
with grain, 137, 138, 139

statues: of Artemis, 93,199, 200, 206,
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220, 222, 224; commemorative,
132–33; pollution of, 223; portable,
224; purification of, 90n145, 222;
strangled, 205– 6, 207; woven gar-
ments for, 220 –21

Stenia (festival), 146
stephanephoroi, 98n47, 125n209
sterility. See infertility
stillbirths, 157
Strabo, 199
streets, maintenance of, 54, 55
Stymphalian lake, 193n105
Styx, oaths by, 8
suicide: of girls, 223 –24; mass, 206,

223 –24
supplication, 114 –17; rituals of, 63; in

vase paintings, 115–16
symposia: aphoristic exchange dur-

ing, 33; bodily concerns at, 34n18;
riddles in, 33n12; at Thasos, 51, 
56

Syracuse, rivers of, 28
Syriskos of Chersonesos, 189n75

Tanagra: temple of Demeter at, 100;
textile inventories at, 216

Tanaos (river), 178; watershed of, 186
Tauris, sanctuary of Artemis at, 222
Tausend, K., 186n55
Tegea, adyton at, 63
Telechos (king of Sparta), 180n16
teleioumata (dedications), 210, 219
Telemachos, 154n60
Telephos, reverence for springs, 27
Telesilla of Argos, 145n322
Telesterion (Eleusis), 62
Tellos, the Athenian, 147, 148n11
temene (sacred spaces), 15, 40; of Ion,

177n180; lease of, 60; of Neleus and
Basile, 59, 60; versus periboloi, 60;
sexual activity in, 111; water of,
60n148. See also space, sacred

Teos, ritual procedures at, 12n28
territory: coastal, 187; contested, 77;

divine sanctions for, 22. See also

borderlands
textiles: dedication of, 214 –20, 226; 



textiles (continued)
eupenous, 219n118; finished and
unfinished, 219–30, 221; invento-
ries of, 215–18, 221, 225, 230; la-
beled and unlabeled, 219n120; as
life cycle indicators, 218n115

Thasos: argyramoibeïon of, 51, 56;
Charites at, 51, 54, 55, 56; divinities
of, 51–53; festivals of, 96; fines at,
54 –55, 56, 57; gates of, 52; Hera-
kles at, 52, 53, 54, 55, 100; inscribed
stele of, 53 –55; landscape of, 52;
maintenance of streets, 54, 55;
patriai of, 52; perirrhanteria at,
45n78; polis of, 50 –57; prohibitions
on women, 56; sanctuaries of, 57,
142, 183 – 84; theoxenia at, 51;
Thesmophoria of, 52; urban space
of, 50 –57; vineyards of, 51; wall of,
51, 52

Thebes, wall of, 27n87
Themis, as Kourotrophos, 71
themis (divine law), 23; Homeric,

69n19
themistes (divine ordinances), 69–70
Themistocles, 187; and Artemis, 190
Theocritus, on parthenoi, 209n65
Theognis, gnomic pronouncements of,

33n12
Theophrastus: on childbirth, 106n85;

on conception, 165n116; deisdai-

mon of, 113n134, 116; on sprin-
kling, 44n70, 47; on sterility,
160n87

Theopompos, on Athens as hearth,
83n106

theoria (rituals), 83
Theseus, abduction of Helen, 202, 

228
Thesmophoria, 96, 129n237; absti-

nence for, 141n305; at Delos,
96n33; feasting at, 93n7, 126; im-
portance of, 143; megaron of, 143;
sacrifice at, 48; at Thasos, 52

Thesmophorion (Delos), purification
of, 142

Thespiai, Herakles cult at, 128
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Thessaly: genealogy of, 25; parthenoi

in, 209n64
The Thirty, campaign against, 190 –91
Thomas, R., 73n53
Thrace, Sacred Mountain, 57n121
Thrasyboulos, 190
Thucydides: on Acheloos, 28; on forti-

fication, 13 –14; on Karyai, 179n13;
on oracles, 158; originary narratives
of, 26; on rivers, 28n98; on sanctu-
aries, 58, 59

Thurii, worship of Boreas at, 82
Timo (priestess), 142n305
Tiryns: akropolis of, 18n50; rituals 

of, 18
Titans, 220n125
tithes, ritual, 211, 227
tombs: of heroes, 36; reliefs on, 152;

ritual prohibitions concerning, 32.
See also graves

topography: influence on political
space, 13; in placement of sanctu-
aries, 21

transitions: association of Artemis
with, 181– 82, 223; in childbirth,
113; from childhood, 135; environ-
mental, 160 – 61; in poleis, 77; ritu-
als of, 223, 224; of women, 113,
217–18

transvestitism, 180n17; ritual, 129
Tréheux, J., 226n153
trials, ritual, 88, 89–90
triodoi (crossroads), 179; impurities

at, 48
Triptolemos, 90n149
Troizen, population decline at, 160n87
truces, sacred, 143
turning, rituals of, 46n80

ululation, 118
urination, rituals injunctions on, 31,

34
uterus: control of, 149, 170; treatment

with excrement, 170

van Straten, F. T., 117n153
vases: Apulian, 204n34; of Brauron,



223; Geometric, 77, 180n16; hand
washing on, 46n79; metamorphoses
on, 204; supplication on, 115–16,
117n153

violence, judicial solutions for, 90 –91
virginity: in Hippocratic texts, 214; of

kanephoroi, 45n73; male, 134; of
oracles, 145n323; permanent, 128 –
29, 131, 132, 133, 134, 219; techni-
cal, 135; tests for, 131nn246 – 47.
See also parthenoi

vision, projectile, 108
Vitruvius, on water resources, 10
votives. See dedications

warfare, rituals of, 102
water: as boundary, 185– 86; in com-

munal life, 34; kinship imagery of,
28 –29; oaths by, 131n246; in place-
ment of sanctuaries, x; purification
with, 137, 139, 140n303; in rituals
of Artemis, 193; underground, 162,
168

water, sacred, 33; misuse of, 34
watersheds, as boundaries, 186
water supply, 10 –11; effect on child-

birth, 168; in Hippocratic theory,
159– 60, 164, 168; protection of, 
35

weaving: unfinished, 221; by young
girls, 220

weaving tools: dances with, 221; vo-
tive, 214

West, M. L., 24; on sexual prohibi-
tions, 33n11; on Theognis, 33n12

wheat, 12
Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, U. von,

32n11
wine drinking, ritual prohibitions in,

32
Winkler, Jack: Constraints of Desire,

ix
wives: as productive property, 156;

ritual responsibilities of, 95n22
women: admission to sanctuary of

Hippodameia, 61; adulterous,
136n285; at altar of Zeus, 104; asso-
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ciation with mirrors, 108n11, 110;
athletes, 103; attacks on, 201–2,
203, 206n45, 228; beauty competi-
tions of, 78n83; in civic projects, 99;
contributions to temple construc-
tion, 99; cults of, 99; dedications by,
77, 100, 113 –14, 172, 173; diseases
of, 173, 174; effect of environment
on, 160; elderly, 130, 133 –34, 144;
ethnicity of, 4; exclusion from
feasts, 101n60; exclusion from
games, 102–3; exclusion from pry-

taneia, 81; exclusions from rituals,
101–2; festivals of, 95-96, 202-3; in
funerary monuments, 152n48; at
games, 102–3; hereditary priest-
hoods of, 123 –24; honors for, 146;
kidnapping of, 202; lamentation by,
118, 119; language of, 117-22; life
cycle of, 119, 209–13; life expec-
tancy of, 152; masculinization of,
167n132; maternal instinct of, 146 –
47; maternal mortality of, 152,
166n128, 199, 218, 219; maturation
stages of, 209, 210; oaths of, 120 –
22; in Panathenaia, 93n11; partici-
pation in festivals, 93 –97, 202–3;
patronymics of, 124n201; Pedasian,
167n132; pollution by, 104 –13;
postmenopausal, 133 –34, 144; as
prytanis, 125n209; reaction to cri-
sis, 115; reproductive responsibility
of, 155; ritual cries of, 118; ritual
language of, 117–22; ritual restric-
tions on, 104 –13; role in gestation,
163; self-control of, 102n66; sexual-
ity of, 132; in Skira, festival, 86;
song genres of, 119n169; status 
in poleis, 4 –5; as stephanephoroi,

125n209; suppliants, 114 –17;
sworn testimony of, 120, 121; tran-
sitional stages of, 113, 217–18. See

also body, female; reproduction,
female; rituals, women’s

Xenophon: on desire for children, 146;
on festivals, 93; on supplication, 116



Xerxes, 187
Xouthos (in Euripides’ Ion), 175, 176,

226

Zenobius, 87
Zeus: association with akropoleis, 18;

association with mountain tops, 30;
in birth of Athena, 163n105; boys’
service to, 135; conflict with Deme-
ter, 9; fines paid to, 70; as god of
oaths, 71n35; in Homeric Hymn to

Demeter, 9n9; inquiries to, 149;
moral order under, 24; oaths by,
120; protection by, 22; realm of, 9;
service of parthenoi to, 104; statues
of, 71; in Hesiod’s Theogony, 23;
“wives” of, 26; —sanctuaries: at
Dodona, 69, 97, 150; on Mt. Ly-
kaios, 111; at Olympia, 61, 69–71;
placement of, 21

Zeus Aglaios, 42n53
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Zeus Agoraios, 89n138
Zeus Alastoros, 52
Zeus Boulaios, 89n138
Zeus Bouleus, 89n138
Zeus Eleutherios, 83
Zeus Hikesio, 89n138
Zeus Horkios, 89n138; oaths to, 71
Zeus Hypsistos, 173
Zeus Kataibates, 57; on akropolis, 64
Zeus Ktesios, 52
Zeus Lykaios: at Megalopolis, 64;

sanctuary of, 110n115
Zeus Meilichios, 117
Zeus Patroos, 52
Zeus Philios, 117
Zeus Polieus: priest of, 137, 138; sacri-

fice of oxen to, 88 – 89
Zeus Skotias, 179
Zeus Soter: processions of, 49; suppli-

cation of, 116
Zeus Xenios, 89n138
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