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This dissertation investigates mobile cult statues and their reflection in Euripides’
Iphigeneia among the Taurians and the Helen. Chapter One deals with the physical
evidence for small, mobile cult images: their traditional settings, contexts, and histories
of exchange and movement. Chapter Two is a survey of the literary terms used to refer to
cult images. The first part of chapter Three treats the evidence for “arriving” cult images
in ritual festivals and processions. Using the Athenian tradition of the theft of the
Palladion as a case study, the second part of the chapter analyzes the different ways a
community could characterize this “original arrival.” Chapter Four presents an analysis of
the different modalities of exchange which characterized the movement of cult statues.
These images were objects manipulated by humans, and thus, all possible activities
associated with possessions (theft, exchange, permanent loss, or freely given gift) were
capable of influencing their use.
Chapter Five analyzes how these human situations influenced Euripides’ IT and
the Helen. I argue that in the IT, Iphigenia, just like the “Bears” of the Arkteia, is
dedication herself. As priestess of Artemis, she is a gift given to the goddess, and her
movement reflects the traditional sequence of a dedicatory journey: travel, gift, and
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return. When Orestes steals her back from the Taurians his action reflects the traditional
concerns surrounding a stolen cult object: the rights and comportment of marginalized
strata of society. On the other hand, in the Helen, the existence of the ghostly eidôlon
removes all authority and “truth” from the representation and locates it in Helen herself.
The effect of this relocation results in a focus not on the dramatization of the exchange of
cult images as in the IT (that is, dedication or theft), but on the “truth” of representation
itself. This critique culminates in the escape of Menelaus and Helen from Egypt under
cover of a false burial ceremony where the active participants are not dead but alive. The
historical burial of Spartan kings involved – in certain circumstances – the use of
processed images of the dead called eidôla. I argue that Menelaus’ status as a figure
outside the Agiad and Eurypontid sphere of authority combined with the emphasis on the
living authority of Helen implies a critique of the use of representation to create authority
in Sparta.
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Introduction
This dissertation is a study of the phenomenon of the portable cult statue in
ancient Greek religion and its elaboration in Attic tragedy. The first half consists of four
chapters surveying the material, linguistic, and contextual evidence for the movement of
cult statues. The second half presents a structural reading of two plays of Euripides
(Iphigenia among the Taurians and the Helen) in terms of the evidence presented in the
four preceding chapters. The first half gathers evidence for the ritual activity; the second
half uses this evidence to interpret the plays. While each body of evidence cannot be used
to support the other without a degree of circularity, my aim in giving both kinds of
presentation (a descriptive survey and literary interpretation) is to demonstrate in new
dimensions an abiding truth concerning the necessary interconnectedness of Greek ritual
and Greek literature (especially tragedy). Naturally, this is a road many have trod before,
and like any such highway it has its own pitfalls and topographical challenges that will be
discussed below.1
When put under scrutiny, religious beliefs can be reasoned about with
arguments or explained by precedent, but they can also often be revealed in habits. These
habits or routines do not always directly relate to the literal subject of the action or even
attract much attention at all. They are enmeshed in the expectations and world-views of
the participant, and they can often be more revealing of the unexpressed feelings and
emotions that prompt religious activity than any freely offered rational explanation. The
starting point of this study is that a particular religious habit – the dedication of a votive
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An example of a similar exercise would be an analysis of the practice of sacrifice or initiatory ritual that
then led into a critical reading of the tragedies of Euripides. See, e.g. Guépin 1968; Pucci 1977; 1980: 131–
67; Seaford 1981; 1989; 1994: 281–301, 368–405; Foley 1985: 205–58.
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to a god – was determinative for how the ancient Greeks understood the nature and
function of their cult images. Every cult image began life as a portable votive: as a gift,
dedicated and brought to a divinity.
This basic votive nature of a cult image was reflected in its significance and use
on multiple levels: first, broadly, the festivals and processions that centered around the
images – the actions of carrying them, escorting them, bringing gifts to them – were
recapitulations of the original dedication; second, the specific circumstances of the
original action, for example, the origin of the image, the identity of the dedicator, whether
it was stolen or lost, or fell from the sky, were reflected in the individual dynamics of the
ritual; finally, third, because of what the cult images often actually were – primary
representations of divinities – the pattern of action of the dedication, that is, the
movement of the divinity from its original location to its new home, was figured not only
as the travel to a temple by a celebrant and the dedication of a votive but also the
movement of the actual, living divinity to its dwelling place. The significance of a cult
statue was described both by a kind of belief in its animated “life” as a subject – its
ability to think, decide, move and depart – and by a functional emphasis on its everyday
use as an object: its ability to be possessed, to be given, and to be stolen.2
This mixture of animistic and functionalist beliefs regarding the treatment of
sacred objects is not unique to Greece and is found in a variety of comparative contexts.
For example, among the aboriginal tribes of central Australia studied by Durkheim in his
The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, a certain class of objects called churinga played
a central role in the religious life of the community. A churinga was usually a plank or

2

Cf. Aston 2011: 312–22 on the incommensurable status of “mixanthropoi” divinities.
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small board but in practice it could be anything: a stone or a plank of wood; it might or
might not be thought to “look like” or represent something. In the societies that used
churinga, any object at all worth remarking on was assigned membership to a clan: the
sun, the moon, the stars, the rivers, the grass, chickens, and rocks. Similarly, the churinga
were inscribed with the sign of a totem and were considered literal members of their
particular clan. Alongside this idea of clan membership, a churinga was also, of course,
an object able to be manipulated, hidden, stolen, and lent. The dynamics of its
manipulation – just like the totem animal’s functional ability to provide food
– determined its role in ritual. A collection of these objects was taken care of assiduously
and were hidden in a special place associated with protection and asylum. In special
circumstances they were loaned out or given to other communities. Adolescent members
of the clan would ritually seek and discover the chirunga in order to complete their entry
into society. They were handled and touched for protection and healing.
However, ancient Greek cult images have most often been treated – rightly – from
the perspective of detailing the development of anthropomorphic sculpture. An emphasis
on the geographical and temporal spread of iconographies and styles as well as
sculpture’s aesthetic appeal and importance for education is central to this approach.3
Whether it is termed explicitly art-historical formalism, or takes the form of a study of the
dialectic between the work of art and the beholder, this is a very natural perspective to
take on the development and significance of Greek cult images.4 Formalism looks at
Greek statues from the point of view of their similarity with a single – albeit important –
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The structure of the entry in OCD3 s.v. Sculpture, Greek, Stewart 1996, is a representative example. Cf.
Hallett 1986; Elsner 1996. For a critique, see Donohue 2005: 20–145.
4
For the latter perspective in particular, see Neer 2010.
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aspect of our own, modern interaction with statuary: the aesthetic experience of the
observer of the formal characteristics of a work of art. As an interpretive lens, this
perspective is extremely far from the use of a cult image as a “magical talisman” or
“relic.” 5
On the other hand, the ritual transfer or procession of cult images between
different locations was a conspicuous element of the religion of Egypt and the ancient
Near East – cultures with significant if not uncontroversial connections to the religious
practice of archaic Greece. For example, during the annual festival of “The Beautiful
Feast of the Valley” at Thebes, an image of Amun-rê would travel in a naïskos on a royal
barque down the Nile to visit the tombs of his Pharaonic successors.6 A depiction of the
festival and its celebration by Amenhotep III (c. fourteenth century BCE) exists on the
third Pylon of the temple of Karnak, and iconographic images of the barque are found
well into the Ptolemaic period.7 In 668 BCE, the Neo-Assyrian king Ashurbanipal
commissioned the replacement of the statues of the gods Marduk and Ashur at Babylon
after their earlier removal or destruction.8 The cuneiform text describes the entire process
of replacement from an initial consultation of oracles, to the renewing and remaking of
the cult images, and finally to the gods’ installation in their temple. The final step in the
process was a procession along a festive way into the center of Babylon. In a general
sense, all of these rituals presupposed that a cult image was not simply an inanimate
object, but a being that possessed life and a sympathetic connection to everyday human
activities such as eating, dressing, and moving. The distance between an experience of an
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On this issue, see Elsner 1996.
Lorton 1999: 145n35.
7
Murnane 1979.
8
Walker and Dick 1999: 60–6.
6
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object as an animated “subjective” being, imbued – like the churinga – with full presence
in the world, and a sculpture with its characteristics absolutely limited by qualities such
as material, shape, owner, and maker can be described both as separate points on a
continuum or elements of a continuous historical development; both are accurate from a
certain perspective.
There have been many excellent recent treatments of ancient Greek cult statues,
such as the work of Bettinetti and Scheer,9 but none of them, in my view, sufficiently
analyze the double-sided charge of a cult statue, nor do any of them attempt what I set out
to do in this dissertation, which is to explore in depth the issue of portability and then
take into account the evidence of Euripidean tragedy. The recent studies of Platt and
Petridou present detailed and insightful presentations of elements of the conceptual
interaction with religious sculpture, but do not treat fully the mobile nature of cult
images.10 The lack of a full integration of the plays of Euripides and the archaeological
and literary testimonia is exemplified by Bettinetti’s (otherwise excellent) book La statua
di culto nella practica rituale greca. Bettinetti’s work includes a chapter on the ancient
terminology for cult statues, a chapter containing an overview of the place of statues
within the religion of the polis, and chapters on the ritual care of the statues (i.e. their
bathing and dressing) as well as their role in prayers, supplications, processions and
theoxenia rituals. Her analysis of the Damasia and Auxesia episode in book five of
Herodotus is an excellent example of the strengths of her book.11 Bettinetti uses the story
to illustrate the communal role that a cult statues plays in an extended geographical area
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Scheer 2000 and Bettinetti 2001; cf. Mylonopoulos 2010b.
Platt 2011; Petridou 2016.
11
Bettinetti 2001: 65–78 on Hdt. 5.82–5.
10
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(the Athenians, Epidaureans and Aeginetans all maintained a claim to the goddesses), the
specific benefits they provided to the community that possessed them (they were fertility
goddesses, worshipped with the performance of female choruses to prevent a famine) and
the anxiety over their possible departure or theft. However, despite the large amount of
literary and mythological evidence compiled throughout her book, Bettinetti’s lack of an
in-depth treatment of a single, chronologically fixed context renders her survey less than
useful when the mobility of Greek cult images is in question.
Romano’s Early Greek Cult Images is the fullest catalogue of all of the evidence
for cult statues of the archaic and classical periods of Greece. The main body of the book
consists of four chapters on the cult images known from literary, epigraphical and
archaeological evidence arranged into six different regions of Greece: Attica, Lakonia,
Elis, Thrace, the Cyclades, and east Greece. Her analysis of the (non-extant) statue of
Athena Polias on the Athenian acropolis may serve as a representative example of her
approach and her results.12 The various relevant testimonia are collected systematically,
and the differing interpretations of scholars are weighed against each other. Starting from
the mention of a “rich temple” in the catalogue of ships (Il. 2.547–50) and the Kylon
logos in Herodotus (5.71) and moving immediately to modern syntheses of the vexed
geometric and archaic temple architecture of the acropolis, Romano provides an
indespensible and thorough catalogue of what we know about Athena Polias. Related
scholarship is dealt with systematically: Aeschylus’ Eumenides, Philostratus’ and
Pausanias’ descriptions of the appearance of the statue, the extremely vexed evidence
concerning the role of the statue in the Plynteria and the Panathenaia, the fourth century
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Romano 1980: 42–57.
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inventory inscriptions, and the iconography of the Parthenon frieze. This list highlights
both the strengths and weaknesses of Romano’s approach. It is detailed and thorough, but
all of the evidence is gathered without attempting to place the Athena Polias in its
historical and religious context, (which was of course not the intent of the work). Again,
this can only be done with a synthetic analysis of a single example focused on a single
contextual point. This dissertation will answer this need with an in-depth look at two late
fifth-century tragedies that involve the geographic exchange of religious statues and
therefore the exchange of cult and religion: Iphigenia among the Taurians and the Helen.
There has been much recent work on both the IT and Helen. Both plays have been
the recipients of excellent modern commentaries.13 Produced in (possibly) 414 BCE, the
IT presents multiple aitia for the cult of Artemis at Halai and Brauron in northeastern
Attica as well as the Athenian Anthesteria.14 The many studies of Sourvinou-Inwood
concerning the cult practice at Brauron, the play itself, and the ritual and mythological
context of the narrative, together form an important starting point – both
methodologically and thematically – for our approach.15 Our contention that the
movement of the bretas of Artemis recapitulated the individual act of dedication, should
be placed alongside Sourvinou-Inwood’s presentation of the “zooming and distancing
effects” of the IT, which serve to mark the transition from a foreign, savage state to the
civilized contemporary worship of Artemis.
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For the IT, see Platnauer 1938; Sansone 1981; Cropp 2000; Kyriakou 2006; Parker 2016; for the Helen,
see Kannicht 1964; Dale 1967; Burian 2007; Allan 2008.
14
See Pohlenz 1930; 417–28; Kitto 1956: 312–73; Conacher 1967: 303–13; Burnett 1971; Luschnig 1972;
Hall 1987; O’Brien 1988; Sansone 1975; Hartigan 1986; 1991; Wolff 1992; Mirto 1994; Goff 1999;
Tzanetou 2000; Zeitlin 2005; 2011; Wright 2005; Marshall 2009; Swift 2010: 197–217; Torrance 2011;
Meniel 2015: 140–61; McClure 2017.
15
Sourvinou-Inwood 1988; 2003a; 2003b; 2004.
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The Helen, starting from the influential study of Solmsen 1934, has been analyzed
in terms of philosophical binary oppositions: fiction vs reality, word vs deed, and truth
vs. fiction.16 In the studies of Swift and Zeitlin, these dichotomies have been further
developed to encompass a debate over both the nature of anthropomorphic representation
and the normative Greek religion per se. My position will be a development of these
ideas, namely, that the play problematizes or critiques a crucial element of the context
and manipulation of cult images: the literal identification of an individual divinity with an
anthropomorphic image. It is this critique that primarily determines the use and
characterization of the eidôlon in the Helen. Unlike the IT, in the Helen, it is the actual
woman herself, and not the representational object (i.e. the eidōlon), who is transferred to
Lakonia, thus inaugurating her cult presence.
Chapter one is a survey of the material evidence for cult statues, especially small,
portable images. While there has been much emphasis in the scholarship (and rightly so)
on the formal techniques for and characteristics of the emergence of monumental
“primary” cult images in the fifth century, cult statues were primarily characterized not
by size or number, but by rather specific factors related to their original deposition or
dedication.17 In particular, the evidence for the use and exhibition of religious statues
indicate that a statue’s previous owner and location are the most relevant characteristics
to identify when attempting to interpret the significance not only of large “primary
images” but of the numerous smaller images that crowded Greek temples. At Brauron,
16

See Pohlenz 1930: 407–16; Solmsen 1934; Golan 1945; Griffith 1953; Kitto 1956: 312–73; Zuntz 1960;
Burnett 1960; 1971: 76–100; Post 1964; Jesi 1965; Conacher 1967: 286–302; Matthiessen 1968; Segal
1971; Wolff 1972; Eisner 1980; Galeotti Papi 1987; Sansone 1985; Vickers 1989; Downing 1990; Arnott
1990; Juffras 1993; Meltzer 1994; Holmberg 1995; Pucci 1997; Zweig 1999; Tzanetou 2002: 346–51;
Wright 2005; Friedman 2007; Torrance 2009; Swift 2009a; 2010: 218–240; Zeitlin 1981; 2010; Steiner
2011; Murnaghan 2013; Marshall 2014; Boedeker 2017.
17
Cf. Donohue 1997.
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there was not one single cult image that embodied the divinity or identity of the goddess.
Romano in her study listed six separate phrases that denoted the various images of
Artemis: the hedos (τὸ ἕδος), the stone hedos (τὸ ἕδος λίθινον), the old hedos (τὸ ἕδος τὸ
ἀρχαῖον), the agalma (τὸ ἄγαλµα), the upright agalma (τὸ ἄγαλµα τὸ ὀρθὸν), and the
standing agalma (τὸ ἄγαλµα ἑστηκὸς). At least in the Hellenistic period, even if there
was a “primary” image of the goddess, all of these images of Artemis received cult
worship – in this case dedications of clothing by women who were involved with
childbirth. This situation is not unique; the cellae and porches of Greek temples were
crowded with images and votives of all types. Some of these certainly would have a
stronger claim to prestige and importance than others, but these claims did not exclude
the existence of other images, and in fact, they depended on the existence of other the
other dedications to put their qualities into relief. All cult images were dedicated at a
point in the past; they had an origin and an original owner. This functional perspective
– a focus on the “who” and “when,” not “what” – allows a much wider group of objects
to be classed as “primary” and helps explain certain tendencies in the ancient terminology
and in the ritual manipulation and transportation of the images. From this perspective,
cult statue and votive dedication represent the same process and are best understood
together.
Chapter two presents a synoptic analysis of all of the literary terms related to cult
statues. The words span multiple contextual spheres and time periods and can affect and
reference each other in surprising ways. These contextual spheres include: the
psychology of dedication and cult, their role as valuable objects in a system of human
exchange, and their role as literal representations or embodiments of divinities. The terms
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fall into three groups. The first group contains words that belong primarily to functional
religious or cultural situations. The second group contains those words that refer
primarily to the materiality of the image or its antiquity per se, and the third group
contains those words that refer primarily to concepts such as “representation,”
“verisimilitude” or “likeness.” Taken as a whole, the three groups serve to define what
and how the Greeks thought about their images. The historical development of Greek
religious statuary, which we undertook in the preceding chapter, indicated that the group
of objects considered to be “cult statues” was an extremely heterogeneous aggregate, and
the literary terminology used to refer to the objects themselves confirms this. For
example, parallel to the importance of the contextual human facts of “by whom” and
“when” associated with a dedicated cult statue at a sanctuary, the term agalma refers
fundamentally not to a physical object but to a contextual human relationship between the
giver and the receiver of a precious gift. Historically, any sort of dedicated precious
object could termed an agalma and this flexibility was exploited by mythographers and
poets who used the term to refer not to inanimate objects alone but also to young women
who were exchanged and transported between oikoi in marriage agreements.18 An
understanding of these intersecting semantic spheres is necessary for a full appreciation
of literary treatments of the mobile cult statue.
Chapter three focuses on how the movement of cult statues was reflected in
festival processions or pompai. The central focus of the discussion is the contention that
every procession involving a statue recapitulated simultaneously two perspectives: a
dedication and an arrival. We have many cases of mythological figures being given credit

18

See Blondell 2013: 12–13. For this dynamic expressed in tragedy, see Wohl 2009: xiii–xxxvii on Aesch.
Ag.; Soph. Trach.; Eur. Alc.
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for the first dedication of a cult image at a sanctuary; similarly, the common claim that a
certain cult image fell from the sky hints at the importance of identifying the dedicator in
the sanctioning and legitimizing of a cult image. Images were communally processed
from temples to the countryside and then back again to the asty (city center) – a sequence
that linked the private act of dedication and the public performance of cult. They were
covered, uncovered, displayed, and moved on wagons or through the polis in the hands of
celebrants. I argue that all of these ways of ritually moving a cult image can be
understood fundamentally as analogues of a dedication of the original gift to the god and
thus represent his arrival into the society or one of its meaningful components. The wide
variety of processions in the festivals of ancient Greece indicate that this original moment
could be interpreted in many different ways. Through an analysis of the Athenian
reception of the Trojan Palladion, the second half of this chapter will explore how
different communities manipulated and recapitulated their own original moments to fit
each’s own self-image.
Chapter four analyzes the series of interrelated factors that further determined the
character of each community’s interaction with a moving cult statue. First, the transfer or
movement of a cult statue was a fundamentally two-sided action or process: there was an
old locus of appropriation or ownership and a new one. Because a cult statue necessarily
constituted a material possession exchanged between parties, when the community
ritually reenacted the original arrival, the context of the exchange (i.e. whether the object
was given, lost, stolen, or traded) was reflected in the festival performance. Second, this
fundamentally two-sided dynamic was present in both aspects of a moving cult image:
dedication and arrival. From the point of view of a human dedication, the movement of a
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cult image was construed as an exchange: a gift or a theft; but from the point of view of
an arrival, the movement was construed as a literal movement: exile, colonization, or
abduction. We call these points of view respectively, objective, that is, with the human,
process of a literal manipulation of an object foregrounded, or subjective, that is, with the
subjective individuality of the divinity in question foregrounded. The fact that cult
images, seen as representations of anthropomorphic divinities, were assigned
anthropomorphic or “human” qualities underlies the use of subjective characteristics to
understand their manipulation and use. For example, a pervasive idea surrounding ancient
cult statues was that, if an image was stolen, the god(s) embodied by the images must
have desired that outcome. This dynamic resulted in competing claims between
communities to possession of cult statues and of related appurtances (material and
symbolic) being adjudicated by invoking or probing the “will of the gods.” Finally, the
factors we have presented, including reciprocity between the divine and human spheres
of existence, the psychology of dedication and cult, the nature of artefactual processing,
aesthetic ideation, antiquity and inheritability, and monumentality with its cultural
reception, are brought together in a case study of the treatment of the bretas of Hera at
the Samian Tonaia.
Chapter five applies our understanding of the phenomenon of the mobile cult
statue to Euripides’ Helen and Iphigenia among the Taurians. With each play we will
focus on how the presentation of the image (the bretas of Artemis and the shadowy
eidôlon of Helen, respectively) reflected the two-sided dynamic of cult images. 19 In
short, my contention will be that the IT recapitulates the objective or human-to-human

19

Propp 1968; Greimas 1983; Aarne and Thompson 1961; cf. Edmunds 2016.
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dynamics of a mobile cult image while the Helen recapitulates the subjective ability of an
image to successfully represent a divinity. Because of her prominent role in civic cult, a
priestess could believably represent both the status of young women as agalmata or
temporary possessions of divinities, as well as (more effectually than an inanimate
object) a literal, subjective instance of a divinity. In the IT, this parallelism between
statue, priestess, and goddess is close to the surface and reflected in the performance of
the Arkteia at Brauron. In the Helen, the link between the return of the heroine and a
sacred physical object is centered on the burials of the Agiad and Eurypontid kings at
Sparta. In place of an actual object we have the shadowy, divinely manufactured eidôlon,
and instead of a return or an arrival of a literal cult image, we see Helen herself – the
living woman, and not the eidôlon – falsify her husband’s burial, return to Sparta, and
participate in local cult.
.

14

Part I
Chapter One – The Mobile Cult Statue
Romano, in her fundamental study, defined a cult image as “a sculptural image of
a divinity” that serves as “a focus of worship for that divinity” or “evokes the presence of
the divine.”20 Romano further states that, archaeologically speaking, “what distinguishes
cult images from other representations of deities is their special setting and their primary
role in cult activities.” It is obvious that in many cases, identifying this “special” setting
and “primary role in cult activities” is a very difficult exercise.21 Donohue has called into
question the very concept of a “cult image,” arguing that it had no natural place in the
language or thought of ancient Greece.22 Historically, size and monumentality of
dedicatory setting has served as an important criterion for determining which objects
have a “primary role” in cult. As Renfrew states: “a first criterion (sc. for identifying a
cult image) will be scale (i.e. large) and number (i.e. single).23
First, especially in the case of small-scale images, using monumentality, or more
practically, placement in a temple, as the criterion for a “cult statue” has its drawbacks, as
Renfrew knew well.24 For example, in the Mycenaean period – a culture whose influence
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The definition is from Romano 1980: 2. Bettinetti 2001: 7–9 gives two defining criteria for a cult status:
first, the statue has some kind of “miraculous” status, i.e. it becomes the object of veneration in an
unforeseen and unexpected manner; second, the statue has a fundamental importance for the sanctuary or
temple itself. Cf. the discussion of Mylonopoulos 2010b: 4–12.
21
See Renfrew 1981; 1985: 18–26; cf. Barrett 1991 on the “textual” reading of religion in an
archaeological context. Whitehouse 1996 gives six distinctive categories: sacra (actual objects of worship),
votaries (representations or stand-ins for offerings to deities or other supernatural beings), offerings (food
items or objects intended for the deities’ use or glorification), objects used in rites, grave goods, and
amulets (personal possessions used for ritual purposes). See Donohue 2005: 1–19 on this issue specifically
regarding the identification of cult statues. On identifying non-anthropomorphic cult images, see Gaifman
2005: 150–5; 2012: 26–40.
22
Donohue 1997: 31.
23
Renfrew 1985: 23.
24
Cf. Nilsson’s 1950: 77 oft-cited definition of a temple: “a separate building set apart to be the abode of
the deity and to shelter its image and paraphernalia.”
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on Greece of the historical period is guaranteed linguistically and by documents – there is
no evidence for formal temple structures, which are so common in the contemporary
cultures of Egypt and Mesopotamia, nor is there evidence for large scale images of any
sort, domestic, urban, or monumental.25 This absence of traditional temples has led to
interpretations of the religion of the Aegean civilizations as “aniconic” or representing a
non-representational belief system. Accordingly, items such as the “goddess of the
serpents,” were thus classed as votives and taken to represent priestesses or celebrants.
This position has been challenged by, e.g. Rutkowski and Marinatos who, accordingly,
include the “goddess of the serpents” in their discussions of Minoan religious
iconography and cult images.26
As far as number, it is important to note that even with the development of
monumental sculpture and temple architecture in the seventh and sixth centuries BCE,
small-scale spaces, which housed multiple small-scale images, were the rule, not the
exception. The images of Athena in the Erechtheion and the Parthenon in late fifthcentury Athens are the most well-known of the (beyond numerous) examples of a
sanctuary complex with multiple cult images of the same divinity.27 Votive images have a
close relationship with “primary” representations of divinities, as the semantics of the
term agalma will show.28 This relationship is reflected in the capability of a Greek temple
to be simultaneously a “dedication” itself as well as a “the dwelling of the god” and a

25

On this topic, see Rutkowski 1986: 154–99. On Near Eastern temples in the prehistoric Aegean see, e.g.
Bittel 1981; Albers 2001: 131–5; 135n17. For an overview of the question of Minoan palaces as temples
per se, see Marinatos 1993: 38–48. For typologies of Mycenaean religious spaces, see Whittaker 1997: 8–
46; Albers 2001: 131–5.
26
See Marinatos and Hägg 1983. For Rutkowski 1973, the first Minoan cult statues are the stalactites and
stalagmites in the sacred mountainous caves of Crete.
27
See Donohue 1988: 58–9 on multiple cult images and pp. 28–35 below.
28
See pp. 39–44 below.
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“museum” where a large number of precious gifts (agalmata, anathêmata), including
multiple images, were stored.29 The evidence – both literary and archaeological
– overwhelmingly displays a wide variety of dedicated or special objects, almost all being
gifts from individuals or communal groups in thanksgiving for the past or in hope for the
future.30 At a basic level, the act of presenting a dedication attempted to ratify a
relationship between the divine and human spheres. Some dedications or gifts might
emphasize the attitude or accomplishment of the worshiper, while some might attempt to
gratify or personify the gods – or, of course, both simultaneously.31 In Steiner’s
formulation, votive images either functioned to demonstrate a gift of equal value for the
help of the deity, or served as a visible reenactment of the original dedication.32 From the
very earliest periods of Greek history, a prominent and important type of gift was an
image of the patron deity.33
Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ description of the installation of the cult images at
the temple of Fortuna Muliebris (tuchê gynaikôn) provides a glimpse at the popular
psychology behind these dedications, including those privately and publicly financed.34
The episode is narrated by Dionysius at length to argue the (basic) point that the gods are
indeed pleased with the honors they receive, and do indeed respond to the gifts of humans
with their presence. According to Dionysius, after the defeat of Coriolanus and the Volsci
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See, generally, Linders 1987 with Arafat 1995 on the Heraion at Olympia and Hurwit 2004 on the
Parthenon.
30
On the religious mentality of votive offerings generally, see Rouse 1902; Van Straten 1981; Burkert
1987; Kyrieleis 1988: 215–17; Naiden 2013: 39–81; Jim 2014. On their relationship to cult images, see
Alroth 1988; 1989.
31
See Van Straten 1981: 69–77; Burkert 1987; Keesling 2003: 199–200; Baumbach 2009; and Jim 2014:
59–96 for the mentality of Greek votive offerings.
32
Steiner 2001: 14.
33
See Rouse 1976: 357–60; Van Straten 1981: 81.
34
DH AR 8.56.1–4; Plut. Coriol. 37.3–38.2; Val. Max. 1.8.4; On the agalmata of Fortuna Muliebris, see
Anguissola 2006.
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in 493 BCE, the senate decreed the construction of a temple (nêos) and of a statue
(xoanon) to Fortuna; however, the women involved in the victory wanted another statue
(agalma) to be made with the money, which they themselves had contributed, and both
statues (agalmata) were duly set up together on the first day of the dedication of the
temple. It was this secondary statue, not the one decreed by the Senate, which was
subsequently said to “come alive” and “speak” thus confirming the satisfaction of the
goddess at her gift.
Accordingly, cult statues are often difficult to disentangle – at least formally – from other representations of divinities such as votives or “secondary,” secular use
statues.35 Nilsson differentiated three classes of sculpted images: idols found in graves
and tombs, votive idols from sanctuaries and cult idols from shrines or temples.36 While
this classification scheme is obviously relevant in many contexts, all three categories
contain examples of what we would consider consecrated, religious objects; further, all
three contain objects that can be stolen, imported, or processed as a mobile portable
statue. For example, an anthropomorphic funerary dedication in a society that worshipped
the spirits of communal ancestors would approximate well some of the most important
features of a cult statue.37 In a broad sense, we can imagine that the image of the
deceased would be processed to its tomb and installed with the quasi-magical language of
voyages, transition, and arrival we find so often in the Greek polis religion centered on
cult images.38 Moreover, a large number of individual, small-scale votive dedications at a
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See Romano 1980: 3–4.
Nilsson 1950: 295. For other (similar) categorizations of sculpted images, see Renfrew 1985: 22–3;
Warren 1986: 33.
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See, e.g. Murphy 1998 on the function of the prepalatial tholoi and their relation to Minoan ancestor cult
along with the (much later) royal eidôla of Sparta with Schaefer 1957; Cartledge 1988: 331–46.
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See Steiner 2001: 6–7, 11–14.
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sanctuary or temple could function communally as a collection, from which any object –
seen as an extension of the collection – once taken and transported – would be
transformed into what we would traditionally call a “cult statue” and dedicated at its new
location.39
The issues of scale and number are related. From a practical or economic
standpoint, huge statues (size) are presumably expensive and thus by definition, rare
(number), but this does not imply that they “evoked the presence of the divine” any more
(or less) than cheaper, small statues, which were obviously more likely to be numerous.
The complexity of the multiple settings, contexts, and functions of cult statues in the late
archaic and classical periods does not allow for a strict division between secular and
religious or even primary and secondary images of divinities. This is not to say that the
distinctions between cult statue and votive or between temple and treasury are irrelevant.
It is obvious that at every point in time there were significant differences in the perceived
antiquity, prestige, and importance of the representations of divinities that crowded the
porches and cellae of Greek temples. Some had, in Romano’s terms, “a primary role in
cult activities” and some did not. My aim in what follows is not to present an exhaustive
survey but to highlight the varied settings and characteristics of all the objects that could
be considered cult images.
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Cf. the treatment of the Panionion in DS 15.49; Strab. 8.7.2 C384, with Brunel 1953; Malkin 1991. For
the term aphidruma, see pp. 48–53 below.
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The Development of the Mobile Cult Statue
The thousands of votive figurines found at the cave and peak sanctuaries, which
developed in tandem with the palace at Knossos during Middle Minoan IB (c. 1900–1800
BCE) are the first evidence for a large scale, communal expression of religious belief in
the Aegean.40 At Petsophas for example, thousands of individual small-scale (none larger
than .2 m high) anthropomorphic figurines were found, many of them with either arms
clasped at their breasts or arms upraised. The gestures of these figures (especially those
with arms clasped) and their sheer number have led scholars to see them as
representations of individual celebrants.41 Perhaps the pilgrim or worshipper would make
the journey up to the peak sanctuary clutching a miniature clay figurine formed with a
gesture of supplication or adoration, which would mimic his own role in the ritual and
embody his own cast of mind.42 He or she would then deposit the votive image in the
presence of the divinity as either his permanent bodily representative at the shrine or as a
representation of the divinity itself. This emphasis on the identity of the dedicator or
celebrant and his relationship to the sanctuary would become a durable characteristic of
religious activity in the Aegean throughout the Bronze Age and into the classical period.
Consonant with the personal, private aspects of Bronze Age religious activity, the
majority of Minoan and Mycenaean cult objects and paraphernalia have been found in
either nondescript rooms within the palace complexes of Knossos, Phaistos, and Mallia,
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On Iuktas, see, e.g. Karetsou 1981: 138–53; Rutkowski 1986: 75–80. It is likely that sanctuary was
already in use as a cult location in EM IIB (c. 2400–2200 BCE). For the number of peak sanctuaries (both
on Crete and elsewhere), see Rutkowski 1986: 96–8 who counts thirty-seven and Peatfield 1990: 199 who
counts twenty-five. Cf. Nowicki 2001; Briault 2007.
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See Rutkowsi 1986: 71–99; Peatfield 2001: 52; C. Morris 2009: 182. Nilsson (1950: 75–9) interpreted
the deity worshipped at Petsophas as belonging to the mistress-of-animals type.
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For different characterizations of the activities at a peak sanctuary, see Marinatos 1999: 116–19; Morris
2009: 179–80. See, e.g. Van Straten 1981; Chaniotis 2009; Jim 2014: 60–96 on the religious mentality
behind votive offerings to divinities.
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or in what have been interpreted as separate, use-specific independent religious spaces
away from palatial type buildings.43 Only a small number of images have been found in
what might be considered definitely a special or communally meaningful situation.44
Despite this, it is conceivable that statues such as the “Snake Goddesses” and the image
in the “Tomb of the Double Axes” had a role to play in displaying the “epiphany” of
Minoan divinities in civic or state rituals.45 There is some linguistic and iconographic
evidence that images such as the snake goddesses could have taken part in a procession
or “arrival” ceremony, where the image would have been revealed and then transported.
Celebrants or priests carrying sacred objects in a communal procession is a not
uncommon scene in Minoan wall painting.46 Generally, the architecture of the palaces
with their large stairways, long corridors, (restored) state rooms, courtyards with raised
runways, and theatral seating arrangements strongly suggest a procession with the palace
as its hub. In the Linear B tablets of Pylos and Knossos we find the terms
“thronohelkteria” and “theophoria.”47 Tablet Tn 316 most likely refers to a procession
that transported numerous dedicated objects (including people) to various shrines to
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For the earlier position holding there were no temples, see, e.g. Nilsson 1950: 77. Gesell 1985: 2–3
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Marinatos 1993: 147–57; Shaw 2004.
47
PY F 1222; KN Ga 1058 e-o-po-ri-ja/*θεοφόρια; see Weilhartner 2013: 155.
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divinities in the region of Pylos. There was also a tradition, preserved in Lactantius, that
the Greek practice of sacrifice and processions began in Minoan Crete.48
In the four hundred years from 1100 to 800 BCE, the production of both large and
small-scale figurines in all materials had dwindled to practically nothing.49 At the end of
the eighth century, previously uninhabited panhellenic sites such as Delos and Olympia,
and those connected to emerging poleis such as the Argive Heraion and the Athenian
acropolis, began to receive dedications (anathêmata) of all types – especially bronze – on
a huge scale.50 This increase in metal dedications proceeded in parallel with the creation
and gradual elaboration of monumental sanctuary complexes built to house both the gods
and their belongings permanently. The contents of the sanctuaries came to include both
“raw offerings,” or dedications from daily life (including jumping-weights, dress pins and
weapons) and purpose-built or “converted” offerings, which included statues, many on
inscribed bases. 51 At the same time, sanctuary sites such as Perachora and Samos in the
eighth century, and Isthmia and Corinth in the seventh, all obtained monumental stone
temples in some form or another.52 A temple was the dwelling of a god to which either
the divinity or the celebrant might arrive intermittently.53 The felt dissonance between a
material image of a divinity and the uncontrollable or inexplicable presence of divine aid
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Snodgrass 1980: 13–17. See also Burkert 1985: 51.
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is the genesis of the (logical) modern view that cult images were temporary receptacles
for gods.54
In my view, the idea that Apollo did not inhabit his nâos permanently was not a
reflection on the nature of cult images, but on the natural (and ironically static)
unpredictability of divine presence in the world and the episodic character of human
action. The difference is simply one of perspective. Just as in the ancient world, the
choice likely reflected personal assumptions about religious practice and the location of
unpredictability in the actions of the divine. In every case, unlike a mortal, Apollo could
depart from his temple at Delphi and move to Olympus “quick as thought” but he still
was thought of as having a destination and an origin.55 In the Odyssey, Athena transports
herself to “the well-built house of Erechtheus” while Aphrodite absconds to her temenos
and altar at Paphos.56
Greece was fundamentally a culture defined by the temple.57 In Herodotus, the
history and practice of Greek religion is characterized particularly by the use of images
(ἀγάλµατα), altars (βωµούς), and temples (νηούς).58 The central activity at a Greek
sanctuary was sacrifice, and regardless of size, its ubiquitous structure was an altar.
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Cf. Scheer 2000: 121; Steiner 2001: 80–95, 105–114; Aston 2011: 316–18; Chaniotis 2017. Cf. Edmunds
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Attendant to the altar, a Greek sanctuary often, but not always, contained a temple (nâos)
that was usually built to house a certain “special” image of a divinity.59 The temple
consisted of a vestibule or porch (pronâus) in front of the inner room (cella) used to
shelter the image, and sometimes a chamber in the rear used as a treasury, inner sanctum
(adyton), or oracle chamber. A rear porch (opisthodomos) was also common. The image
would usually be installed inside the cella facing the altar where the sacrificial animal
would be led and killed before the “gaze” of the divinity.60
Extant, securely identified, cult statues are rare. It has been long assumed
– beginning from the ancients themselves – that the first Greek images, and thus the first
cult statues, were carved from wood.61 Our lack of evidence makes this idea only an
assumption, despite its inherent plausibility.62 Greeks of the historical period definitely
worshiped small wooden images, which they believed to have been sculpted in ancient
times by mythological figures such as Daedalus, or dedicated by heroes such as Danaus
or Theseus.63 Instead of a large-scale image standing alone in a cella, we are presented
with evidence for a wide variety of settings, orientations, and contexts for small dedicated
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images including integrated bases, pillars, benches, and columns.64 The placement (and
thus the identification) of a cult image was, and is still, determined primarily by its
proximity to the ritual – that is, primarily animal sacrifice – performed in its honor.65 This
could occur either inside a temple before a hearth or outside before an altar. Public access
to the cult image varied according to temple, god, and location.66
The hollow, sphyrêlaton (hammer-beaten) statues of Apollo, Leto, and Artemis,
found at Dreros on Crete, represent our earliest “cult images” of the historical period.67 In
1935, three small, bronze images (the male was c. .80 M; the females .40 M) were found
accidentally by farmers between two hilltops within the settlement. The excavator
Marinatos later identified the location as a temple of either Apollo Delphinios or Pythios
and postulated that it was constructed in the mid-eighth century, and was in use until the
third century BCE.68 Stylistically, the trio of images have been dated anywhere from the
second half of the eighth century to the first half of the seventh century BCE.69 Each
statue was created from over thirty separate pieces, which were shaped back and front
and then slightly overlapped and riveted together. Because of the disturbance of the
temple prior to the excavation, there is much uncertainty about the position of the three
figures at the time the temple was abandoned. Despite this, Romano, following

64

For Attic statue bases as anathêmata, see Keesling 2003: 11–21.
See Naiden 2013: 40–2 on the relationship of the image to animal sacrifice.
66
Cf. Corbett 1970. See Mylonopoulos 2011 and Gawlinski 2015 on the low barriers sometimes erected in
front of cult statues.
67
Romano 1980: 283 has identified seven extant cult statues from the archaic and classical periods, six of
which are monumental marble statues and include the archaic marble head on Keos. For discussion, see
Romano 1980: 294–301; Gorogianni 2011. For the term sphyrêlaton, see Papadopolos 1980: 9–12.
68
The evidence comes from an ephebic oath (c. 300–200 BCE), on which, see Romano 1980: 284.
69
The settlement was active from at least Late Minoan IIIC (c. 1100 BCE). Recent treatments of the temple
at Dreros as well as deposition of the objects and their dating, include the excellent Romano 1980: 284–93;
2002; Bettinetti 2001: 13–16; Prent 2005: 283–93; Klein and Glowacki 2009. Boardman 2008: 2 dates the
statues to the “early Orientalizing style of the eighth century.”
65

25

Marinatos, posits that the three images, identified as Apollo, Artemis, and Leto, were
placed on a box conventionally called the “Keraton altar” (its name taken from the
famous horned altar of Apollo on Delos) sitting on a dedicatory bench in the southwest
corner of the temple.70 The bench was installed behind an interior hearth at the base of a
central supporting column and surrounded by material suggesting ritual: animal bones,
burnt earth, and carbon.71
The sanctuary of Kalapodi, an important religious center of Phocis and Boeotia,72
was in continuous use from the Late Helladic (c. 1100 BCE) up until the Hellenistic
period.73 The portion of the site we are interested in consists of a pair of classical temples
built on the foundations of a further pair of archaic temples. During the period between
the destruction of the complex after the Persian wars and its subsequent reconstruction as
a classical peripteral temple, cult activity on the site was concentrated in a small,
temporary building erected on the ruins of the older archaic temple. Inside this building,
was a large square limestone block (variously characterized as a base or altar) upon
which were placed a terracotta mask, a bronze sacrificial spit, and a semi-circular cutting
on the corner of the block.74 Corresponding to this cutting was a votive-sized, small (c.
.11 m) bronze male statue – identified as Apollo – found in situ with its feet sunk into the
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rock up to its calves and fixed with lead.75 The image is dated to around 500–490 BCE
and holds its right leg forward. Its left arm is bent and hollowed out (possibly holding a
lost bow).76 Despite its small size, the kouros’ placement directly in front of sacrificial
equipment has been used to suggest that the image functioned as a cult statue, while its
position and formal features simultaneously recall the posture of votive dedications.
Of course, cult images were often placed traditionally in a fixed temple setting. A
good example is at Thessalian Metropolis, located immediately east of the Pindus
Mountains and west of the Peneus river.77 The peripteral temple of sandstone and mud
brick was built sometime in the sixth century BCE and was in use until its final
destruction in the second century BCE.78 Inside the cella, a row of square stone bases
supported wooden pillars on a central axis. Immediately to the east of the third column
base, the lower half of a bronze figure was found on what the excavator interpreted as the
statue base. The figure itself is one of the oldest and largest hollow cast bronze statues
now extant and has been dated on stylistic grounds to around the third quarter of the sixth
century BCE. Just as with the small bronze Apollo at Kalapodi, its right hand is raised
holding a spear and left arm is lowered and bent. The hand is closed with a hole to
receive an object – presumably a bow.79
With the large-scale temple and statue projects inaugurated in the latter part of the
sixth century and the beginning of the fifth, a new genre of huge images in precious
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materials began to emerge.80 Very often, these new images were part of a natural process
of renovation and renewal. They were replacements for lost or destroyed small-scale
“ancient” cult images of the archaic period. Pausanias reports that around 430 BCE, in
the cave of Demeter “the black” (µέλαινα) near Arkadian Phigalia, an ancient image
(xoanon) was lost, and the prominent sculptor Onatas of Aegina was hired to replace it.81
After acquiring a copy of the xoanon, Onatas created a bronze replica version for the
Phigalians, which was itself subsequently lost in a landslide.82 The most prominent
instance of this “renew and replace” policy was, of course, the Periklean building
program, prompted by the destruction of the Athenian acropolis in 480 BCE.
In these cases, any pre-existing statues of the gods were not removed, but
continued to be venerated as revered links to the past. Commonly this occurred in the
same sanctuaries alongside the new, monumental images. For example, on Delos, we
know of the existence of a (non-extant) monumental, gilded cult image of Apollo made
by Tektaios and Angelion,83 but also of an archaic xoanon of Apollo, which was
supposedly first imported to the island by the Athenian Erysichthon.84 On a fourthcentury Delian inventory, multiple temples and images are enumerated, including “the
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The image of Tektaios and Angelion was most likely Peisistratean. For the xoanon of Erisychthon, see
Phanodemus FGrH 325 F 2 ap. Ath. 9.392d; Paus. 1.18.5; 31.2; Plutarch FGrH 388 F 1 = Donohue 1988:
T 108. In Paus. 1.2.5, we are told that Erisychthon brought an image in the opposite direction, from Delos
to Athens. In Callim. Hymn 4.308–10, Theseus is responsible for the importation of the Delian image of
Aphrodite from Crete.
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temple where the kolossos is,” “the temple of Apollo,” and the “temple where the seven
images are.”85
Often these multiple images were not only housed in the same sanctuary but in the
same temple. For example, Pausanias tells us that the Argive Heraion contained not only
a monumental seated chryselephantine of Hera sculpted by Polycleitus, but also an “old”
image of Hera displayed on a pillar, as well as a small, seated xoanon made of wild-pear
wood.86 Temple inventories at Samos and Brauron recorded dedications of multiple
images, which were housed in the sanctuaries simultaneously.87 At Brauron, a total of six
separate phrases denoted the various images of Artemis at the sanctuary: the hedos (τὸ
ἕδος), the stone hedos (τὸ ἕδος λίθινον), the old hedos (τὸ ἕδος τὸ ἀρχαῖον), the agalma
(τὸ ἄγαλµα), the upright agalma (τὸ ἄγαλµα τὸ ὀρθὸν), and the standing agalma (τὸ
ἄγαλµα ἑστηκὸς).88 Pausanias tells us that the Lipari islanders dedicated twenty (!) large
scale statues of Apollo at Delphi in commemoration of capturing twenty Tyrrhenian
triremes.89 This phenomenon has led to the characterization of Greek temples as
“museums” or “storehouses.”90
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IG XI.2 145.24: τοῦ ναοῦ οὗ ὁ κολοσσóς; 145.40: εἰς τὸν νεὼ τοῦ Ἀπόλλωνος. For discussion, see
Romano 1980: 177–8.
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Paus. 2.17.4–5; cf. 8.46.3. Xoanon is Pausanias’ usual word for a cult image constructed of wood which
he believed to be ancient. See Bennett 1917; Papadopoulos 1980: 1–4; Donohue 1988: 140–7 and pp. 54–6
below. On the statue of Polycleitus and its cuckoo, see Aristokles FGrH 436 F 1 with Lapatin 2001: 101–5.
On the pear-wood xoanon of Argos (which originated in Tiryns), see Demetrius FGrH 304 F 1 ap. Clem.
Al. Protrep. 4.47.5; Phoronis EGF fr. 3 ap. Clem. Al. Strom. 1.164.1 with Donohue 1988: 34–6; T 44; 211;
340–1; Bettinetti 2010: 137–8.
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See Romano 1980: 86–8.
89
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The temple of Hera at Olympia is a very well-known example of a Greek temple
that housed a multiplicity of images.91 The Heraion was built at around 600 BCE on the
site of an earlier, non-peripteral temple. Our earliest evidence for its contents comes from
a notice that one of the Kypselids dedicated a large-scale golden image of Zeus to the
goddess. The dedication is characterized as either as a tenth part tithe (dekatê) in the
name of the Corinthians, or, less benevolently, as a ploy to keep his subjects destitute and
occupied.92 The image, at least life size, was placed somewhere in the temple, perhaps in
one of the niches between the interior columns of the cella.93 Despite the fact that the
famous statue did not survive into the Roman period, an amazing array of images was
still standing in the temple to be seen by Pausanias.94 These included the “simple” (ἔργα
δέ ἐστιν ἁπλᾶ) chryselephantine image of Hera with an accompanying standing Zeus, a
group of seated horai by the Aeginetan Smilis, a Demeter and Kore, an Apollo and
Artemis, a Leto, a Fortune, a Dionysus and a winged Victory.95 Behind these images, that
Pausanias described as “extremely ancient” (ἐς τὰ µάλιστα ἀρχαῖα), were even more
statues: a marble Hermes holding Dionysus by Praxiteles and a bronze Aphrodite by the
Kleon; still beyond these were figures of Hera, Zeus, the Magna Mater, Hermes, and
Apollo with Artemis.96
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See Alroth 1989: 35–6. The earlier temple is tentatively dated to the end of the eighth century. See
generally Dinsmoor 1950: 47; 52–4. Romano’s (1980: 140–1, 141n5) account builds on that of Mallwitz
1966.
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The dedicator was either Kypselus or Periander. See, e.g. Pl. Phaed. 235a8–b4; Strab. 8.3.30 C354;
8.6.20 C378; Agaklytos FGrH 411 F 1 ap. Suda s.v. Κυψελιδῶν ἀνάθηµα, κ 2804 Adler. For discussion,
see Morgan 1994: 379–86; Papadopoulos 1980: 83–7; Gagné 2015: 64–78.
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Strab. 8.6.20 C378: σφυρήλατος χρυσοῦς ἀνδριὰς εὐµεγέθης Διòς. “A huge statue of Zeus made from
beaten-gold.”
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Paus. 5.17.1–20.
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On Smilis (or Skelmis), son of Euclides of Aegina, (c. 600–500 BCE) see Plin. HN 36.90; Paus. 5.17.1;
7.4.4–7. The sculptor was credited with the xoanon of Hera at Samos, on which, see Romano 1980: 260–6;
Donohue 1988: 202–5; Bettinetti 2001: 107–16. On dedications of pairs of goddesses such as Demeter and
Kore, see Price 1971.
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On the (extant) statue by Praxiteles, see Ajootian 1996.
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As far as extant remains, in 1897 the German excavators of the Heraion
uncovered a large fragmentary limestone head of a woman.97 Subsequently identified as a
cult image of Hera and dated stylistically to around 590 BCE, the twice life-sized head
(.5 m) was found to the south east of the Heraion, immediately next to the famous
terracotta acrotêrion of the archaic temple.98 The face has curls across the forehead, a
band over the hair, and a polos or cap on the positioned on the center of her head. Based
on the date of the sculpture and the description of Pausanias, the head was immediately
identified as belonging to the “cult image” of Hera. However, as many scholars have
noted, there are difficulties with this identification, and it is far from clear where exactly
this head of Hera was originally installed or dedicated.99
A Case Study in Multiplicity
If the Heraion at Olympia or the temple of Apollo on Delos contained multiple
images of multiple deities, this did not mean that some of the images housed within were
unimportant or disposable, while some were “cult images.” The picture is more complex
and varied. The acropolis at Athens gives us a glimpse not only into the simultaneous
existence of multiple images and temples of Athena, but also into the interrelated system
of accreted histories that animated the origins of each dedication. These histories, in turn,
give us access to each statue’s continually changing place in the religious life of the
community.100
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Hill 1944 interprets the head as a sphinx. For further discussion, see Kardara 1960; Ridgeway 1977: 123–
4; Romano 1980: 137–47; Arafat 1995: 463n17.
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The head was most likely built into the Byzantine wall; the stratigraphy suggests that the material
surrounding the head was collected, harvested, or dumped sometime in in the second century CE. See,
generally, Romano 1980: 9–10 citing Mallwitz 1966: 325–7.
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For the primary difficulties, see Romano 1980: 139–41; Ridgeway 1977: 124.
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On the multiple statues of Athens, see Shapiro 1989: 26.
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The palace and fortifications on the Athenian acropolis date from the Bronze Age.
In Late Helladic IIIB (c. 1300–1200 BCE) a monumental fortification wall was
constructed, and until at least the seventh and sixth centuries, portions of this fortification
structure were reused. The orientation of the wall was retained in the subsequent
development of the sanctuary and original temple to Athena.101 During the geometric or
early archaic periods (c. 875–600 BCE) the very first shrine to Athena emerged.102 Most
likely in the last decades of the sixth century BCE, a great limestone peripteral temple to
Athena was built on the central area of the acropolis, just south of where the Erechtheion
stands today.103
In the late archaic period, access to the temple was improved by construction of a
huge approach ramp on the western side of the citadel, perhaps in response to a
reorganization of the Panathenaia festival by the Peisistratids.104 It was this Peisistratid
temple, known as the archaios naos (old temple), that housed the ancient olive-wood
statue of Athens: Athena Polias.105 According to tradition, it was the Polias and her
temple that sheltered Orestes after the murder of his mother and where the famous
seventh-century athlete and would-be tyrant Kylon sought asylum.106 Plutarch reports
that after the sacred temple snake fled the acropolis in advance of Xerxes’ approach,
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See the reconstructions of Wright 1994: 341–9 and Shear 1999: 101–5.
It was this temple to which Kylon must have retired in Hdt. 5.71.1–2; cf. Σ Ar. Lys. 273. For the reuse of
BA material in Athens, see, e.g. Mark 1993: 12–19; Mountjoy 1995: 40–7.
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The scholarship concerning the archaic temples to Athena on the acropolis is marked by strong
controversies; see, e.g. Shapiro 1989: 21–4; Shear 1999: 105–10; Korres 1997: 218–43; Hurwit 2004: 67–
71.
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The statue was said to have been sculpted by Endoios: cf. Athenagoras, Leg. 17.3 = Donohue 1988: T
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(the inscription is dated to 460–450 BCE); Xen. Hell. 1.6.1. Cf. Kroll 1982; Ridgeway 1992; Lapatin 2010:
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Themistokles persuaded the Athenians that Athena herself “had abandoned the city and
was showing them the way to the sea.”107 In the tumult of their flight, a gorgon head was
dislodged from the goddesses’ aegis.108
As Ridgeway notes, the original location of the cult image of Athena is a complex
issue.109 After the destruction of this archaios nâos by the Persians, and Themistokles’
flight with the image, the goddess was presumably restored to either a refurbished
remnant of the destroyed temple or a temporary shrine to the north – the site of the
Erechtheion, which was completed much later, in 406 BCE.110 It was here that Pausanias
saw and recorded the position of the famous statue and christened it Athena Polias (at
least, for the first time in our documentation).111 One tradition held that the famous image
fell from the sky (diopetes), while another held that Erichthonios dedicated it at the
original institution of the Panathenaia.112 Pausanias observed the image alongside spoil
from the Persian wars including the scimitar of Mardonius and an ever-burning bronze
lamp.113 It has been argued, most notably by Dinsmoor, that the image stood in an earlier,
subsumed shrine or naïskos (little temple) in the east room of the cella, facing the altar
outside where the Panathenaic procession would have concluded.114
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Plut. Them. 10.1: ὡς ἀπολέλοιπε τὴν πόλιν ἡ θεὸς ὑφηγουµένη πρὸς τὴν θάλατταν αὐτοῖς.
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Ridgeway 1992: 124.
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Paus. 1.26.6–7.
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Cf. Dinsmoor 1932: 307–26. On the relationship of the Erechtheion to the Panathenaian pompê, see
Gerding 2006. On its relationship to the Plynteria, see Hollinshead 2015.
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The wooden Athena Polias was, of course, not the only image of Athena on the
Periklean acropolis.115 The monumental bronze Athena called the promachos, was
constructed by Pheidias from the spoils of the Athenian victory at Eurymedon (c. 465
BCE) and towered over the western portion of the citadel.116 Another Pheidian work, the
famous chryselephantine statue of Athena housed in the cella of the Parthenon was
completed in 438 BCE.117
Perched on the southwest corner of the acropolis, the temple of Athena Nike also
contained what we would call a cult image of the goddess. The temple and its supporting
bastion were only completed in 422 BCE, but the location had long been a place of
religious importance. Lying underneath the bastion that sheathed the Mycenaean
fortification was a naïskos accompanied by an altar, which itself bore marks of previous
cult structures.118 Included as a foundation deposit or repository for the naïskos, was a
badly mangled statue base for a (non-extant) small-scale cult statue from the archaic
period.119 In the mid-fifth century, the construction or refurbishment of a temple
dedicated to Athena Nike was authorized by the dêmos.120 A second, later, decree called
for the refurbishment or replacement of the temple along with the care of a certain
“ancient image” (archaion agalma).121 It is possible that this archaion agalma referred,
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On the iconography of dedicatory Athenas on the acropolis, see Keesling 2003: 81–93. On the multiple
images of Athena on the acropolis, see, e.g. Shapiro 1989: 24–9; Ridgeway 1992: 120–7; Platt 2011: 83–
91.
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with Shapiro 1989: 32–8.
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119
See Shapiro 1989: 27; Mark 1993: 52–3; Lougovaya-Ast 2006.
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not to a new creation, but to the refurbishment of the statue housed in the archaic base
and included in the dedication of the naïskos. Perhaps after the Persian destruction, the
statue needed to be temporarily housed and protected. It was this temporary situation that
necessitated the construction of the naïskos and the promulgation of the first decree.122
The naïskos was then finally subsumed and replaced by the subsequent construction of
the ionic temple and bastion in 422 BCE.
The practice of erecting small-scale settings or naïskoi for cult statues, which
were then incorporated into monumental temples, is reflected not only in the Nike bastion
and (possibly) the Erechtheion, but also in the structure of the Parthenon itself. In the
floor of the Parthenon’s north colonnade there is evidence for a preexisting small temple
(naïskos) and a round altar.123 The small shrine is older than the aborted early Parthenon
(a structure begun in 490 and abandoned in 480 BCE) and probably belongs to the sixth
century. Korres posited that the goddess of the shrine was Athena erganê, and indeed, the
setting of the naïskos at the center of the iconographic program of the Parthenon facing
the Erechtheion to the north, suggests that the image was intended to be understood in
terms of the simultaneous presence of multiple of images of Athena on the acropolis.124
The metopes from both the north (directly above the naïskos) and south sides of
the Parthenon depict mythological scenes involving some particular small-scale, portable
images. North metope 25 is usually identified as the Trojan Palladion and most likely

Thuc. 3.106–12), an order (c. 336–330 BCE) for the repair of a statue of Athena Nike dedicated from the
spoils of victories in the 420s BCE.
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So Mark 1993: 115–21; contra Shear 1999: 122–3.
123
Hurwit 2004: 25; 74–6.
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Ridgeway 1992: 125–6; Korres 1997: 218–29 with Paus. 1.24.3. This allows a possible differentiation
between “spheres” of influence” for Athena as in, e.g. Athena Parthenos and Polias, see Herington 1955.
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shows a woman (either Helen or Cassandra) seeking refuge at the Palladion in Troy.125
South metope 21 (known only from Carrey’s drawings from 1687 CE) shows perhaps the
disrobing of a small, archaic cult statue.126 The setting of the naïskos and statue on the
north porch perhaps evoked either the home of the ancient Athena Polias in the
Erechtheion directly opposite, or the mythical Palladion depicted above it, or both
simultaneously. Similarly, the statue depicted in south metope 21 could have evoked still
another Athena statue, that corresponded to a different episode in the history of the
famous Trojan image of Athena: the arrival of the Palladion in Athens and its installation
at the Palladion court.127 This court, one of four homicide tribunals in classical Athens,
tried involuntary homicide and was likely located in the complex of early Athenian
sanctuaries near the Olympeion, directly south east of the acropolis and the Parthenon.128
Again, the existence of the monumental chryselephantine Athena of Pheidias did not
prevent the Parthenon from referencing, by means of its topographical orientation and
iconography, the simultaneous presence of the multiple cult images of Athena.
All archaic and classical Greek images of divinities share a single basic
characteristic: they are gifts or votives (agalmata, anathêmata) to a god.129 From the
foregoing, we have sought to show that certain features of the history and development of
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of an anathêma as a cult object in a “loose sense.”
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cult statues are relevant for our issues of transportability, substitution, surrogacy, and
appropriation. That religious observance was fundamentally conservative entailed that
older statues and those characterized by heterogeneity were altered, reshaped, and
reimagined, all of which comprised normal processes that were fundamental to the
aspects of motility that form my subject. The psychological effects of a Pheidian classical
statue (to take a single example), which were generated by fixity, encapsulation,
permanence, and monumentality, could be balanced by equally potent impressions
elicited by mobility, lability, metamorphosis, and agency in appropriation.130
At an abstract level, it made no significant difference whether the dedicator of the
votive was a single individual bringing a miniature statuette to an Asklepieion, or the
Alkmeonids retrofitting the temple at Delphi in Parian marble, or a democratic polis such
as Athens voting to construct the Parthenon. All represented the same process: the
dedication of a agalma to a divinity.131 According to Demosthenes, the entire acropolis,
including the Propylaea and the Parthenon are anathêmata dedicated to Athena.132 The
installation (hidrusis) of Monumental cult statues made of expensive rare materials and
purchased by a unified city-state are not so much signals of a change in religious ideas,
but rather a change in the organization and distribution of wealth and ideological power
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For archaic gift exchange in terms of religious commodities (agalmata), see Morris 1986.
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of Greece.133 The lonely, huge, gold and ivory Parthenos who stands alone in
her cella dedicated by the democratic polis of Athens is a reflection of historical
economic and social factors, not necessarily a revelation of changed religious factors.
Thus, the creation and dedication of the Pheidian agalma took part in a
continuous religious tradition shared by every new generation of anathêmata, but it also
was individually conditioned by its own specific, historical circumstances: a monumental
statue purchased by an egalitarian polis. The Parthenos embodied the historical growth
and power of the Athenian citizen body. While cognate with the deposition of a terracotta
votive of a farmer, it is the fact that the value of the image was highly concentrated into a
single object of immense value (ivory, gold, marble), and the identity of the dedicator
that mark its unique status within Athenian society.134 In a social or religious context, the
identity of dedicator (who) and time of arrival (when), are the characteristics that best
differentiate the images housed in Greek sanctuaries.
Applying this perspective to the Greek practice of transporting cult statues will
allow the functional similarity between the dedication of very large collection containing
very disparate contents – the group of objects considered to be cult images – to emerge.
A line of connection may be drawn between the Bronze Age pilgrim making the journey
up to Petsophas clutching a miniature clay figurine and the communal act of the Periklean
dêmos dedicating the true cult image of Athena Parthenos. If the continuity of both the
action and the role of the object is insisted upon, facts such as the identity of the
individual or community who brought the object, the time when it arrived and the
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location where it was brought from gain in importance. These were the main factors in
determining the characteristics of cult images and we shall see that this individual, twosided act of dedication was determinative for the festivals that recapitulated the
acquisition or “arrival” of divinities and their images.
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Chapter Two – Literary Terminology
Like any group of words that collectively refer to an important aspect of life, the
terms used by the Greeks to mean “cult image”135 are not uniform or taken from a single
cultural context. Indeed, Donohue has argued that the umbrella concept of “cult statue” is
a creation manufactured by post-iconoclastic and Christian thought.136 The words usually
classed as referring to “cult statues” fall into three semantic groups.137 The first group
contains terms that belong primarily to functional religious or cultural situations: ἄγαλµα,
which refers to the enjoyment of the divinity in his or her worship, ἕδος, which refers to
the spatial, geographical context of the sanctuary, and the pair ἵδρυµα/ἀφίδρυµα, which
both refer to the choice of the worshipper to dedicate an offering. The second group
contains words that refer primarily to the materiality of the image or its antiquity per se:
βρέτας, which serves as an archaizing marker for antiquity, ξόανον, which derives from
the idea that ancient Greek cult images were made from polished wood, and κολοσσός,
which – despite the uncertainty of its derivation and original meaning – most likely
stemmed from Greek contact with a type of (large) Egyptian dedicated religious image.
Finally, the third group contains those words that refer primarily to concepts such as
“representation,” “verisimilitude” or “likeness.” The term εἰκών derives from the verb
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There have since been many excellent individual studies on the terminology of cult images such as the
comprehensive work on xoana by Donohue 1988, and the introductory chapters of Bettinetti 2001, Scheer
2000, and Mylonopoulos 2010b: 4–12.
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ἕδος were placed under the “semantic” heading and denoted “inanimate” objects, while κολοσσός, ἀνδριάς,
εἰκών denoted “animate” or “animated” resemblances. Second, under the “etymological” heading, βρέτας
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“representation” inherent in the “animate” terms from the prehellenic or autochthonous population of
mainland Greece. For a critique of this perspective, see Vernant 1990.
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εἰκάζω (“to make like”), the term εἴδωλον derives from εἶδος (shape, form), and ἀνδριάς,
derives from the diminutive of man (ἀνδριóν).138
We said in the preceding chapter that the functional context for the dedication of a
cult statue (by whom and when) is the most significant criterion for determining the role
a cult image plays in a community. We will thus discuss fully terms that refer – either
directly or indirectly – to the psychology of dedication and cult and the nature of
artefactual processing. However, all the words that can denote “cult image” have a role to
play in outlining the semantic field available for a mobile cult image and thus will repay
full investigation.
ἄγαλµα
The noun ἄγαλµα139 belongs to a group of substantives with the suffix –ma, that
tend to be derived from verbs, in this case ἀγάλλω (to delight). The noun indicates the
result of the action of the verb.140 According to Hesychius, an ἄγαλµα signifies
“everything in which one glories” (πᾶν ἐφ” ᾧ τις ἀγάλλεται). It is a “showpiece,” that is,
a precious object.141 The term occurs once in the Iliad and eight times in the Odyssey,
where it is always a possession of a king, queen, or a god.142 In the Iliad it refers to a
stained ivory cheek-piece of a horse’s armor fabricated by Karian workwomen.143 In the
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Those terms that refer transparently to physical objects in an aniconic religious sense are not included,
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2001: 27–37; Day 2010: 85–129.
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Hom. Il. 4.144.

41

Odyssey, it is applied to the Trojan Horse, tapestries hung up as votive offerings, a
sacrificial bull, horses, and personal adornments.144 Bettinetti defines the word as “the
sign of a certain force, which procures splendor, prestige. and therefore glory.”145
In lyric poetry, the items that are described as agalmata are similarly varied.
Pindar and Bacchylides call their own musical compositions agalmata as well as the city
of Thebes and a (presumably sculptural) funeral stêlê of the Apharetidai.146 In Nemean 5,
Pindar tells us that he does not “fashion stationary agalmata that stand on their same
base,” and indeed, because a primary way to please the gods in the late archaic period
was to purchase or fashion an anthropomorphic image, the word is used very often to
mean “statue.”147 During the archaic and classical periods a wide variety of dedicatory
inscriptions describe the objects on which they are inscribed (that is, themselves) as
ἄγαλµατα.148 The capacity of such a pleasing gift or dedication to be simultaneously a
precious, crafted “showpiece,” a gift to a divinity, and a visual representation of said
divinity, all combine to underpin Hesychius᾽ definition (πᾶν ἐφ’ ᾧ τις ἀγάλλεται), and
tend to center the meaning of ἄγαλµα on sculpted images of anthropomorphic gods or
worshippers.149 In his narration of the rape of Cassandra by the lesser Ajax, ἄγαλµα is
Alcaeus’ word for the statue of Athena at Troy – the Palladion.150
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Bettinetti 2001: 29.
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By the fifth century, ἄγαλµα was one of the most common ways to say
statue. Both the chryselephantine image of Pheidias and the olive-wood Athena Polias
were called ἄγαλµατα.151 The word is Herodotus’ preferred term for what we would
consider a cult image and is used to describe both the image of Argive Hera and Athena
Polias on the acropolis. However, it also retains its important application to votive
dedications.152 In the Histories, ἄγαλµα carries the specific meaning of anthropomorphic
image of a divinity when discussing the religious practices of the Greeks and the
Egyptians, while in the context of discussing the practices of the Scythians, it can even
approach the meaning “relic.”153 The reference to anthropomorphic images is made clear
by Herodotus’ usual method of differentiating between the belief systems of the
barbarians and Hellenes. The Greeks use images (ἀγάλµατα), altars (βωµούς) and
temples (νηούς) (a practice that they learned from the Egyptians) while the Persians and
the Scythians do not.154 The semantic combination of ἄγαλµα as a divine representation,
and as a dedication or holy gift, partly explains the communal history that accreted
around the large number of anthropomorphic images housed in classical temples: they
were usually considered – however old – to be deposited and dedicated as gifts by
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For the Parthenos, see IG I³ 458.2–3 (c. 445–438 BCE); for the Polias see IG I³ 474.1.
E.g. Hdt. 1.31.4 (Hera at Argos); 1.181.5 (Bel at Babylon); 5.71.1 (Athena at Athens); 5.82.1 (Damia
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individuals.155 The Egyptian king Amasis dedicated a gilded image (ἄγαλµα) of Athena
in the god᾽s temenos in Cyrene, while the Persian general Datis, having run across a
stolen ἄγαλµα of Apollo in his retreat from Marathon, was told in a prophetic dream to
rededicate it at the temple on Delos whence it would be returned to (presumably) its
owners at Boeotian Delion.156
In tragedy, an ἄγαλµα can refer to a wide variety of high-prestige objects, but as a
poetic word, its range of meaning was extended metaphorically to cover an even greater
number of objects. These objects could connote some combination of anthropomorphic
cult statue, beautiful, gratifying possession, and gift to a divinity. Sophocles used the
word to refer to the reciprocal glory that a famous father bestows on his children and a
noble child on his parents.157 Similarly, Aeschylus calls Iphigenia the ἄγαλµα of the
house of Atreus.158 Euripides uses the word fifty-six times. Nineteen of those instances,
spread across the Andromache, Iphigenia among the Taurians, and Hippolytus, are literal
references to physical statues. These include the on-stage images of Thetis, Artemis, and
the paired Aphrodite and Artemis respectively.159 The other thirty-seven instances give a
sense of the metaphorical flexibility of the term and especially the variation that its
accompanying descriptive genitive allows. Euripidean ἀγάλµατα include: the adornment
of Alcestis, the woman Alcestis herself as she is lead to her death (νερτέρων ἀγάλµατα),
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the altar of Zeus Soter that Herakles founded in Thebes (καλλινίκου δορὸς ἄγαλµ’), the
famous palm tree marking Artemis’ birth on Delos (ὠδῖνος ἄγαλµα Δίας),160 and Kastor
and Polydeukes in their homeland of Lakônikê (ἄγαλµα πατρίδος).161
As is made clear in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, people, especially young women, are
often described as ἀγάλµατα.162 While in late fifth-century Athens, to imagine a young
woman as a “dedication” or “gift” was perhaps an affected usage, it has its roots in social
practice.163 For Gernet, an ἄγαλµα is fundamentally a religious object that is in current
use and circulation.164 In societies centered (in part) on gift exchange economies, a young
parthenos was perhaps the highest prestige object available for exchange among
aristocratic peer lineages.165 For Finley, the gifts of marriage (ἕδνα) were one of the three
fundamental contexts for gift exchange alongside restitution (ἄποινα) and guest
friendship (ξενία).166 A reference to the giving and receiving of marriage gifts is clearly
present in contexts that involve physical images of young women. In a discussion of the
Attic korê Phrasykleia, who offers a lotus bud to her viewer, Neer states, “korai are
themselves tokens of exchange; they depict tokens of exchange (gifts of fruit, birds or
flowers) and they narrate scenes of exchange.”167 In classical Athens, the terms for the
conveyance of a bride to her new household (ἔκδοσις) and the pledge or surety of
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ownership by her new possessor (ἐγγύη) has the unmistakable tenor of an economic
transaction.168
The wide metaphorical flexibility of the term ἄγαλµα is an aspect of a culture
where statues were tokens of a two-sided relationship. Understood as a physical statue in
a temple or a young woman about to be married, an ἄγαλµα almost always had an origin
and a previous possessor as well as a destination and a new home. We will see that in the
literary world of Euripides’ Helen, all of the multiple meanings of the word ἄγαλµα
converge on the character of the heroine herself who, in her role as the most beautiful
woman in Greek myth, is figured as a beautiful, deceptive, fabricated object, wrongfully
stolen from and then restored to her husband Menelaus.169 It is partially the inherent
semantic force of ἄγαλµα as an object in a gift-exchange that connects her return to
Sparta with the return of a literal, physical object of religious import. Moreover, an
ἄγαλµα is necessarily an object valorized by the shared psychological charge engendered
in the parties to the interchange by their mutual joy in giving and receiving.
ἕδος
The term ἕδος is the fixed, geographical “seat” of a god. The term is a nominal
form of the verb ἕζοµαι (“to sit”) and means quite literally “seat.”170 In Homer, it can
refer to the seat of Achilles when he rises to welcome Odysseus, or the seats of the
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individual gods as they sit in assembly,171 but the extended meaning of “dwelling place”
is present in the earliest uses of the word. In epic generally, the word refers most often to
Mt. Olympus, as the abode or dwelling place of the gods, but could also describe other
cities and geographical areas.172 Diomedes boasts that his father Tydeus captured “the
ἕδος of Thebes of the seven gates.” Similarly, Amphion and Zethus are those who “first
founded the ἕδος of Thebes”173 and Athena displays to Odysseus “the ἕδος of Ithaka”
upon his return.174
Just as Mt. Olympus is simultaneously the physical “seat” of Zeus as well as his
topographical “abode,” the primary significance of ἕδος is the settled, geographical
position of a god’s sanctuary and its sphere of influence. In the Homeric Hymn to Apollo,
Leto wanders throughout the Aegean until she selects the island Delos as a suitable ἕδος
for her son Apollo.175 In Pindar, Sicilian Ortygia is the ἕδος of Artemis, while Aegina is
the ἕδος of the Aeacidai.176 In later poetry, especially tragedy, the connection to a specific
divinity is often partially elided and a ἕδος can refer to the “seat” of an ethnic or
geographical group. Thus, in Euripides’ Orestes, the citizens of Mycenae are addressed
as “first of those close to the Pelasgian ἕδος of the Argives” while in Aeschylus’
Prometheus Bound, Prometheus’ suffering is bewailed by “all those who dwell in the
ἕδος of Asia.”177
Despite its relationship to a fixed, geographical “dwelling place” of a divinity, a
ἕδος could refer to any aspect of the material elements of the sanctuary. The temple itself,
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the altar, or any of the images of the divinities installed in the temple could all equally be
termed ἕδη. For example, the humble domestic altar of the goddess Hestia could be called
a ἕδος, while in Sophocles’ OT, Oedipus is chastised for not respecting the “δαιµόνων
ἕδη” of Thebes.178 In Apollonius’ Argonautika, we are told that the Argonauts built
(ἔδειµαν) a ἕδος to Hekate by the river Halys, a structure that must be an open-air altar.179
In his discussion of the religious buildings destroyed by Xerxes during the invasion in
480 BCE, Isocrates refers to the “seats” of the gods in direct contradistinction to temples
(καὶ τὰ τῶν θεῶν ἕδη καὶ τοὺς νεώς).180 A funerary epitaph for Myrrhine, the priestess of
Athena Nike, states that she “served the ἕδος of Athena.”181
In a number of cases ἕδος is used unequivocally to refer to an statue or statue of a
divinity.182 In Callimachus, the statue that the legendary Danaus dedicated in the temple
of Athena Lindia on Rhodes was a ἕδος,183 while Isocrates calls the standing
chryselephantine Parthenos of Pheidias a ἕδος.184 According to Xenophon, Alkibiades
returned to Athens, “on the same day that the Plynteria festival was being celebrated, the
day when the ἕδος of Athena was covered.”185 Despite the connection with the settled,
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geographic “seat” of a divinity, small, portable images were often called hedê. A late
fifth-century inventory inscription from the temple of Athena Aphaia on Aegina includes
“complete planks (or platforms) for τὸ ἕδος and a chariot.” The collection likely
represents supplies for a festival viewing or procession of a statue.186 A third-century
inscription concerning Aphrodite Pandemos on the southwest corner of the acropolis
required astynomoi to whitewash the altars and wash the images (λοῦσαι τὰ ἕδη) of the
goddesses whenever a procession was held.187
ἵδρυµα/ ἀφίδρυµα
Similar to ἕδος, the term ἵδρυµα is a nominal form related to the verb to situate; in
this case the verb is ἱδρύω (“to make sit down” or “place”).188 An ἵδρυµα is thus a “thing
placed” or a “thing set down.” The verb ἱδρύω, especially in the middle, very commonly
means to “set down,” “place” or “establish” a temple, altar, or religious precinct of any
kind; thus, an ἵδρυµα (like a ἕδος), can refer to any element of a sanctuary, including a
cult statue.189 The word is often found in the plural. In Herodotus, ἵδρυµα occurs once: on
the eve of Xerxes’ invasion of Greece, the Athenians declare that they will not betray
either the hidrumata of the gods or the “common practices and rites of the Greeks.”190 In
Aeschylus, respect for the hidrumata of the gods is invoked concerning both the sack of
Troy and the invasion of Xerxes.191 In the Choepheroi, after the murder of Clytemnestra,
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Orestes describes Delphi as “the ἵδρυµα, set square on the womb of the earth, the plain of
Loxias.”192 The chorus of Euripides’ Supplices invoke Zeus and describe the Argive dead
as the “delight” and “foundation” of Athens (τὸ σὸν ἄγαλµα, τὸ σὸν ἵδρυµα πόλεος); this
locution likely refers to their familial ties to Zeus.193
Unlike ἕδος, which refers ultimately to geography, the word ἵδρυµα retains the
active force of its derivative verb ἱδρύω and signifies primarily the result of a human act
of foundation or establishment. In a discussion in Plato’s Laws comparing the religious
respect paid to parents to that paid to cult images, we are told that “if a living parent is
present in the home, there can be no better possession (ἄγαλµα) than such an image
(ἵδρυµα) (sc. the parent) installed upon his hearth (ἐφέστιον) in his home (ἐν οἰκίᾳ).”194
The emphasis of the comparison rests on the decision (and thus the action) of the
worshipper to place an image of a domestic divinity at his hearth. This act of placement is
contrasted with paying one’s full respects to one’s parents who are, of course, in the same
space. The act of placing itself – as distinct from the tangible result of the action (ἵδρυµα)
– is an ἵδρυσις.195

192

Aesch. Cho. 1036: προσίξοµαι µεσόµφαλόν θ᾽ ἵδρυµα, Λοξίου πέδον.
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we see clearly, but of others we set up (ἱδρυσάµενοι) statues (εἰκόνας) as gifts (ἀγάλµατα), and we believe
that when we worship these, lifeless though they be, the living gods beyond feel great good-will towards us
and gratitude. So, if any man has a father or a mother, or one of their fathers or mothers, in his house laid
up bed-ridden with age, let him never suppose that, while he has such a figure (ἵδρυµα) as this upon his
hearth, any statue could be more potent, if so be that its owner tends it duly and rightly.” Trans. adapted
from Bury.
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Cf. Pirenne-Delforge 2010: 126–7 on Ar. Pax. 922–4.
193

50

In an earlier discussion of public and private cult in the Laws, the interlocutor
deplores the tendency to dedicate possessions and promise sacrifices and “installations”
(θυσίας εὔχεσθαι καὶ ἱδρύσεις) on the spur of the moment.196 The term ἵδρυσις is also
found in religious decrees. On a fourth-century inscription granting merchants from
Cyprus the right to found a sanctuary of Aphrodite Ourania in the Piraeus we find that
“concerning the foundation of the sanctuary of Aphrodite (περὶ τῆς ἱδρύσειως τῆι
Ἀφροδίτηι τοῦ ἱεροῦ) the Kitians are to operate the property of the sanctuary in the same
manner as the Egyptians who have founded a sanctuary of Isis” (καθάπερ καὶ οἱ
Αἰγύπτιοι τὸ τῆς Ἴσιδος ἱερὸν ἵδρυνται).197
Alongside ἵδρυµα, we also find the term ἀφίδρυµα, meaning literally, a “thing
having been (or to be) set up away.”198 According to Malkin, an ἀφίδρυµα is a sacred
object – any sacred object – that gains its significance and status by virtue of its removal
from its original location and presence at the new location. As Malkin notes, “the
ἀφίδρυµα is a sacred object, the transfer of which ensures the continuity of cult for the
one departing.”199 The only classical attestation of the underlying verb ἀφιδρύω (“to set
up away”) is in Euripides Helen where the subtext of a cult transfer is likely (and will be
discussed below).200
The noun ἀφίδρυµα is found no earlier than the first century BCE and represents
the process by which implicit, commonplace concepts gained their own specialized
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vocabulary over time.201 This term is often found in situations where traditions of
historical and religious links between communities were already extremely old and had to
be explained after the fact.202 For example, according to Strabo, members of the fourthcentury Panionion (an ethnic sanctuary sacred to Poseidon Helikonios) requested an
ἀφίδρυµα from their mother city, the Achaean polis of Helikê.203 The colonists asked for
“the image of Poseidon” (τὸ βρέτας τοῦ Ποσειδῶνος) or, if people of Helikê were
unwilling, then they would accept an ἀφίδρυσις – that is, a “transport-relic” (τὴν
ἀφίδρυσιν τοῖς Ἴωσιν) – to take with them back to Ionia. The Achaeans refused and in
373 BCE, Helikê was destroyed by an earthquake and a tidal wave. Here the ἀφίδρυµα
(ἀφίδρυσις) is clearly not the “cult statue” of the sanctuary (which is instead represented
by τὸ βρέτας) but instead, some other holy item (hiera) from the shrine of Poseidon,
which presumably would (re)solidify the shared cultural tradition of the Ionian colonists
and the Achaeans.204 According to Diodorus, after the legendary king Minos founded a
colony called Minoa in the area of Sicily around Akragas, his bones were installed in a
two-tiered sanctuary dedicated to both Minos and Aphrodite.205 Centuries later, after
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See Platt 2011: 213–93 for the development of the concept of representation in the second sophistic.
Strabo’s “colonial” aphidrumata include: the Taurian image of Artemis of Diana Nemorensis (5.3.12
C239), the image of Venus Erycina in Rome (6.2.5 C272) on which, see Anguissola (2006b), an image of
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Theron’s refounding of Akragas, the bones were given back (ἀφιδρυθῆναί) to Crete as an
marker of the (presumed) shared heritage between the two cities.206
In Strabo and Diodorus, an ἀφίδρυµα, just like an ἄγαλµα, a ἕδος, or a ἵδρυµα,
could be, but did not have to be, a cult statue. Unlike the ἀφίδρυµα of Helikê, in the
detailed narrative of the transfer of the cult of Artemis to Massalia, the ἀφίδρυµα in
question was clearly a statue, namely the famous xoanon of Ephesian Artemis.207
According to Strabo, when the Phokaian settlers were leaving Ionia for the west, an
oracle directed them to take a certain ἀφίδρυµα from among the hiera of the Artemision
in Ephesus (ἀφίδρυµά τι τῶν ἱερῶν λαβούσῃ) along with a female priestess of the
temple.208 Strabo goes on to note that the new devotees of Artemis in Massalia
maintained the exact same disposition of their cult statue (τοῦ ξοάνου τὴν διάθεσιν) as
was customary in their mother city. As is shown by Malkin, the ἀφίδρυµα of the
Phokaian colonists did not – strictly speaking – need to be a replica of the xoanon of the
Ephesian Artemision, though in this case it probably was.209 What was requested by the
oracle was simply “one of the hiera” of the temple. It was only when the ἀφίδρυµα
reached Sicily that it was termed a xoanon. Because of the plethora of “votive” images
dedicated at sanctuaries, it must have seemed axiomatic to authors such as Strabo and
Diodorus that an ἀφίδρυµα or “transport relic” was likely to be an anthropomorphic
statue or cult statue.
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In later sources, the connection of an ἀφίδρυµα with transfer and movement is
elided, and the word simply comes to mean “statue” tout court.210 Despite the loss of
differentiated meaning, the term still had the capacity to connote the historical or “ethnic”
links between communities embodied by the historical movement of cult objects. A late
second-century CE dedicatory inscription from the Argive agora purports to describe a
“renewal of the ancient kinship between the Argives and Cilician Aegae.211 The inscribed
stêlê (supposedly placed in the temple of Lycian Apollo) narrated how a certain
Antiochus of Aegae told the story of Perseus’ ancient wanderings in the east, and how
“he arrived in Cilicia, which is the boundary to [the east of Asia]; and that there carrying
the ἀφίδρυµα of his national goddess he…”212 The importance of the Argive Perseus’
travel to Cilicia, and the role of the ἀφίδρυµα of his “national goddess” (Athena? Hera?)
is corroborated by imperial Roman coinage from Tarsus that depict Perseus carrying a
small, standing statue of a god in his outstretched hand.213
βρέτας
The term βρέτας is a relatively rare and (perhaps) non-Indo European word of
unknown origin and is one of a group of words that tends to refer primarily to the
antiquity or the materiality of a ritual image per se.214 As a substantive ending in –as,
βρέτας should logically form part of the group of nouns including geras (gift), gêras (old
age), demas (shape, body), sebas (holiness), which – unlike βρέτας – are present in
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E.g. DH AR 8.56.2 where the statues of Fortuna Muliebris are aphidrumata. See also the examples
noted in Malkin 1991: 89–93.
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Antiochus of Aegae FGrH 747 T 2, on which, see Robert 1977: 116–32; Curty 1995: 13–15.
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The principal divinities of Tarsus were Herakles, Perseus, Apollo, and Athena. On Tarsus generally see
Dio Chrys. 33.45; Amm. Marc. 14.8, with Robert 1977: 110–32.
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For the etymology of βρέτας, see Benveniste 1932: 128–30; Donohue 1988: 17–25; 25n62; Bettinetti
2001: 42–3.
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Homer, and often have a religious sphere of reference. Because the olive-wood image of
Athena Polias and the “sanis” of Samian Hera were very often referred to as bretê in our
sources,215 the term has been since ancient times (probably incorrectly) derived from the
word βροτός (man)216 and interpreted alongside xoanon to mean “ancient wood
statue.”217 For Vernant, the term was “the first archaism” of the Greek conception of
representation – that is, the first term that, by nature, denoted not a literal sculptural
technique or cultural activity, but rather, an idea about the past.218 Despite its connection
with age and antiquity, βρέτας is not found in Homer or Hesiod, the lyric poets, or
Herodotus. The first instances of the term are found in tragedy, specifically Aeschylus
and Euripides, in whose works it is relatively common.219 The chorus of Aeschylus’
Septem takes refuge at the archaia bretê of Thebes, while the gods of the city themselves
are encouraged to take hold and protect not only their citizens, but also the images as well
– their own personal representations.220 In the Eumenides, βρέτας is Aeschylus’ term for
the image of Athena to which Orestes clings as a suppliant after the murder of
Clytemnestra.221 In the Lysistrata, the word is used to refer to the treasure captured
during the female occupation of the Athenian acropolis.222
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In Euripides, a βρέτας usually means a visible image of a god. In Iphigenia
among the Taurians, the word is used twelve times to refer to the image of Artemis
brought back to Attica by Iphigenia and Orestes. However – just like Herodotus’ use of
agalma – there are instances where, instead of figured image, the word approximates the
meaning of religious relic.223 Tropaia, because of their anthropomorphic shape and ritual
character could be classed as bretê.224 In the Heraclidae, Iolaus and Hyllus erect a βρέτας
as a “tropaion in honor of Zeus, god of the rout”; similarly, in the Phoenissae, Polyneices
is urged to set up a βρέτας to Zeus in honor of a victory.225 In the Troades, the word is
used of the Trojan Horse.226 After the classical period the term comes to be understood
very generally as any kind of “divine image.” An inscribed Hellenistic statue base from
Thessaly (c. 250–200 BCE) described its bronze image of Ino-Leukothea as a βρέτας.227
For Callimachus, the chryselephantine statue of Zeus at Olympia was a βρέτας, while for
Pausanias it was an ἄγαλµα, and for Strabo a ξόανον.228
ξόανον
The word ξόανον likely derives from the verb ξέω (to scrape) and thus means in
essence “anything scraped.”229 It was often associated (especially in later authors such as
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E.g. the image of Thetis in Eur. And. 311 and Athena Polias in Eur. El. 1254.
For the anthropomorphic tropaion in terms of a movable cult image, see Figueira 2012 and his
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Strabo, Pausanias, and Plutarch) with the term βρέτας and thus was used to mean
“ancient image carved of wood.”230 As Donohue notes in her comprehensive study, the
word seems to “directly reflect the process of hewing images from wood. The technique
lives on, as it were, in the name of the statues that have themselves vanished.”231 The
word is an important piece of evidence for the (likely) theory, which was believed by the
Greeks themselves, that the first cult statues were rough, aniconic creations hewn or
carved from wood.232
In the classical period, while the word ξόανον could denote a sculpted image, it
could also refer to other worked, wooden “special” objects. The term first appears (in our
extant sources) in a fragment from Sophocles’ Thamyras where it referred most likely to
wooden pipes.233 In Euripides’ Ion, Creusa leaped from the altar of Apollo away from the
“xoana of the god.” It is here unclear whether generic religious anathêmata of Delphi or
multiple (unidentified) cult images are referred to.234 In the Troades, the Trojan horse is a
“hieron xoanon” while the chorus declare that, along with sacrifices and the festivals of
the gods, the “tupoi of golden xoana have vanished from Troy.”235 In Aeschylus’ Septem,
the chorus warn Eteokles that, “the gods of a conquered city abandon it.” By way of
explanation, the scholiast cites the (non-extant) Sophoclean Xoanephoroi (xoana carriers)
where we find that “the gods carry out from Troy on their shoulders their own xoana,
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seeing their city is to be captured.”236 In Euripides’ Iphigenia among the Taurians, the
cult image of Artemis is once referred to as a ξόανον.237
In inscriptions, xoana are found both in votive contexts and as the primary focus
of worship in temples as cult statues. An inscription from Magnesia on the Meander
concerns the installation of a xoanon of Artemis Leukophryene in a temple called the
“Parthenon.”238 On the other hand, a second-century BCE Attic inscription lists private
gifts presented to Dionysus, including a temple, a temenos, and xoana, which are “similar
to you” (eikela soi).239 A very well-known instance of the use of xoana in public ritual is
found in the decree inscribed on the Rosetta stone for Ptolemy V Epiphanes (196 BCE).
The inscription states that, “for Ptolemy, the god Epiphanes, Eucharistos, a golden nâos
and a ξόανον are to be set up in the adyta, and in the great festivals, in which there are
processions with the nâoi, the nâos is to be carried in procession with them.”240
According to Donohue, by the end of the first century BCE the words ξόανον and
βρέτας had become identified with “old-style” wooden images of the gods, that is, cult
statues.241 Pausanias uses the word over ninety times, usually with the specific meaning
“ancient statue constructed of wood” and often connected to famous mythological
sculptors such as Daedalus. 242
κολοσσός
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The etymology of κολοσσός is uncertain, but the term likely stems from a nonIndo-European root word, perhaps imported from the Levant or the eastern Aegean.243
Benveniste hypothesized that the term and its ritual context were introduced to Greece by
the Dorians and meant, in origin, “erected object.”244 For Benveniste, the word did not
refer to a large-sized material object, but rather to a ritual double or representation (a
religious idea that was imported from abroad) and it was not until the construction of the
Colossus at Rhodes (c. 280 BCE) when the term began to connote monumentality
exclusively.245 In Herodotus, the word κολοσσός is used primarily in reference to
Egyptian images, especially the famous monumental stone statues at Memphis and Lake
Moeris.246 At the great hypostyle hall of the temple of Amun-rê at Karnak, there were
over three hundred wooden images of hieroi, which Herodotus called kolossoi and
eikones synonymously.247 As Benveniste and others have noted, Herodotus’ tendency to
add the adjective megalos (large), or a specific size (i.e. twenty-five feet tall) to some but
not all descriptions of kolossoi must imply that size was not the prime criterion for
designating a κολοσσός.248 Indeed, some of the Egyptian kolossoi in Herodotus, such as
the images of hieroi at Karnak, were life size, while other representations, such as the
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thirty-eight foot high andriantes at the temple of Hephaistos, were monumental, but not
termed kolossoi.249
Apart from the second book of Herodotus, the word is rare. In the parodos of
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, the chorus laments on behalf of Menelaus over the loss of his
wife Helen: “a phasma seems to rule the house. The grace of well-formed kolossoi is
hateful to the husband; … everything to do with love is gone.”250 It has been argued that
these “well-formed kolossoi” were literal, life-size stone statues, installed in the citadel of
Mycenae and meant to fulfill some specific function, perhaps mnemonic, ritual, or
aesthetic for the husband.251 A main support for Benveniste’s position on the variable size
and religious meaning of the word kolossos was the fourth-century Cyrenean “pact of the
settlers.”252 The concluding lines of the pact included a series of arai that bound the
Theran immigrants to not abandon their settlement on Cyrene. The signatories would
throw wax kolossoi into a fire with the words: “may he who does not abide by this
agreement, but contravenes it, melt always and dissolve like the images, himself, his
progeny and his property.” While there are, of course, significant differences between the
Egyptian life-size and over life-size kolossoi in Herodotus, and the wax, (presumably)
smaller scale Cyrenean kolossoi, there are similarities as well. As Faraone notes, the
public, performative manipulation of wax “cult images” of divinities was a longstanding
and widespread practice across Egypt and the Near East. Nor was it restricted to private,
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asocial ceremonies or magical procedures with smallscale images (perhaps resembling
“voodoo dolls”).253
To wit, we know from an inventory inscription that a certain temple of Apollo on
Delos, most likely to be identified with the poros temple constructed in the mid-sixth
century BCE, held a κολοσσός.254 Whatever the exact size of this image – which Romano
identified with the famous archaic gold image of Apollo constructed by Tektaios and
Angelion – it was unequivocally considered a Greek cult statue.255
ἀνδριάς
The word ἀνδριάς is derived from the diminutive of man and unequivocally
means “likeness of a person.”256 The suffix –ιον, often occurs in cases where the noun is
transformed into its representation, such as παλλάδιον (image of Pallas Athena) and
δρακóντιον (image of a serpent).257 The word is not used by Homer and its earliest
occurrence is in Pindar. In Nemean 5 (discussed above), the poet declares that he is “not a
sculptor (ἀνδριαντοποιός) so as to fashion stationary statues on their same base
(ἀγάλµατ’ ἐπ᾽ αὐτᾶς βαθµίδος).”258 In Pythian 5, the charioteer of the laudandus
dedicates his reins at Delphi alongside a Cretan “statue (ἀµφ’ ἀνδριάντι σχεδόν) hewn
from a single trunk of wood (µονόδροπον φυτόν).”259
In Herodotus, despite its derivation from ἀνήρ, an ἀνδριάς can refer to an image
of a man or a god. In Egypt, it refers to images of king Sestrostis and his family as well as
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the forty-foot high statues of “Winter” and “Summer” erected by king Rhampsinitus in
the forecourt of Hephaistos.260 Ἀνδριάς never carries in Herodotus the meaning “relic” or
“cult statue,” which is specifically reserved for ἄγαλµα, but in contexts involving
anthropomorphic dedications at temples (especially those made by the historian’s relative
contemporaries) the terms ἀνδριάς and ἄγαλµα can be interchangeable.261 In the ancient
temple of Bel in Babylon, the golden image of the god is an ἄγαλµα and the statue
standing in the temenos is an ἀνδριάς,262 while in his story of Datis and the return of the
image of Apollo (c. 490 BCE), the statue is both an ἀνδριάς and an ἄγαλµα.263 In the
first-fruits (ἀκροθίνια) or tithe (δεκάτη) from the spoils of Artemisium and Salamis,
Alexander I of Macedonia dedicated at Delphi a golden statue of himself along with an
ἀνδριάς holding the figurehead (ἀκρωτήριον) of a ship, which from other sources (much
later than Herodotus) we know to be of Apollo.264
As we have stated above, even broadly contemporaneous authors could use the
same word very differently. Herodotus’ (by no means universal) tendency to use ἀνδριάς
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to mean a contemporary dedicated image contrasts sharply with the “single hewn trunk”
we find in Pythian 5. Pindar’s term by its material connotes venerability and by its
production technique recalls the “Orientalizing” style of the seventh century. It is
probable that Herodotus, if pressed, would have called the ancient image at Delphi an
agalma – and certainly later authors such as Pausanias would have used a different term,
such as bretas or xoanon.
εἰκών/εἴδωλον
The word εἰκών is derived from the Homeric perfect ἔοικα (to be like), whence
the factitive verbs ἐΐσκω and εἰκάζω (to make similar, compare) and the noun εἰκών
(image, representation).265 Thus, the term can be used naturally to refer to a physical
statue of a human, but it also could also connote an “image” or “representation,” and
even more generally, a “metaphor” or “comparison.” 266 Perhaps because of this inherent
connection with verisimilitude or likeness,267 an εἰκών rarely – and indeed never in the
classical period – denoted a cult image, that is, a sculptural image of a divinity that served
as a focus of worship.268 Alongside this unwillingness to connect the concept “likeness”
to an image of a divinity, the word εἰκών was commonly used to denote an image of a
human in dedicatory or civic religious contexts (similar to ἀνδριάς). During the classical
period the most common term for an anthropomorphic dedication to a human recipient
was εἰκών.269 In Herodotus, statues of temple servants in Egypt were eikοnes, while the
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Argives dedicated eikοnes of Kleobis and Biton at Delphi after their death in front of the
cult image (agalma) of Hera.270 In tragedy, the meaning of the word could range from the
sigils on the shields of the seven against Thebes, to the image of Glauke as she dressed
herself in Medea’s gifts.271 In Euripides’ Herakles Furens, Athena appeared as an
εἰκών to the crazed Herakles in order to prevent the complete destruction of his family.
Many commentators have taken this “image” of Athena as a reference to the monumental
bronze promachos, which towered over the acropolis.272 In a fragment of the Theoroi of
Aeschylus, the votives, which the satyrs dedicated to Isthmian Poseidon, were eikones as
well as mimêmata (likenesses, imitations) and eidôla (versions, copies).273
Like εἰκών, the word εἴδωλον takes part in a wide network of related terms that
center on vision or appearance and thus also are related to the concepts “semblance” and
“copy.” The word has been translated in a variety of ways: phantom, ghost, image,
phantasm, dream, resemblance, and representation.274 The term is derived from εἶδος
(form, shape) and at its core refers to an image or representation; however, unlike εἰκών
or ἀνδριάς (which involve verisimilitude), the word usually carries the connotation of
false or uncanny copying.275 In the Iliad, an εἴδωλον of Aeneas is spirited away from
danger by Aphrodite and an εἴδωλον of the dead Patroclus appears to Achilles in a
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dream.276 In the Odyssey, the spirits of the dead met by Odysseus in the underworld are
eidôla, while Athena fabricates an εἴδωλον in the form of the woman Iphimede to deceive
Penelope.277 In Hesiod, Iphigenia is said to have been replaced by an εἴδωλον just before
her salvation at Aulis.278 Vernant maintained that in the period before Plato, the term
εἴδωλον did not refer to a “copy” but only to an uncanny natural double or likeness, such
as the supernatural apparition (phasma), the dream (onar) and the soul phantom of the
dead (psychê).279 In other words, the term did not participate in a philosophical debate
over being and seeming, but instead denoted a phantom or version of an object, which
had its own reality and existence: a double or a substitute.280
Nevertheless, because an εἴδωλον could signify a “representation” or “copy,” the
term could also easily (although the usage is rare) refer to a material, sculpted image and
thus possibly a cult statue. The items in Croesus’ dedications to Delphi include a golden
statue (εἴδωλον) of a woman four and a half feet high, while in Sparta, royal funerals
were celebrated with an “image” (εἴδωλον) of the dead king, which would be processed
and carried to the burial ground.281 The story of Helen’s εἴδωλον, which went to Troy in
place of the living woman, was in told in Steisichorus’ Palinode and elaborated in
Euripides’ Helen. In the play, the semantic overlap between εἴδωλον and terms referring
to cult statues is clear – albeit conditioned by Euripides’ specific poetic and philosophical
aims – and will be treated in detail below. In the Helen, the “phantom” or “copy” of
Helen is referred to as an εἴδωλον four times and an ἄγαλµα three times.282
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Even if the εἴδωλον of the Helen does not literally signify a physical cult image,
Euripides’ use of the term exemplifies how “fixed” semantic definitions for words can
and must change over time. The Helen makes use of a matrix of similar terms that serve
to characterize the heroine of the play and her shadowy, ghost counterpart (the εἴδωλον).
Each instance of each word in the tragedy possessed its own sphere of references and
primary meanings associated with it, none of which were irrelevant to the specific context
of its invocation, and all of which referred recursively to each other. For example, if
Helen was metaphorically called an ἄγαλµα, she was literally a gift: a delight to her new
possessor and a source of social pride to her original owner. However, she this
presentation also simultaneously evokes a statue or votive given to a divinity and
deposited in a temple. At the same time, if her “ghost image” is a perfect copy or
phantom of this “delightful” ἄγαλµα, then the term εἴδωλον can slide into connoting not
only Vernant’s “uncanny dream copy” but also into connoting the closely-allied spheres
of representation, sculpture, and religious ritual. Finally, if Helen describes her original
travel to Egypt in terms that later come to be used for the transfer of a portable cult statue
(ἀφιδρύσαντο), all of the words used to characterize her in the play as a beautiful,
desired, sacred object have prepared the reader to understand her in these terms.283
The foregoing discussion has demonstrated the rich conceptual apparatus
associated with the complex archaic and later Greek terminology for cult images, but the
purpose of this chapter has also been partly negative. Authors have always felt free to
pick and choose the terms which resonated in their particular analytical contexts and time
periods. Thus, the terminology covering Greek religious statues both extends over a very
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large temporal span and is difficult, if not impossible, to compartmentalize definitively.
Each of the terms carries its own unique, but not exclusive, valence, which contributes to
our understanding of how the Greeks understood and interpreted the manipulation of their
cult images.284 Consider how the vocabulary of fixity seen in terms such as ἕδος and
ἵδρυµα, appears to carry with it notions of mobility, either terminated or foreclosed, while
the derivative word ἀφίδρυµα activates this very suspended possibility of the movement
of statues to connote a transferred ritual image. The term ἄγαλµα seems to transmute the
very physicality of these images and a broader genus of dedicated items into the realm of
social psychology in which their primary characteristic becomes their generation of a
positive mental state in their pertinent constituency of donors, recipients, or spectators.
The diction surrounding εἰκών, εἴδωλον, and ἀνδριάς by invoking resemblance, imitation,
and duplication focalizes the issues of anthropomorphism, humanity, and metamorphosis
that will contribute directly to our exploration of surrogacy and substitution below.
In sum, while an understanding of the divergences in meaning between terms
– such as, for example, ἕδος and ἀνδριάς – is indeed required for interpreting our literary
record, the resulting analysis will not account for the natural tendency of language to be
used metaphorically or for meanings to change over time. This tendency can only be
accounted for by literary analysis. Compounding, or underlining, this dynamic is the fact
that a large portion of the details of Greek religion are accessible only through the lens of
late authors such as Pausanias and Philostratus. These authors’ vocabulary is
characteristic of their individual epoch and personal literary purposes and outlook. This
characterization of the fluid nature of terms denoting cult images is just as true for works

284

See Mylonopoulos 2010b: 4.

67

of the fifth century, or any century for that matter. Consider Euripides’ parallel
invocation of the Argive dead as the ἄγαλµα and ἵδρυµα of Athens at Suppliants 632. Our
knowledge that an ἄγαλµα primarily refers to a delightful gift to a powerful patron, and
that an ἵδρυµα refers to the act, not the result of a religious dedication, is necessary, but
not sufficient information, for a full understanding of the passage. Within the structure of
the narrative, each of the terms emphasizes a different facet of the relationship of the
deceased Argive dead to the lineage of Zeus, who protects the rights of foreigners and
upholds the universal values shared by both Athens and Argos. In turn, the terms
metaphorically recall the traditional way to display and memorialize this connection: a
cult image. We can say that the Argives are an ἄγαλµα (treasure or splendor is the usual
translation) of Zeus’ city of Athens because they are Zeus’ treasured descendants through
Io; they are also an ἵδρυµα (usually translated bulwark or foundation) because their
presence and foundation in Argos – from Lynceus to Perseus to Herakles – was
considered to be one of the historical pillars of the archaic Greek community and selfimage.285
All of the terms resonate with a wide variety of different meanings from different
cultural contexts. We will see this problem in our exploration of the literary evidence for
portable cult statues in the following chapters, which derive mainly from this period and
use the entire available scope of terms to refer to ritual images. We can say generally that
the language of the second sophistic trends towards a more explicit terminology and a
more sustained theoretical framework for talking about religion and art. However, much
of the theorizing and technical terminology found in these authors has its roots in the
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usage of archaic, classical, and hellenistic Greece.286 The attempt in this chapter to
excavate all the possible references and contexts for Greek cult images will (I trust) serve
us well in our treatment of Euripides Iphigenia among the Taurians and the Helen where
we are concerned to understand the impact of the ritual transport of cult images on the
language and narrative of the Greek myth.
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Chapter Three – Moving Statues in Ritual
At Greek festivals, the gods themselves often travelled with the worshippers in a
procession (pompê) and were ritually “housed” or “deposited” in their own dwellings.287
The first part of this chapter will present the evidence for the mechanical process of
processions that involved the manipulation of a cult statue. The second part of the chapter
will explore how the straightforward arrival of an image and a divinity could be
manipulated or changed. Each original moment responded to different conditions and
circumstances of the worshipping community.
Processions, especially those involving images, displayed an incredible amount of
variation in their terminology and function.288 According to Nilsson’s detailed rubric,
movements involving divinities were divided into two categories: “movements to the
god” and “movements with the god.” The former included “sacrifice processions” such as
the Athenian Panathenaia, processions to a “cult space” such as the mountaintop of Zeus
Ikmaios or Akraios, and “movements which connected two cult spaces” such as the
Athenian procession to Eleusis.289 The latter category – with which we are concerned
– was divided into further subcategories: “transport movements,” “epiphany
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movements,” “installation movements,” and “cleansing movements,” where images of
divinities were either installed in a new temple or brought outside and cleaned.290
More recently, Graf has posited a distinction between centripetal and centrifugal
processions: centripetal processions traveled from the periphery to the center of a polis,
centrifugal processions traveled from the polis center to a rural sanctuary in the
countryside.291 This approach builds on de Polignac’s contention that processions
embody a system of bipolar associations between the center and periphery of a given
polis, and specifically his treatment of the procession to the extra-urban Argive
Heraion.292 Thus, centripetal processions such as the Athenian Panathenaia and greater
Dionysia defined “the conquering of urban space,” while the centrifugal processions such
as the journey of the Molpoi from Miletus to the Apolline sanctuary at Didyma, served to
“connect the outlying sanctuary with the city.”293 As Graf notes, given the incredible
variety inherent in Greek religious pompai, for each instance “one has to consider not
only its form but also the entire ritual context to which it belongs.”294
Nilsson’s category “installation movements” can give us a good idea of the
complexities involved in any sort of taxonomy of processions. The nomenclature of
“installation movements” implies that any included procession would either be a unique,
one-time event, or would require the (perhaps) yearly construction of an entirely new cult
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statue, which presumably would have to be installed in a new temple or sacred space.295
However, it is clear that in pompai such as the Boeotian Daedala or the Delian Dionysia
the construction and “installation” of “new” statues for each iteration of a festival was an
integral, but not necessarily distinguishing part of these rituals.296 Furthermore, at Athens,
it is notoriously difficult to determine even whether the “arrival” of the statue of
Dionysus occurred at Choes in Anthesterion, or at the greater Dionysia in Elaphebolion,
to say nothing of whether his arrival should be classed under “transport,” “installation,”
or “epiphany” pompai.297
All of these sub-distinctions, though learned, tend to elide one important aspect of
the cultural context of mobile cult statues: all processions referred – if occasionally in a
very diffuse way – to an act of dedication: the first definition or inauguration of the twoway relationship of worshiper and worshipped. Because of the two-way relationship
encoded in each “gift,” the act not only attempted to reenact an original dedication but
was simultaneously a reproduction of the original moment when the god “arrived.” This
quotidian context for an “arriving god” – that is, its role as an offering or a votive – adds
an important element to the galaxy of metaphorical and metaphysical contexts through
which the ancients understood the presence and absence of their divinities.298 In other
words, from the perspective of the community of worshipers, this original moment would
naturally correspond to the first gift deposited in the presence of the divinity.
Furthermore, this gift often took the shape of a representation of the divinity itself. A
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corollary of this focus on “arrival” is that any first dedication to a divinity could be, and,
in fact, usually was, conceptualized (often in a convoluted way) as a coming from an
external or foreign location.
For example, at Aigialeia in Achaia, the dêmos would process down to the river
Sythas carrying or “leading” images of Apollo and Artemis (ἀγαγόντες δὴ τοὺς θεοὺς).
The people would dedicate them in the temple of the goddess Persuasion (Πειθοῦς ἱερόν)
and then return them to the temple of Apollo. Pausanias’ description of the procession
implies that the festival was a communal reenactment of the “arrival” of the gods and the
salvation of the community.299 According to a traditional local myth, Apollo and Artemis
came to Aigialeia from afar to obtain purification for the killing of the monster Pytho at
Delphi. Smitten by a plague, local seers ordered the Aigialeians to propitiate Apollo and
Artemis, and in response, the people sent seven boys and seven maidens as suppliants to
the river Sythas in order to pray to Persuasion. Apollo and Artemis were “persuaded” to
return; the plague ceased and ever since then, during the annual festival (ἑορτῇ) of
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Artemis, and they accordingly sent seven boys and seven maidens as suppliants to the river Sythas. They
say that persuaded by these (sc. youths), the deities (τοὺς θεούς) came to what was then the acropolis, and
the place that they reached first was the sanctuary of Persuasion. They enact analogous ceremonies at the
present day; the children go to the Sythas at the festival of Apollo and having brought the deities to the
sanctuary of Persuasion, they say that they take them back again to the temple of Apollo. See Frazer 1965:
3.53–9; Bettinetti 2001: 203–5. For the comparable Delphian festival regarding Apollo’s killing of Pytho
and purification at Tempe, see Ephorus FGrH 70 F 31b ap. Strab 9.3.11–12 C422; Theopompus FGrH 115
F 80 ap. Ael. VH 3.1; Plut. Mor. 293c; 418a–b with Burkert 1983: 127–9.
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Apollo, Aigialeian youths lead images of Apollo and Artemis to the empty temple of
Persuasion and then deposit the gods back in their individual temples.
The local Aigialeian worship of Apollo and Artemis was connected – presumably
just like the local Thessalian worship of Apollo at Tempe – to the deities’ arrival and
purification during a mandatory exile. The movement of the seven maidens and seven
boys first at the river Sythas, then at the temple of Persuasion and finally at the temple of
Apollo, would have symbolically mirrored the arrival of Aigialeian Apollo and Artemis
from Delphi. This movement would have been enacted necessarily in a purely local
context. That is, the transition of the images away from the temple of Apollo to the
temple of Persuasion (which had no images) and then back again was the general
expression of the temporary absence and then presence of the gods.
The Greek term for a procession was a pompê. It signified the process of
communally “leading” or “moving” a god from point A to point B. The etymology of the
word indicates how essential the object carried, either a god or a votive, was to the
enactment of Greek processions. As Parker notes in reference to Athenian ritual: “all
processions appear to have remained what they were etymologically, sendings (gifts) or
escortings (divinities): they brought an offering to a god or took the god someplace.”300
The term is derived from πέµπω (to send) and denotes simultaneously the action of
sending and escorting.301 In its Homeric usage, the escorting is done by a powerful figure
– divine or human – who aids or protects a weaker one. For example, the help provided to
Odysseus by the Phaiakians is called both a pompê and a nostos.302 In the Iliad,
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Parker 2005: 179.
For the etymology of pompê, see Bömer 1952 RE s.v. Pompa, cols. 1879–82; Chantraine 1968: 879–80;
Graf 1996: 65–7; Kavoulaki 2011: 137–43 on Aesch. Eum. 1003–47.
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Bellerophon travels to Lykia under the “blameless pompê of the gods.”303 Hermes is
pompos – “guide” or “escort” – for Priam in his journey to Achilles, while Athena is
“pompos” for Telemachus.304 Hypnos and Thanatos bring the corpse of Sarpedon back to
Lykia as pompoi.305
The first use of pompê as a “procession” occurs in Heraclitus’ discussion of the
phallophoric worship of Dionysus. It is stated that “unless the people made the pompê to
Dionysus and sang the hymn to the “shameful bits” (αἰδοίοισιν) it would be a very
shameless deed.”306 We find processions such as the “pompai of Apollo that aid mortals”
(Ἀπολλωνίαις ἀλεξιµβρότοις πεδιάδα ποµπαῖς) and the “smoky pompê of flocks” (µήλων
τε κνισάεσσα ποµπά), which belongs to Tlepolemus, the founder of Rhodes.307 In
Herodotus’ description of the debt of Greek religion to practices in Egypt, the historian
starts with the importation of the “phallic procession” by Melampus (τὴν ποµπὴν τοῦ
φαλλοῦ), continues with the transmission of the divinatory practices of Egypt to Dodona
and Delphi, and concludes with the statement that it was the Egyptians who taught the
Greeks to march in procession.308
A focal point of the activities of a Greek festival was often the carrying of
portable images. On Taenarum in Lakonia, there was a famous cult of Poseidon, which
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Hom. Il. 6.171.
Hom. Il. 24.153, 182, 487. Cf. Aesch. Eum. 91; Soph. OT 1548; Aj. 832.
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Hom. Il. 16.681. See also the presence of Athena as “escort” in depictions of the deeds of Herakles and
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was likely Achaean or pre-Doric.309 We have notices of a connected festival called a
Tainaria and officials or celebrants named tainaristai.310 At Sparta, a group of first
century BCE inscriptions lists officials of the cult, among whom are a “σιοφόρος”
(divinity-carrier) and an individual named Agiteles who is “carrying the god” (σὶν
φέρων).311 At Ainos in Thrace, a Hermes Perpheraios (“carried-around”) was
worshipped. Local coinage, dating to the middle of the fifth century BCE, depicted
images of a small-scale cult statue set in a block of wood and shaped like a pillar.312
According to Callimachus, this image of Hermes Perpheraios was sculpted by Epeios, the
creator of the Trojan horse, but was swept away by the Scamander and carried to Ainos,
where it was discovered by fishermen who drew it up in their net. Thinking it was
useless, the fishermen cast it back into the sea, but miraculously it returned ashore, and a
shrine was established for it upon the beach.313 The name Perpheraios was further
connected to the “carrying around” of the statue by the fishermen and its installation in
the city center. The people offered their catch to the god, one handing him round to
another (αὐτὸ̣ν̣ πε̣[ριφέρω]ν)314 and then received him into the city
(εἰ[σεδέξαν]το τῇ πόλει) and worshipped him as equal to the gods (καὶ [π]αραπλησίως
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Paus. 3.25.4. On the cult generally, see Thuc. 1.128.1; 33.1; Ael. VH 6.7; Paus. 4.24.5; 7.25.3 with
Nilsson 1957: 67–9; Bettinetti 2001: 188–90.
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Hesych. s.v. ταιναρίας, τ 33 Latte: παρὰ Λακεδαιµονίοις ἑορτὴ Ποσειδῶνος· καὶ ἐν αὐτῇ Ταιναρισταί.
“A festival of Poseidon among the Lakedaemonians. The Ταιναρισταί are associated with this festival.”
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IG V.1 212.56; 210.55; see also 211.51.
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On Hermes Perpheraios generally, see Romano 1980: 155–60; Bettinetti 2001: 91–3; 189; AcostaHughes 2002: 294–300; Petrovic 2010.
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Callim. Ia. VII fr. 197 Pfeiffer with Dieg. VII. 32–4; VIII.1–51; cf. Acosta-Hughes 2002: 272–7.
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2002: 276.
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τ[οῖς θεοῖς] ἐτίµων). The action of movement or “passing around” of the image of
Hermes Perpheraios and then its subsequent installation implies that the statue was
conducted or led into the city in an annual pompê.
Similarly, at Methymna on Lesbos,315 Pausanias tells us that fishermen recovered
a block of olive wood which was formed into the shape of a face (πρόσωπον ἐλαίας
ξύλου πεποιηµένον).316 According to the story, the fishermen consulted the Delphic
oracle and were directed to send a bronze copy to Delphi and worship the block as the
god “Dionysus Phallen” (Φαλλῆνα). We find the phrase “the carrying round of the image
(agalma) at the Dionysia” (ἐν τοῖς Διονυσίοισι πρὸ τᾶς τῶ ἀγάλµατος περιφόρας) in a
Methymnian inscription.317
The connection between reenacted dedication and the historical “arrival” of the
god was occasionally explicit. Late in the third century BCE, the inhabitants of Magnesia
on the Meander rebuilt their monumental temple to Artemis Leukophryene.318 A pair of
religious decrees belonging to the period of renovation contain instructions for the
institution (or re-institution) of a new-years or inaugural festival (Ἰσιτήρια) to be
performed at Magnesia.319 The first decree provided for the installation of a cult statue of

315
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with Parke and Wormell 1956: 136n337; Fontenrose 1978: 347.
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IG XII.2 503.10.
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The name “white brow” refers to a topographical location; cf. Rigsby 1997: 179. On Magnesia on the
Meander and Artemis Leukophryene, see Xen. Hell. 3.2.19; DS 11.57-8; 14.36; Paus. 1.26.4; 3.18.9; Plut.
Them. 29-30.3; Tac. Ann. 3.62.1; Vitr. De arch. 3.2.6.
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Artemis in the renovated temple alongside a series of subsequent requirements regarding
the conduct of the annual festival commemorating this event (καθ’ ἕκαστον ἐνιαυτὸν ἐν
µηνὶ Ἀρτεµισιῶνι τῆι ἕκτηι).320 The second decree (which is only partly extant) referred
back to the passing of the first decree and ordered the priests, dignitaries, and attendees to
celebrate the festival according to previously established format.321
The first decree was headed by a prescript, which states that the stephanêphoros
of the Polykleidai (the highest ranking eponymous magistrate of Magnesia) – a certain
Pythodelos – passed a motion concerning the installation of the xoanon of Artemis in a
refurbished “Parthenon” (ὑπὲρ τῆς καθιδρύσεως τοῦ ξοάνου τῆς Ἀρτέµιδος τῆς
Λευκοφρυηνῆς εἰς τὸν κατεσκευασµένον αὐτῆι νῦν Παρθενῶνα). To this prescript was
attached a prayer to the goddess Artemis Leukophryene and a list of procedures for the
celebration of the festival of Artemis on the anniversary of her “installation” (καθιδρύσις)
in the Parthenon. It is likely that the cult statue itself was modeled on that of Ephesian
Artemis and included the characteristic chest protuberances, whether round breasts or
bull-testes, of the famous xoanon at Ephesus.322 According to the proclamation, on the
sixth of Artemision, the neôkoros (warden or sacred officer of the temple), the priestess
of Artemis, and the current stephanêphoros, would enact the “return” of the goddess to
the Parthenon (συντελέσαι τὴν ἀποκατάστασιν τῆς θεοῦ εἰς τὸν Παρθενῶνα) on a day
called “entering day,” that is, “new-years’ day” (τὴν δὲ ἡµέραν τήνδε ἀναδεδεῖχθαι εἰς
τὸν ἀε[ὶ] χρόνον ἱερὰν προσαγορευοµένην Ἰσιτήρια).323 The return (ἀποκατάστασιν) of
the goddess would be accompanied by sacrifices (θυσίας), an “exodos” of women to the
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temple precinct (γυναικῶν ἔξοδος εἰς τὸ ἱερὸν), and hymns sung by a chorus of young
girls led by the neôkoros (συντελείτω δὲ ὁ νεωκόρος καὶ χοροὺς παρθένων ἀϊδουσῶν
ὕµνους).324 The stephanêphoros would organize the procession along with the
stephanêphoroi of the previous year (ποµπὴν συντελεῖν).
The inauguration or entrance (Ἰσιτήρια) of Artemis Leukophryene to be
celebrated on the sixth of Artemision, likely was intended as a celebration of the
anniversary of the original installation of the xoanon in the Parthenon. Furthermore, the
bearing and dedication of the xoanon itself (or a copy) in the temple was an element of
the festival proceedings. We know from a different decree concerned with the cult of
Zeus Sosipolis at Magnesia, that the Magnesian stephanêphoroi would bear or “lead”
images (xoana) of divinities in processions.325 This decree, which is dated to 197 BCE,
directs the stephanêphoros to lead a procession carrying xoana of all twelve gods clothed
in the finest garments and construct a tholos in the agora near the altar of the gods.
Often the culminating or original moment, which is ritually reenacted by the
procession, is not an arrival from afar but is connected to some other important event. For
example, the Plataian festival of the Daedala involved the fabrication, transportation, and
cyclical re-dedication of multiple cult statues culminating in an evocation of the marriage
of Zeus and Hera.326 According to the aetiological narrative given by Pausanias, after a
fight with Hera, Zeus declared publicly that he was going to marry Plataia, a daughter of
Asopos. He constructed a wooden cult image and started travelling with it in a wagon,
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On the festival as a whole, see Nilsson 1957: 248–51; Dunand 1978.
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mimicking a wedding processions.327 Hera heard about his plan, but after discovering
Zeus’ “bride” was only a wooden image and not a woman, she was reconciled to Zeus.
Accordingly, the Plataians celebrated the Daedala in order to commemorate this
reconciliation because, “the men of old time gave the name of Daedala to cut images
(xoana).”328 Every seventh year (the little Daedala) the Plataians would select and
construct their xoana and then every sixtieth year (the Great Daedala), in concert with all
of the major poleis of Boeotia, the statues would be prepared and adorned by the banks of
the Asopos. The fourteen statues of the Great Daedala would be distributed by lot among
the Plataians, Koroneians, Thespians, Tanagrans, Chaironeians, Orchomenians,
Lebadeians, and Thebans while towns of lesser importance would pool their funds to
construct communal images.329 The festival thus played a role in the organization and
stratification of the differing constituent poleis of Boeotia within its koinon.330 The
images, accompanied by a woman to act as bridesmaid, would be placed on a cart and
driven from the river to a peak of Kithairon. There, each polis would build, dedicate, and
then burn a huge wood and brush altar alongside the fourteen daidala. A cow would be
sacrificed to Hera and a bull to Zeus.
This fabrication of multiple cult images is mirrored in the Dionysia on Delos,
where a series of Hellenistic inscriptions describe an annual festival of Dionysus during
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which an image (agalma) of the god was carried in a pompê.331 At various points in time
it was fitted with wooden wings (ξύλα εἰς πτέρυγας), drawn in a wooden cart (ξύλα εἰς τὸ
φαλλαγωγεῖον) and dressed and painted.332 Every year from at least 301 BCE (our first
extant inscription), new funds were appropriated for the carving and decorating of a new
phallos.333 It is unclear what happened to the previous phalloi, but presumably they were
dedicated and housed in the temple of Dionysus. Indirect confirmation of the phallic
worship of Dionysus on Delos comes from a choregic monument set up around 300 BCE
by a certain Karystios, which consists of a huge stone phallus on top of a tall, square base
with the front side inscribed with a bird with a phallos for a head.334
The most famous example of a moving statue signifying an “arrival” involves the
xoanon and phalloi of Dionysus in Athens.335 Both major Attic Dionysian festivals, the
Anthesteria and the Great Dionysia, provide significant, although keenly disputed,
support for the manipulation of the statue. At the Anthesteria, there is evidence that a
katagôgia (“leading down”) was enacted at some point during the three-day festival: a
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Roman era decree confirms the existence of the event.336 Furthermore, this katagôgia of
Dionysus at Anthesteria has been connected to evidence with the famous “ship cart” of
Dionysus.337 At Smyrna, “a trireme raised into the air is escorted into the agora which the
priest of Dionysus steers like a helmsman with its lines loose from the sea.”338 Many
scholars have connected this ship cart in an Ionian festival not only to the katagôgia of
the Anthesteria at Athens, but to the so-called hieros gamos of Dionysus and Ariadne.339
For example, according to Deubner, Dionysus would process from his temple at Limnai
(the marshes) in his wheeled ship-cart towards a building called the boukoleion in order
to consummate his marriage with the priestess called the basilinna.340 The ceremony
would be enacted by a priest dressed as the god riding on a cart, which would be pulled
through the street carrying celebrants hurling ritual insults.341
The great Dionysia at Athens, which took place the month after Anthesterion (late
March), provides alternate evidence for a moving cult image of Dionysus at Athens.342
An ephebic inscription from the late second century BCE informs us that at some point
during the festival, the image of Dionysus Eleuthereos was “led in” (εἰσήγαγον) to a
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342
For the movement of the image at the Dionysia specifically, see Nilsson 1916: 326–8. See, generally,
Deubner 1966: 138–42; Pickard-Cambridge 1968: 57–66; Parke 1977: 125–9; Seaford 1994: 235–57;
Sourvinou-Inwood 2003a: 67–140.

82

temple in the neighborhood of the Academy – on the road to the Boeotian town
Eleutherae – and placed by the hearth (ἐσχάρα) located there.343 Hymns were sung and
sacrifices offered to the god; afterwards, in a torchlight procession, the image was likely
ferried back to a small limestone temple of Dionysus just south of the theater.344 Despite
the uncertainty surrounding this ritual movement, it is certain that the transportation of
the image was considered to be a reenactment of his “original” arrival from the Boeotian
border-lands; this arrival was, in turn, connected to the origin story of the phallophoric
worship of Dionysus.345 There was a fundamental affinity between the processing or
bearing of phalloi in the pompê and the transport of the cult image of Dionysus
Eleuthereos: both would have recalled the placating of the god after his original arrival in
Athens346 and all gifts to Dionysus were considered to be images of, or “similar to,” the
god.347
Stories mythologizing and celebrating the acquisition or “arrival” of a cult statue
without a description of a literal pompê are common. It is a normal case that the mass of
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Dem. 22.10. Seaford 1994: 239; 241–4, following Graf, connected the movement of the procession strictly
with their different destinations: “outward procession, sacrifice and return to town.” On the iconography of
the images connected to the famous “Lenaian vases,” see Romano 1980: 74–8; Sourvinou-Inwood 2005:
213–8.
346
See Pickard-Cambridge 1968: 62.
347
Cf. IG II2 2948, a second-century BCE Attic inscription which lists private gifts presented to Dionysus.
These include ξόαν’ εἴκελά σοι. That is, xoana that are “similar to you (sc. Dionysus).” Cf. Donohue 1988:
61–2, T 399.
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traditions, which grew up around the manipulation and movement of cult statues, are the
mundane counterparts to such events and help to establish their significance. For
example, “arriving” images were often claimed to have fallen from heaven or have been
gifted magically to the community.348 Sometimes, the sense of mystery or uncanniness
surrounding the suddenness of the arrival could be connected to traditions in which the
statue arrived out of the depths of the sea, as at Methymna or Ainos.349
The Erythraean cult of Herakles was centered around a small (c. 0.5 m) statue,
which was said to have emerged from the sea. 350 The statue of the god autonomously
sailed itself to the Ionian coast from Tyre, and both the Chians and the Erythraeans
competed over its possession.351 To decide the matter, it was decreed that women would
have to cut off their hair and plait it into ropes to fish the god out of the sea and bring him
on land. Thracian slave women cut off their hair, reeled in the statue to Erythrae and were
rewarded with a central role in the worship of Herakles. The “secular” statue of the boxer
Theagenes also assumes many of the characteristics of an arriving sacred statue. After the
statue fell on an individual, it was tried in court, found guilty and “drowned” (submerged)
in the sea. The Pythia subsequently declared that the statue was to be recovered, and,
luckily, some fishermen happened to enmesh the statue in their nets. The image of
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For example, the Trojan Palladion (before Odysseus and Diomedes stole it) was claimed to either have
fallen from the sky or have been brought by Dardanus to Troy as Athena's or Zeus’ gift. The origin from
the sky is found in Pherecydes FGrH 3 F 179; DH AR 2.66.5; Apollod. Bib. 3.12.3; Ov. Fast. 6.421–5. The
image as a gift from the gods is found in DH AR 1.68–72. The image of Artemis in Eur. IT 88, 977, 986
and Athena Polias in Paus. 1.26.6 were both “from heaven” (diopetes). The statue of Dionysus at Thebes in
Paus. 9.12.4 is ξύλον ἐξ οὐρανοῦ.
349
For this aspect of the images of Dionysus of Methymna and Hermes Perpheraios see Graf 1985: 300–7;
Elsner 1996: 527–8; Bettinetti 2001: 91–9.
350
Paus. 7.5.5–8 describes the statue as “Egyptian in style”; for discussion, see Graf 1985: 296–313. Cf.
also the diminutive Herakles Daktylos at Megalopolis in Paus. 8.31.3.
351
In Luc. Syr. D. 7 the head of Osiris annually sails from Egypt to Byblos. Cf. the myths of Orpheus’ head
at Lesbos in, e.g. Ov. Met. 11.50–82; Philostr. VA 4.14.
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Theagenes was hauled up from the sea, dedicated in its original heroon and sacrificed to
“as a god.”352
The travels of a tiny votive image purchased at the famous sanctuary of Aphrodite
on Paphos and carried to Naukratis give a sense of the scope of the myths that accreted
around moving cult statues.353 Around the beginning of the seventh century, a certain
Herostratos landed at Paphos on Cyprus and bought a tiny, span-sized (c. 15 cm) statuette
(ἄγαλµα) of Aphrodite, which he then took with him on a voyage to Egypt. As he
approached Egypt, a storm appeared, and the sailors prayed before the statue of
Aphrodite who miraculously covered the ship with protective green myrtle. 354 After
Herostratos arrived safely at Naukratis, he sacrificed to the goddess, dedicated the statue
to Aphrodite, and then feasted his philoi in the temple itself. Each participant was given a
“Naukratite wreath.” Just as with a traditional cult statue, ritual feasting with the
privileged genos and the naming of the sacred plant (among participants whom the
archaic Athenians would call orgeônes or a thiasos), can be associated with the original
arrival of the image.355
Of course, the most well-known examples of the transportation and arrival of a
cult statue are much more grandiose than a single worshipper dedicating a small-scale
agalmation or driftwood washing up on the shore. In 204–5 BCE, the sacred stone of the
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See Paus. 6.11.6; Euseb. Praep. evang. 5.34 with Graf 1985: 302–3. For other examples of deadly
falling statues, see Aris. Poet. 9.12; Theoc. Id. 23.60. For the image’s status “as a god” see Donohue 1997:
36.
353
Polycharmus FGrH 640 F 1 ap. Ath. 675f–6c.
354
For Aphrodite as a goddess of shores, the sea, and calming storms, see Nilsson 1957: 521–2.
355
On the orgeônes, see, e.g. Dig. 47.22.4; IG I3 136; IG II2 1324; 1284; 1255–6 (the orgeônes of Bendis);
Aesch. Mysoi TrGF fr. 144; Hymn. Hom. Ap. 389; Philochorus FGrH 328 F 35a with, e.g. Andrewes 1961;
Parker 1996: 109–11; 337–40; Kearns 1989: 73–77; Lambert 1998: 46–9; Arnautoglou 2003: 31–58;
Naiden 2013: 193–5. On the thiasotai, see SEG 44.60; 59.155 (Bendis); IG I2 2345 with Lambert 1999;
Arnautoglou 2003: 61–5.
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Magna Mater or Cybele was imported to Rome from either the Phrygian town of Pessinus
(according to Livy, Strabo, and Valerius Maximus) or from Ida in the Troad (according to
Ovid).356 In Livy’s account, King Attalus I agreed to a request from Rome and the sacred
stone was simply handed over. According to Ovid’s much more florid telling, the
goddess travelled in procession on a trireme from Crete to Cythera, thence to the mouth
of the Tiber, and finally to the center of Rome. In both accounts, the ritual host of the
goddess is specified in unusual terms; for Livy, the Roman possessor of the statue had to
be the “best of the notable Romans” (optimus bonorum);357 for Ovid, the goddess must be
received by one with “pure hands.”358
Similarly, during the early Ptolemaic period, the cult of Sarapis was introduced to
Alexandria from northern Anatolia.359 Athenodoros (as preserved in Clement) gives us
four different variants for the context and cultural environment of the importation of the
god. First, according to “some” the statue was a gift from the people of Sinope to
Ptolemy II Philadelphus; second, “others” say that Sarapis was a Pontic idol and was
carried in a ritual procession to Alexandria from Pontus. Third, according to a certain
Isidoros, the statue was imported from the city of Antioch because local food supplies

356

Liv. 29.10.5, 11.7; Ov. Fast. 4.263–372; cf. Cic. Har. resp. 27–32; DS 34.33.2; Strab. 12.5.3 C567; Val.
Max. 8.15.3; Sil. Pun. 17.3. See, e.g. Roller 1999: 263–86; for discussion in terms of the mobility of cult
images, cf. Graf 1985: 304–6.
357
Liv. 29.14.10; the man in question is P. Cornelius Scipio Nasica.
358
A woman named Claudia Quinta took part in the procession, and, when the image was stranded in the
Tiber, she helped move the goddess by praying and declaring her chastity; see Ov. Fast. 312–3. For
Claudia Quinta who was probably a daughter of P. Claudius Pulcher (cos. 249 BC), see, generally, DS
34.33.2; Prop. 4.11.51–50; Plin. HN 7.120; Suet. Tib. 2.3; Val. Max. 1.8.11; Tac. Ann. 4.64.3. Graf (1985:
304–5) connected the challenge and confirmation of Claudia’s chastity with the integration of
“marginalized” figures into society. For discussion of the historical context see, e.g. Gruen 1992: 47–8;
Burton 1996.
359
The sources are Tac. Hist. 4.83; Athenodorus of Tarsus FGrH 746 F 4 ap. Clem. Al. Protr. 4.48.2–6;
Manetho FGrH 609 T 3 ap. Plut. Mor. 361–2a; cf. Hicks 2013. For the Ptolemaic worship of Sarapis
specifically, see Fraser 1960. For the introduction or exportation of Sarapis to Delos in the Hellenistic
period, see IG XI 4.1299 with Parker 1996: 216n68; 2017: 158–72.
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were needed, and it was king Ptolemy who was positioned to provide them – in
exchange, of course, for the gift of the statue. Finally, the origin of the statue of Sarapis is
also associated with the legendary Egyptian pharaoh Sestrostis who was said to have
imported the foreign sculptors responsible for manufacturing the image. In the variant of
Sestrostis, the inclusion of a named creator and the concomitant rejection of an external
origin for the statue serves as a compromise: the scenario provides a rationalized account
of the origin of the god, while still maintaining the cult’s antiquity and prestige. On the
other hand, in Plutarch’s account, we are told that it was Ptolemy I Soter (not his son)
who saw a dream vision of the colossus of Pluton in Sinope, and this dream-image itself
instructed the king to have itself carried as quickly as possible to Alexandria.360 Ptolemy
obligingly sent servants who stole the statue and brought it away. A professional
interpreter (ἐξηγητής) was then hired who confirmed to Ptolemy that the statue in Sinope
was the one most like the one he saw in his dream. Only after being taken to Alexandria
did it acquire the Egyptian name of Pluton, that is, Sarapis.
The introduction of Asclepius to Athens provides more detailed (albeit lacunose)
evidence for our general picture of the “arrival” of a cult statue, and one, thankfully, well
placed in the later fifth century.361 The god Asclepius was introduced into Attica by a
private citizen named Telemachus in 420/19 BCE. At the same time, the original
sanctuary next to the theater of Dionysus was refurbished and an elaborate, new
monument to the god was constructed. The dedication of the sanctuary, adjacent to a
sanctuary of Pan and Aphrodite on the south side of the acropolis, included the
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For the evidence for the (obviously contested) date of the origin or importation of the Ptolemaic cult of
Sarapis, see Fraser 1972; McKenzie and Gibson 2004.
361
See especially Clinton 1994; Parker 1996: 175–87; Wickkiser 2008: 62–76.
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composition of a brief chronicle of the early years of the cult.362 According to the very
first entry of the chronicle, the god Asclepius was brought to Piraeus by Telemachus
during the Great Mysteries, and then transferred to the city Eleusinion whence it
eventually made its way to the acropolis in a wagon.363 Clinton argues that the image of
the god processed in the wagon was a wooden statue, but it has long been asserted that it
was a snake.364 It is likely that Telemachus himself was Epidaurian and that he brought
the god to Athens with the help of his Epidaurean servants who were to minister the
cult.365 If accurate, the arrival of the god thus took place in a context of private individual
kinship and friendship relations as well as broader civic considerations.366 The status of
relations with and control over Epidauros were long a key strategic concern of Athenian
policy and the importation of the cult was likely a signal of (perhaps renewed) closer
relations between the two poleis.367 As with the case of the Roman importations of the
Magna Mater and Sarapis, there are multiple available socio-political explanations for
Asclepius’ arrival in Athens at this particular point in time.368

362

For the date and pre–420 BCE state of the sanctuary and the Ionic stoa, see Tomlinson 1969: 111–9;
Hurwit 2004: 219–22. Telemachus’ chronicle is spread across IG II² 4960–1 and IG II² 4963; see also SEG
25 226; 32 266. Cf. Aleshire 1991: 7–12; 72–3.
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IG II² 4960.9–15. For the city Eleusinion and the Athenian welcome of Asclepius, see Miles 1998: 59–
67.
364
IG II² 4960.11: δια[κόνον. Radt (TrGF IV p.57–8) assumes the presence of the snake and thus accepts
the emendation of Körte, δια[κόνον: δ(ρ)ά[κοντα (cf. Clinton 1994: 24n20–2). At many poleis across the
Greek world Asclepius was worshipped in the form of a snake. E.g. at Epidaurus Limera the story of the
god’s arrival included a divine snake entering the city and seeking out his place of worship; see Paus.
3.23.7. See also Ov. Met. 15.622–744 for the Roman worship of the god as a snake.
365
See Clinton 1994: 18–21.
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Cf. Etym. Mag. s.v. δεξιῶν, 256.6 Gaisford = TrGF IV T 67–73a, the famous story that Sophocles
– referred to here as “Dexion” – hosted Asclepius and built an altar for him in his own house. For
discussion, see Connolly 1998.
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About a year after the founding of the sanctuary, the Eleusinian genos of the Kerykes disputed the
allocation of the land with the Epidaurian Telemachus. On the Eumolpidai and Kerykes at Eleusis, see, e.g.
Parker 1996: 177–8, 300–1; Blok and Lambert 2009: 114–19.
368
E.g. the peace of Nikias in 421 BCE could be presented as a relevant historical context for the arrival of
the god. In the fifth century, non-Athenian branches of the Epidaurian cult of Asclepius were established at
Sicyon and on Aegina; see Paus. 2.10.3; Ar. Vesp. 122.
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Modalities of Movement: The Athenian Palladion
For various reasons, not every community wished to characterize the original,
foundational moment of their divinity as an “arrival” and recapitulate it by the ritual
processing of a cult statue from a foreign location. Athens separated the worship of their
“arriving” divinity Dionysus from the worship of the autochthonous and stationary patron
Athena who would receive her peplos at the great Panathenaia.369 How, then, are we to
interpret the move of Dionysus Eleuthereos (“Liberating Dionysus”) from Boeotia into
Athens at the great Dionysia? As a literal dedication or perhaps an arrival of a divinity
from afar? It has not been lost on scholars that the institution (or elaboration) of the great
Dionysia itself (safely placed at the end of the sixth century BCE), along with the
concurrent birth of tragic performance, presumably bears a significant relation to the
post-Cleisthenic self-image of the Athenian people as a free or democratic polity. That is,
the event of the arrival of Dionysus to the theater at Athens and his corresponding
departure from Boeotian Eleutherae signaled, in some way, the importation or creation of
freedom itself.370 This observation must be balanced against (or combined with) the
tradition that it was a certain Pegasos from Eleutherae who personally brought the
archaion xoanon of Dionysus from Boeotia because the Athenians were smitten with a
horrible disease of the genitals.371 According to this story, Delphi prophesied to the men
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On the ritual dressing of statues, see Romano 1980: 51–3; Barber 1992; Bettinetti 2001: 137–43.
See especially Seaford 1994: 243–8; Sourvinou-Inwood 1994: 272–5; 2003a: 72–5; Raaflaub 2000:
249–76. The traditional date of the founding of the Dionysia is Peisistratean (534 BCE). See, e.g. [Aris.]
Ath. Pol. 3.3; 56.5; 57.1; Thuc. 2.15.4 with Pickard-Cambridge 1968: 57–8, 102; Shapiro 1989: 85–7;
Parker 1996: 93–4. For the relevance of the specific location of Boeotian Eleutherae, see Ober 1985: 223
with Paus. 1.38.8: ἐν τούτῳ τῷ πεδίῳ ναός ἐστι Διονύσου, καὶ τὸ ξόανον ἐντεῦθεν Ἀθηναίοις ἐκοµίσθη τὸ
ἀρχαῖον. “In this plain (sc. of Eleutherae) is a temple of Dionysus, from which the old image (ξόανον) was
carried off to Athens.” Sourvinou-Inwood 2003a: 73–5; 2005: 151–5 logically characterizes the event as a
xenismos “welcoming” rite.
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Paus. 1.2.5. See also Paus. 1.38.8.
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of Athens that because of their failure to worship Dionysus the only way to save
themselves was to construct phalloi and worship the god by reenacting his sufferings.372
Religious rites, festivals, and communities change over time. Each community
had the scope to create a unique modality for their “original” moment(s), depending on
each’s particular history, characteristics, and circumstances. 373 The co-identification of
the movement of an “original” dedicator bringing a votive, and the “arrival” of the deity,
or some other culminating moment, is partially a consequence of the necessarily close
connection between a god and his or her representation, and (perhaps) the human
tendency to assume that a personal representation would be the perfect gift for such a
powerful patron. This “original” event was sometimes literally associated with a mythic
ancestor bringing and dedicating an “original” statue. For example, the mythical
Athenian Erisychthon was held responsible for importing the xoanon of Apollo from
Attica to Delos.374 Along similar lines, Danaus was traditionally held responsible for
dedicating both the original xoanon at the temple of Apollo Lykeios, and the hedos of
Athena Lindia on Rhodes,375 while the statue of Zeus Herkios at Argos was said to have
been brought from Troy by Sthenelos.376 On the acropolis of Sikyon, an image of
Dionysus Lysios (the “deliverer” or “looser”) was said to have been brought by a certain
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ΣAr. Ach. 242a. The construction and bearing of multiple phalloi in a pompê concluding in the sacred
precinct of Dionysus was certainly a part of some central portion the great Dionysia. For example, when the
Athenian colony of Brea was established in 446–5 BCE, the colonists were required to bring a phallos to
the Dionysia (IG I3 46.15–17 = ML 49.11–13, cf. Osborne and Rhodes 2017: 240–5). See Nilsson 1957:
263–4; Sourvinou-Inwood 2003a: 75–8. In a similar vein, in the early fourth century, a decree of the second
Athenian league required that Paros, as a colony of Athens, should bring a cow and a phallos to the
Dionysia; see SEG 31 67.4–5.
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Cf. Chaniotis 2011.
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According to tradition, the statue was given to Ariadne by Daidalos. See Phanodemus FGrH 325 F 2;
Paus. 1.18.5; 31.2; Plutarch of Chaeronea FGrH 388 F 1 = Donohue 1988: T 108. For Theseus, see Paus.
9.40.2.
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For Apollo Lykeios, see Lykeas of Argos FGrH 312 F 2 ap. Paus. 2.19.5. For the dedication at the
temple of Apollo Lindia, see Zeno of Rhodes FGrH 523 F 1 ap. DS 5.58.
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For Zeus Herkios, see Paus. 2.24.34. For the Aphrodite at Patras, see Paus. 7.21.10.
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Phanes before the Dorian invasion of Achaia.377 However, the trope of the ancient
dedicator from a time long ago was often occluded, and the dedication was, in this case,
simply cast as a divine “arrival” of the god. This situation of divine arrival, perhaps
because of its lack of human actors, was more amenable to a universal application and
thus more malleable or open to new applications. In these circumstances, it was left to the
human authorities involved in the current ritual (the priests and priestesses) to promote
and Moreover, these vague connections often provided the opportunity to reformulate the
power dynamic and hierarchical structure of the worshipping community.
It follows that when the divinity concerned was deeply enmeshed in the selfimage of the community – such as, for example, Athena at Athens – the details of this
“original” arrival, whether considered to be the original votive brought by the forbear of a
specific family, or the autonomous appearance of an omnipotent divinity, the moment
was of extreme importance and was often contested. We shall see below that the
manipulation of the bretas of Hera on Samos was intimately connected to the religious
and cultural identity of the Samians. Similarly, on Rhodes, Danaus was considered to be
the original dedicator of the statue of Athena Lindia,378 but alongside this claim, the
records of the Lindian Chronicle also contained the dedications of mythological figures
such as Herakles, Kadmus, and the Telchines as well as confirmed historical figures such
as Darius and Ptolemy Soter.379 Simultaneously, the copy of Pindar’s seventh Olympian
inscribed in golden letters in the temple hinted at a more general attempt to formulate the
origin of Rhodes and worship of Athena Lindia in the context of the worship of Helios
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Paus. 2.7.5.
See n63, n183 above.
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Cf. Lind. Chron. FGrH 532 F 2 with Higbie 2003.
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the sun god. The poem itself focuses on multiple, competing ktistic accounts: namely, the
autochthonous birth of the island through the god Helios, the Heraklid claim of lineage of
Tleptolemos, and the familial connections of the laudandus Diogenes.380 On the other end
of the spectrum, Sparta, with its global narrative of Heraklid colonization and conquest,
had no use for claims of autochthony. In many places such as Samos and Rhodes,
perhaps because of a quirk of the historical record, or because of their inarguable status as
islands open to foreign influence, we are aware of a more explicit integrative attempt to
stitch together multiple narratives in festival performances. These narratives usually
spanned both autochthonous and colonial perspectives.381
Perhaps the best attested example of the dynamic nature of these mobile holy
objects can be seen in the Trojan Palladion – perhaps the most famous example of a
moving cult image in Greek culture.382 Ostensibly a “cult statue” of Athena,383 the
Palladion was originally located in Troy and associated with the protection of the city.
The character of its use at Athens exemplifies the different and unexpected changes that a
myth could undergo when transported to another community. It is a rich example of the
variable aspects of a transfer of a cult statue, especially its relationship with an “original”
moment – in this case, that of Athens.384 We will treat the variants of the myth in some
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Pin. Ol. 7. The rhetoric of the poem modulates between Diagorid family history, Heraklid ideology, and
the Rhodian worship of Helios. Cf. Sfyroeras 1993; Kowalzig 2007a: 226–57.
381
On Samos see pp. 112–29 below.
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On the Palladion as a mobile cult statue, see Bettinetti 2001: 71–5. On its relationship to Athens, see
Sourvinou-Inwood 2011: 225–46.
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Cf. Hdt. 4.189.2: ἐκ Λιβύης ἥκει ἡ στολὴ τῶν Παλλαδίων. Here the palladia refer to general images of
Athena.
384
The best treatment of the Athenian Palladion is Sourvinou-Inwood 2011: 225–62. However, her
contention that the myth of the Palladion had no significant relationship to cult in Athens is at odds with the
interpretation presented below.
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detail because, taken together, they provide a template for the recurring elements of a
story pattern with the theft, movement, and retrieval of a religious statue at its core.
Uniquely, because of the generality of the epic cycle, the ambivalence of the
Palladion gives expression to the point of view of both the losing Trojans and the
acquiring Greeks. There were two main mythological episodes that explicitly involved
the statue: first, that it was stolen by Odysseus and Diomedes, and second, that the
priestess Cassandra was supplicating it when she was raped by the lesser Ajax during the
sack.385 The story of the theft by Diomedes and Odysseus and Cassandra’s rape together
serve to highlight the dispositive nature of a cult statue: plainly, you either had it or you
did not.386 A priestess such as Cassandra and cult image such as the Palladion share an
important trait: they both were objects capable of being appropriated.387 The theft and the
rape together thus form a pair. Broadly, the action keys in on shifts of allegiance by
Athena from opposed points of view: the conquering Greeks and the defeated Trojans.
For the Trojans, the shift is from protector to destroyer; for the Greeks it is from
champion to vengeful enemy.
Athena’s most prominent role in the Iliad is as a champion of the Greeks. She
provides Diomedes with divine strength during his aristeia, and when the priestess
Theano presents Athena (and her image) with an intricately woven peplos and asks for
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For Cassandra and the Palladion, see, e.g. Iliupersis Arg. 23–7 EGF; Alc. fr. 298 V; Soph. Ajax the
Locrian TrGF fr. 10–18. The most complete physical description of the statue is Apollod. Bib. 3.12.3: ἦν δὲ
τῷ µεγέθει τρίπηχυ, τοῖς δὲ ποσὶ συµβεβηκός, καὶ τῇ µὲν δεξιᾷ δόρυ διηρµένον ἔχον τῇ δὲ ἑτέρᾳ ἠλακάτην
καὶ ἄτρακτον. “It was three cubits high with its feet joined together; in its right hand it held an upraised
spear, and in the left a distaff and spindle.” For the formal features of the statue, see Castiglione 2015.
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On a felt dissonance between the two variants, see Sourvinou-Inwood 2011: 230–4.
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Cf. Iliupersis Arg. 23–5 EGF where Ajax steals the literal xoanon, not Cassandra. See Castiglione 2015:
441–2 and pp. 157–67 below for discussion of hierosylia with the priestess as object. The iconography
emphasizes a parallelism between Athena herself, the xoana, and Cassandra. Cf. LIMC s.v. Aias II 336–51,
Touchefeu 1981; s.v. Kassandra I 956–70, Paoletti 1994; Platt 2011: 93–100; Marconi 2011.
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protection from the rampaging hero, the goddess denies the prayer.388 However, in the
aftermath of the sack of Troy – a portion of the epic cycle not covered by the Iliad – the
goddess’ allegiance is reversed. According to the Iliupersis of Arctinus, Athena disperses
and destroys the Greek fleet because Ajax was not sufficiently punished for the rape of
Cassandra.389 The goddess now protects the Trojans and harms the Greeks; this switch is
sudden but not incomprehensible. Athena’s double role reflects the tenuous relationship
of a besieged city to its gods. Just as the inhabitants of a city under attack could not be
certain of their own survival, they could not be certain of the allegiance of their local
deities who in the event of defeat would have “deserted” to the side of the victor.390
The uncertain possession of the Palladion represents the uncertainty of
maintaining a god’s – any god’s – goodwill. The material nature of a cult statue
inherently allows the object to be possessed and manipulated by different parties, but this
possession was framed in terms of anthropomorphic, truly human qualities. Thus,
possession of the goodwill of Athena, represented by the physical possession of her cult
statue, marked not only the superiority of the conquerors in the eyes of the gods, but it
also served as a reminder that, even for the victor, overconfident hubris and lack of piety
would not go unpunished. The central theme of the Iliupersis tells us that even the victor
cannot act hubristically and ignore the moral laws of the gods that are universal. It is an
indication of the complexity and depth of the Greek cycle that possession of a single
object – the Trojan Palladion – can represent the viewpoint both of the victor and of the
vanquished.
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Hom. Il. 6.93. On the posture of the Iliadic statue, see, e.g. Ridgeway 1977: 135–9; Romano 1980: 3;
91–9; Burkert 1985: 88–92.
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Iliupersis Arg. 30–2 EGF; cf. Soph. Ajax the Locrian TrGF fr. 10–18.
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Cf. Lefkowitz 1989: 73–4; Mikalson 1991: 152–7 on this dynamic as presented in Eur. Tro.
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In the late fifth century, the theft of the Palladion was well known. It was a
popular subject both for Athenian vase painters391 and for dramatization on the tragic
stage,392 but there is no extant play concerning the theft, and not even a full classical
synopsis of the myth.393 For a cohesive narration we are reliant on Apollodorus and the
epitome of Lesches’ Ilias Parva from Proclus’ Chrestomathia, as found in Photius.394
Almost always it is the pair – Diomedes and Odysseus395– who make off with the statue
(as in Apollodorus), but in some variants the thief is Odysseus alone. There was said to
be a different, separate solo spy mission where Odysseus encountered and was
denounced by Helen only to be saved by Hecuba396 or where he met and plotted with
Helen about the sacking of the city and the theft of the Palladion. This mission is
routinely combined with the theft as in the Ilias Parva of Lesches where Odysseus first
“disfigures himself and enters Troy to reconnoiter.” He is then recognized by Helen and
comes to some sort of agreement; only afterwards does he bring the Palladion out of Troy
with Diomedes.
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LIMC s.v. Aias II 16–108, Touchefeu 1981; s.v. Athena 67–117, Demargne 1984; s.v. Diomedes 23–40,
Boardman/Vafopolou–Richardson 1986.
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Cf. especially, Soph. Lakainai TrGF fr. 367–9a, and Ajax the Locrian TrGF fr. 10–18. Cf. Aris. Poet.
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beggar).
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Sources for the theft of the Palladion include: Il. Parv. Arg. 23–4 EGF; Iliupersis dub. fr. 1 EGF ap. DH
AR 1.68.2; Eur. Rhes. 499–509; Soph. Lakainai TrGF fr. 367–9a; Apollod. Epit. 5.10; 12–13; Conon FGrH
26 F 1.34; Quint. Smyrn. 10.350–60; Verg. Aen. 2.162–70; Serv. Aen. 2.166; Dictys Cretensis 5.8,
Eizenhut; Malalas Chron. 109–11, Dindorf; Suda s.v. παλλάδιον, π 34 and Διοµήδειος ἀνάγκη, δ 1164
Adler; Hesych. s.v. Διοµήδειος ἀνάγκη, δ 1881 Latte; ΣPl. Resp. 493d.
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Apollodorus dates to the second, Proclus to the fifth, and Photius to the ninth centuries CE.
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The pair are associated with multiple adventurous episodes besides the theft of the Palladion, e.g. the
Doloneia of Il. 10, the murder of Palamedes (see Gantz 1993: 603–8), and the famous acquisition of
Philoktetes from Lemnos.
396
Eur. Hec. 239–50; Cf. Rhes. 499–509.
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In Odyssey 4, Helen and Menelaus narrate to Telemachus different variants of
Odysseus’ encounter with Helen during the war.397 After administering the nêpenthes
drug, Helen recounts that Odysseus entered Troy as a beggar, where she alone recognized
him and then let him go free. However, according to Menelaus, Helen’s meeting with
Odysseus took place when she mimicked the voices of the wives of the Greek heroes in
an attempt to reveal their hiding places in the Trojan horse. We find that in the parallel
narrations of the appropriation of the Palladion that display a Roman bias, it is Aeneas,
not Odysseus and Diomedes who were said to convey the Palladion away from Troy.
Despite the variation in the identity of the thieves, the object in question is, of
course, always the Palladion of Troy: a statue of Athena, which protected the Trojans and
whose theft was prophesied to signal the downfall of the city.398 The statue had magical
qualities: it was said to cause blindness;399 according to a certain Dionysius of Samos, it
was constructed from the bones of the hero Pelops.400 We also find that there is a
recurring uncertainty as to whether the statue stolen from Troy was the “real” Palladion
or not. In the variant given by the mythographer Conon,401 inside Troy, Diomedes
climbed up on the shoulders of Odysseus in order to scale the wall of the temple, and
once inside, refused to draw his comrade up after him. Diomedes was thus able to steal
the Palladion by himself and, on the way back, he attempted to trick Odysseus by
pretending that the image he had taken was not the true one. Odysseus however, saw the
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Hom. Od. 4.240–56; 265–89. Cf. Heubeck, West, and Hainsworth 1988: 208–9; Schmiel 1972a;
Blondell 2013: 73–89.
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According to Conon FGrH 26 F 1.34 and Quint. Smyrn. 10.343–61, Helenus provided the information
that the fall of Troy was dependent on the theft of the Palladion.
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Derkyllos FGrH 288 F 3 ap. Plut. Mor. 309e–f; cf. Paus. 2.24.2; cf. also the blindness of Diomedes
cured by Athena in Hom. Il. 5.121–7.
400
Dionysius of Samos FGrH 15 F 3 ap. Clem. Al. Protrep. 4.47.6.
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Conon FGrH 26 F 1.34.
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statue twitch in indignation, and thus realized that it was the true image.402 According to
another version, Aeneas was able to remove the images of the Trojan gods (here called
penates) and “a” Palladion to take back to Rome, because Diomedes and Odysseus had
stolen only one of the images of Athens.403 Dionysius also tells us that on account of
precautions taken by the Trojans, Diomedes, and Odysseus actually took the wrong
statue, and it was because of this mistake that Aeneas was able to take the true Palladion
with him back to Italy.
The thieves of the Palladion often had inside help. It was usually Helen who
opened the doors of the temple to Odysseus and Diomedes and allowed the Palladion to
be taken.404 Her role in their infiltration of Troy goes back to our earliest textual sources,
and she is present in every episode in which Odysseus ventures inside the walls of
Troy.405 These include the solo mission to Hecuba, the theft of the Palladion, and the
ambassadorial mission at the beginning of the war to request Helen back from the Trojans
(the apaitesis).406 Sometimes she specifically allows the Palladion to be taken; sometimes
she gives illicit information to Odysseus. Occasionally, in late sources, it is the Trojan
Antenor407 and his wife Theano who help Odysseus and Diomedes procure the
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See Suda s.v. παλλάδιον, π 34 and Διοµήδειος ἀνάγκη, δ 1164 Adler; Hesychius s.v. Διοµήδειος ἀνάγκη,
δ 1881 Latte; ΣPl. Resp. 493d.
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Iliupersis dub. fr. 1 EGF ap. DH AR 1.67–9. On multiple palladia, see Sourvinou-Inwood 2013: 232–46.
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Louden 2011: 106–11 compares the roles of Helen and Theano in the Trojan War with Rahab’s in the
Old Testament.
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E.g. Sophocles (Lakainai TrGF fr. 367–9a, “the Laconian Women” i.e. the servants of Helen) mentions
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belong to an infiltration of Odysseus (and probably) Diomedes.
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Hom. Il. 3.203–24; 11.138–42; Soph. Apaitesis TrGF fr. 176–8; Bacch. 15; Cypria Arg. 72–4 EGF.
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exploits.
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and wisdom in counsel. For example, he advised that Helen should be returned (Hom. Il. 7.347) and was a
model of propriety during the apaitesis (Hom. Il. 3.207). However, he later appeared as a traitor to the
Trojan cause and became involved in the theft of the Palladion (i.e. in the chronicle of Malalas).
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Palladion.408 For example, during the apaitesis, it was Antenor and his wife, Theano the
priestess of Athena, who hosted the Greeks. In Bacchylides’ treatment of the myth,
Theano opened the doors of the temple of Trojan Athena to Menelaus and Odysseus. The
presence of Athena’s temple is somewhat puzzling in the context of a request for
Helen.409 A likely explanation is that the diplomacy of the apaitesis and the interaction
between Odysseus and Theano was – at some point – felt to involve the priestess’
Homeric duties as guardian of the sacred Palladion and thus to play some part in the theft
of the statue.410
The subsequent fate of the image is no less complex: the communities of Rome,
Athens, Argos, and even Sparta claimed that the Palladion made its way to their city
according to each city’s complex system of local traditions. The Roman tradition held
that after the sack, Aeneas succeeded in rescuing the statue and conveyed it away with
him to Italy, where he then deposited it in the temple of Vesta at Rome.411 In the variant

Occasionally, he even brandished the signal torch for the Greeks to attack the city, and opened the wooden
horse and the gates of Troy (DH AR 1.46; Serv. Aen. 2.15). After the sack, he usually remained in Troy,
ruling there (Dictys Cretensis 5.17, Eizenhut). In Pindar he traveled with Helen to Cyrene and their
descendants were worshiped by the ruling Battiadai (see, e.g. Pin. Pyth. 5.80–5 with the scholia including
Lysimachus FGrH 382 F 6). According to another variant he is said to have emigrated with the Enetians to
Thrace and Venetia and to have founded Patavium (Strab. 12.3.8 C544; Liv. 1.1; Verg. Aen. 1.242).
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Cretensis 5.8, Eizenhut.
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Bacch. 15.1–7; see Fearn 1997: 267–9. Jebb 1905: 363 explained Odysseus and Menelaus’ presence at
the temple of Athena thus: “Probably she has taken them thither in order that they may supplicate Athena to
prosper their mission. Their hospitable reception at the house of Antenor is presupposed.” Fearn 1997: 278
interprets the presence of Theano at the apaitesis in terms of Bacchylides’ interaction with the mythic
background of the Illiad.
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See Cole 2008: 66–9 for a felt division in myth between “good” and “bad” Greek temple priestesses.
411
E.g. Ov. Fast. 6.419–46 with Met. 13.335–56; DH AR 2.66.5.
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given by Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Aeneas removed the images of the Trojan gods and
“one of the remaining Palladia.”412 Another variant holds that it was Diomedes – also a
prominent figure in Roman foundation myth – who, after bringing the statue to Italy, was
convinced by Aeneas to give up the statue to its rightful owner, that is, Aeneas himself.413
Once in possession of the image, Aeneas remembered the oracle, which demanded he
stop whenever he had eaten his “tables”; he brought out the statues, prepared high
pedestals and altars for them, and instituted sacrifices and female choruses. The general
context of these ceremonies, while not specifically linked with the Palladion, implies rites
of consecration for both the statue and the specific land that the statue protects. At Argos,
the statue that was processed and ritually washed by the banks of the Inachus was
identified with the Trojan Palladion. The scholiast to Callimachus’ Bath of Pallas tells us
that a priest named Eumedes dedicated the statue on the acropolis of Argos after he was
suspected of planning to betray the city to the returning Herakleidai.414 Plutarch tells a
similar story in which a certain Erginos was persuaded by Temenos (grandson of
Herakles) – for reasons unknown – to steal the Palladion from Argos. Subsequently, after
a quarrel amongst the conspirators, Leagros took the statue to Sparta where it was
installed alongside a temple of Odysseus.415 Strikingly, the Palladion is consistently
linked with changes of sovereignty or hegemony.
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Iliupersis dub. fr. 1 EGF ap. DH AR 1.67–9.
See, e.g. Serv. Aen. 2.166; Sil. Pun. 13.51–78; first Vatican mythographer 40, 142, Bode. For Diomedes
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The Athenian case is in some ways the strangest. The Palladion was singularly
unsuited for use at the center of an origin story or aition at Athens, presumably because
the mythology of Attic origins called for autochthony.416 The myth that included the
arrival of the Attic Palladion is a relatively minor one and thus most likely represents a
correspondingly opaque event in Athenian religious life. There was no desire among the
Athenians to claim the arrival of the statue (or any other outside event) as an urfoundation moment. Nevertheless, the Palladion held unquestionably a unique place in
the religious “imaginary” of the city: primarily, the statue was felt to embody a certain
equivalence with Athena Polias, the ancient cult image of Athena.
The image of Polias was integral to both the yearly and greater Panathenaia – the
inaugural event in the classical Athenian religious calendar.417 The central event of the
festival was when a newly woven peplos was presented to the goddess and placed on her
knees. This unspoken connection between the Polias statue and the Palladion is most
strongly felt in book 6 of the Iliad where the unnamed statue, simply referred to as
“Athena” received the prayers of the Trojan women and rejected them. Just as the
priestesses of the greater Panathenaia presented a peplos to Athena Polias, in the Iliad,
Theano lay a peplos over the knees of Trojan Athena.418 The identification of this passage
as a direct allusion to the Panathenaia is debatable.419 What is clear, however, is that this
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The myth’s centrality to Homeric myth is a possible explanation for this phenomenon. The sheer
number of poleis that claimed to possess the Palladion, as well as the marginality or localism of their
associated myths compared with the rape of Cassandra and the theft, point to its broad geographical
relevance.
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On the Panathenaia, see Neils 1992b; Deubner 1966: 22–34; Brelich 1969: 312–48; Parker 1996: 89–92;
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scene, which is so central to the characterization of the defeated Trojans, must evoke a
diffuse – and thus necessarily panhellenic – subtext for both the Athenian Panathenaia
and the subsequent history of the Palladion. The placing of peplos, must have carried
civic connotations that resonated well beyond Athens. The scene adds texture to the
actions of the Trojan women by highlighting the stakes of war and the irreparable losses
of the losing side. Similarly, audience knowledge of Odysseus and Diomedes’ future theft
of the statue adds temporal depth to the scene’s anxiety over divine protection and its
possible departure. However, the pretension to an unbroken possession of Attica posed no
obstacle to the Athenians’ emotional identification with the Trojan appeal to their
Athena.
In combination with this broad similarity between the Polias cult image and the
Palladion, at Athens, the arrival of the Trojan statue was associated with Diomedes’
unfortunate clash with Demophon and the foundation of the Palladion law court – one of
five active in fifth-century Athens. The court dealt with violence against slaves and
foreigners.420 According to the version of Pausanias, in the aftermath of the Trojan war,
as Diomedes put in at Phaleron carrying the stolen Palladion, Demophon misidentified
the Argives as enemies, “snatched” (ἁρπάσαι) the Palladion, and killed a number of them
as well as an innocent bystander.421 The unsuspecting Athenian youth was knocked down
by Demophon’s horse and trampled to death. At the order of Agamemnon (or
alternatively, at the instigation of the family of the slain Athenian), Demophon underwent
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The sources are collected in Boegehold et al. 1995: 139–46, T 40–53. Cf. Paus. 1.28.8–11; Kleidemus
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a trial with fifty Athenians and fifty Argives as judges (ephetai). In consequence, the
image of Athena from Troy called the Palladion was set up at a sanctuary at Phaleron, (or
perhaps at the south-east corner of the city) and a law-court was established there for
those charged with involuntary homicide.422
In the fourth-century ephebic inscription describing the movement of Dionysus
Eleuthereos, the ephebes are also said to have “led Pallas out to Phaleron and then back
again in torchlight.”423 Burkert has hypothesized that the procession of the ephebes which
“led Pallas to Phaleron and back” (συνεξήγαγον δὲ καὶ τὴν Παλλάδα Φαληροῖ) did not
involve Athena Polias but rather the Palladion of Troy and the installation of the
homicide court.424 Stress is laid on the crime of manslaughter in the myth of Demophon
and the Palladion and the “bloodguilt” that this crime would incur. The Palladion court is
also associated with an elite religious genos in Athens, the Bouzygai, who, at least until
the Roman period, would perform a “sacred plowing” on the Athenian acropolis.425
Burkert in his study of the festival connected this performance with a sacrifice of the ox
used for plowing, and a trial for this “crime” at the Palladion court.426
However, others, most recently Sourvinou-Inwood and Parker, have concluded
that the Pallas of the inscription refers not to the Palladion but to the xoanon of Athena
Polias and the Plynteria festival.427 At the Plynteria, the Polias was disrobed, taken
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outside, veiled, processed to the sea, and then ritually washed by a member of the
Praxiergidai genos.428 Philochorus tells us that at the time of the reforms of Ephialtes, a
board of magistrates called the nomophylakes was created and subsequently given many
of the responsibilities of the Areopagus, including the organization of the “procession for
Pallas when the image is taken to the sea.”429 Because the name of the festival indicates
washing, the pompê with the hedos of Athena noted by Philochorus has been (logically)
assigned to the festival Plynteria mentioned by Xenophon and Plutarch.430
Which is a more satisfying explanation of the Athenian’s manipulation of the
statue: a washing and purification festival or a performance of the inauguration of a
homicide court? Which of the statues was involved? The Polias or the Palladion? These
choices are not mutually exclusive, and the possibility is also viable, and indeed perhaps
even likely, that either there were multiple statues of Athena and multiple pompai, which
brought her to the sea and absolved a “crime,” or that a single pompê was interpreted in
multiple ways. As we have seen, the acropolis housed multiple statues of Athena, each
possessing a particular portion of the global cultural importance of the goddess at Athens.
The Palladion, because of its association with the epic tradition, possessed a particularly
broad and complex matrix of associations and myths. Any attempt to associate Athens
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with the Palladion required both assimilating the mass of traditions associated with that
statue, and also achieving emplacement within the Athenian tradition characterized by
autochthony.
However, ideas such as murder, bloodguilt, and purification were closely tied to
the theft of cult images, and it is very plausible that a law-court for trying foreigners
would be connected with an ephebic movement to the seashore. Note the similar narrative
elements of Euripides’ Iphigenia among the Taurians, the subject of an extended
treatment below. Both Demophon at the Palladion and Orestes at the Areopagus (a
famous episode mentioned, but not emphasized, in the IT) are defendants in murder cases
and involved with the theft of cult images. In many of our sources concerning the
Athenian Palladion, the crime that necessitated the creation of the court oscillates
between murder of foreigners, or their manslaughter (a more normal and rationalized
situation), and the theft of the cult image of Troy, the Palladion.431 In the IT, Orestes’
theft of the bretas of Artemis was the primary motivation for both his travel to the
Taurians and the deceptive removal of the image to the sea for purification.432 Second,
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The sources for the episode that emphasize theft follow the outline of Kleidemus FGrH 323 F 20. Cf.
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both myths involve the proper treatment of foreigners and guests. In all versions of the
arrival of the Palladion to Athens, it is the reception of the visitors on Attic soil that is the
focus of the narrative. In one late source, the court was not only explicitly associated with
purification at the sea (καὶ καταγαγὼν ἐπὶ θάλατταν καὶ ἁγνίσας διὰ τοὺς φόνους
ἱδρύσατο ἐν τούτῳ τῷ τόπῳ), but was said to have been founded to deal not only with
crimes against metics and foreigners but also with cases of exile and atonement (φυγὴ καὶ
αἴδεσις).433 In the IT, after his exile from Greece, Orestes arrives in Tauris as a foreigner,
where he finds his sister Iphigenia has been tasked with killing every foreigner she meets.
Their arrival back in Greece corresponds not only with a ceremony where the statue of
Artemis is brought to the seashore to be purified from bloodguilt, but with an aition for
the Anthesteria, which is characterized as a rationale for the proper treatment of
foreigners, exiles, and those suffering from pollution.434 It is very possible the Athenian
procession of ephebes associated with the origin of the Palladion court reenacted some
kind of theft or aborted theft of an image of Athena – whichever image it literally
happened to be.
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Lex. Patm. s.v. ἐπὶ παλλαδίῳ, ε 148 Sakellion: τοῦτο τὸ δικαστήριον ἱδρύσατο Δηµοφῶν ὁ Θησέως,
κατὰ µαντείαν τοῦ ἐν Δελφοῖς Ἀπόλλωνος. Μαθὼν γὰρ παρὰ Ἀλκµαίωνος Ἀργείου περὶ τῶν ἐν Φαλήρῳ
ἀνῃρηµένων, ἔθαψεν αὐτοὺς καὶ ἱδρύσατο τὸ δικαστήριον τοῦτο. Ἐκλήθη δὲ ἐπὶ Παλλαδίῳ, ὅτι τὸ
Παλλάδιον τὸ ἐκ Τροίας κεκοµισµένον ὑπὸ τῶν Ἀργείων τῶν περὶ Διοµήδην λαβὼν ὁ Δηµοφῶν καὶ
καταγαγὼν ἐπὶ θάλατταν καὶ ἁγνίσας διὰ τοὺς φόνους ἱδρύσατο ἐν τούτῳ τῷ τόπῳ. Ὥρισται δὲ ἐπὶ τῷ
δικαστηρίῳ τούτῳ φυγὴ καὶ αἴδεσις. “At Palladion: Demophon son of Theseus founded this court at the
order of an oracle of Apollo at Delphi, for having learned from Alkmaion the Argive about those killed at
Phaleron, he buried them and established the court. It was called “at Palladion” because Demophon took
the Palladion, which had been brought from Troy by the Argives with Diomedes, brought it down to the sea
and purified it because of the homicides and established the court in this place. Exile and reconciliation are
determined at this court. Trans. after Boegehold et al. 1995. For differing opinions on the value of this
evidence, see Burkert 2001: 85–92; Sourvinou-Inwood 2011: 246–52.
434
Eur. IT 939–78. See pp. 159–61 below.
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Chapter Four – Material Exchanges and the Divine Will
The last chapter argued that the movement of a cult image was simultaneously an
exchange between human actors and an autonomous movement of a god. Chapter four
will focus on the effects of respecting this two-sided nature. Considered as an object, the
moving cult image represented an exchange; it was the start of a relationship between the
previous owners of the item and the new. On the other hand, considered as a literal
anthropomorphic divinity, the movement of the image represented not a human
exchange, but instead the active movement of that divinity. The fact that both of these
perspectives – object and subject – were active simultaneously accounted for the overdetermined nature of many of the myths involving moving statues.
On the human plane, the manipulation of a cult statue was fundamentally a
transaction; if there were competing claims for possession, conflict could ensue. Any
transfer of a statue could be characterized in a positive way, as a gift, or, in a negative
way, as a theft. The choice was simply a function of the perspective of the new owners
and the old. This dynamic was reflected on the divine plane. Just as the transfer of the
statue could be considered a gift or a theft by the human actors involved with the statue,
the movement of the divinity could be construed as, for example, an arrival, a desertion,
or an abduction.
However, if the arrival of the cult image in a procession was the same as the
arrival of the god, this did not mean that the gods were dependent on human agency for
their mobility. Respecting or interpreting the autonomous will of the divinities concerned
played a central role in understanding any statue’s movement, and in managing dissonant
claims between parties. The points of view are thus connected: when statues were
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bartered, stolen, lost, or given away, these actions were (perhaps naturally) understood in
a contextual or emotional space cognate with an anthropomorphic divinity’s experience
of these same things.
Gift and Theft
Once successful, the relocation of the god occasioned the transfer or creation of
important sociocultural elements between the two communities. For example, often the
result of the transfer was the instantiation of cult in the new city – essentially an
importation of the worship that establishes the god’s new protective sphere. When the
transfer was uncontested, this importation was seen in a context of continuity – as a gift.
Even if the “arrival” of the divinity was framed as divinely inspired – fallen from heaven
or emerged from the ocean – facts such as the previous home of the gift were not ignored,
but rather framed so as to appear benign or especially authoritative. Other times however,
the transfer was contested and characterized as a theft. Both of these cases – theft and gift
(or loss or gain) – were analogous, the difference between them simply indicating the
differing circumstances of the exchange between the two parties. A single myth could
have variants in both categories. For example, the most common variant of the origin of
the Palladion is that it was given to the Trojans by the gods, while its subsequent history
is defined by its theft.
An example of the positive or “gift” importation of a cult statue was the process
of creation of a legitimate ethnic or colonial link between the old possessors of the god
and the new. For example, the transfer of the cult of Ephesian Artemis to Massalia in
southern France occurred specifically in a colonial context. The transfer created a cultural
link between the cult of its mother city and the apoikia or “home away from home” in
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Massalia.435 As we have seen, the late term aphidruma is used specifically in this context
of a positive movement of cult. It referred to an object – any appropriate object – which
served as a token or statue for the new “branch” of the cult in the new location. An
aphidruma manifested its holy status precisely because it was transported and maintained
a vestige of referentiality to its original location.
Similarly, because the genê of archaic and classical Greece often claimed direct
descent from single ancestor, this dynamic could be seen in the transportation of the
bones of heroes such as Theseus and Pelops to and from different locations.436 For
example, centuries after the Geloans’ founding of Akragas, the bones of the legendary
Minoan king Minos were ritually conveyed (ἀφιδρυθῆναι) to Crete as a marker of the
(presumed) shared heritage between the two cities.437 At around 476/5 BCE, in the
aftermath of the success of Salamis, Cimon captured Scyros and transferred the bones of
Theseus back to Athens.438 The episode was almost certainly used to legitimize the
acquisition of the island and the removal of the native inhabitants. The arrival or return of
Theseus into Athens was accompanied by “splendid processions and sacrifices, just as if
Theseus himself were returning to the city.”439 That the remains of heroes could be seen
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See pp. 47–52 above.
See Boedeker 1993; McCauley 1999. Other examples include, e.g. Kleisthenes of Sikyon and
Melanippos in Hdt. 5.67; the bones of Orestes in Hdt. 1.67.8; Paus. 3.3.5-6; 8.54.4; the transfer of
Alcmene’s bones to Sparta in Pherecydes FGrH 3 F 84; Plut. Rom. 28.6; Paus. 9.11.1, 16.7; the transfer of
Tisamenus from Helike to Sparta in Paus. 7.1.7-8. The Trojan Palladion was said to have been made of the
bones of Pelops in Dionysius of Samos FGrH 15 F 3 ap. Clem. Al. Protrep. 4.47.6.
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See DS 4.79.4 with pp. 50–1 below.
438
See Thuc. 1.98.1–2; Plut. Thes. 36.1–4; Cim. 8.5–7; DS 4.62.4; 11.60.2 with ΣAr. Plut. 637 and Parke
and Wormell 1956: 181. For the date, see Podlecki 1971; Barron 1972. For the arrival of Theseus in
Athens, see, e.g. Parker 1996: 168–70; McCauley 1999; Zaccarini 2015.
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Plut. Thes. 36.2: οἱ Ἀθηναῖοι ποµπαῖς τε λαµπραῖς ἐδέξαντο καὶ θυσίαις ὥσπερ αὐτὸν ἐπανερχόµενον εἰς
τὸ ἄστυ. “Athenians received him with splendid processions and sacrifices, as though Theseus himself were
returning to the city.”
436
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as iconic or totemic in their transposition should be remembered when we later consider
the issues of surrogacy and substitution regarding statues and heroines.
On the other hand, when a statue was removed against the will of the old
possessors, the act was not considered religious ritual, but rather stealing or looting;
accordingly, the loss of the statue was seldom commemorated in cult. The theft of holy
items from a temple (hierosylia) was a serious offence and carried with it the taint of
pollution.440 At the trial after Arginusae in 406 BCE, Xenophon has Euryptolemos
suggest that the defendants be tried under the law covering temple robbers and traitors; at
Athens, if convicted, a temple-robber or traitor could not be buried in his home country,
and his property became public.441 In Plato, the crime is connected with the murder of
parents.442 However, the actions of an invading army were seen differently. In Euripides’
Troades, Poseidon states that the normal activities of a conquering army, and indeed of a
prosperous man, included “sacking cities, giving over to desolations temples and tombs,
holy places of the dead…”443 Yet the distinction between an individual act of looting and
a process of “calling on the gods to willingly depart” was important – albeit occasionally
– to an invading army.444 Augustus’ removal of the statue of Alean Athena from Tegea
during the aftermath of Actium was framed as an example of religious scruple.445
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See Parker 1983: 170–5; Miles 2008: 30–2; Gawlinski 2015. On the asylia of suppliants, see Mikalson
1991: 69–7, 176–8; Chaniotis 1996; Naiden 2006: 148–53.
441
Xen. Hell. 1.7.22: κατὰ τόνδε τὸν νόµον κρίνατε, ὅς ἐστιν ἐπὶ τοῖς ἱεροσύλοις καὶ προδόταις, ἐάν τις ἢ
τὴν πόλιν προδιδῷ ἢ τὰ ἱερὰ κλέπτῃ, κριθέντα ἐν δικαστηρίῳ, ἂν καταγνωσθῇ, µὴ ταφῆναι ἐν τῇ Ἀττικῇ, τὰ
δὲ χρήµατα αὐτοῦ δηµόσια εἶναι. “Judge them under the following law, which applies to temple-robbers
(ἱεροσύλοις) and traitors: that is, if anyone betrays the state or steals sacred property (τὰ ἱερὰ), he will be
tried before a court, and if he is convicted, he will not be buried in Attica, and his property shall be of the
people.” Cf. DS 16.25.2; Aeschin. 2.142.
442
Pl. Leg. 869b2–3, with Saunders 1990: 69–71 on Pl. Leg. 853b1–855a4.
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Eur. Tro. 95–7: µῶρος δὲ θνητῶν ὅστις ἐκπορθεῖ πόλεις, ναούς τε τύµβους θ᾽, ἱερὰ τῶν κεκµηκότων,
ἐρηµίᾳ δοὺς αὐτὸς ὤλεθ᾽ ὕστερον; cf. Kovacs 1986.
444
See Rutledge 2007. For Cicero’s use of temple theft (spoliare) as invective in, e.g. Cic. Verr. 1.5.14, see
Miles 1998: 13–5.
445
Paus. 8.46.1–3.
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Pausanias reports that “Augustus does not appear to have started the looting of
dedications and statues of the gods, but to have employed an ancient and established
tradition.” Pausanias then goes on to list multiple historical examples of statues that have
changed hands in a legitimate way. First, at Troy, Sthenelos was given the statue of
“household” or “courtyard” (ἑρκεῖος) Zeus, which he dedicated in Argos on the Larissa
acropolis;446 second, Antiphemos the founder of Gela sacked the Sicilian city of
Omphakê and brought home a daedalic statue;447 and third, Xerxes took the xoanon of
Artemis from Brauron just as he had the bronze Apollo of Branchidai from Didyma.448
Unfortunately, and predictably, there are very few examples of narratives centered on the
importance of lost statues.449 It was the military victors who wrote history and
subsequently defined the resultant cult practice.
Herodotus’ story of the Aeginetan deities Damia and Auxesia well exemplifies
the rooted, local protection provided by a cult statue, the danger of its removal, and the
fundamentally two-sided dynamic of cult images.450 According to Herodotus, the
Epidaurians had agreed to perform a yearly sacrifice to Erechtheus and Athena Polias in
exchange for olive wood statues (agalmata) of the goddesses Damia and Auxesia.
Subsequently, the Aeginetans, in a revolt from the Epidaurians, absconded with the
statues and established them in their own territory. This establishment of the images was
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Cf. Agias and Derkylos FGrH 305 F 7 ap. ΣEur. Tro. 16–17 and Paus. 2.24.3–4, where the statue is said
to be the ancestral image of Zeus dedicated in the courtyard of Priam. On the statue itself, see Robertson
2002: 64–5. On the meaning of ἑρκεῖος, see Parker 2005: 16–18.
447
Cf. Paus. 9.40.4.
448
On Xerxes and Apollo Branchidae, which was later repatriated by the Seleucids, see Paus 1.16.3; 9.10.2,
with Hammond 1998. Cf. also the seizure and return of the statues of Harmodius and Aristogeiton in Paus.
1.8.5; cf. Hdt. 8.53.
449
Cf. Sourvinou-Inwood 2005: 160 on the lack of “exit” ceremonies for Greek gods. See Aston 2011 on
the tendency of mixanthropic gods to abscond.
450
Hdt. 5.82–5. See Bettinetti 2001: 65–78. The date of the episode is unknown but cannot be later than the
middle of the sixth century BCE (it is likely much earlier). Cf. Figueira 1993: 36–42, 50–8.
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accompanied by the institution of sacrifices and female choruses.451 After their yearly
tribute to Athena was discontinued, the Epidaurians told the Athenians to collect payment
from the Aeginetans, who now, through their possession of the statues, were responsible
for the tribute. The Aeginetans refused to pay and the Athenians then demanded the
return of the statues, which touched off an armed conflict. An Athenian force (possibly of
a single trireme) was dispatched to Aegina to retrieve the statues and, according to
Herodotus, the goddesses themselves prevented the second theft by causing an
earthquake and animating their material selves as they were being dragged away. The
final resting spot of the images on Aegina was determined by the goddesses themselves
who voluntarily and forcefully accepted that secondary place of worship. The reliance on
the “will of the gods” to justify the forcible acquisition of statues possessed by other
communities is characteristic of the movement of cult statues. Eventually, however, the
Athenian settlers on Aegina (after 431 BCE) came to control the cult whose dedications
they inventoried.452
The Will of the Gods
Because of the necessarily intimate connection between a god and its
representation, the movement of a cult statue between communities could also be
understood as equivalent to the movement of humans between communities. The
foundation for this idea can be seen in the conception that the “will of the gods” was
required to adjudicate between rival claims over a statue. One of the signal characteristics
of ancient Greek sculpture is that the statues themselves could be considered to exhibit
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Hdt. 5.83: ἱδρυσάµενοι δὲ ἐν τούτῳ τῷ χώρῳ θυσίῃσί τέ σφεα καὶ χοροῖσι γυναικηίοισι κερτόµοισι
ἱλάσκοντο. “Having dedicated them in this place they propitiated them with sacrifices and choruses of
jeering women.”
452
IG IV 1588.

111

human abilities and attributes: to be or exhibit their own individual subject-hood. The
legendary sculptor Daedalus was credited with creating sculptures so lifelike that they
could literally move. The term daedalic, as used in Homer, referred to this very lifelike
and magical character of magnificent works of art such as the shield of Achilles and the
gorgoneion shield of Agamemnon.453 In Book 18 of the Iliad, Hephaestus’ magical
tripods and mechanical attendants are described as daedalic. The term refers primarily to
the fact that the objects moved on their own and were endowed with life. In Plato’s
Meno, Daedalus’ statues were said to be so lifelike that “if they are not fastened up they
play hooky and run away; but, if fastened, they stay where they are.”454 A similar theme
appears in Aeschylus’ Theoroi, where satyrs declared that the “anathêmata we dedicate
to Poseidon at Isthmia, are uncanny and magical; there cannot exist a model closer to my
shape than this representation of Daedalus.”455 The stories of statues moving and
speaking in response to important or catastrophic events are many.456 To take a pair of
well-known examples, the Palladion was said to twist and avert its eyes when Ajax
grasped Cassandra, just as the xoanon of Artemis was said to move in response to
entreaties by Iphigenia.457
From this perspective, an important element of the power of legendary smiths
such as Daedalus and Hephaistos is the power to create true animated beings: real-life
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Hom. Il. 18.592 (armor); Il. 11.15–46 (Agamemnon’s shield). Cf. Od. 23.200; Pin. Pyth. 5.35–42; Eur.
Hec. 470 with scholia. Cf. Aston 2011: 323–6. See Morris 1992: 257–68, for the Hellenic use or borrowing
of terminology, craftsmen and sculptural technique from the Levant. For the mythological figure Daedalus
himself, see, e.g. Hom. Il. 18.592; Pherecydes FGrH 3 F 146; Hellanicus FGrH 323A F 22; Kleidemus
FGrH 323 F 17; DS 4.76; Paus. 1.26.4; 2.15.1; 9.40.3.
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Pl. Men. 97d: ἐὰν µὲν µὴ δεδεµένα ᾖ, ἀποδιδράσκει καὶ δραπετεύει, ἐὰν δὲ δεδεµένα, παραµένει. Cf. Pl.
Euthyph. 11; Cratinus fr. 75 PCG ap. ΣEur. Hec. 838 = Donohue 1988: T 86. See Steiner 2001: 160–8.
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Aesch. Theoroi TrGH fr. 78a–c, with Zeitlin 1994.
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See, e.g. the goddess Fortuna Muliebris in DH AR 8.56.1–4; Plut. Coriol. 37.3–38.2; Val. Max. 1.8.4,
with Petridou 2015: 49–64.
457
Alc. fr. 298 V; Eur. IT 1165.
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living and breathing “statues.”458 It is perhaps unsurprising that attribution of human
physical and mental characteristics to anthropomorphic gods, included the idea that the
obtaining permission or the will of the gods to move themselves was a central component
in transporting them: on the divine plane, any movement of a divinity is always seen as
an extension of the will of the gods, not of the human actors. Accordingly, in Aeschylus’
Septem, we find Eteocles stating that “the gods of a conquered city abandon it.” The
scholiast who treats this line cites a lost play of Sophocles called the Xoanephoroi where
the gods of Troy carried out images of themselves out on stage.459 In one of our accounts
of the importation of Sarapis to Alexandria, Tacitus reports that the people of Sinope
surrounded the temple of Sarapis upon hearing of the transfer, but, unfortunately, were,
among other factors, thwarted by the will of the god himself who personally embarked on
the transport ship.460 In Livy’s description of the reduction of Veii, Camillus ritually
requests Queen Juno to follow the conquering Roman army into her future city (Rome)
and accept a temple worthy of her power.461 During the sack, specially selected soldiers
removed from the temples of Veii both the votive gifts that had been made to the gods,
and the gods themselves. One of the soldiers said, “Are you willing, Juno, to go to
Rome?” and the goddess nodded assent or, according to another story said, “I am
willing.”462 This practice – termed evocatio – was a traditional appeal by the Roman
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See Steiner 2001: 136–45. For Hephaistos and the craft of the sculptor or smith as “generative” or “life
giving,” see, e.g. Sfyroeras 1993 on Pin. Ol. 7.
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Soph. TrGF fr. 452 ap. Aesch. Sep. 202–3 with scholia = Donohue 1988: T 1–5.
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Tac. Hist. 4.83–4; cf. Hicks 2013.
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Liv. 5.21.2: Iuno regina, quae nunc Veios colis, precor, ut nos victores in nostram tuamque mox futuram
urbem sequare, ubi te dignum amplitudine tua templum accipiat. “Queen Juno, who now dwells in Veii, I
pray, that you follow us as victors to our city – which will soon be yours – where a temple worthy of your
power will receive you.” On the evocatio generally, see DH AR 13.3; Liv. 5.21.2–7; Macrob. Sat. 3.9.7;
14–16; Serv. Aen. 2.351; 12.841, with Rutledge 2007; Hicks 2013.
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Liv. 5.22.5–6: dein cum quidam seu spiritu divino tactus seu iuvenali ioco, ‘visne Romam ire, Iuno?’
dixisset, adnuisse ceteri deam conclamaverunt. inde fabulae adiectum est vocem quoque dicentis velle
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army to the deities of a besieged city that designed to inspire them to depart and take up
new residence in Rome.
During Alexander’s siege of Tyre,463 the Tyrians attached their image of Apollo
to an altar of Herakles with a golden chain. It was believed that by doing this, Herakles
would help prevent Apollo from abandoning the city in the event of its capture. In
recounting with this episode, Plutarch takes the opportunity to comment on the Roman
practice of evocatio. He tells us that the evocatio involved belief in certain evocations and
enchantments (ἐκκλήσεις εἰσὶ καὶ γοητεῖαι) affecting the gods, by which the Romans
believed that “certain gods had been called forth from their enemies, and had come to live
among themselves, and they were afraid of having this done to them by others.”464
The Samian Tonaia
Because the travel of divinities was connected so strongly with the human act of
dedication, the cult image was simultaneously a possession and an individual. The
positive acquisition, or at least recognition of a “will of the gods” was a requirement for

auditam … . “Then when either touched through the god’s spirit itself or some joke of youth one said ‘do
you want to go to Rome Juno?’ the others declared that the goddess nodded in agreement. After that it was
added to the story that she was heard to say, ‘I am willing’... .”
463
Curt. 4.3.21: aurea catena devinxere simulacrum (sc. of Apollo) araeque Herculis, cuius numini urbem
dicaverant, inseruere vinculum quasi illo deo Apollinem retenturo. “They bound the statue of Apollo with a
gold chain and attatched the chain to the altar of Herakles, to whose divine power they had dedicated their
city, as if for the purpose of that god holding Apollo back.” Cf. DS 17.41.8; Plut. Alex. 24.3–8 with
Donohue 1988: 73–4; T 56, 61–2, 314. Graf 1988: 81–4 disputes the link between bound statues and the
evocatio.
464
Plut. Mor. 279a: πότερον, ὡς τῶν Ῥωµαϊκῶν τινες ἱστορήκασιν, ἐκκλήσεις εἰσὶ καὶ γοητεῖαι θεῶν, αἷς
νοµίζοντες καὶ αὐτοὶ θεούς τινας ἐκκεκλῆσθαι παρὰ τῶν πολεµίων καὶ µετῳκηκέναι πρὸς αὑτοὺς
ἐφοβοῦντο τὸ αὐτὸ παθεῖν ὑφ᾿ ἑτέρων; ὥσπερ οὖν Τύριοι δεσµοὺς ἀγάλµασι λέγονται περιβαλεῖν, ἕτεροι δ᾿
αἰτεῖν ἐγγυητὰς ἐπὶ λουτρὸν ἢ καθαρµόν τινα προπέµποντες, οὕτως ᾤοντο Ῥωµαῖοι τὸ ἄρρητον καὶ τὸ
ἄγνωστον ἀσφαλεστάτην εἶναι θεοῦ καὶ βεβαιοτάτην φρουράν. “Is the reason because, as some Roman
writers have written, there are certain evocations and enchantments regarding the gods, by which the
Romans also believed that certain gods had been called forth from their enemies, and had come to live
among themselves, and they were afraid of having this done to them by others? Accordingly, the Tyrians
are said to have thrown chains around their images, and other peoples require pledges or sureties when they
process their images for bathing or some other purification, so the Romans believed that being unmentioned and unknown was the safest protection for a god.”
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understanding the transfer of a cult statue. For example, the journey of the ship-cart of
Dionysus Eleuthereos (whether during the Anthesteria or Great Dionysia) reenacted the
god’s arrival in Athens and symbolized the inauguration of his worship. The Homeric
Hymn to Dionysus has often been adduced in this context of Dionysus as the “arriving”
god; Burkert called it “the appropriate prehistory of the ritual” (Hom. Hym. Dion. 1–
15):465
Ἀµφὶ Διώνυσον Σεµέλης ἐρικυδέος υἱὸν
µνήσοµαι, ὡς ἐφάνη παρὰ θῖν’ ἁλὸς ἀτρυγέτοιο
ἀκτῇ ἐπὶ προβλῆτι νεηνίῃ ἀνδρὶ ἐοικὼς
πρωθήβῃ· καλαὶ δὲ περισσείοντο ἔθειραι
κυάνεαι, φᾶρος δὲ περὶ στιβαροῖς ἔχεν ὤµοις
πορφύρεον· τάχα δ’ ἄνδρες ἐϋσσέλµου ἀπὸ νηὸς
ληϊσταὶ προγένοντο θοῶς ἐπὶ οἴνοπα πόντον
Τυρσηνοί· τοὺς δ’ ἦγε κακὸς µόρος· οἱ δὲ ἰδόντες
νεῦσαν ἐς ἀλλήλους, τάχα δ’ ἔκθορον, αἶψα δ’ ἑλόντες
εἷσαν ἐπὶ σφετέρης νηὸς κεχαρηµένοι ἦτορ.
υἱὸν γάρ µιν ἔφαντο διοτρεφέων βασιλήων
εἶναι, καὶ δεσµοῖς ἔθελον δεῖν ἀργαλέοισι.
τὸν δ’ οὐκ ἴσχανε δεσµά, λύγοι δ’ ἀπὸ τηλόσ’ ἔπιπτον
χειρῶν ἠδὲ ποδῶν· ὁ δὲ µειδιάων ἐκάθητο
ὄµµασι κυανέοισι,

1

5

10

15

Of Dionysus, glorious Semele’s son, I will make remembrance: how he appeared
by the shore of the barren sea, on a jutting headland, in the likeness of a youth in
first manhood; the fine sable locks waved about him and he had a cloak of
crimson about his strong shoulders. Suddenly men from a galley came
speeding over the wine-faced sea, Tyrrhenian Pirates, led on by an ill doom.
When they saw him, they nodded to one another, and at once leapt out, seized
him, and set him aboard their ship, exulting, for they reckoned he was the son of a
princely line fostered by Zeus. And they meant to bind him in grievous bonds; but
the bonds would not contain him, the lygos twigs fell clear away from his hands
and feet while he sat there smiling with his dark eyes.466
The god Dionysus appears alone on a beach in a non-divine representation (in the
“likeness” of a youth); he is approached by Tyrrhenian pirates and involved in an
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Burkert 1985: 166.
Translation adapted from West 2003.
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unsuccessful coercion. Dionysus boards the ship of the pirates but only on his own terms
and under his own power (the pirates are subsequently turned into dolphins). In the case
of the Athenian worship of Dionysus we do not have explicit evidence for the inclusion
of the prerequisite element for the god’s appropriation, that is, the acquisition of the “will
of the gods,” but we would logically expect it to be present to some degree. The
dynamics of Dionysus’ capture and transportation in the Hymn reflect how his
worshippers mediated the adventus of the god into their community with their own active
role in the event.
The Samian Tonaia can provide further insight into the need to combine divine
and human agency in the movement of cult images. The Tonaia (usually translated as the
binding or tying) included a large-scale procession to an extra-urban sanctuary on the
banks of the Imbrasos River and communal sacrifices.467 Since ancient times, the festival
was understood as a celebration of the union of Zeus and Hera. For example, the
Hellenistic epic poet Nicaenetus described Samian Hera as the “bride of Zeus” (nymphê
dios), and Varro explicitly states that the festival was an enactment of a holy marriage
(hieros gamos). However, it is also true that our most detailed evidence has little
explicitly to do with a union of Hera and Zeus. Moreover, the sacrilegious binding or
immobilization of the statue sits uncomfortably within a marriage or pre-marriage
context. We shall argue that the dynamics of a contested exchange of the cult statue – that
is, the aborted or failed retrieval of the image (bretas) back to Argos – is an important
framework for understanding the festival. The movement of the cult statue represented by
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It is unclear whether the Heraia and the Tonaia are two parts of the same festival or part of a connected
group of festivals similar to the Hyacinthia, Gymnopaidiai, and Karneia at Sparta. On the Tonaia generally,
see Nilsson 1957: 46–50; Burkert 1978: 129–30; 1985: 134–5; Kyrieleis 1993: 135; Sourvinou-Inwood
2005: 152–3.
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the ritual carrying of the bretas down to the sea, as well as its binding and subsequent
release, places the Samian Heraion in opposition with the other most renowned sanctuary
of Hera: the Heraion of Argos. This stance is consistent with how the community saw its
“original” moment: the final retention and possession of the bretas served as an aition for
the fundamental autochthony of the Samian worship of Hera. This aborted exchange was
understood in a two-sided manner: both in terms of an object – the bretas of Hera – and
in terms of the movement of a human agent, that is, the priestess Admete.
According to the tradition of the migrations, by the turn of the millennium (c.
1000–900 BCE), an Ionian populace had settled permanently in Samos. By the late eighth
century, the settlement covered the entire area around the delta of the Imbrasos and the
first temple of the Heraion was constructed in the middle of the eighth century BCE.468 A
monumental dipteral temple – the so-called Rhoikos temple – 469 replaced the original
sometime in the mid-seventh to sixth century, which was itself quickly replaced in the
late sixth century by a larger temple.470 There exists evidence for no less than five distinct
cult statue bases in the sanctuary. When the first temple was replaced, perhaps in the midsixth century, the original geometric statue base was incorporated into the new building
and was visible in the pronâos of the new temple alongside the new statue base located in
the cella.471 This continuous reuse of the statue base in its original orientation is an
indication of the extraordinary extent to which the statue – including its history and myth
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See Coldstream 1977: 71; 102–4.
For the temple and the architect, see Paus. 10.38.5; Hdt. 1.51.3; 3.41.1; 3.60.4; Plin. HN 8.198; 34.90;
Vitr. De arch. 7; praef. 12.
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Kyrieleis 1993.
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In the Roman period, the ancient geometric base was itself given a separate shrine, the “monopteros” to
the east of the temple structure; see Romano 1980: 258–62; Kyrieleis 1993: 128.
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– retained central importance to the worshipping community of the sanctuary.472 These
traditions revolved around both the contested possession of the bretas and its potential
– but never actual – loss or theft.
As at many festivals across the Greek world, worship at the Heraion included a
large-scale procession and communal sacrifices.473 The celebrants would recline on
stibades, mats made out of willow (lygos), and drink and feast in honor of Hera.474 The
local Samian historian Menodotus gives us an explicit description of the celebratory rite
at the sanctuary and also an aetiological myth explaining the rite (Menodotus FGrH 541
F 1 ap. Ath. 671e–4a):475
᾽Αδµήτην γάρ φησιν τὴν Εὐρυσθέως ἐξ ῎Αργους φυγοῦσαν ἐλθεῖν εἰς Σάµον,
θεασαµένην δὲ τὴν τῆς ῞Ηρας ἐπιφάνειαν καὶ τῆς οἴκοθεν σωτηρίας χαριστήριον
βουλοµένην ἀποδοῦναι, ἐπιµεληθῆναι τοῦ ἱεροῦ τοῦ καὶ νῦν ὑπάρχοντος,
πρότερον δὲ ὑπὸ Λελέγων καὶ † νυµφὼν καθιδρυµένου· τοὺς δ᾽ ᾽Αργείους
πυθοµένους καὶ χαλεπαίνοντας, πεῖσαι χρηµάτων ὑποσχέσει Τυρρηνοὺς
ληιστρικῶι [τε] βίωι χρωµένους ἁρπάσαι τὸ βρέτας, πεπεισµένους τοὺς
᾽Αργείους ὡς, εἰ τοῦτο γένοιτο, πάντως τι κακὸν πρὸς τῶν τὴν Σάµον
κατοικούντων ἡ ᾽Αδµήτη πείσεται.
He says that Admete, the daughter of Eurystheus, fled from Argos to Samos and,
after seeing Hera in a vision, she wished to give a thank-offering for her escape
from home. She then undertook the care of the temple that exists today, that
was previously founded by the Leleges [and the Nymphs]. But, when
the Argives heard this, they became angry and persuaded the Tyrrhenians – who
were pirates – through bribery to carry off the image of Hera. Argives were
convinced that if that happened Admete would surely suffer some harm at the
hands of the people of Samos.
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The presence of multiple statues of Hera at the sanctuary is confirmed by the dedication of a white
himation to the “goddess behind” in a Hellenistic dedicatory inscription. Romano (1980: 260–7; 267n10)
coordinates the “goddess behind” with the newer image consecrated at the time of the Rhoikos temple. This
image would have been located “behind” the old geometric statue base still visible in the pronaos.
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Cf. Kyrieleis 1993: 137–8 with Polyaen. Strat. 1.23.
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274.
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We are told that, after her flight from Argos, Admete, daughter of Eurystheus, became
the first priestess at the temple of Hera at Samos. The reason for Admete’s exile is
unclear,476 but upon her arrival at Samos, Hera appeared to her in an epiphany (τὴν τῆς
῞Ηρας ἐπιφάνειαν) and inaugurated her service as priestess in the temple as a receipt of a
thank offering or dedication.477 The Argives, enraged at Admete’s departure, dispatched
Tyrrhenian pirates to Samos – not, however, to steal the woman back, as one would
expect – but to steal the image of Hera (ἁρπάσαι τὸ βρέτας). That transposition is itself a
striking indicum of ritual substitution. The Tyrrhenians succeeded in taking the bretas
down to the shore, but, in the end were not able to complete their return to the Argolid.
At the last moment, the goddess revealed herself to her captors and prevented their
departure (Menodotus FGrH 541 F 1 ap. Ath. 671e–4a):
τῆς δ᾽ ᾽Αδµήτης ἕωθεν δηλωσάσης ὅτι τὸ βρέτας ἠφανίσθη, καὶ ζητήσεως
γενοµένης, εὑρεῖν µὲν αὐτὸ τοὺς ζητοῦντας ἐπὶ τῆς ἠιόνος, ὡς δ᾽ ἂν
βαρβάρους [Κᾶρας] ὑπονοήσαντας αὐτόµατον ἀποδεδρακέναι, πρός τι λύγου
θωράκιον ἀπερείσασθαι καὶ τοὺς εὐµηκεστάτους τῶν κλάδων ἑκατέρωθεν
ἐπισπασαµένους περιειλῆσαι πάντοθεν· τὴν δὲ ᾽Αδµήτην λύσασαν αὐτὸ
ἁγνίσαι καὶ στῆσαι πάλιν ἐπὶ τοῦ βάθρου, καθάπερ πρότερον ἵδρυτο. διόπερ ἐξ
ἐκείνου καθ᾽ ἕκαστον ἔτος ἀποκοµίζεσθαι τὸ βρέτας εἰς τὴν ἠιόνα καὶ
ἀφαγνίζεσθαι ψαιστά τε αὐτῶι παρατίθεσθαι· καὶ καλεῖσθαι Τόναια τὴν
ἑορτήν, ὅτι συντόνως συνέβη περιειληθῆναι τὸ βρέτας ὑπὸ τῶν τὴν πρώτην αὐτοῦ
ζήτησιν ποιησαµένων.
On the next morning, Admete disclosed that the image had disappeared, and after
a search, they found it on the beach. But [the Karians], as one would expect of
barbarians, thought that the image had run away of its own accord, and so they
fastened it to a mat of willow shoots, pulling the longest branches tightly on both
sides of it, and wrapped it around. Admete unfastened the image and purified it
and set it once more on its pedestal, just as it had stood before. Therefore, ever
476

In Apollod. Bib. 2.5.9, Admete desires the belt (zôster) of Hippolyte and her father Eurystheus asks
Herakles to obtain it for her. Subsequently, Hera, disguised as an Amazon spreads a rumor that the queen
herself is to be carried off, the Amazons attack Herakles and Hippolyte is killed. See Gantz 1993: 397–400;
Fowler 2013: 288–91.
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The sanctuary had been previously founded (καθιδρυµένου) by the Leleges and the nymphs. Cf. Hesych.
s.v. ἄστυ νυµφέων, α 7926 Latte.
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since that time, they have carried the image to the beach every year and purified it
and set offerings of barley-cakes beside it. The festival is called the Tonaia,
because the image was so tightly wrapped by the men who first searched for it.
Subsequently, after Admete found the bretas on the beach, non-Greeks – the superstitious
and barbarian Karians478 – could not trust that the goddess did not leave of her own free
will (αὐτόµατον) and fastened her tight to a mat of willow shoots (πρός τι λύγου
θωράκιον ἀπερείσασθαι).479 Menodotus goes on to explain that every year in
remembrance of this event, the celebrants of the Tonaia bring the statue of Hera to the
beach, release, and purify her (λύσασαν αὐτὸ ἁγνίσαι) and then re-enthrone her beside
her native willow.
For the celebrants of the Tonaia, confirmation of the original focalization of the
goddess’ worship was an actual event that could be ideologically contested in multiple
ways. Understanding the history of the statue was cognate with the process of
understanding from where the people of Samos who worshiped her had originated. The
founding of the Heraion was connected to multiple autochthonous and colonial traditions
and encompassed the interests of both Ionians and Dorians, as well as native populations
of the Anatolian coast. According to Asios – an early epic poet cited by Pausanias – the
eponymous Samia, a daughter of the river Meandros, married Ankaios,480 king of the
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Karians is perhaps a gloss and is bracketed by Jacoby. The Karians are the most obvious candidate for
“barbarians” but need not have been named explicitly.
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On the λύγος tree (willow or withy) in cult, the branches of which were strewed by matrons on their
beds at the Thesmophoria, see Burkert 1985: 134–5; 243–4; Kron 1988: 138–42; Parker 2005: 274n16,
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FGrH 31 F 45 ap. ΣAp. Rhod. Arg. 1.185–8 with Fowler 2013: 215, 586–7.
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Leleges. 481 There was also an Ionian migration tradition where a descendant of Ion
named Prokles, having been ejected from Epidauros by the Dorian Temenids, traveled to
Samos where he married a native Karian woman. Afterwards, the Ephesians led by the
Kodrid king Androklos were said to have defeated the Epidaurians and colonized Samos
themselves, but were later ejected by the descendants of Prokles.482
The phenomenon of Karian, Dorian, and Ionian cultural elements living in close
proximity and inspiring competing traditions was a common one in Ionia in the late
archaic and classical periods. Herodotus himself was descended from Karian and Greek
parents from Dorian Halicarnassus and spent significant time on Samos.483 Defining the
exact relationship of the colonial settlers to the indigenous inhabitants was a conspicuous
concern of the island’s historical traditions. Pausanias explicitly tells us that “the
inhabitants of Samos received the Ionians as settlers more of necessity than through
goodwill” (οἱ τὴν νῆσον οἰκοῦντες ἀνάγκηι πλέον ἐδέξαντο ἢ εὐνοίαι συνοίκους ῎Ιωνας),
while Themistagoras, an obscure historian cited in the Etymologicum Magnum, presents a
variant in which the colonizer Prokles and the native Karians reach an agreement and
divide the population into two tribes: schesia (divided) and astypalaia (old city).484 Still
another variant of this overdetermined tradition is given by Pausanias (Paus. 7.4.4):
τὸ δὲ ἱερὸν τὸ ἐν Σάµῳ τῆς Ἥρας εἰσὶν οἳ ἱδρύσασθαί φασι τοὺς ἐν τῇ Ἀργοῖ
πλέοντας, ἐπάγεσθαι δὲ αὐτοὺς τὸ ἄγαλµα ἐξ Ἄργους· Σάµιοι δὲ αὐτοὶ
τεχθῆναι νοµίζουσιν ἐν τῇ νήσῳ τὴν θεὸν παρὰ τῷ Ἰµβράσῳ ποταµῷ καὶ ὑπὸ
481

The Leleges were indigenous denizens of Ionia (Hom. Il. 10.429–8; Strab. 7.7.2 C322; 13.3.1 C619;
14.2.27 C662) who were sometimes believed to have been enslaved either by the Karians
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302a–b) or sometimes by the invading Ionians (Pherecydes FGrH 3 F 155). Hdt 1.172 offers two
alternatives: either the Leleges and the Karians are identical and were under the rule (κατήκοοι) of Minos
until they were driven out by the Ionians, or they are an indigenous people. See generally Fowler 2013: 96–
100.
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τῇ λύγῳ τῇ ἐν τῷ Ἡραίῳ κατ’ ἐµὲ ἔτι πεφυκυίᾳ. εἶναι δ᾽ οὖν τὸ ἱερὸν τοῦτο ἐν
τοῖς µάλιστα ἀρχαῖον ὃ οὐχ ἥκιστα ἄν τις καὶ ἐπὶ τῷ ἀγάλµατι τεκµαίροιτο·
ἔστι γὰρ δὴ ἀνδρὸς ἔργον Αἰγινήτου Σµίλιδος τοῦ Εὐκλείδου. οὗτος ὁ Σµῖλίς
ἐστιν ἡλικίαν κατὰ Δαίδαλον, δόξης δὲ οὐκ ἐς τὸ ἴσον ἀφίκετο.
Some say that the sanctuary of Hera on Samos was established by those who
sailed in the Argo, and that these men brought the cult image from Argos. But
the Samians themselves think that the goddess was born on the island by the
river Imbrasos under the willow that, even in my time, grew in the Heraion. That
this sanctuary is very old might be inferred especially by considering the image;
for it is the work of an Aeginetan, Smilis, the son of Eukleides. This Smilis was a
contemporary of Daedalus, though not as famous.
Here, we have one colonization narrative in which the temple (ἱερὸν) is founded
(ἱδρύσασθαί) by the Argonauts who hail, literally, from Argos; one indigenous,
autochthonous narrative in which the goddess herself (τὴν θεὸν) is born under the famous
willow (ὑπὸ τῇ λύγῳ) on the bank of the Imbrasos river;485 and one (semi-) historicizing
version involving the Aeginetan artist Smilis or Skelmis (“sculptor”)486 – connected with
the legendary Daedalus.
These contested accounts of the history of Samos and the inception of the Heraia
centered on the cult statue itself. In general, the traditional focal point of a temple was the
cult statue (bretas), which the sanctuary structure was meant to house and protect.
Whatever the chronological elaboration of a given sanctuary, it was the installation
(hidrusis) of the bretas that was considered to be the precondition that allowed for the
foundation of temple and the creation of the worshipping community as a whole.
Determining who was responsible for the importation or original creation of the bretas,
was equivalent to determining the identity of those who worshipped her: in other words,
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of the Imbrasos river) or Anthemus.
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On the sculptor Smilis or Skelmis (both names refer to the same object: a knife or sculptor’s chisel) see
Paus. 5.17.1; 7.4.4–7, with Romano 1980: 260–6; Donohue 1988: 202–5; Figueira 1993: 20–7; Bettinetti
2001: 107–16; Fowler 2013: 587n68.
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the origins of both the Heraion and the Greek presence on Samos were closely associated
with the origin and history of the statue. We find two options: either the worship of Hera
(represented by the bretas) was imported from Argos or it was autochthonous. It is this
dichotomy that is reflected in the Tonaia. The aborted or failed movement of the bretas
back to Argos fixed the notional birthplace of Hera on Samos and served as a
confirmation of a non-Argive autochthonous identity for the Heraion. Yet this privileging
of autochthony does not efface the Argive ktisis of Samos so much as draw it into its
orbit as a satellite of variant legitimization.
As we have seen, the aborted movement of the bretas was figured as the aborted
movement of the human priestess Admete. This subtle co-identification of image and
mortal is not altogether surprising. A partial comparandum can be seen in the Athenian
worship of Dionysus as reflected in the Hymn to Dionysus as was explored above. There,
the movement of the divinity, which is then recapitulated in the Athenian festival
procession, is framed as the abduction of a young man masquerading as a divinity. In
Menodotus, the reason for the Argive hiring of the non-Greek pirates is (perhaps
paradoxically) not only slightly illogical, but also rationalized. The departure of the
human priestess resulted in the attempted theft of the non-human bretas, and we are told
that it is hoped the theft will cause some harm to Admete’s reputation. The importance of
Admete can at least be partly explained as a rationalization or reflection of the
importance of female priestess in general to the worship of Hera in Argos.487 In turn, the
priestesses of the Argive Heraion reflect the wider historical role of a female priestess in
caring for, protecting, and maintaining the sanctuary housing the statue of the divinity.488
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See Connelly 2007: 69–72 with Thuc. 4.133.
See pp. 140–57 below on Iphigenia.
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The theft of an object is transformed into the more specific human circumstance of
abduction or rape. We will treat this phenomenon in depth in the next chapter. In myth,
these duties furnished the link between the human woman and the physical cult object:
just like the valuable object they protected, these women could be taken away, stolen, or
“convinced” to leave.489
The prominence of the human priestess Admete can also be tied to the fact that
the ancient testimony unanimously identified the festival of Hera on Samos – the Heraia
– with the very human context of marriage and specifically the goddesses’ marriage to
Zeus.490 Indeed, the fact that the willow lygos was considered an anti-aphrodisiac
plant – the “castus agnus” – along with the meaning of Admete’s name (undomesticated),
implies that the tradition Menodotus was following also connected the Tonaia with a
marriage or pre-marriage rite. Building on this insight, scholars such as Nilsson and
Farnell have classed the Tonaia as involving a type of “holy marriage” (hieros gamos).491
However, recent scholars such as Burkert and Graf, followed by Avagianou and
Bettinetti, have called into question this connection to marriage.492 First, it is noted that
the passage of Menodotus describing the myth and festival has little explicitly to do with
a marriage, and second, that the sacrilegious “binding” or “immobilizing” of the statue
sits uncomfortably within a marriage or pre-marriage context.493
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In place of the marriage ceremony, the binding and release of the bretas is placed
at the core of the festival. According to Avagianou, the aetiological legend is “clearly a
sacrilegious act, consisting of two phases and its expiation.”494 Graf’s influential reading
contends that the rite belongs to a New Year festival type in which a bound goddess
(usually Artemis) is released during a period of chaotic Saturnalian license.495 Graf places
abstract concepts such as “society” and “community life” alongside the well-known
initiatory aspects of the festivals;496 the two spheres – communal and age specific – are in
dialogue. This interpretation is powerful and does indeed correspond to some aspects of
the Samian worship of Hera.497 However, it is likely that alongside the pan-polis
celebration of a “festival of license,” private folk-beliefs of an emotional nature played a
part in the significane of the mobile statue.

prominent, hereditary position (though perhaps subordinate to the κληίδουχος of a Heraion). On this matter
see Kron 1988: 136n9. For the binding of gods in general, see Faraone 1991a; 1991b; 1992: 74–9; Steiner
2001: 160–8. Merkelbach 1996 and West 2001 adduce as a comparison the return of Hephaistos as found
in, e.g. Alc. fr. 349a–e V; Paus. 1.20.3; Hyg. Fab. 166; POxy IV 670.
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These emotions were focused on the real-life possibility of the abduction and
departure of young women through contact with foreign raiders or colonists. After all it is
not accidental that the proem of the Histories of Herodotus starts out with an exploration
of this motif. While it is true Menodotus nowhere literally indicates that the celebrants
ritually bound the bretas, many assume that they did.498 We can say also that the binding
of the statue fundamentally was an attempt to restrain the goddess – as represented by her
priestess – from departing permanently.499 Moreover, with the Tonaia we gain a glimpse
into the ambivalent effects of a civic ritual focused on physically coercing a god. The
acquisition of the god’s goodwill or divine acquiescence towards any type of move,
which, in the end, could only be attributed to the divinity itself, was the subject of intense
interest in many situations. As we have seen, at the end of our section of the Hymn to
Dionysus, the pirates attempt to bind and coerce the god into accompanying them: the
god relents, but only on his own terms.
When the Karians find the statue of Hera and bind it with the lygos, they are said
to be acting “as one would expect of barbarians” (which is illustrative of later
rationalizing and possibly of ethnochauvanism). Menodotus goes on to tell us that the
Karians travelled to an Apolline oracle concerning the matter and were ordered to
undergo a “penalty” for their impious actions (Menodotus FGrH 541 F 1):
ἱστορεῖται δ᾽ ὑπ᾽ αὐτὸν ἐκεῖνον τὸν χρόνον τῶν Κάρων δεισιδαιµονίαι
περισχεθέντων ἐπὶ τὸ µαντεῖον τοῦ θεοῦ παραγενοµένων εἰς ῞Υβλαν καὶ
πυνθανοµένων περὶ τῶν ἀπηντηµένων, θεσπίσαι τὸν ᾽Απόλλωνα ποινὴν αὐτοὺς
ἀποδοῦναι τῆι θεῶι δι᾽ ἑαυτῶν ἑκούσιον καὶ χωρὶς δυσχεροῦς συµφορᾶς.
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Bettinetti 2001: 110; Nilsson 1957: 48; Romano 1980: 257–60; Graf 1985: 94; Kron 1988: 140.
This is one of the options given by Merkelbach 1996: 19.
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It is recorded that at about the same time the Karians, since they were completely
given to superstition, went to the god’s oracle at Hybla500 and inquired about these
events. Apollo returned the answer that they must pay to the goddess a penalty
(ποινὴν αὐτοὺς ἀποδοῦναι τῆι θεῶι) of their own choice and without any grave
harm.
Apollo then prescribes the “penalty” or “reparation” (ποινήν) of wearing only willow
wreaths for the Karians and laurel for special worshippers of the goddess at the festival of
Hera. Just as Prometheus – after his release from chains – had accepted wreathing as
punishment for his crime against Zeus, the Karians accepted the wearing of the lygos as
punishment for their crime of binding the goddess with the same plant. The fact that the
binding of the statue was seen as a blameworthy action or a sacrilege requiring a penalty,
points to the hierarchical nature of the ritual: the Karians, not the colonizing Ionians or
culturally dominant Dorians, are superstitious barbarians and can be blamed for the
crime. Since the Karians, however, are incorporated into the general population of
classical Samos, their barbaric superstition also allows for the ready accommodation or
maintenance of a narrative element perhaps too simplistic for later educated opinion.
According to Menodotus, before the priestess Admete found the bretas of Hera,
the Karians ran across it and bound it with willow shoots because they believed that the
statue had run away of its own accord (αὐτόµατον). As we have seen, cult statues, in their
capacity as mysterious objects of religious reverence, were commonly said to move on
their own or of their own accord. Consequently, it was the common-sense opinion of
antiquity that their binding expressed a desire on the part of a religious community to
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Hybla is ostensibly a Sicel town in Sicily, but there is no oracle securely associated with the location.
Jacoby (FGrH IIIb 1.461) posited that the oracle referred to must be Karian. Cf. also Steph. Byz. s.v.
Γαλεῶται, 196.19; Ὑλλούαλα, 648.18 Meineke.
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keep their gods stationary, controlled, and present in their location.501 In Menodotus’
narrative we uniquely get a detailed account of a ritual centered on the binding of a
statue. Whether such binding always constituted sacrilege or not, would probably depend
on several factors: on the willingness of the interpreter to apply a rationalizing
perspective, on a judgment to what degree the image instantiated the deity itself, or on the
sacral or dedicatory investment of the binder in the statue. It is likely however, that in any
detailed ritual enactment of binding, that is, the diminishing of a deity’s freedom of
movement, the perpetrators would be negatively characterized.
Other instances illustrate. At Sparta, a bound statue of the war god Enyalios was
said by Pausanias to embody the idea of the permanent residence of the war-god in
Lakonia.502 Similarly, a Spartan statue of Aphrodite was displayed veiled and seated with
fetters on her ankles. In explanation, Pausanias tells us that Tyndareos bound the goddess
in order to show that the “relationship of women to their husbands was as absolute as
fetters.” 503 Despite the difficulty of formulating a universal reference for bound statues,
the tying of a god must have marked an attempt to control or, at least manage the power
of the deity it represented. As Graf demonstrates, it was usually the loosing of a
perennially bound statue that signaled the opening of a freeing “festival of license,” the
period when the god was given full access to his or her powers.
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E.g. Polemon fr. 90 Preller ap. ΣPin. Ol. 7.95a: Πολέµων γάρ φησι παρὰ Χίοις µὲν τὸν Διόνυσον
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2013: 45–6.
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503
Paus. 3.15.11.
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More abstractly, a control or reduction in the power of a female divinity can be
framed in terms of a temporary– and usually dangerous – release from the goddess’
normative sphere of action. In Hera’s case, this control or reduction would be manifested
by the absence or complication of the social pact of marriage: specifically, the anxiety
arousing from the cases of adultery, rape, or intermarriage with non-Greeks.504
Furthermore, the tendency of ritual co-identification between human priestess and
inanimate statue adds a sharper, more immediate perspective to the practice of binding or
controlling female representations of divinities. The fear of the free movement of a statue
or female divinity – especially in a context affected by a pervasiveness of incest taboo
concerns – signaled an anxiety over a forced seizure by enemies or possible willing
departure from a legitimate marriage. In the case of the worship of Hera at the Tonaia, the
fear of this possibility for their autochthonous goddess was acted out, but ultimately
denied: first, through the fact that the Argive theft was a failure, and second, through the
shifting of the blame onto the native Karians for the sacrilege of doubting the fidelity of
Admete and her goddess.
The binding of the goddess was thus not a straightforward ritual act but a
sacrilegious, anti-social transgression, which called for culpability and required
purification or expiation. A transgression of this sort was certainly not out of place in a
civic religious setting. Across the Greek world, the aitia of the great festivals were often
centered on a remembered negative event (or sequence of events), which was expiated by
the institution of the festival.505
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See pp. 157–68 on the role of foreign integration in Euripides’ IT.
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with Robertson 2002.
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In Menodotus’ narrative, the movement of the bretas of Hera is simultaneously a
non-movement, or failed movement, which emphasizes the nativity of the worship of the
goddess. This is not to say, however, that the composition of the Samian populace was
ever considered to be monolithic: an unchanging native group of Samians born – so to
speak – from the earth. The belief in the perennial presence of the goddess Hera had to be
integrated with a contradictory acceptance that Samos was an ethnically diverse society
affected to some significant degree by colonization. The Karian’s status as an ur-native
population afforded them the possibility of representing the ancient autochthonous
heritage of the Samian Heraion contraposed against the tradition of Dorian Argive
influence. Simultaneously, the crime of binding the goddess served as a positive
confirmation of Hera’s native origin, minimized the historical Argive claims to cultural
control over the cult, and marked the historically contested non-Greek status of the
Karians themselves. Whether the statue is literally bound during the festival or not, I
would contend that the ritual was both an expression of anxiety over the possibility of the
goddess’ betrayal and loss, and an absolute denial of that very possibility.
The worship of Hera’s bretas at the Samian Tonia reflects the tendency to
understand the movement of cult images in symmetrical terms: both as a dedication of an
object, and an arrival of a divinity. In Menodotus, the two aspects are combined: first, the
fortuitous arrival of the woman Admete, which, in effect, inaugurates the worship of
Hera, and then, second, the possibility of her forcible repatriation (rape) as represented by
the removal of the bretas by the Argives. In cult, the dynamics of the contested
possession of both the cult statue – the carrying of the bretas down to the sea, its binding,
and subsequent release – places the Samian Heraion in opposition with the Argive
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sanctuary of Hera and was understood as the movement and possible abduction of the
priestess Admete. In the end, the ritual serves to fix the home of Admete as Samos and
characterize the Samian worship of Hera as autochthonous.
Conclusion
Our contention in the first part of the thesis has been that the human dynamics of
using and possessing objects were central to the nature of cult statues. Statues could be
bartered, stolen, lost, or given away; these actions – specific to possessions – influenced
both how the divinity’s movement (i.e. its original arrival to a community) was
understood and how the cult image was used in ritual. However, if the human
manipulation of a cult image was determinative for its religious meaning, this did not
mean that the gods were seen as dependent on the vicissitudes of human agency for their
mobility. A ritual such as the Tonaia needed to represent the activities of the human
participants who manipulated and accompanied the image, but it also needed to make
them coincide with the projected intentions of an omnipotent god. We have argued that in
the Tonaia, Ademte functioned simultaneously as an object to be possessed, lost, and
retrieved, and a subordinate “version” of Samian Hera. The role of the priestess who
accompanied and cared for the image was thus one way to avoid the dissonance between
human agency and divine omnipotence. We shall see in our subsequent analysis of
Euripides’ IT and the Helen, that this mediating role of the priestess was especially
appropriate in situations where the normative, human-centered practice of dedication was
the physical act reflected in the narrative.
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PART II
Chapter Five – Euripides
In part two, the foregoing analysis of the movement of cult images is used to read
Euripides’ Helen and Iphigenia among the Taurians. Physical cult images, whatever they
actually looked like, represented the physical presence of the divine. Any movement of a
cult image in a procession necessarily would be encountered both from the perspective of
the human participants themselves (the carrying of an object) and from the perspective of
the divinity (its own subjective movement). Just as there were multiple contexts in which
objects could be transferred or manipulated (i.e. as a theft, evaluated negatively, or a
positive gift) these same contexts would likely be reflected in how the subjective
movement of the divinity was understood.
When a worshipper travelled from his home bringing an agalma as a gift to a
divinity, or when a public pompê with attendant kômoi and choral performers transported
a god to the sea and back home, there were multiple inflection points that determined
how the act was understood. These points emerged from the physicality of the event
itself. The first was the nature of the object dedicated; the materiality of the agalma, as its
status as a physical object with shape, size, and texture had an effect on its ability to
represent an ineffable divinity to an observer. The second was the relationship of the new,
native location to the old or foreign one, that is, the relationship of the origin to the
destination. A dedicator had a home that he left and a reason for making his journey. He
had a reason to travel to a specific location and to give a specific gift. Furthermore, the
normative dedicatory act naturally carried the possibility for the opposite situation:

132

deception and theft. The dedicator had a choice in the type of gift to give or whether to
give something of value at all.
An approach that uses these inflection points to understand tragedy rests on the
old premise that human activity or ritual (here construed very broadly as the act of
moving a votive or cult statue) determined the shape of myth. The relationship between
religious ritual and myth is complex; it has fascinated scholars for a long time.506 I do not
claim that a particular ritual or procession at a particular time or place (such as the
Athenian Arkteia or a festival of Helen at Sparta) is responsible for the content of the IT
and the Helen, although this is a possibility. Rather, I contend that the act of moving a
cult image informed religious attitudes about divinities, and, in turn, the articulation of
Euripides’ plays.507 This influence would have occurred with, or without, the conscious
attention of the contemporary community.508 Ritual is often construed as a repeated
action that is used as a pattern for understanding.509 This action can include any type of
repeated, important activity, but is usually defined by the presence of a performative
element.510 The movement of a cult image displays this performative element. Dedication
in particular was omnipresent in the cultural life of ancient Greece in both private and
public contexts over a long period of time and was inextricably linked to the character of
cult statues.
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For surveys of the contributions of the Cambridge school and current reaction to their work see
Bremmer 1998; Kowalzig 2007a: 13–43; Versnel 2014.
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Often, the generic concerns of the extant evidence determined which type of
agency – human or divine – was dominant in ritual or dedication. For example, leges
sacrae and proscriptive decrees necessarily presented a picture of religious activity from
the perspective of the participant, while mythical or hymnic narratives necessarily
presented that same picture from the perspective of the divinity.511 In later rationalizing
authors, and works that included explicit aitia (itself a very old mode of discourse),
elements from both perspectives were melded.512 The proscriptive, objective elements of
ritual (cult personnel, manipulations of xoana) were combined with the movements and
motives of subjective gods. Attic tragedy can, but does not have to present aitia, and like
myth generally, its conventions (the performance of actors playing heroes) skew towards
presenting divine agency.513
However, an inanimate object must have made a poor display of the power of the
divinity. The dedication of a simple terracotta votive, or even of an intricately carved
chryselephantine xoanon would have been hard to figure as the movement of an ineffable
divinity. These objects were just that, agalmata, beautiful objects representing human
prestige and agency. In the case of processions recapitulating dedications, it is plausible
that the position of the temple priest or priestess who tended the cult image or
accompanied it at a festival procession existed to effect a more satisfying reenactment of
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For reading greek gods through inscriptions versus corpora such as hymns, see Graf 2010. For the term
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the god’s power and movement in performance. On the one hand, she could still enshrine
the context of the human involvement in the procession: she was an object or agalma,
whose mobility, possession and theft could mirror that of actual cult images and the
dedications they represented. Concomitantly, in gendered terms, masculine predominance
in communal decisions and in determining overt social gesture enhanced her status as
agalma. On the other hand, because she had emotions, feelings, and desires, she could
effectively represent the movement and individuality of the divinity itself. She was a link
between the human agency of cult and the subjective biography of the divinity. The
priestess blended agency and receptivity vis-à-vis the cult image and deity more
dramatically (with deliberate word-play) than her male counterpart.
The question of what, exactly, the doings of Oedipus or Pentheus had to do with
the daily religious life of Athens is not a simple one.514 Transporting cult statues in literal
cult pompai was a widespread and important part of Greek religious practice, but positing
a direct causal relationship between an example or examples of this practice and the
structure of a tragic plot is difficult.515 The plays of Euripides display an avid, almost
antiquarian interest in the history of cult and are reflective of a deeply religious
atmosphere.516 If we extract summaries from texts that present multiple aitia such as the
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IT to aid analysis, it is important to remember that we will not be left with a proscriptive
description of a ritual, or even of a clear narrative of a myth.517
Leaving aside the vexed question of locating the origin and performance of
tragedy itself in Dionysiac ritual, tragic performance generally resembles ritual: both
activities involve a type of physical representation, stage directions, dressing up and a
distancing of the real for the pretend or symbolic.518 Indeed the performance of any
choral poetry involved the mimesis of archetypal divine or heroic figures by a leader
(chorêgos) and group of age-mates.519 At the same time, facts as disparate as the
representations in the Stoa Poikile, the names of the demotic arkhâgetai, and the contents
of the sacred calendars of Marathon and Thorikos confirm the relevance of heroic figures
as some kind of model (perhaps only a psychological one) for Euripides’ audience.520
Iphigenia and Helen in particular have always held a special place in treatments of mortal
heroes whose attatchment to a tomb and specialized local cult shaped their differentiation
from divinities.521 However, if the setting of the Dionysia itself is not invoked, the fact
that tragedy does not enjoy the same one-to-one relationship between performance and
517
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ritual as traditional choral poetry, rightly necessitates the use of literary terms such as
metaphor when talking about relevance of a play to daily life.522 A different approach to
the religious nature of tragic performance emphasizes choral mediation or projection:
lyric passages that evoke and refer to their own theatrical performance in the hic et nunc
are identifying their song with that of a mythologized ritual chorus elsewhere in time and
space.523
Cult statues had a significant presence in the plays of Euripides.524 In the
Hippolytus, the paired statues of Aphrodite and Artemis probably stood at either end of
the stage and framed the thematic contrast between the goddesses.525 In the Andromache,
the concubine Andromache is a suppliant at a physical agalma of Themis, and the
goddess herself appears in a dea ex machina at the end of the play.526 In Iphigenia among
the Taurians, Iphigenia removes the bretas of Artemis from its pedestal, carries it in her
arms, and takes it off stage. Of course, actors “representing” gods and heroized figures
also populated the stage, often emerging from on high.527 In Sophocles’ Xoanephoroi, the
gods fled, carrying their own effigies as Troy was being sacked.528 For Easterling, the
audience observing the actors representing the gods and heroes were always aware of
elements of reality and of “make believe.” Embodied gods on stage were fundamentally
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metaphorical; their presence helped to dramatize human situations that were hard to grasp
conceptually.529
Images on stage share this mimetic quality: an actor and a statue both were, and
were not, the divinity. However, the audience’s reaction to the capability of dramatic
theater in every case to project a metatheatrical similarity between actor and image of
divinity will not be the focus here.530 Rather, my position is that the desire to present
icon, actor, and god on the same stage represented a grappling with the problem of
representing a god as a palpable object. While this problem of representation could
appear in many ritual contexts where humans impersonated divinities, the necessary
dissonance between a physical object and a divinity was most strongly felt in processions
accompanied by moving cult images. I contend that the solutions found in that specific
ritual context influenced Euripides’ Iphigenia among the Taurians and the Helen.
The movement of a cult image to a temple reflected the advent of the divinity’s
presence and power as well as the memory (or appropriation) of the first significant
human act of devotion to the divinity. I contend that the movement of Iphigenia and
Helen (and their counterparts, the bretas and the eidôlon respectively) not only reflected
this dynamic of divine representation, but also all the requirements and possibilities
inherent in the action. The narratives of the plays are structured by the movement of each
woman from origin to destination, their role in human-centered dedicatory substitution or
surrogacy, their ability to represent faithfully a divinity, and the variable relationship
between the giver and receiver of each object.
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Iphigenia among the Taurians
Euripides’ Iphigenia among the Taurians was produced at an unknown date in the
last quarter of the fifth century. Metrical considerations place its composition in c. 414/13
BCE or just before the first production of the Helen.531 The action revolves around the
relocation of a cult statue (bretas) of Artemis from the Taurian Chersonesos to Greece,
specifically to Halai and Brauron in Attica. Orestes and Pylades, at the behest of Apollo,
arrive among the Taurians in order to steal the bretas. After their arrival, the pair are
captured by the Taurians and sentenced to be sacrificed to a local goddess (identified with
Artemis). The priestess of the goddess is revealed to be Orestes’ own sister Iphigenia, and
when she, in turn, discovers who they are, the trio execute a plan to escape to Attica,
bringing with them the bretas. Orestes is (uniquely) linked in this drama to an aition for
the Anthesteria, while Iphigenia is connected to the origin of the worship of Artemis
Brauronia. The play ends with a passage describing the advent of the bretas to the east
coast of Attica and the inauguration of the cult of Artemis at Brauron and Halai
Araphenides.532
There is no unequivocal epigraphical or archaeological evidence for the worship
of Iphigenia at Brauron and many scholars have taken the position that Euripides simply
invented the link between Iphigenia and Attic cult.533 However, Hall has taken a
diametrically opposed position, citing the many places that claim to receive the Taurian

531

Cf. Cropp and Frick 1985: 5–8 and 23; Hall 2013: xxv–xxxii. For the possible chronological priority of
one play over the other see Marshall 2009 and the literature cited at n727 below.
532
On the cult site at Araphenides, see Knell 1983; Hollinshead 1985; McInerney 2015; On Orestes and
Halai, see, e.g. Graf 1979: 41; Lloyd-Jones 1983: 96–7; 100; Dowden 1989: 37; 134; Dillon 2001: 127–8.
Cf. Bathrellou 2012 on Men. Epit. and the trope of abduction/rape in the context of the festival of the
Tauropolia and initiation rites. For the fourth-century Athenian ephebeia, see, e.g. Aeschin. 1.49; [Aris].
Ath. Pol. 42; Plut. Alc. 15.4.
533
E.g. Pohlenz 1930: 442; Scullion 2000; Ekroth 2003: 59. Cf. Zeitlin 2011: 462–5; Hall 2013: xxix;
McInerney 2015.

139

Artemis as implying the likelihood of the existence of a similar tradition at Brauron.534
This was prima facie always the more likely position.535 For Hall, the IT represents
fundamentally the action of cult. Crucially, because the play takes place at a place of
worship and reflects literally the actions of a priestess. 536 In toto, Hall’s discussion has
the salutary effect of drawing our attention to Iphigenia in the IT as a priestess, celebrant,
and guardian of a cult image.
Sourvinou-Inwood posited a modulated distance between the world of tragedy
and the normative Athenian audience focused on attitudes towards foreigners and human
sacrifice ( her “zooming” and “distancing” effects).537 All the ritual actions in the play are
seen in terms of their distance or closeness to the ritual world of the Athenians.538 For
example, in the prologue, Artemis is the zoomed-in, normalized figure of Brauron and
Attic cult (ηὔξω φωσφόρῳ θεᾷ, IT 21), but when the Taurians are mentioned (IT 30–42)
the distancing goes into effect. This modulation plays itself out through the figures of
Agamemnon and Artemis who are figured as opposed causes of the aborted sacrifice of
Iphigenia at Aulis, and her resultant transfer to the Taurians. The Athenians are reassured
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537
Sourvinou-Inwood 2003a: 30–41; 301–8. For similar discussions of the play (and aitia in general) in
terms of a development from the savage practice of human sacrifice to civilized ritual, see, e.g. Strachan
1976; Lloyd-Jones 1983; Goff 1999: 109–10. For Burnett 1971: 49, the barbaric Taurian cult is like an
“earthbred monster.” For a discussion of the related myth of the Pelasgians and the abducted Athenian
women of the Brauronia in comparable terms, see Sourvinou-Inwood 2004: 149–50.
538
E.g. IT 4–29 (sacrifice at Aulis); 617–35 (sacrifice of Orestes); 1033–48 (manipulation of the statue)
with Sourvinou-Inwood 2003a: 301–8.
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of the normality of their world view without completely whitewashing the dark and
bloody side of their goddess.
Similarly, Wolff links the explicitness of the aitia and the concerns over Artemis’
request for human blood to a concern with “not the rejection or purification of myth or
ritual, but a more complex understanding of them.”539 The ritual elements of the play
problematize the distance between present and past, not fix it securely. The aitia, with
their shift from the fictional space of drama to the world of ritual activity experienced by
the audience, mirror the narrative of the play, which focuses on returning from a
“nightmarish realm of the barbarian other, back home to Greece.”540 Goff interprets the
violent and antisocial aspects of the play as elements of the problematic integration of
Orestes and Iphigenia into adulthood: the “nonperformance” of Iphigenia’s duties to
Artemis in Tauris is a negative reflection of her ultimate place as a member of Athenian
society.541
Tzanetou compares the plot structure of Iphigenia among the Taurians to the
foundation narratives of the Brauronia and the Arkteia and posits a correspondence or a
“morphological similarity” between the actions involved in the festival of the Brauronia
with the actions of Iphigenia in the IT.542 In both situations, the experience of a simulated
death, corresponds to a symbolic experience of death and then a reintegration into society
– a central aspect of initiation ceremonies. Van Gennep’s scheme of initiation is thus
applied to the IT.543 My analysis builds on a number of these connections but places them
539

Wolff 1992: 312.
Wolff 1992: 312.
541
Goff 1999: 110.
542
Tzanetou 2000: 203.
543
For initiation in terms of the IT, see the literature cited at n687 below. For a critique of Van Gennep’s
model (separation, liminality, reintegration), see, e.g. Dodd 2003: 73 who gives an entertaining list of
topographical features classed as “liminal.”
540
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in the context of the mobile cult statue and its relationship to dedication. Because the IT
itself is centered on the facts of normative, human cult practice, the dedicatory nature of
Iphigenia’s cycle of movement is close to the surface.
Iphigenia
The scope of Iphigenia’s significance in both cult and myth is unique. A central
figure in both Greek myth and literature, she has been interpreted as a “faded goddess”
who was later subordinated to and identified with Artemis.544 Iphigenia as the mortal
daughter of Agamemnon appears first in the Cypria, but she also enjoyed occasional
status as an independent object of reverence.545 At Megara, she had her own herôon.546
Her statue (ἄγαλµα) stood in the temple of Artemis at Aigeira, and at Hermione she was
worshipped as Artemis Iphigenia.547 In the IT, this double nature is reflected in a certain
similarity in placement between mortal and goddess. Both Artemis and Iphigenia are the
subject of Orestes’ quest.548 Both are addressed as πότνια in contexts that indicate a
parallel posture of veneration toward her and the temple image of the Taurians and refer
to their movement to Attica.549 Just before the chorus narrates their own desire to return
to Greece and dance at a festival performance on Delos, Iphigenia calls on Artemis to
return to Athens (IT 1082–8):
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See, e.g. Farnell 1921: 444. Cf. Kearns 1989: 27–34; Larson 1995: 101–16.
Cypria Arg. 55–63 EGF. In Hom. Il. 9.155, 287, Agamemnon’s daughter is called Iphianassa not
Iphigenia; cf. Lucr. 1.85; ΣEur. Or. 22. In Hesiod she is called Iphimede and was either turned into the
goddess Hekate (Cat. fr. 23b M-W ap. Paus. 1.43.1), or transformed into an eidôlon (Cat. fr. 23a.17-26 MW) at the time of her sacrifice at Aulis. See also Phanodemus FGrH 325 F 14a; Stesich. fr. 178 Davies and
Finglass = 215 PMGF.
546
Paus. 1.43.2. For Aulis, see, e.g. Aesch. Ag. 1412–18 with 248–50; Pin. Pyth. 11.17–25; Eur. IA; Lucr.
1.84. Cf. Stesich. fr. 86 Davies and Finglass = 191 PMGF ap. Paus. 2.22.7 where Theseus and Helen are
Iphigenia’s parents. On the Attic appropriation of Iphigenia, see Hershkowitz 2016: 204–6.
547
Paus. 7.26.5; 2.35.1.
548
IT 77–94. On this point, see Burnett 1971: 48; Hall 2013: 29.
549
See IT 402, 463, 533, 1082 (Artemis); 1123 (Iphigenia).
545
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ὦ πότνι᾽, ἥπερ µ᾽ Αὐλίδος κατὰ πτυχὰς
δεινῆς ἔσωσας ἐκ πατροκτόνου χερός,
σῶσόν µε καὶ νῦν τούσδε τ᾽· ἢ τὸ Λοξίου
οὐκέτι βροτοῖσι διὰ σ᾽ ἐτήτυµον στόµα.
ἀλλ᾽ εὐµενὴς ἔκβηθι βαρβάρου χθονὸς
τὰς Ἀθήνας· καὶ γὰρ ἐνθάδ᾽ οὐ πρέπει
ναίειν, παρόν σοι πόλιν ἔχειν εὐδαίµονα.

1085

Oh Mistress you who by the folds of Aulis saved me from the terrible hand of a
murderer father, save me now too and these – or because of you the word of
Loxias will no longer have truth for mortals. Be good-minded and leave this
barbarous land for Athens. It is not fitting to live here when it is possible for you
to possess a blessed city.550
Artemis is enjoined to transport herself from the land of the Taurians to Attica, just as she
once transported Iphigenia to the Black Sea. The movement of the goddess to Attica is
also invoked to parallel the escape of Orestes, Pylades, and Iphigenia from their current
predicament. The language underlines the thematic similarity of the aborted sacrifices of
Iphigenia at Aulis and Orestes in Tauris, but it also links the movement of the mortal with
that of the goddess. 551 The chorus of Iphigenia’s temple servants subsequently address
their leader as potnia in the context of their own desire to return to Greece: “Now,
mistress, an Argive penteconter is going to take you home” (καὶ σὲ µέν, πότνι᾽, Ἀργεία
πεντηκόντορος οἶκον ἄξει).552
Despite the similarity of address, the mortal and the goddess are clearly not
equals. Just as the chorus are servants, Iphigenia is the prospolos or hiereia of Artemis
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All translations are my own unless otherwise noted. The text is that of Cropp 2000.
Sansone 1975 treated the narrative similarities between the actions of the siblings strictly in terms of
their connection to sacrifice. For example, when Iphigenia describes the ritual she hopes to perform with
Orestes, her language recalls both her brother’s arrival at the land of the Taurians, and also Iphigenia’s own
aborted sacrifice at Aulis. Thoas is told that the Orestes and Pylades will be bound (IT 1204), Orestes’ head
will be veiled (1207), and he will be lead to the seashore and washed (1191–3). Caldwell 1975 treated the
similarities as a modified recapitulation of the Oresteia focused on tone and emotional effect. Cf. the
formulations of Burnett 1971: 47–8, 58–9; O’Brien 1988: 110–15; Wolff 1992: 315.
552
IT 1123–4.
551
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– a situation almost unique in Greek tragedy.553 Iphigenia holds the cult image in the
manner of a ritual manipulation.554 She performs a purification ceremony in the presence
of the image while invoking Artemis with traditional language.555 As the head priestess of
the temple of Taurian Artemis, Iphigenia is simultaneously implicated in a dedicatory
service to Artemis (her priesthood), the plan to steal the bretas, and the cult aitia
connected to Artemis of Brauron. However, she also is also identified with the subjective
activities of the divinity: the importation of the goddess’ worship to Attica mirrors the
inauguration of her own cult and movement home.556 Iphigenia’s ability to be both a gift
and a representation of Artemis is owed to her role as a priestess. The individual
dedicating the cult image or gift in a pompê, acted as an authoritative, socially significant
link between the general, mechanical action of bringing a votive to a temple and the
extremely abstract belief in the presence and movement of divinities. This double role is
shown in the table below:
Objective

Subjective

Dedication

Dedication of a votive in a shrine.

X (not present)

Divinity

X (not present)

Departure and arrival home.

Priestess

Possession by or service to a divinity.

Personification of divinity.

553

IT 34 (ἱέρεια); 798 (πρόσπολος); cf. 716–26. For the term prospolos, cf. IG I3 953. For Euripidean
priestesses, cf. Praxithea in Eur. Erechtheus TrGF fr. 349–70 with Kearns 1989: 60–3; Larson 1995: 102–
3; Connelly 1996; Sourvinou-Inwood 2011: 24–108; Calame 2011; Theonoe in Eur. Hel.; the Delphian
priestess in Eur. Ion 1320–68. Compare the melissonomoi in Aesch. Hiereiai TrGF fr. 86–8 set at a Karian
temple of Artemis with Frazer 1965: 4.223–4 on Paus. 8.13.1. See generally, Hamilton 1985.
554
IT 1157–8: τί τόδε µεταίρεις ἐξ ἀκινήτων βάθρων, Ἀγαµέµνονος παῖ, θεᾶς ἄγαλµ᾽ ἐν ὠλέναις; “Why are
you carrying this (τόδε) agalma of the goddess in your arms, child of Agamemnon, having moved it from
its immovable base?” 1315–6: σεµνὸν θεᾶς ἄγαλµ᾽ ἔχουσα.
555
IT 1398–40: ὦ Λητοῦς κόρη σῷσόν µε τὴν σὴν ἱερέαν πρὸς Ἑλλάδα ἐκ βαρβάρου γῆς καὶ κλοπαῖς
σύγγνωθ᾽ ἐµαῖς. “Maiden of Leto, return me, your priestess to Greece from this barbarian land and forgive
me for my theft.” The movement to the sea (IT 1039, 1192–3) and purification (IT 1191, 1199, 1216, 1221)
has affinities with the Athenian Plynteria, the Argive worship of Athena, and the Samian Tonaia.
556
Cf. the formulations in Zeitlin 2005: 201, and 2011: 450–3, e.g. “Iphigenia herself bears a twofold
allegiance. Beyond her sacerdotal function in the service of Artemis, she is a virtual doublet of the goddess
in the play.” For this phenomenon as a Euripidean stylistic choice, see Hamilton 1985: 59–61.
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The movement of a cult icon represented the dedication of a gift and the movement of a
divinity. The act of dedication is a purely objective act, there is no subjective component.
Conversely, the abstract movement of a divinity is a purely subjective act with no
objective component. The priestess is able to embody both perspectives. This dynamic is
not limited to the IT. In Menodotus’ aition of the Samian Tonaia discussed above, the
priestess Admete functioned as both the object sought by the temple robbers and as the
representative of the autochthonous stability of Hera.557
Cult images were often processed to a temple by a priest or priestess accompanied
by her group of age-mates and associated contingents made up of all segments of society.
At Miletus, the priestess of Dionysus “… carried all the sacred objects and implements
(ὄργια πάντα καὶ ἱρά), travelling before the whole city…. She knew the destiny reserved
for the virtuous.”558 At Magnesia on the Meander, during the procession concerning the
“kathidrusis of the xoanon of Artemis Leukophryene”559 the priestess of Artemis along
with the neôkoros would “enact the return of the goddess to the building called the
parthenon” and lead “choruses of parthenoi who sing hymns in honor of Artemis.” 560 As
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See pp. 122–9 above.
IMilet 6.2.733: “τὴν ὁσίην χαίρειµ” πολιήτιδες εἴπατε Βάκχαι“ἱρείην·” χρηστῆι τοῦτο γυναικὶ θέµις.
ὑµᾶς κεἰς ὄρος ἦγε καὶ ὄργια πάντα καὶ ἱρά ἤνεικεµ πάσης ἐρχοµένη πρὸ πόλεως. τοὔνοµα δ’ εἴ τις ξεῖνος
ἀνείρεται, Ἀλκµειωνίς ἡ Ῥοδίου, καλῶµ µοῖραν ἐπισταµένη. See Henrichs 1968; 1974: 148–9. The
inscription is an elegiac funeral epitaph (late third century BCE) of Alkmeionis. For the phrase καλῶµ
µοῖραν, see Chaniotis 2008: 29–30.
559
SEG 15 668 = I.Magnesia 99.3–5: ὑπὲρ τῆς καθιδρύσεως τοῦ ξοάνου τῆς Ἀρτέµιδος τῆς Λευκοφρυηνῆς
εἰς τὸν κατεσκευασµένον αὐτῆι νῦν Παρθενῶνα.
560
SEG 15 668 = I.Magnesia 99.20–9: δεδόχθαι τῆι βουλῆι καὶ τῶι δήµωι· τὸν µὲν νεωκόρον καὶ τὴν
ἱέρειαν τῆς Ἀρτέµιδος τοῦ µηνὸς τοῦ Ἀρτεµισιῶνος τῆι ἕκτηι ἱσταµένου συντελέσαι τὴν ἀποκατάστασιν
τῆς θεοῦ εἰς τὸν Παρθενῶνα µετὰ θυσίας τῆς ἐπιφανεστάτης, τὴν δὲ ἡµέραν τήνδε ἀναδεδεῖχθαι εἰς τὸν
ἀε[ὶ] χρόνον ἱερὰν προσαγορευοµένην Ἰσιτήρια, καὶ ἔστωσαν ἐν αὐτῆι ἐκεχειρίαι πᾶσι πρὸς πάντων,
γινέσθω δὲ καὶ γυναικῶν ἔξοδος εἰς τὸ ἱερὸν καὶ παρεδρευέτωσαν ἐν τῶι ἱερῶι τὴν ἐπιβάλλουσαν τιµὴν καὶ
παρεδρείαν ποιούµεναι τῆς θεοῦ· συντελείτω δὲ ὁ νεωκόρος καὶ χοροὺς παρθένων ἀϊδουσῶν ὕµνους εἰς
Ἄρτεµιν Λευκοφρυηνήν. “Decision of the council and the people: on the sixth of Artemision, it being
established that the neôkoros and the priestess of Artemis will enact the return of the goddess into the
558
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the primary acting individual, the priestess had pride of place with the object she
accompanied: the movement of the human and the movement of the object carried
occurred along the same continuum; they departed, processed, and arrived in tandem.561
Outside of procession settings, the role of the female priestess in caring for,
protecting, and maintaining the sanctuary housing the statue of the tutelary divinity
provided the primary context for both the period of subordination by or service to a god,
and the cross-identification of god and celebrant.562 Generally, women priests had to
fulfill certain age and social requirements to be considered for their positions, which
often were prestigious and expensive.563 There often was some kind of male supervision
(kyrioi) over the priestess and the exact range of their religious responsibilities is
uncertain.564 Often an aristocratic familial genos would control access to the privileges
associated with a specific festival or ritual through serving as a priest for the community
at large.565 The famous priestesses of Athena Polias were always chosen from the genos

Parthenon, with the most brilliant sacrifice, and that day will now be designated as a proclaimed sacred day
for all time as “entering day” (Ἰσιτήρια); let a general truce be established on that day; let it occur that
women go in procession to the shrine and let them do paredria inside of it, accomplishing the most suitable
honors and paredria for the goddess. Let the neôkoros organize choirs of girls who sing hymns in honor of
Artemis Leukophryene.”
561
See Connelly 2007: 105–15.
562
Men were certainly not absent from this dynamic. Cf. Paus 7.24.4 with Petridou 2015: 45–6 where the
priests of Zeus at Aigion were selected based on their physical appearance to care for cult images. For the
place of women in cult, see, e.g. Eur. Melanippe Desmotis TrGF fr. 494.12–21 with Connelly 2007: 165–6.
563
See Turner 1983: 174–382; Dillon 2001: 73–106. For a hypothetical view of a historical progression or
“decline” from the original office of priestess (especially the Delphian Pythia) to the role of temporary
initiate, see DS 16.26.6; Paus. 8.5.11–13 with Turner 1983: 198–205; Dowden 1989: 129–33; Connelly
2007: 44.
564
For examples of kyrioi (guardians), see Dillon 2001: 79–80; Cole 2008: 63–4. For qualification for
priesthood based on sexual status, see Turner 1983: 174–231. Cf. the controversy over the hiereis and the
Pythia at Delphi in, e.g. Hymn. Hom. Ap. 393–6 with Fontenrose 1978: 214–24; Dillon 2002: 98–101;
Connelly 2007: 43–4, 72–81. Cf. also the ὑποφῆται of Dodona in Hom. Il. 16.235 with Parke 1967: 80–93.
565
Cf. Turner 1983: 15–51; Parker 2005: 89–99; Connolly 2007: 47–8. At Athens, the demos was, to some
extent, responsible for selecting and empowering each individual genos to perform the rituals and
ceremony at each sanctuary; cf. Chaniotis 2008; Blok and Lambert 2009; Naiden 2013: 185–201. On the
social role of Athenian officiants in the Hellenistic period, see, e.g. Lambert 2012; Bremmer 2012;
Mikalson 2016: 50–83. For the Athenian genê, see the appendix in Parker 1996: 284–327.
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of the Eteoboutidai.566 Lysimache served for 64 years and was commemorated with an
εἴκων on the acropolis in 360 BCE.567 It would have been the holders of such a
priesthood who shouldered the responsibility for maintaining the expertise and
knowledge required for performing the rituals associated with the cult of the divinity.568
Because the images associated with the sanctuaries were considered equivalent to
divinities in their vital functions, they needed to be furnished with food and clothing569
and many offices held by women in cults involved this type of ritual care of statues.570 A
well-known example of this type of service is the office of the arrêphoroi, who were a
select group of two or four Athenian girls between the ages of seven and eleven who took
part in various activities connected with the cult of Athena Polias.571 According to
Pausanias they “lived for a certain portion of time with the goddess,” that is, in the
location where the image was emplaced.572 The lytrides, were tasked with washing the
hedos of Athena at the Plynteria festival573 and Myrrhine, the fifth century Athenian
priestess of Athena Nike, served as the warden (ἀµφεπόλευσεν) of the ἕδος of Athena.574

566

See Dillon 2002: 84–5; Connelly 2007: 41, 46–7, 59–64.
IG II2 3453 = CEG 757; Plin. HN 34.76. She was possibly the model for Lysistrata in the Aristophanic
play of that title. See Henderson 1987: xxxviii–ix; cf. Dillon 2001: 84–9; Connelly 2007: 62–4; Keesling
2012. For the office, see Blok and Lambert 2009: 105–9.
568
Cf., e.g. Pl. Plt. 290b–c: καὶ µὴν καὶ τὸ τῶν ἱερέων αὖ γένος, ὡς τὸ νόµιµόν φησι, παρὰ µὲν ἡµῶν
δωρεὰς θεοῖς διὰ θυσιῶν ἐπιστῆµόν ἐστι κατὰ νοῦν ἐκείνοις δωρεῖσθαι, παρὰ δὲ ἐκείνων ἡµῖν εὐχαῖς
κτῆσιν ἀγαθῶν αἰτήσασθαι· “And also for the category of priests, tradition says there is an expertise they
have: namely, to give to the gods through sacrifices pleasing gifts from us and to request for us the gain of
good things through prayers from them.” Cf. Chaniotis 2008: 20–4; Cole 2008: 57–8; Naiden 2013: 210–
24.
569
See Faraone 1992: 5–7; Bettinetti 2001: 137–40.
570
Cf. Dillon 2001: 132–6; Connelly 2007: 39–41. For the care of cult images, see, e.g. Pl. Phd. 252d;
Theopompus FGrH 115 F 344 with Bettinetti 2001: 137–60.
571
On the arrêphoria, see, e.g. Harp. s.v. ἀρρηφορεῖν α 239 Keaney, with Deubner 1966: 9–16; Turner
1983: 345–50; Brulé 1988: 79–98; Neils 1992b: 17; Parker 1996: 271 and 2005: 218–23, 227; Dillon 2001:
57–60; Connelly 2007: 31–3. For their association with initiatory contexts, see Calame 1997: 130–1; 2010:
249–53. For the number of participants and selection mechanism, see Deubner 1966: 12; Brelich 1969:
233–5; Parker 2005: 220. For a complete list of sources, see Donnay 1997: 203–5.
572
Paus. 1.17.3.
573
See also Bettinetti 2001: 153–60.
574
IG I3 1330.11–13 = CEG 93; cf. n181 above.
567
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A significant amount of comparative evidence displays a willingness to entertain
this equivalence between divinities, images, and their attendants.575 Pausanias tells us that
the daphnêphoros of Ismenian Apollo was chosen according his beauty, health, and
strength; the description implies that the dress and physical characteristics of the priest
create an association with Apollo.576 In the procession of the Mysteries of Andania,
designated female celebrants dressed themselves in imitation of divinities.577 At Athens,
the arrêphoroi wore white clothing and golden ornaments specifically meant for the
divinity, that is, the adornment usually associated with Athena Polias (λευκὴν δ’ ἐσθῆτα
ἐφόρουν καί δὲ χρυσία περιέθεντο, ἱερὰ ταῦτα ἐγίνετο).578 In a ceremony of Demeter’s
Mysteries in Syracuse, a pledge put on the purple vestments of the goddess and took a
blazing torch in his hand to mirror the divinity.579 During an Arkadian ritual, a priest of
Demeter Kidaria donned a mask in imitation of a goddess and enacted a scene where he
apotropaically struck underworld deities with a rod.580 The festival of Hermes Ram-

575

See Connelly 2007: 104–115; Chaniotis 1997: 245–8 on the theatricality on Hellenistic processions;
Petridou 2015: 43–9 on “enacted epiphany.” Cf. “Year” in the pompê for Ptolemy Philadelpus in
Kallixenos FGrH 627 F 2 ap. Ath. 196a–203b: µέσος δὲ τούτων ἐβάδιζεν ἀνὴρ µείζων <ἢ> τετράπηχυς ἐν
τραγικῆι διαθέσει καὶ προσώπωι, φέρων χρυσοῦν ᾽Αµαλθείας κέρας, ὃς προσηγορεύετο ᾽Ενιαυτός. “a man
more than four cubits (tall), in tragic costume and mask, bearing a golden horn of Amalthea, who was
addressed as Year.”
576
Paus. 9.10.4. For the Daphnephoria, see Pin. fr. 94b–c, 104b S-M; Procl. ap. Phot. Bibl. 321a–b, Henry;
Anonymous, “History of Herakles” FGrH 40 F 1 = IG XIV 1293b.
577
Syll.³ 736 Dittenberger = LSCG pp.120–34, 65.24–5: ὅσα<ς> δὲ δεῖ διασκευάζεσθαι εἰς θεῶν διάθεσιν,
ἐχόντω τὸν εἱµατισµόν, καθ’ ὃ ἂν οἱ ἱεροὶ διατάξωντι. “Whichever women (sc. hierai) are to dress
themselves in representation of the goddesses must wear the clothes that the hieroi order.” Cf. Paus.
4.26.6–27.3. For the inscription, see Nilsson 1957: 337–42; Deschours 2011; Gawlinski 2012: 131–2.
578
Paus. 1.27.3. Cf. Connelly 2007: 85–92. The dressing of the statues is a parallel phenomenon. In IT
1223, Iphigenia calls for the “goddess’ adornments” (θεᾶς κόσµους) in preparation for her purification
ceremony. The temple inventories at the sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron contain terms for six separate
statues of the goddess along with their wardrobes See IG II2 1514 is the most complete inventory. See, e.g.
IG II2 1516: 19–20; IG II2 1514: 39 for specific examples of dedicated clothing. Cf. generally, Linders
1972; Romano 1980: 86–93; Cole 1998: 36–43; Dillon 2001: 19–23; Cleland 2005.
579
Plut. Dion. 56.4. Cf. Pherecydes FGrH 3 F 155 regarding Ionian Kodrid status as priests of Eleusinian
Demeter. Purple clothing is a sign of divine lineage.
580
Paus. 8.15.3: καὶ ἐπίθηµα ἐπ᾽ αὐτῷ περιφερές ἐστιν, ἔχον ἐντὸς Δήµητρος πρόσωπον Κιδαρίας: τοῦτο ὁ
ἱερεὺς περιθέµενος τὸ πρόσωπον ἐν τῇ µείζονι καλουµένῃ τελετῇ ῥάβδοις κατὰ λόγον δή τινα τοὺς
ὑποχθονίους παίει. “And it [a sacred chest made of stone] has a circular top with the mask of Kidarian
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bearer (κριοφόρος) at Tanagra displays all three elements: a divinity, a selected
representative youth, and a cult image.581 According to Pausanias, the worship of Hermes
Ram-bearer was inaugurated when the god Hermes saved the city from a plague by
carrying a ram around its walls. To commemorate this event the sculptor Calamis created
an image of Hermes carrying a ram and every year at the festival of Hermes (ἐν τοῦ
Ἑρµοῦ τῇ ἑορτῇ) the youth chosen the most beautiful reenacts the walk around the walls
of Tanagra with a young sheep or lamb on his shoulders.
Herodotus’ description of Phye at Athens is an exceptional example of the
intersection of humans and representations of divinities in the late Archaic period.582 We
are told that a human woman, selected on account of her tall stature and dressed as the
goddess Athena, accompanied Peisistratus on his arrival at Athens.583 The pair entered
the city on a chariot in an exceptionally aggrandizing manner, and the entire situation
served as a sign to the Athenians that the goddess was personally escorting Peisistratus in
his katabasis to their city (κατάγει ἐς τὴν ἑωυτῆς ἀκρόπολιν).584 The tyrant was using the
stature and dynamism of the woman Phye to legitimize his literal “return” to power by

Demeter inside. This the priest puts on at the so-called greater Mysteries, and according to a certain
rationale beats the underworld dieties with rods.” See Frazer 1965: 4.239.
581
Paus. 9.22.1. Frazer 1965: 5.87–90 adduces a Phoenician origin for the well-known statue type of
Hermes bearing an animal over his shoulders.
582
Hdt. 1.60; cf. [Aris.] Ath. Pol. 14; Kleidemus FGrH 323 F 15. The event occurred during Peisistratus’
second seizure of power in 546/5 BCE. For epiphanic elements in the story, see Pirenne-Delforge 2010:
130–31; Aston 2011: 313–15; Petridou 2015: 147–56.
583
The episode has further been connected to Athenian vase iconography showing Athena accompanying
Herakles triumphally in a chariot. Whether these images refer to the apotheosis of Herakles or not, or
specifically to the Peisistratean manipulation of the Panathenaea or not, the story of Phye gives us a
glimpse of the way human celebrants could be integrated into significant religious and cultural situations.
For discussion, see Cook 1987 and Ferrari 1994, each reacting to the study of Boardman 1972. For
Herakles in archaic Athenian art generally, see Shapiro 1989: 157–63; for the vases, see LIMC s.v.
Herakles VIII B 2877–908, Boardman 1990 with Shapiro 1987.
584
Connor 1987 shows that the tableau includes elements from marriage processions, epic interventions,
arrival ceremonies, and parades celebrating athletic or military triumphs and myths and legends. His
analysis focuses on the role of Phye as the parabatês of Peisistratus.
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reenacting Athena’s own return to Athens with Herakles; instead of a cult image, we have
a living human, most likely associated with the worship of the goddess.
A similar narrative is found in Polyaenus. Here, we encounter more directly a
description of a festival procession involving a priestess of Athena. The location is
Pellênê in the easternmost part of Achaea, to the west of Sicyon.585 Polyaenus relates that
as the Aetolians were besieging the city, the priestess of Athena, on the occasion of the
festival of the goddess (τῆς Ἀθηνᾶς ἱέρεια κατά τι νόµιµον ἐκείνης τῆς ἡµέρας), led the
procession from a high hill, opposite to the tower where the men of Pellênê were
accustomed to arm themselves for battle. Just as in Herodotus, she was an extremely tall
young woman, beautiful, and attired in a full suit of armor and three-plumed helmet. The
Aetolians, of course, supposed that she was the goddess herself and had come for the
protection of the city. They fled and suffered considerable loss.586 Nilsson argued that
this yearly festival and procession of Athena at Pellênê (κατά τι νόµιµον ἐκείνης τῆς
ἡµέρας) involved the representation of the goddess Athena by the human priestess of
Athena.587 While celebrants and priestesses could, of course, play many roles in any
individual festival manipulation of a cult image, they could also function as literal
representations of the divinity. In the traditions just outlined, a principle of
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This location is not the Attic deme Pallênê where Peisistratus was victorious over the Athenians in c.
546 BCE (itself important in Attic mythology; see Wiesner 1949 RE s.v. Pallene (4), col. 247; Parker 1996:
331; 2005: 59). The influence of Herodotus’ narrative on that of Polyaenus is an obvious possibility; by the
same token, the later variant of Polyaenus points markedly to the ritual character of Herodotus’
presentation.
586
Polyaen. 8.59: Αἰτωλοὶ Πελληνεῦσιν ἐπεστράτευον. πρὸ τῆς Πελλήνης ὄχθος ἐστὶν ὑψηλὸς ἀντικρὺ τῆς
ἀκροπόλεως, ἐφ' ὃν οἱ Πελληνεῖς συνελθόντες ὡπλίζοντο. τῆς Ἀθηνᾶς ἱέρεια κατά τι νόµιµον ἐκείνης τῆς
ἡµέρας πανοπλίαν ἔχουσα καὶ τρίλοφον κράνος, ἡ καλλίστη καὶ µεγίστη τῶν παρθένων, ἀπὸ τῆς
ἀκροπόλεως ἀπέβλεπεν ἐς τὸ πλῆθος τῶν ὁπλιζοµένων πολιτῶν. Αἰτωλοὶ παρθένον ὡπλισµένην ἐκ τοῦ
ἱεροῦ τῆς Ἀθηνᾶς προελθοῦσαν ἰδόντες αὐτὴν τὴν Ἀθηνᾶν σύµµαχον ἥκειν Πελληνεῦσι νοµίσαντες
ἀνέστρεψαν, Πελληνεῖς δὲ ἐπιδιώξαντες οὐκ ὀλίγους Αἰτωλῶν ἔκτειναν.
587
Nilsson 1957: 91.
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substitutability seems at work, linking divinity, mobile cult image, and processing
priestess (or priest for that matter).
This connection between priestess and divinity often surrounds cult images of
Artemis.588 In the aition of the statue of Artemis Alpheiaia at Letrini in Elis, the
personified Alpheios river attempted to rape the goddess Artemis by infiltrating a
nocturnal feast that the goddess was celebrating with her nymphs.589 In Pausanias’
narrative, the plan was foiled when the goddess hid herself in the midst of her nymphs
and they all – goddess and celebrants – covered their faces in mud in order to affect their
disguise. The emphasis on “abduction” could easily be, and was perhaps even required to
be, understood as the spatial manipulation of the statue. Furthermore, the conspicuous
task of the subordinate young females was to identify with or represent themselves as the
god. It is a logical supposition that the image itself referred to by Pausanias was somehow

588

Cf. the procession of Artemis in Xenophon Ephesiaka 1.2.2–7. The description includes a number of
elements that mirrors the Attic worship of Artemis at Brauron, including a procession out to a peripheral
sacred location, a procession of both girls and boys dedicated to Artemis and an archetypal priestess
serving as the instantiation of the goddess. The author is most likely second century CE. For discussion, see
Dowden 1989: 40–1; Calame 1997: 95–6; Connor 1987; Connelly 2007: 85–6. For a table of narrative
similarities between the IT and a number of greek novels, see Lefteratou 2013: 219–20. Hall 2013: 114–21
treates the similarities between the IT and other, similar, examples in the ancient novel as evidence for the
geographical extent of the influence of Euripides’ plays.
589
Paus. 6.22.9: γενέσθαι δὲ τὴν ἐπίκλησιν τῇ θεῷ λέγουσιν ἐπὶ λόγῳ τοιῷδε· ἐρασθῆναι τῆς Ἀρτέµιδος
τὸν Ἀλφειόν, ἐρασθέντα δέ, ὡς ἐπέγνω µὴ γενήσεσθαί οἱ διὰ πειθοῦς καὶ δεήσεως τὸν γάµον, ἐπιτολµᾶν ὡς
βιασόµενον τὴν θεόν, καὶ αὐτὸν ἐς παννυχίδα ἐς Λετρίνους ἐλθεῖν ὑπὸ αὐτῆς τε ἀγοµένην τῆς Ἀρτέµιδος
καὶ νυµφῶν αἷς παίζουσα συνῆν αὐτῇ· τὴν δὲ – ἐν ὑπονοίᾳ γὰρ τοῦ Ἀλφειοῦ τὴν ἐπιβουλὴν ἔχειν –
ἀλείψασθαι τὸ πρόσωπον πηλῷ καὶ αὐτὴν καὶ ὅσαι τῶν νυµφῶν παρῆσαν, καὶ τὸν Ἀλφειόν, ὡς ἐσῆλθεν,
οὐκ ἔχειν αὐτὸν ἀπὸ τῶν ἄλλων διακρῖναι τὴν Ἄρτεµιν, ἅτε δὲ οὐ διαγινώσκοντα ἀπελθεῖν ἐπὶ ἀπράκτῳ τῷ
ἐγχειρήµατι. “They say that the goddess (i.e. the cult image) received her name for the following reason.
Alpheius fell in love with Artemis, and then, when he realized that he would not win the goddess as his
bride by persuasion, he dared to violate the goddess. He came to Letrini when Artemis was leading an
pannychis with nymphs who were celebrating with her. But Artemis – who had a suspicion of the plot of
Alpheius – smeared her own face with mud and the faces of the nymphs with her. So Alpheius, when he
came, was not able to distinguish Artemis from the others, and, not being able to find her, went away with
his attempt undone.” See Frazer 1965: 4.100–1; Calame 1997: 92–3; Larson 2001: 157–8. The practice of
smearing one’s face with mud is associated with mystery initiations; the action connotes both a pollutionto-absolution cycle and disguise; see Burkert 1985: 78 with Dem. 18.259; Harp. s.v. ἀποµάττων, α 36
Keaney.
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marked with mud and that the mingling of the age-mates with the goddess Artemis may
have been performed as a civic ritual, which associated the select group of young women
with the goddess. Just as in the IT, the final result of this collocation of references in
Pausanias is the narrative indistinguishability of the image, the goddess, and auxiliary
participants in the aition, that is, the original celebrants. This anthropomorphic tendency
we have been tracking is naturally much more marked when the subject of emphasis is
not an ineffable divinity, but a literal human priestess.
Iphigenia’s role as an attendant to a cult statue signified not just a representation
of a divinity, but also a form of dedication: a period of service to, or possession by, a
divinity. In the parodos, the chorus are called to attend their leader or hêgemôn, Iphigenia
(IT 123–36):590
εὐφαµεῖτ᾽, ὦ
πόντου δισσὰς συγχωρούσας
πέτρας Ἀξείνου ναίοντες.
ὦ παῖ τᾶς Λατοῦς,
Δίκτυνν᾽ οὐρεία,
πρὸς σὰν αὐλάν, εὐστύλων
ναῶν χρυσήρεις θριγκούς,
ὁσίας ὅσιον πόδα παρθένιον
κλῃδούχου δούλα πέµπω,
Ἑλλάδος εὐίππου πύργους
καὶ τείχη χόρτων τ᾽ εὐδένδρων
ἐξαλλάξασ᾽ Εὐρώπαν,
πατρῴων οἴκων ἕδρας.

125

130

135

Be silent, you who live by the double clashing rocks of the Unfriendly Sea!
O daughter of Leto, Mountain-roaming Dictynna, to your court, to the golden
cornice of your well-columned temple, I, the slave of the klêidoukhos, send
my holy virgin step. I, who have left the towers and walls of Greece, rich in
horses, and Europe of the many forests, the seats of my ancestral halls.

590

For the call, see IT 137–8 with Kyriakou 2006: 82–3. For monodic songs serving to convene a chorus,
cf. Ford 2010: 291–4 on Hel. 164–90; Ar. Av. 209–22.
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As they arrive in front of the temple of Artemis, their movement is figured – leaving
aside its obvious effect in the hic et nunc of performance – as having departed long ago
from a location in Greece.591 The group of parthenoi sing the praises of their god and
priestess together. Each member who accompanies Iphigenia is a slave (δούλα) of the
amphipolos of the goddess.592 When Iphigenia asks for their help in the ritual
preliminaries for the sacrifice of Orestes and Pylades, they hand their priestess a golden
libation vessel.593 Later, just as the sacrifice is to take place, they pray to Artemis (ὦ
πότνι᾽) for a successful venture.594 When present at a sanctuary, a suppliant could became
literally a possession of the god, and thus analogous to both a material dedication and a
cult image.595 A member of the chorus in Euripides’ Phoenissae declares in the context of
their travel from Tyre to Thebes “I became a servant (λάτρις) of Apollo, equal to
agalmata of wrought gold.”596 The Phoenician women are travelling to Delphi both as
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For a strong sense of destination and homeland in a parodos, cf. Eur. Hipp. 121–4; Hec. 99–105; Phoen.
202–4; Hel. 179–83; Bacch. 64–5 with Arnott 1990: 8–10; Hose 1990: 1.117–8, 145–6. Cf. Zeitlin 1970 on
Eur. El. 1067–74 and Taplin 1977: 410–15 on Aesch. Eum. 1003–44. For the parodos of IT as a festival
procession, Cropp 2000: 182–3; Taplin 1977: 194n3, 282–3 contra Kyriakou 2006: 82–3. For a tragic
chorus idealizing and embodying a traditional performance in a different location, see Henrichs 1994;
Kowalzig 2007a: 56–68; Nagy 2013.
592
IT 131; IT 1114–5: θεᾶς ἀµφίπολον κόραν παῖδ’ Ἀγαµεµνονίαν λατρεύω. “I serve the child of
Agamemnon servant of the goddess.” Cf. IT 63, 439–55, 638, 1205 with Kowalzig 2013: 204. On divine
service, see Pleket 1981: 159–71; Cole 2004 122–36. For the Homeric amphipolos, which connoted an
intimate, subordinate relationship, see Thalmann 1989: 62–4. Cf. the significantly different presentation of
Helen and her chorus in the Helen with Murnaghan 2013: 163–77.
593
IT 167–71. There is considerable confusion over the staging of Iphigenia’s orders here and in IT 468–71,
638, 725–6. See Bain 1981: 37–9; Halleran 1985: 11–18; Cropp 2000: 208; Kyriakou 2003: 158, 161–2.
594
IT 463–6.
595
Cf. Eur. Heraklid. 243–4: εἰ γὰρ παρήσω τόνδε συλᾶσθαι βίᾳ ξένου πρὸς ἀνδρὸς βωµόν, οὐκ ἐλευθέραν
οἰκεῖν δοκήσω γαῖαν... . “For if I allow this altar to be robbed by force by a foreigner, I shall appear to rule
a servile land … .” On the passage, see Mikalson 1991: 72.
596
Eur. Phoen. 220–1: ἴσα δ᾽ ἀγάλµασι χρυσοτεύκτοις Φοίβῳ λάτρις ἐγενόµαν. Cf. Phoen. 281–2 with
Stieber 1994: 143–5; Mastronarde 1994: 219; cf. Soph. OC 919–23. The chorus members of Eur. Phoen.
are enslaved or servant parthenoi from Phoenicia who are unable to make their way to Delphi to serve as
amphipoloi and performers at Apollo’s temple. Cf. Power 2011 on the ability of choral performers to be
figured as material dedicated objects. On the status of the chorus in the Phoenissae, see Gould 1996: 224;
Foley 1985: 118–9, 137; Hall 1989: 113–6; Swift 2009b: 78–80, who rightly stresses the parthenic
characteristics of the women. For choral movement in the Phoen. see Calame 1994; Lamari 2010: 167–9.
On Euripidean choruses generally, see Mastronarde 1994: 219–20; Foley 2003; Calame 2013: 36–43.
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“choice offerings” (ἀκροθίνια) and servants (δούλαι) to the god.597 In the Ion, when
Creusa is a suppliant at the altar of Delphi she is the property of the god, just like Ion in
his role as temple servant (λάτρις).598 This type of cult service could be a joyous
obligation or a burden, or both. It could presumably be incurred for a variety of reasons
and for periods of varying duration.599 Moreover, temple servants or priestesses who
would be dedicated to and serve a goddess were a conspicuous features of Herodotus’
descriptions of the alien customs of foreign sanctuaries in the Black Sea region, the Near
East, and Egypt.600 These elements, both real and imagined, were then taken up by the
ethnographers and geographers who followed.601 The life-size statues of priestess
Pausanias describes before the entrance of the Argive Heraion represent this idea made
concrete.602
Because of their status as anathêmata, we also find single priestesses – just like
the mobile chorus in the Phoenissae and the IT – embodying the ability of a dedication to
travel from origin to destination.603 Mobile priestesses of this sort have a significant
pedigree of their own in ancient Greek religious thought.604 We have already encountered
597

Eur. Phoen. 202–5: Τύριον οἶδµα λιποῦσ᾽ ἔβαν ἀκροθίνια Λοξίᾳ Φοινίσσας ἀπὸ νάσου Φοίβῳ δούλα
µελάθρων. “Leaving the Tyrian swell I came, an offering for Loxias from the island of Phoenicia, a slave to
Phoebus in his halls.” See Mastronarde 1996: 215.
598
Eur. Ion 1285: ἱερὸν τὸ σῶµα τῷ θεῷ δίδωµ᾽ ἔχειν. “I give my body as sacred for the god to possess.”
Cf. 1287–9 with Hamilton 1985: 56–9.
599
Cf. Chaniotis 2011: 279–82 on the manumission practice at third–century CE Leukopetra in Macedonia.
600
See Hdt. 1.93, 199 with Budin 1988; Dillon 2001: 199–200. It is likely that the relationship of human
sacrifice to normative sacrificial practice is analogous to the relationship of temple prostitution to initiatory
practice.
601
Cf. Strabo’s hierodouloi in Strab. 6.2.6 C272 (Aphrodite at Eryx, cf. DS 4.83); 8.6.20 C378 (Corinth, cf.
Strab. 12.3.36 C559); 11.14.16 C533 (Anaïtis in Armenia); 11.4.7 C503 (Selene in Albania); 12.2.3 C536
(the god Ma-Enyo); 12.2.6 C537 (Venasian Zeus in Cappadocia); 12.3.31 C537 (“Men” of Pharnaces at
Diospolis in Cappadocia); 12.2.31–4 C557–8 (Comana in Cappadocia).
602
Paus. 2.17.7. See Connelly 2007: 69–72. For the historical importance of the priestesses of the Argive
Heraion, see Thuc. 4.133. For dedicatory statues of priestesses, which were common in the Hellenistic and
Roman periods, see, e.g. von den Hoff 2008; Connelly 2007: 122–64; Dillon 2010; Mylonopoulos 2013.
603
Cf. Hall 1989: 113–16.
604
See Malkin 1991; Kron 1996: 153. Cf. Hdt. 2.54–7 where Egyptian priestesses are the first founders of
the oracular sites at Dodona and Siwa. Cf. Lloyd 1988: 2.251–64. The Greek version presented by
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one instance with the movement of the priestess Admete from Argos to Samos. Phaidra
was said to have founded Eileithyia’s cult in Athens by importing her image from
Crete.605 The Nykuia painting by Polygnotos at Delphi depicted the priestess Kleoboia
carrying a type of ritual box or chest as she transferred the cult of Demeter
Thesmophoros from Paros to Thasos.606 From an inscription on the statue base of an
image of Demeter at Knidos, we learn that Chrysina dedicated an agalma and an oikos to
Kore and Demeter because the god Hermes told her to serve the goddess.607
Strabo’s account of the transfer of the cult of Ephesian Artemis to Massalia by the
Phokaians includes the transfer not only of the cult statue (aphidruma), but also the
willing relocation of the priestess Aristarcha.608 According to Strabo, when the Phokaians
left Ionia, they were told to take with them a hêgemôn from the Ephesian Artemis.
Arriving at Ephesus they asked for instructions and were told that the head priestess
Aristarcha would sail with them to Sicily and help found the cult of Ephesian Artemis in
Massalia. Aristarcha subsequently took “a certain aphidruma” (“holy object to be set up
away”) from among the hiera of the temple for the Phokaians and installed herself as
priestess of Artemis at Massalia.609 The votive and the priestess “arrive” and are
dedicated at the temple together. Aristarcha, with her knowledge, training and experience
was literally a member of the assemblage of holy items (hiera) at the temple of Artemis

Herodotus interprets the women as birds. For the myth, see Soph. Trach. 171–3; Proxenos FGrH 703 F 7;
Philostr. Imag. 2.33. In several later sources, πελειάδες (doves) is used as a term for the priestesses of
Dodona (Paus. 7.21.2; 10.12.10). The story recalls the famous invocation of the rapes of Helen and Europa
in Hdt. 1.1–3, as well as the similar plot structures of the IT and the Helen. Cf. also Medea in, e.g.
Pherecydes FGrH 3 F 31; 32a–c.
605
Paus. 1.18.5.
606
Paus. 10.28.3: ἔχει δὲ ἐν τοῖς γόνασι κιβωτὸν ὁποίας ποιεῖσθαι νοµίζουσι Δήµητρι. “She has on her
knees a chest of the sort they are accustomed to make for Demeter.” See Malkin 1989: 112–6.
607
CEG 860. See Kron 1996: 150–2; Dillon 2001: 24–5; Rigsby 2003.
608
Strab 4.1.4 C179 with Malkin 1991.
609
For the term aphidruma, see pp. 47–52 above.
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that were prophesied to be taken to Massalia. Just like any other type of hieron, the
priestess was also literally an agalma: a glorious object possessed by a divinity and
bequeathed to a different community of worshippers. She would have taken part in the
new religious ceremonies for which she became responsible for under these auspices. We
can imagine that as a focalized celebrant in a local Massalian procession, a figure
representing Aristarcha might have carried the Ephesian hiera to a temple of Artemis.610
Her movement would have been figured as simultaneously the advent of the goddess
from afar, the historical arrival of Aristarcha from Ephesus and perhaps also the initiation
of a representative leader of a group of young women associated with her service.
The role of Iphigenia as a possession or object temporarily dedicated to and
owned by the foreign goddess is reflected in her assigned role of κληιδοῦχος (key
holder).611 While often simply associated (correctly) with the role of the priestess as
“door-guardian” for the temple, the word likely refers both to the priestess’ role as
protector and to her captivity. The other Euripidean use of the word is in Hercules
Furens. In conversation with Theseus, Herakles refers to himself in hypothetical exile for
the killing of his children as like one “having the key held before him” or “under lock and
key” by “harsh barbs of the tongue” (κληιδουχούµενοι γλώσσης πικροῖς κέντροισι).612
Despite the lines’ obscurity, it is certain that the cause of Herakles being “under lock and
key” by the “harsh barbs of the tongue” is identical to the cause of his exile: some kind of
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Cf. Connelly 2007: 167–8
IT 131, 1463. For the title and myth, see Kallithea in Phoronis EGF 4 with Hesych. s.v. ἰὼ καλλιθύεσσα,
ι 1185 Latte, with Dowden 1989: 117–45; Fowler 2013: 2.238. Cf. also IG II2 974.23 and the fourth-century
BCE priestess of Nemesis at Rhamnous. For examples from Cyprus, see Connelly 1988: 21–2; 2007: 92–
104. See also the klêidoukhos of Euphranor in Plin. NH 34.78 with Palagia 1980: 40–1.
612
Eur. Her. 1285–7: φέρ' ἀλλ' ἐς ἄλλην δή τιν' ὁρµήσω πόλιν; κἄπειθ' ὑποβλεπώµεθ' ὡς ἐγνωσµένοι,
γλώσσης πικροῖς κέντροισι κληιδουχούµενοι· The best treatment of the extremely difficult expression is
Renehan 1985: 172–5. I follow his translation but not his interpretation of the context.
611
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shameful but divine pollution or madness. A reference to the office of a klêidoukhos is
the simplest and most direct interpretation of the expression (despite the use of the
middle/passive), and this indicates that the situation of Herakles after he has killed his
children and the klêidoukhos of a Heraion are, in a way, similar. This similarity rests on
the fact that both are subject to pollution.
The Euripidean reference in the HF is likely to Io. In myth, Io is the archetypal
κληιδοῦχος of Hera; her role as Argive priestess is definitively complicated by her secret
tryst with Zeus and subsequent exile, madness, and wandering as a cow.613 Io’s pollution,
shame and exile are occasioned by her illicit affair with Zeus, while Herakles’ pollution,
shame and exile is occasioned by the murder of his children.614 Both types of pollution
are figured as possession by or contact with the divine. In the Furens, Lyssa (Μadness)
dramatically appears on stage to mark unequivocally the onset of Herakles’ madness as
divine.615 The Euripidean expression is complex and ambiguous in that the coinage of the
middle/passive form makes the euphemism of the term κληιδοῦχος explicit, while the
reference to the captivity of the polluted subject (possession by or contact with the
divine) is made in a literal situation of exile and movement.
Furthermore, it is possible that the effect of Euripides’ ambiguity is so appropriate
and evocative precisely because in the circumstances we are concerned with – i.e. the
normative role of the female priestesses of Hera and Artemis – “being kept under lock
and key,” did not, in fact, signal sex or pollution but rather its significant absence. The
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For Io generally, see Aesch. Supp. 299–31; PV 645–86; Akousilaus FGrH 2 F 26 ap. Apollod. Bib.
3.9.6; Pherecydes FGrH 3 F 67 ap. Apollod. Bib. 2.1.3; Hdt. 1.1.3; 2.41 with Fowler 2013: 235–6, 239. For
Callisto see Gantz 1993: 725–9 with Hes. Cat. fr. 163 M-W; Paus. 8.3.6; Ov. Met. 2.425. Cf. the lliaison at
Artemis’ temple at Patras in Paus. 7.18.12–19.6 with Redfield 1990: 119–24.
614
On two very different acts, sex and murder, existing in the same category, see Parker 1996: 99–104.
615
Eur. Her. 858–71.
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priestesses of Hera, by their chastity and purity, manifest the possibility, not the fact, of
the pollution represented by the career of Io. In other words, Admete’s role in the Samian
ritual of the Tonaia represents the avoidance of the Argive Io’s compromised situation. In
Menodotus’ narrative, this successful avoidance is marked in advance by the inclusion of
Tyrrhenian pirates in place of Zeus in the role of the perpetrator. The role as priestess or
initiate was not an unpredictable contact (Lyssa and Herakles) or anti-social possession
(Zeus and Io), but a socially appropriate yet temporary, “liminal” stage on the road to
marriage: a period of adolescence. As we have seen, the priestesses of Hera and Artemis
were often virgins, perhaps standing in as models for initiates. However, this does not
mean that sex, or the pollution caused by sex, rape, or theft was absent from the dynamic
of the rituals involved with these sanctuaries. The avoided rape or the possibility of rape
– rape being another way to frame the adultery of Io – was indeed present and served to
determine the structure of the narrative of the priestess Admete and the Tonaia.
The title of κληιδοῦχος indicated that the priestess was entrusted with the key(s)
to the temple housing the cult statue.616 Indeed, a bronze, curved key is a prominent
iconographical signal of the woman priest and the role must have conferred a high level
of visibility and importance.617 Male priests were not depicted with a key but instead
often with a sacrificial knife.618 As we have seen, the role of a priestess was a position of
high level of visibility and importance. Parallel to her everyday, practical duty of taking
care of and protecting the bretas of the goddess, the priestess herself, because of the
legitimate subordination or duty to her deity, could be seen herself as the “locked-in,”
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Aesch. Supp. 291–2. Cf. Eur. Tro. 253–9 and the role of Cassandra as priestess of Apollo.
See Dillon 2001: 80–3; Connelly 2007: 92–5; von den Hoff 2008.
618
See Parker 2005: 95n15.
617
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valuable object of the temple. Thus, the priestess occupied a paradoxical location:
although a κληιδοῦχος who protected the sacral property of her cult, she herself was
capable of being stolen, raped, deported, or removed just like the statue and the
dedications she protected in reality.
Orestes
Dedication was not the only way to manipulate a physical cult image. As we have
seen, the movement could be framed in a positive manner, as a gift (dedication), or a
negative manner, as a theft (hierosylia). Orestes’ action in the IT does not coincide with
the ritual mechanics of dedicating a statue, but instead with its removal. The IT
dramatizes the assimilation of an alien culture and religion with Artemis’ cult in Attica.619
This assimilation is created both by Iphigenia’s status as an object dedicated at a foreign
location and also by Orestes’ role as a thieving foreigner.
After the recognition scene, Orestes’ first suggestion for stealing the xoanon is to
either kill Thoas (IT 1020) or hide himself in the temple (1024) and jump out and snatch
the statue. Iphigenia refuses both; the first is a crime against the gods (1021) and the
second is too risky (1027). Iphigenia’s suggestion is to tell Thoas that it is not right to
sacrifice Orestes because he is unclean from the matricide (ὡς οὐ θέµις γε λέξοµεν θύειν
θεᾷ… οὐ καθαρὸν ὄντα, 1035–7) and that the bretas needs purification as well because
of contact with Orestes’ taint (1041, 1200). She will tell Thoas that both need to be taken
outside in the open air (1177) to be purified in secret at the sea shore (1039, 1193).
Iphigenia herself will remove the statue from its base (1201), carry it in her arms (1044–

619

E.g. Sourvinou-Inwood 2003a: 34; Wolff 1992; Goff 1999: 109–11.
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5) down to the shore. Under cover of the purification ceremony, the siblings (and
Pylades) will make their escape.
Because of her status as both Taurian and Greek, the piety of Iphigenia’s ruse is
hard to gauge.620 She will “say” to Thoas that certain conditions relating to hosios and
themis are met (1033–7) a locution that (perhaps) implies deceit. From the native
perspective, the rite is certainly suspect. We are told by a Taurian messenger that when
Iphigenia reached the sea she was acting for the express purpose of “seeming to do
something, she raised an cry (ololugê), and started reciting barbarian chants, acting the
magus as if she were cleansing the bloodguilt.”621 Generally, the myth of a theft of a cult
statue would naturally connote both deceit and complicity of a divinity who would
engage in or allow deceit.622 In a normative situation, the attitudes of skepticism and
belief were always simultaneously available to ritual participants, but these positions
were usually tightly mapped onto categories such as barbarian and Greek or stranger and
native.623 On a schematic level, the religious situation described in the IT is clear: the
foreign suppliants carrying pollution and the image of the goddess who decides their fate
form a pair. They travel to the sea in tandem to cleanse both crime and punishment. The
complications and drama arise because of Iphigenia’s status as the representative of a
foreign (to the Athenians) cult and Orestes’ as a foreign (to the Taurians) thief.
The theft of the bretas from the Taurians both is, and is not, a serious affair.624
The fact that Apollo demanded it as an expiatory task implies that the action is difficult
620

For discussion, see Conacher 1967: 305–13; Burnett 1971: 59–62; Goff 1999: 113–15; Belfiore 2000:
34–8. Tzanetou 2000: 211 characterizes it as a mock ceremony.
621
IT 1336–8: χρόνῳ δ᾽, ἵν᾽ ἡµῖν δρᾶν τι δὴ δοκοῖ πλέον, ἀνωλόλυξε καὶ κατῇδε βάρβαρα µέλη µαγεύουσ᾽,
ὡς φόνον νίζουσα δή. Cf. Burnett 1971: 59–62.
622
Cf. Faraone 1992: 100–6 on DS 4.51–2 and the use of divine stautes to deceive.
623
See Parker 1997 on the gods of Athens and other gods in Tragedy.
624
On Orestes’ traditional status as an actor outside behavioral norms, see Bierl 1994: 83.
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and out of the ordinary (IT 976–8). Iphigenia herself asks Artemis to forgive the theft; she
expresses concern that the goddess will notice the statue’s absence (995–6, 1399–
1400).625 On the other hand, just like the deception of Thoas, the crime is justified
because it is committed against the barbarian Taurians. For his part, Orestes believes that
if the theft were contrary to Artemis’ will, Apollo would never would have commanded
him to take her xoanon to Athens.”626
Orestes’ task to steal the bretas emerges from his association with the Athenian
Anthesteria.627 In his joy at recognizing Iphigenia, Orestes describes the details of his
well-known mythological backstory: the murder of Clytemnestra, the flight from the
Erinyes, and his final purification at the Areopagus court (IT 939–86). His narrative then
shifts to Choes (“pitchers” or “beakers”), the third day of the Anthesteria festival.628
When Orestes arrived as a defendant at the Areopagus, no one was willing to host or
receive him because of his pollution. Finally, he was allowed to rest and eat, but in
silence, apart from the main group.629 The Athenians made a ritual (τελετή) from Orestes

625

The request for forgiveness takes the form of a traditional prayer; see Burnett 1971: 59; Cropp 2000:
258.
626
IT 1012–15: γνώµης δ᾽ ἄκουσον· εἰ πρόσαντες ἦν τόδε Ἀρτέµιδι, πῶς ἂν Λοξίας ἐθέσπισε κοµίσαι µ᾽
ἄγαλµα θεᾶς πόλισµ᾽ ἐς Παλλάδος καὶ σὸν πρόσωπον εἰσιδεῖν; “Listen to this thought: if this were hostile
to Artemis how could it be that Loxias ordered me to bring the xoanon of the goddess to the city of Pallas
and to see your face?” Cf. IT 711–15 and Burnett 1971: 56–8.
627
See Burkert 1983: 221–3; Hamilton 1992: 15–25, T 10; cf. T 13–18; O’Brien 1988: 98–9; Goff 1999:
115–18; Zeitlin 2011: 462–5. Romano 2012: 139–41 interprets the Anthesteria passage as an aition relating
to Orestes confirmation as royalty through “retrospection and prediction,” and in terms of Orestes current
(i.e. narrative) concerns and self-interest. Scullion 2000: 225–30 posits complete Euripidean innovation.
628
Cf. Phanodemus FGrH 325 F 11 ap. Ath. 437d = Hamilton 1992: T 18. According to this account,
because Demophon was unwilling to allow Orestes to approach the holy places of Athens (hiera) or join in
libations when he had not yet been tried at court (δικασθέντα), the king ordered the hiera to be locked up
and a pitcher of wine placed before each participant. The pitchers of wine were then competitively drunk,
and each participant would wrap his wreath around his own pitcher when he was finished. Finally, because
of their link to Orestes (a cause of pollution) the wreaths were carried off to the sanctuary at Limnai and
purified by a priestess of Dionysus. For Orestes and the Anthesteria generally, see Wolff 1992: 325–9;
Robertson 1993; Scullion 2000; Gould 2001: 221–2; Parker 2005: 290–316; also Goff 1999: 110; 115–8.
629
IT 947–53: …πρῶτα µέν µ᾽ οὐδεὶς ξένων ἑκὼν ἐδέξαθ᾽, ὡς θεοῖς στυγούµενον· οἳ δ᾽ ἔσχον αἰδῶ, ξένια
µονοτράπεζά µοι παρέσχον, οἴκων ὄντες ἐν ταὐτῷ στέγει, σιγῇ δ᾽ ἐτεκτήναντ᾽ ἀπόφθεγκτόν µ᾽, ὅπως
δαιτὸς γενοίµην πώµατός τ᾽ αὐτοῖς δίχα· “… at first, not one of my guest-friends willingly received me
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misfortunes and still have the custom of “honoring the three-quart pitcher” in his
honor.630 The implication is that despite his status as an outsider – polluted and fury
ridden – Orestes is integrated into Athenian society both through the Areopagus and his
participation the Anthesteria. This extra locus of atonement is necessary because it
responds to the crime of the theft of the bretas and Iphigenia from the Taurians – not the
matricide.631
Euripidean invention or not, the involvement of Orestes with the
Anthesteria revolves around dividing the Athenian community into two groups: those
who deserve hospitality and those who do not.632 The action of the IT is presented as
taking place on the Taurian Chersonesos, the Crimean peninsula extending into the Black
Sea from Scythia to the north.633 The siblings both make their way to this bleak place
through the inhospitable sea to an “unknown, inhospitable land” (ἄγνωστον ἐς γῆν,
ἄξενον);634 the harsh rocks of the Symplegades serve as the boundary marker between
Greece and the barbarian land and, more generally, between Europe and Asia itself.635

since I was hated by the gods. Those who had respect provided me with guest-fare at a table alone,
although they were under the same roof. They made it so that I was unaddressed in silence so that I could
enjoy the food and drink apart from them.” Cf. Cropp 2000: 231; Kyriakou 2006: 309–10.
630
IT 958–60: κλύω δ᾽ Ἀθηναίοισι τἀµὰ δυστυχῆ τελετὴν γενέσθαι, κἄτι τὸν νόµον µένειν, χοῆρες ἄγγος
Παλλάδος τιµᾶν λεών. “I have heard that among the Athenians, there is a ritual regarding my misfortunes
and that even now still the custom remains that the people of Pallas honor the choes vessel.”
631
So Burnett 1971: 47; Wolff 1992: 314–5; contra Zeitlin 2005: 215–20 (cf. 2011: 462–5) who posits that
the rites of Iphigenia at Brauron dealing with the deaths of mothers are connected to an atonement for the
matricide (IT 1465–6). In Aesch. Eum. 235–43, Orestes is purified before his arrival at Athens; see Cropp
2000: 230–2. For Goff 1999: 116–17 and Tzanetou 2000: 210, the failure of the Areopagus trial indicates
the permenance of Orestes’ pollution and the impossibility of his integration. On the Euripidean use of the
Areopagus generally, see Sourvenou-Inwood 1997: 171–5; Wolff 1992: 319–24; Cropp 2000: 50–6;
Kyriakou 2006: 305–10; Torrance 2011.
632
So Goff 1999: 120. Note, e.g. IT 950–1. Cf. Burnett 1971: 49, 51–2. See Belfiore 2000: 21–38 for a
treatment of the IT strictly in terms of crimes against xenoi and philoi, specifically kin.
633
On the usually unhappy Greek experience of the Euxine, see West 2003. The geography of the play
accords – for the most part – with Hdt. 4.99–103. See Hall 1987; Braund 2007a; 2007b.
634
IT 93–4, 218–19, 253, 341, 393–402.
635
IT 123–35. For the Symplegades, see, e.g. IT 241–2; 260; 393–406; 421–2; 746 with Kowalzig 2013:
189–90. For the possibility that Εὐρώπαν in IT 135 is a scribal error for the Εὐρώταν, see IT 400 with
Cropp 1997; 2000: 184; Hall 2013: 53n19.
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The Taurians, simultaneously threatening and inferior, provide a systematic counterpoint
to the Hellenic heroes of the play.636 King Thoas is “a ruler of barbarians over
barbarians.”637 When Orestes and Pylades arrive among the barbarians, they are met by
herdsmen who, while observant and eloquent, clearly display primitive characteristics.
The Taurians, for their part, show no interest in interaction or commerce.638 They are
technologically and militarily inferior, gullible, and most importantly, adhere to a savage
and murderous religion.639
A theft of a religious statue innately presents a complicated relationship between
the infiltrating thieves and the native civilization. This complexity is sometimes reflected
in the overdetermined nature of such myths. For example, the possession of the Palladion
by Odysseus and Diomedes signaled the fall of Troy, but the hubristic attempted
possession of Cassandra signaled the troubled nostoi for the Greeks. Another common
way to manage these competing interpretations was to type the conduct of either party as
extremely positive or negative. In Menodotus’ aition for the Samian Tonaia, the pirates
who attempt to steal the bretas are simply the representatives of a failed Argive attempt
at appropriation. In contrast, the IT presents an interest not in the unconditional negative
typing of the Taurians, but in the assimilation and conditional acceptance of their customs
and interests.
The Taurian cult of Artemis as an improper, savage worship first appears in extant
literature in book four of the Histories of Herodotus.640 There, the Herodotean Taurians
636

Cf. Hall 1989: 201–3; Said 2002: 80–4.
IT 31.
638
In IT 407–21, it is the seafaring Greeks who travel to the Taurians in search of profit as merchants. On
economic factors in the portrayal of Artemis in the IT, see Kowalzig 2013.
639
Cf. IT 1174; 1205 with Cropp 2000: 244–5.
640
Hdt. 4.103: τὴν δὲ δαίµονα ταύτην τῇ θύουσι λέγουσι αὐτοὶ Ταῦροι Ἰφιγένειαν τὴν Ἀγαµέµνονος εἶναι.
“The Taurians themselves say that this deity to whom they sacrifice is Agamemnon's daughter Iphigenia.”
637
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worship a “parthenos” identified with Iphigenia who requires the sacrifice of
“shipwrecked folk and those Greeks they capture sailing towards their shores” (τούς τε
ναυηγοὺς καὶ τοὺς ἂν λάβωσι Ἑλλήνων ἐπαναχθέντες). The rites of sacrifice are
gruesome: the priestess strikes the victim on the head with a club, skewers the head on a
pole and throws the body off a cliff. In the IT, Iphigenia herself protests the bloody nature
of her service. The dictates of Artemis are “sophistries” (σοφίσµατα). The logic of a
goddess who requires bloodshed and yet simultaneously shuns those associated with
childbirth or corpses is rejected.641 This bloodthirsty, savage nature of the Taurian
worship of Artemis is seemingly confirmed when Athena declares that upon arrival at
Halai, a temple is to be dedicated and “in recompense for your sacrifice” (τῆς σῆς σφαγῆς
ἄποιν’) “whenever the festival is held, let a sword be held to a man’s throat and drawn
out blood, for holiness and so the goddess may have her honor.”642 A few drops of blood
Tare substituted for the real human sacrifice of the barbarians. The violent practices of
Artemis’ worship are domesticated.
As might be expected, a more straightforward story of infiltrating thieves is found
in our non-tragic accounts of Artemis Brauronia.643 In these variants, because of the lack

For Artemis in the Crimean Chersonesos see Graf 1979; Bilde 2003; Kowalzig 2013. On the worship of the
Parthenos in particular, see Braund 2007a.
641
IT 380–5: τὰ τῆς θεοῦ δὲ µέµφοµαι σοφίσµατα, ἥτις βροτῶν µὲν ἤν τις ἅψηται φόνου ἢ καὶ λοχείας ἢ
νεκροῦ θίγῃ χεροῖν, βωµῶν ἀπείργει µυσαρὸν ὡς ἡγουµένη, αὐτὴ δὲ θυσίαις ἥδεται βροτοκτόνοις. “I hate
the trickeries of the goddess. Whoever of mortals ever contacts bloodshed or touches even a childbirth or a
corpse with their hands, she bans them from her altars since she believes them polluted, but she herself
delights in mortal-killing sacrifices.”
642
IT 1459. See n712 below.
643
Hdt. 6.136–40. Cf. Hecataeus FGrH 1 F 127; Philochorus FGrH 328 F 99–101; Plut. Mor. 247d–e;
296b. See Gould 1980: 54–5; Bathrellou 2002: 181–5 for the initiatory significance of the abduction trope
in Menander. In Plut. Mor. 247a–f ; 296b–d, it is the Tyrrhenians not the Pelasgians who settle on Lemnos
and abduct the Athenian women from Brauron and head to Crete. Their final destination was confirmed by
the accidental loss and retrieval of the cult image of Artemis. Cf. Hdt. 4.145, where the Pelasgians travelled
to Sparta in order to (illogically) claim the Spartan heritage of Kastor and Polydeuces. For SourvinouInwood 2004: 143–4 the paired settings of Athens and Sparta imply a comparison concerning the
integration of foreigners.
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of the mediating figure of Orestes, the roles are reversed, or rather, restored: the thieves
are foreign, and the natives are Athenian. In Philochorus, we hear that a group of
Lemnians sailed to Attica and seized maidens who were serving the goddess at Brauron
as “bears” (Arktoi).644 In Herodotus, the rape of initiates at Brauron is presented in
conjunction with Miltiades’ conquest of Lemnos in the early fifth century.645 At some
unspecified time in the past, the Athenians had forced the aboriginal Pelasgians to leave
Attica.646 According to the story presented by the Athenians themselves, the Pelasgians
were expelled from Attica because they molested the daughters of Athenian citizens as
they gathered water at a place called the Nine Springs (Ἐννεάκρουνος).647 Exiled to the
island of Lemnos and seeking revenge, the Pelasgians travelled by boat to Attica, and
abducted a large group of Athenian women (τὰς τῶν Ἀθηναίων γυναῖκας) who were
celebrating the festival of Artemis at Brauron. Subsequently, children were born to these
captive Athenian women on Lemnos, but, instead of rearing them as Pelasgians (or
Lemnians), the women taught them the Athenian language and customs. Duly threatened
by the Athenian identity of these children, the Lemnians murdered them.648 Herodotus

644

Philochorus 328 FGrH F 100: … ὥρµησαν εἰς πλοῖα, καὶ κατασχόντες Βραύρωνα τῆς ᾽Αττικῆς
ἥρπασαν παρθένους ἀρκτευοµένας τῆι θεῶι τοῖς Βραυρωνίοις, αἷς συνώικησαν. Cf. Philochorus FGrH 328
F 99–101.
645
See Meiggs 1966: 424. See also the Attic cleuruchy in Lemnos in Thuc. 7.57.2 (colonists who spoke the
same dialect and had the same laws) with Figueira 1991: 138; 253–6. For the status of Lemnos as
“barbarian” in tragedy, see Hall 1989: 168–9. For these stories as political background for Eur. Hypsipyle,
see Cropp 2003.
646
The Pelasgians are said by Strab. 5.2.3–5 C220–1 to have been driven from Boeotia to Attica by the
Boeotian immigration, i.e. some two generations after the Trojan war (cf. Thuc. 1.12; 7.176.4). The
Pelasgian episode in Attica would thus be dated c. 1100–1000 BCE. For their portrayal in terms of
Herodotean story of Brauron, see Sourvinou-Inwood 2003b: 132–140. Cf. Hdt. 5.26–7 where Persian
interference with Lemnos is implied.
647
The literary sources for Ἐννεάκρουνος are collected in Wycherly 1957: 137–42. The traditional
interpretation of the Herodotean topography is to place Ἐννεάκρουνος to the SE of the acropolis near the
Olympeion. Pausansias’ evidence is somewhat different: see Robertson 1998.
648
Cf. Hecataeus FGrH 1 F 138a; cf. Plut. Mor. 247f where these same Lemnians practiced human
sacrifice.

165

implies that the reconquest of the island by Miltiades was in response to this murder of
the descendants of the abducted celebrants.649
The Taurian Chersonesos is far – both geographically and culturally – from
Lemnos. However, on the tragic stage of 411 BCE, this distance would perhaps have
allowed a more palatable treatment of the assimilation of foreign elements into Athenian
society.650 If transported into the contemporary world of the audience, these descendants
would have had, if not a legitimate, at least an emotional claim to citizenship in Athens.
The circumstances of Miltiades’ reconquest – a fulfilled prophecy of a sea journey made
to Lemnos in one day – recalls both the mechanics of the Athenian controlled Delia of the
420s BCE and a local Lemnian ritual dedicated to (probably) Hephaistos described by
Philostratus.651 It is possible that this similarity reflects an attempt on the part of the
Athenians to integrate and assimilate local religious beliefs with their later hegemonic
subjugation of Lemnos in an expanding Delian league.652 The exile and return of Orestes
and Iphigenia are framed against the proper integration of the interests and complaints of
a foreign people in an ostensibly homogenous society. From the foreign point of view,
Orestes is accomplishing a criminal act by his theft; the Taurians and no one else are the
injured party. From the point of view of the Athenians, the typing of the act as positive or
negative – and thus the resolution of, or atonement for the crime – rested on the dynamics

649

Hdt. 6.137–40.
For heroic distance or vagueness, see Easterling 1988; cf. the remarks of Allan 2008: 6–7 on heroic
inversion and Wohl 2015: 94–109 on Eur. Supp. For the use of the Lemnian story in constructing Athenian
imperial identity, see Lape 2010: 155–61.
651
See Burkert 2001: 64–7 with Philostr. Her. 53.4–5. For the Delia, see Thuc. 3.104; IG I3 1468 with
Meiggs 1966: 300–2; Parker 2008: 153–5; Kowalzig 2007a: 69–72; 110–18; 2013; Nagy 2010: 12–20;
218–28.
652
See, e.g. Jacoby FGrH IIIb 1.310–11; Lape 2010: 135–6. The fact that access to the Black Sea region
was crucial to the Athenian grain supply was another reason for the fair presentation of foreign claims. Cf.
Kowalzig 2013; Hall 2013: 48–91 on contemporary Athenian interests in the region.
650
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of the integration of the interests of the foreign people within the polity of Athens. An
important interest for any group is their ability to redress a crime committed against them
and this was a contentious issue in the context of the administration of the Athenian
empire.653
In the IT, the inclusion of the polluted Argive Orestes as thief is crucial. The
integration of foreigners was just as important to the accepting body as it was to the
petitioning outsider.654 The difference is simply the shift of perspective from the
individual undergoing the period of exile, to the community accepting his return. There is
(late) evidence that Anthesteria and Choes formed part of a maturation rite concerning
the initiation of young men.655 Orestes’ “return” or integration into normalized Athenian
society (in the case of the IT) can be,656 and has been, read as a symbolic pattern for the
initiation of young male citizens.657 In the Choepheroi, he is characterized immediately as
a young adult and his sacrifice of a lock of hair is a ritual act directly associated with an
offering at the Athenian Apaturia, the festival most closely linked with integrating new
citizens into Athenian civic life.658
653

E.g. it has long been maintained that a crucial lever of the Athenian archê was the partial removal of
allied control over legal cases. Cf. Antiph. 5.47; IG I2 10 (the Erythraean decree); IG I3 40 (the Chalcidian
decree). See also Thuc. 1.77.1 with de Ste. Croix 1961: 270; Meiggs 1972: 232; Osborne and Rhodes 2017:
112–18, 170–80. On foreigners’ claims to redress in the context of supplication, see Naiden 2006: 180–3.
654
Cf. Chaniotis 2006: 237–8 on the link between prohibition and community.
655
Philostr. Her. 12.2.720; IG II2 1368.127–6 with Burkert 1983: 221–3; Hamilton 1992: 57, T 72, 76; Ham
1999.
656
Unlike Iphigenia and Brauron, there is no direct evidence for the male ephebeia before the fourth
century in Athens or for Halai Araphenides as a site for male initiation cult involving Orestes. See LloydJones 1983: 96–7; Sommerstein 2010: 47–60. For another ritual connected to Orestes, see the transport of
Orestes’ bones from Tegea to Sparta in Hdt. 1.67–8; Paus. 3.3.5; 8.54.4 with Boedeker 1993; McCauley
1999. He is also linked to various colonization narratives as in, e.g. Pin. Nem. 11.34; Hellanicus FGrH 4 F
32.
657
E.g. Vidal-Naquet 1998: 106–22. See also Burnett 1971: 63–4; Zeitlin 1978: 160–74; Bierl 1994; Goff:
1999: 115–17; Tzanetou 2000: 209–16. For a critique see, e.g. Dodd 2003; Polinskaya 2003. For Apollo as
a god of initiation, see Bierl 1994. For the cycle of Orestes framed as the emergence of a patriarchal social
structure, see Zeitlin 1978; 2005.
658
Aesch. Cho. 6. For the koureion (the tendering of a lock of hair) at the Apaturia, see, e.g. Hesych. s.v.
κουρεῶτις, κ 3843, Latte: µηνὸς τοῦ Πυανεψιῶνος ἡµέρα, ἐν ᾗ τὰς ἀπὸ τῆς κεφαλῆς τῶν παίδων
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The commission of a small-scale criminal or antisocial act is not an uncommon
element of initiation-type rituals in ancient Greece. At the Delphian Septeria, members of
the genos Labydae conducted a young boy in silence through a street called “Dolon’s
Way,” (Δολωνίας); the boy infiltrated a sacred space and performed an act of ritual
destruction.659 The Spartan krypteia, according to Plato, was the extremely harsh final
training period of the agôgê, which preceded assimilation into the Spartiate class, or
according to Plutarch, involved the surreptitious murder of subservient Helots as a final
rite de passage.660 The descriptions are not incompatible and it is probable that in the
fifth century, the participants of the krypteia were specially chosen young Spartans
shortly before the attainment of full citizenship.661 At the temple of Artemis OrthiaLygodesma in Sparta, the xoanon – identified by Pausanias as the very same statue that
Iphigenia and Orestes carried to Athens during their flight from the Taurians – was
carried aloft by the priestess during a ritual where young men were ritually flogged.662 A
very conspicuous part of the evidence for the ritual regards a “stamina test” of the
ephebes (τὸ περὶ τὰς καρτερήσεις) during which an attempted theft of cheese from
Artemis’ altar by an attacking group was returned with blows from a whip by another
group defending it.663

ἀποκείροντες τρίχας Ἀρτέµιδι θύουσιν. “A day in the month of Pyanepsion on which they sacrifice
(θύουσιν) hair from the heads of young boys to Artemis.” For discussion, see Deubner 1966: 232–4; Cole
1984; Vidal-Naquet 1998: 109–11; Leitao 2003; Parker 2005: 458.
659
Plut. Mor. 418a–b; cf. 293c with Burkert 1983: 128–9.
660
Pl. Leg. 633b–c; Plut. Lyc. 28 = Arist. fr. 543 G; see also ΣPl. Leg. 633b. On the krypteia generally, see
Cartledge 1987: 30–2; OCD3 s.v. Krypteia, 808, Hodkinson 1996; Ducat 2006: 281–339. See Vidal-Naquet
1998: 112–13 on the krypteia in terms of Spartan initiation and a critique of Jeanmaire’s 1939 analysis. For
a different perspective, see Dodd 2003: 75. On stealing in the krypteia, see Ducat 2006: 300–1.
661
See Ducat 2006: 308–10.
662
Paus. 3.16.9; cf. Pl. Leg. 633b. For discussion, see Kennell 1995: 71–2; 126–8; Ducat 2006: 192–4. A
connection between this practice and the action of Orestes in the IT was suggested by Wolff 1992: 315–16.
663
Xen. Lac. 2.9. On this passage and the Spartan worship of Artemis Orthia generally, see Ducat 2006:
249–60.
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The theft of a cult statue held significance both a contemporary legal setting and
an initiatory one. We saw above that the arrival of the Palladion at Phaleron was
associated not only obliquely with the Trojan history of the object but with the
unfortunate circumstances of its arrival on Athenian soil. In myth, when Diomedes
arrived at Athens with the Palladion, the Argives were misidentified as enemies, attacked
and then (sometimes), a youth was trampled to death by the Demophon’s horse. This
death was the origin of the Palladion court, which prosecuted crimes involving the deaths
of foreigners and involuntary homicide.664 Furthermore, this myth is associated with a
ritual manipulation or purification of a certain cult image of Athena where fourth-century
ephebes “led Pallas out to Phaleron and then back again in torchlight.”665
At Athens – or anywhere in the Greek world – the crime of the theft of the
Palladion was unlikely to be presented as a crime per se if the injured party were the
Trojans. Instead, the core of the issue at stake – the conduct and treatment of foreigners
on home soil – was aligned to the native Athenian perspective. King Demophon
misidentified the intentions and identity of the Argive Diomedes arriving at Athens. This
mistake, in turn, resulted in the trial for the crime of either the theft of the Palladion from
the foreigners, or their murder. In the IT, the Athenian ephebes and their exemplar
Orestes were associated with this type of situation – not, for example, foreign allies or
non-citizen metics – because they were able to temporarily and safely take on the role of
foreigners, commit a covert crime on “foreign soil” (i.e. the theft of the Taurian bretas of
Artemis) and finally expiate it and fulfill their reintegration back into society as full
members.
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See pp. 98-103 above.
IG II2 1006.11–2.
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The Brauronia
The removal of Iphigenia and the bretas is ultimately made possible by Athena’s
prophecy concerning the worship of Artemis Brauronia (IT 1446–69):
µαθὼν δ᾽, Ὀρέστα, τὰς ἐµὰς ἐπιστολάς
(κλύεις γὰρ αὐδὴν καίπερ οὐ παρὼν θεᾶς)
χώρει λαβὼν ἄγαλµα σύγγονόν τε σήν.
ὅταν δ᾽ Ἀθήνας τὰς θεοδµήτους µόλῃς,
χῶρός τις ἔστιν Ἀτθίδος πρὸς ἐσχάτοις
ὅροισι, γείτων δειράδος Καρυστίας,
ἱερός· Ἁλάς νιν οὑµὸς ὀνοµάζει λεώς.
ἐνταῦθα τεύξας ναὸν ἵδρυσαι βρέτας,
ἐπώνυµον γῆς Ταυρικῆς πόνων τε σῶν,
οὓς ἐξεµόχθεις περιπολῶν καθ᾽ Ἑλλάδα
οἴστροις Ἐρινύων. Ἄρτεµιν δέ νιν βροτοὶ
τὸ λοιπὸν ὑµνήσουσι Ταυροπόλον θεάν.
νόµον τε θὲς τόνδ᾽· ὅταν ἑορτάζῃ λεώς,
τῆς σῆς σφαγῆς ἄποιν᾽ ἐπισχέτω ξίφος
δέρῃ πρὸς ἀνδρὸς αἷµά τ᾽ ἐξανιέτω,
ὁσίας ἕκατι θεά θ᾽ ὅπως τιµὰς ἔχῃ.
σὲ δ᾽ ἀµφὶ σεµνάς, Ἰφιγένεια, λείµακας
Βραυρωνίας δεῖ τῇδε κλῃδουχεῖν θεᾷ,
οὗ καὶ τεθάψῃ κατθανοῦσα, καὶ πέπλων
ἄγαλµά σοι θήσουσιν εὐπήνους ὑφάς,
ἃς ἂν γυναῖκες ἐν τόκοις ψυχορραγεῖς
λίπωσ᾽ ἐν οἴκοις. τάσδε δ᾽ ἐκπέµπειν χθονὸς
Ἑλληνίδας γυναῖκας ἐξεφίεµαι
γνώµης δικαίας οὕνεκ᾽…
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And Orestes, having learned my instructions (you hear the voice of the goddess,
though absent), with the agalma and your sister in your possession go. And
whenever you reach god-built Athens, there is a place near the borders of Attica,
a neighbor to the cliff of Karystos, a sacred place: my people call it Halai. There
build a temple and install the bretas in it, named for the Taurian land and the
toils though which you struggled, travelling all over Greece because of the goads
of the Erinyes. In future time mortals will hymn for Artemis the Tauropolian
goddess. Put down this law: whenever the people keep her festival, in recompense
for your sacrifice let a sword be held against a man’s throat and blood be
drawn: for holiness and so that the goddess may keep her honors.
You Iphigenia must serve as klêidoukhos in the holy meadows of
Brauron. There at your death you will be buried, and people will dedicate, as an
agalma for you the fine-textured webs of peploi, which women who have died in
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childbirth leave in their homes. And these women of Hellas, I command you to
send them out of this country because of their righteous judgement …
Athena declares that Orestes is to convey the cult image of Artemis to Athens (ἄγαλµά θ᾽
ἱερὸν εἰς ἐµὴν ἄξων χθόνα) and then, with the statue and his sister in conjunction (λαβὼν
ἄγαλµα σύγγονόν τε σήν) to build a temple and dedicate the image at Halai Araphenides
on the Attic coast (ἐνταῦθα τεύξας ναὸν ἵδρυσαι βρέτας). The temple and image are to
take their name from Orestes’ labors and wanderings pursued by the furies (πόνων τε
σῶν, οὓς ἐξεµόχθεις περιπολῶν καθ᾽ Ἑλλάδα οἴστροις Ἐρινύων) and in the celebration of
the Tauropolian goddess there will be blood drawn from the neck of a young man: “for
holiness and so that the goddess may keep her honors” (ὁσίας ἕκατι θεά θ᾽ ὅπως τιµὰς
ἔχῃ).666 Iphigenia is to be the klêidoukhos of Artemis in the meadows of Brauron
(λείµακας Βραυρωνίας δεῖ τῇδε κλῃδουχεῖν θεᾷ). After her death and burial at Brauron,
she is to be presented the weaving of women who have died in childbirth as agalmata.
Aitia claim (perhaps clearly falsely) to remove a part of the need for a
metaphorical relationship between the doings of mythological heroes on stage and the
present reality of cult.667 They not only attempt to close a distance between the stage and
reality of cult (dates, places), but also to indicate the scope of that distance itself.668 The

666

For the epithet Tauropolos, see Fowler 2013: 72–3 on Istros FGrH 334 F 18; Apollodorus of Athens
FGrH 244 F 111. For Artemis Tauropolos in Attica, see Callim. Hymn 3.173; Strabo 9.1.22 C399 with
McInerney 2015.
667
For Kowalzig 2007a: 27, 32, an aition “relates present with a mythical past ….it establishes a timeless
continuity from the moment of origins to the present day, and claims that things have remained unchanged
throughout.” Calame 2010: 245–9 lists three effects of an Euripidean aetiological passage. First, the actual
cult sanctions or justifies the performance of its aition on stage; second, the stage performance explains and
legitimates the ritual observances peculiar to the cult; and third, the historical aspect of the heroic
characters on stage adapts the cult to new contemporary and political contexts. The link between the heroic
biography of Iphigenia to the lived experience of initiates of Brauron is described in terms of “metaphors
… that link the hero with the divinity being worshipped and enable the constituents to share numerous
characteristics.” His example is Eur. Hipp. 1423–30. Tzanetou 2000: 203 posits a “morphological
similarity” between the lives of Iphigenia and the Athenian initiates she represents in the IT.
668
See Mastronarde 2010: 158.
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large amount of variation across all of our sources concerning the statue’s final dwelling
place shows the high importance placed on the destination of Orestes’ foundation of the
cult of Taurian Artemis.669 Hyginus preserves a variant – thought to rely on an epitome of
Sophocles’ Chryses – where Iphigenia and Orestes travel to the island of Zminthe. There,
they find the home of Chryses, the priest of Apollo (known from the Iliad) who then
directs them back to their father Agamemnon, in Mycenae not Athens.670 In Pausanias,
we are told that not only do the Athenians and Spartans claim the statue, but so do
Cappadocians on the Euxine and the Lydians who worship Artemis Anaeitis.671 Strabo
lists Halai Araphenides, but also Cappadocian Comana and Hierapolis-Castabala in
Cilicia.672 The shadowy Pythokles, as cited by Clement, adds Phokaia and the detail of a
human sacrifice.673 In Sparta, the statue was identified with the image of Artemis Orthia
brought to Lakonia by Astrabakos and Alopekos. According to Pausanias, it was this
Spartan statue, not Athenian one, that was most likely to be the authentic one.674 In the
Roman period, the myth of Orestes and Iphigenia’s flight from the Taurians with the
statue of Artemis was connected to the cult of the rex nemorensis at lake Nemi.675
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See especially Graf 1979; Bilde 2003. Kowalzig 2013; Hall 2013.
Hyg. Fab. 221 = Soph. Chryses TrGF fr. 726–30.
671
Paus. 1.23.7 (Attica, Brauron); 3.16.7 (Sparta); 3.16.8 (Cappadocians and Lydians). Seleucus finally
imported the image to Laodikea in Syria.
672
Strab 9.1.22 C399 (Attica); 12.2.3 C536 (Komana); 12.2.7 C537 (Castabala).
673
See Pythokles FGrH 833 F 2; Apollod. Bib. 6.27.
674
Paus. 3.16.7: τὸ δὲ χωρίον τὸ ἐπονοµαζόµενον Λιµναῖον Ὀρθίας ἱερόν ἐστινἈρτέµιδος. τὸ ξόανον δὲ
ἐκεῖνο εἶναι λέγουσιν ὅ ποτε καὶ Ὀρέστηςκαὶ Ἰφιγένεια ἐκ τῆς Ταυρικῆς ἐκκλέπτουσιν: ἐς δὲ τὴν
σφετέρανΛακεδαιµόνιοι κοµισθῆναί φασιν Ὀρέστου καὶ ἐνταῦθαβασιλεύοντος. καί µοι εἰκότα λέγειν
µᾶλλόν τι δοκοῦσιν ἢ Ἀθηναῖοι.ποίῳ γὰρ δὴ λόγῳ κατέλιπεν ἂν ἐν Βραυρῶνι Ἰφιγένεια τὸ ἄγαλµα;ἢ πῶς,
ἡνίκα Ἀθηναῖοι τὴν χώραν ἐκλιπεῖν παρεσκευάζοντο, οὐκ ἐσέθεντο καὶ τοῦτο ἐς τὰς ναῦς. “The place
named Limnaeum is sacred to Artemis Orthia. The wooden image there they say is the one Orestes and
Iphigenia once stole out of the Taurian land, and the Lacedaemonians say that it was brought to their land
because there also Orestes was king. I think their story more probable than that of the Athenians. For what
could have induced Iphigenia to leave the image behind at Brauron? Or why did the Athenians, when they
were preparing to abandon their land, fail to include this image in what they put on board their ships?”
675
Paus. 2.27.4; Serv. Aen. 2.116; 6.136; Hyg. Fab. 2.61; Strab. 5.3.12; cf. Frazer’s famous beginning to
The Golden Bough.
670
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For Euripides, the Taurian bretas belonged at Halai and Brauron in Attica. Every
four years, the Athenian dêmos would celebrate the Brauronia.676 Aristophanes alludes to
a theoric procession from Athens to Brauron, and the celebration of the festival almost
certainly involved a procession or movement of celebrants and attendees to the outlying
sanctuary.677 The site was in use from Neolithic times to its abandonment (probably
through flooding) in the late third century BCE.678 The cult itself goes back at least to the
geometric period.679 The two main buildings of the sanctuary are a (probably) fifthcentury Doric temple, and a large banquet building called the “stoa of the arktoi”
furnished with benches (klinai) and tables. To the south of the stoa is a small, two-room
structure with an antechamber and an adyton established in the mouth of a narrow sunken
cave which, mainly based on the evidence of the IT above, was identified as the heroön
of Iphigenia.680 The large, late-fifth-century banquet building or “stoa of the arktoi”
consists of a long, narrow room open to the south and separated from the main corridor of
the stoa by a courtyard. Because of the presence of a series of stêlê bases, this north porch
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[Arist] Ath. Pol. 54.7 includes the Brauronia in a list of penteteric festivals. On the Brauronia and the
Arkteia generally see, e.g. Brelich 1969: 222–77; Sale 1975; Brulé 1988: 179–283; Dowden 1989: 9–48;
Sourvinou-Inwood 1988; Cole 1984; 1998; 2004: 198–230; Faraone 2003; Hall 2013: 30–5.
677
Ar. Pax. 871–6: Τρυγαῖος: τί φῄς; αὕτη Θεωρία 'στίν. Οἰκέτης: ἣν ἡµεῖς ποτε ἐπαίοµεν Βραυρωνάδ᾽
ὑποπεπωκότες; “Servant: Tell me, who is this woman? Trygaeus: Why, it's the same Theoria. Servant:
What this girl here? Do you mean to say this is the Theoria we used to have when we’d have a few drinks
and banged our way to Brauron?” Trans. adapted from Henderson 1998. See Peppas Delmousou 1988;
Kowalzig 2007: 115–16; Connelly 2011: 316–17. For the Aristophanic context, see Olson 1998: 238.
678
See Diphilus fr. 29 PCG; Paus. 1.33. The site was excavated between 1948 and 1963 by J.
Papadimitriou. No final excavation reports were written and a large amount of material remains
unpublished. Because of this state of affairs, the identification and interpretation of many of the buildings is
uncertain. For the deme itself, which was one of the twelve poleis of the Attic dodecopolis, see Philochorus
FGrH 328 F 94. For an overview of the topography of the sanctuary, see Themelis 2002; Ekroth 2003.
679
Parker 2005: 229.
680
The temple was probably constructed after the collapse of the cave entrance in the early fifth century
BCE. See Ekroth 2003: 19–87, 75 for a collection of earlier scholars’ nomenclature for the structures. The
sunken cave itself (c. 25 m long) was divided by a corridor into a series of very small rooms or enclosures.
One of the chambers of the cave itself contained the remains of a hearth or pyre, and evidence of four
burials was discovered in an interior corridor. Within the enclosures were a series of pits or holes
containing a large amount of sixth and fifth century pottery sherds, fragments of marble vessels, and
terracotta figurines. Many of the so-called krateriskoi (which are linked to the Arkteia) were found as well.
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has been interpreted as a storage or display area for inscriptions describing the textile
dedications of women (IT 1462–7), or, alternatively, an area for the dedications
themselves.681
A type of small bowl or vase (krateriskos) has been found at the site dating from
the middle of the sixth century to the middle of the fifth.682 The krateriskoi show, in
general terms, young women who dance, race by torchlight, and move in procession.683
They wear multiple types of clothing and in a number of instances they are depicted
naked; the ages of the girls varies, with the included range usually interpreted as being
between five and ten. In one very singular example we find a bear depicted alongside the
celebrating adolescents.684 Within Attica, activity at Brauron occurred in some sort of
spatial relationship with both the sanctuary of Artemis Brauronia on the Athenian
acropolis, the sanctuary of Munychian Artemis at the Piraeus, and the shrine of Artemis
Tauropolos at Halai Araphenides. All three locations have been found to contain
krateriskoi.685
Artemis’ identification with adolescence and the Brauronia have often been
treated together in the context of the preparation of a younger generation of women for
social maturity.686 The Brauronia included a culminating celebration of the achievement
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IT 1464–6. On the dedications, see IG II2 1514–31 with Linders 1972 who reconstructs six stêlae which
were erected on the acropolis in Athens and inscribed with dedications at the Brauronia between the years
336–5 BCE; cf. also Cole 1998: 36–43; Ekroth 2003: 90–4; Cleland 2005. On clothing dedications for
divinities generally, see Romano 1980: 131–2.
682
See Sourvinou-Inwood 1988: 116–18; Kahil 1981; Parker 2005: 234–5.
683
For choral performance at the Brauronia, see Budelmann and Power 2015: 264–9.
684
Sourvinou-Inwood 1988: 116.
685
It is unclear whether the group of sanctuaries should be considered hierarchically, in a system with a
center and a periphery, or in some other way. Cf. Deubner 1966: 205–6; Brelich 1969: 247–53; Viscardi
2015: 27–30. Sale 1975: 265–6 posits that the aitia derive ultimately from a temple legend of Munychia.
686
See Vernant 1991: 195–219; Calame 1997: 91–101; 142–85; Cole 1998; 2004. There is no single native
Greek term for the phenomenon and thus no distinct concept of “initiation” in Ancient Greece. The Latin
word initia first occurs in Varro and Cicero where it is a translation of the Greek µυστήρια and refers to the
Mysteries of Eleusis or Samothrace. See Cic. Leg. 2.36; Varr. Ling. 5.59; RR 2.4.9. For further discussion
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of the group of eligible maidens called “bears” (arktoi).687 A famous passage of
Aristophanes’ Lysistrata includes the Brauronia in a heterogeneous collection of ritual
activities appropriate for an adolescent female citizen.688 The members of the female
chorus vaunt their right to advise the dêmos in its hour of need.689 The chorus member
declares, “at seven years old I was an arrêphoros. Next when I was ten I was an aletris
(“flour or corn grinder”)690 for the archâgetis691 and then, while wearing the krokotos
(saffron colored robe), I was an arktos (bear) at the Brauronian festival.”692 According to
Brelich, every Athenian girl underwent the process, a stance that accorded with his belief
in the uniformity of the Athenian initiation process.693 For Sourvinou-Inwood, at each
iteration of the Brauronia, all of the maidens who had completed a period of segregation

concerning terminology, see Graf 2003: 4n6. Our discussion will follow the schema of Brelich 1969: 10–35
whose perspective, terminology, and use of evidence derive from the anthropological and ethnological
studies of Van Gennep 1909, Jeanmaire 1939, Gernet 1968: 154–71 and others. For female initiation in
Greece, see, e.g. Brelich 1969: 1–112; Souvinou–Inwood 1988: 15–20; Cole 1984; Dowden 1989: 4–6;
Redfield 1990; Graf 2003: 9; Faraone 2003: 43–4.
687
For the separate existence of the Arkteia, see, e.g. the phrasing of Ar. Lys. 645: ἄρκτος ἦ Βραυρωνίοις.
Cf. Hesych. s.v. ἀρκτεία, α 7281 Latte: ἡ τῶν ἀρκτευοµένων παρθένων τελετή. Ἀρκτεύειν δὲ τὸ καθιεροῦν.
Cf. Brelich 1969: 270–6; Sourvinou-Inwood 1988: 21–2.
688
See Faraone 2003: 47.
689
Ar. Lys. 638–47. The play was performed in 411 BCE.
690
A significant initiatory context for either the aletrides or the subsequently mentioned kanêphoroi
(“basket-carriers”) is difficult to reconstruct with confidence. The kanêphoroi were girls who carryied an
offering basket (κανοῦν) in Greek processions. At Athens they were attested participants in the Panathenaia
and the Dionysia (both Great and Rural variations). See IG II2 334; Aristid. Or. 18.2; Plut. Mor. 772a;
ΣTheoc. 2.66. For discussion see, e.g. Dillon 2001: 37–42; Faraone 2003: 45; Parker 2005: 218–23;
Connelly 2007: 33–9. Whether all these activities were explicitly and necessarily related to some kind of
culminating coming of age or “marriageable state” is uncertain.
691
The epithet archâgetis means “founding goddess” and has been associated with Artemis (e.g. Walbank
1981; Sourvinou-Inwood 1988), Athena (e.g. Brelich 1969: 231; Stinton 1976; Faraone 2003: 45), and
Demeter (e.g. Parker 2005: 223–4). All three identifications have points to recommend them. The context
recommends Artemis; the title archâgetis most naturally relates to Athena as the eponymous goddess of
Athens; Demeter is the most logical goddess for association with an aletris.
692
Brelich 1969: 230 interpreted each of these roles as individual elements of a single state initiatory
system divided by age-groups. On the other side of the scholarly spectrum, Walbank 1981 connected all of
these roles to the worship of Artemis Brauronia.
693
Brelich 1969: 231, 263–5. The scale and topography of the site at Brauron tell against this theory.
Unfortunately, the scholiast tells us simultaneously that “selected maidens” (ἐπιλεγόµεναι παρθένοι) took
part in the Brauronia, and also that Artemis demanded that “all maidens” perform the ceremony. ΣAr. Lys.
644–5: ἐκέλευσε παρθένον πᾶσαν µιµήσασθαι τὴν ἄρκτον. For two different calculations of the number of
Arktoi, see Dowden 1989: 27; Sourvinou-Inwood 1988: 116.

175

within the time available between the festivals would participate.694 Parker characterizes
the situation as one of “universal right of access but limited actual participation.”695
This interpretation implicitly posits a “representative” individual who would take
part in the ceremony on behalf of his or her age cohort (or some other natural aggregate).
Thus, whether explicitly or not, a larger group than well-to-do or historically aristocratic
families would still have experienced a connection to the rite. As Parker notes, “the
arrêphoroi stand for their age-class in the sense that they present an ideal image of it.”696
Only a select group of young girls would be eligible for any particular ritual service.697
The representative, hierarchical nature of participation is deeply embedded in
civic ritual. In the IT, it is reflected both by the relationship of Iphigenia to her chorus on
stage and their relationship as a group to Artemis and her mythical band of nymphs.698
The humans mimic the divine and both groups of choreutai mimic or represent their
leader, but there are also important hierarchical elements differentiating the two
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As far as the age of the participants, the passage of Aristophanes implies that chorus member was above
the age of ten when she was an Arktos. This position is contradicted by both the scholiast’s and the Suda’s
commentaries on the passage, which tell us that the age-range of the girls was from five to ten. See ΣAr.
Lys. 644–5; Suda s.v. Ἄρκτος ἢ Βραυρωνίοις 3958, Adler: οὔτε πρεσβύτεραι δέκα ἐτῶν οὔτ’ ἐλάττους
πέντε. For Sourvinou-Inwood 1988: 24, a strict limit for the initiate’s age at the lower range of five and at
the upper range of ten would present the most logical period for enrollment in a penteteric festival that
culminated in a final ceremony (i.e. the Arkteia). For the reading of Ar. Lys. 645 and proposed emendations
for the phrase κᾆτ᾽ ἔχουσα, see Sourvinou-Inwood 1988: 136–48. For other opinions, see Brelich 1969:
264–5; Dowden 1989: 30.
695
Parker 2005: 233; cf. Faraone 1993: 47.
696
Parker 2005: 228.
697
The size and scope of relative participation would be conditioned by the social structure of the
community. For example, in Athens of the late fifth-century there had been a century-long history of
reformulating traditionally aristocratic civic structures. Participation in an initiatory rite such as the
Brauronia must have reflected this dynamic. Cf. Dowden 1989: 27–30.
698
See Larson 2001: 107–110.
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groups.699 Iphigenia is Greek.700 Her time spent among the Taurians is a temporary period
of service, destined to be completed successfully. On the other hand, it is unclear exactly
who the women attending Iphigenia are or how they got to the Taurian Chersonesos.701
Emphatically described as slaves purchased in war and undergoing heavy hardship (IT
1075–77), they are requested to aid in Iphigenia’s and Orestes’ escape and they acquiesce
despite an understanding that they will be at risk (1056–77). In the culminating aition,
Athena orders that the chorus shall be returned to Attica, but their release occurs
separately from Iphigenia, and is accomplished by the barbarian Thoas, not the women
themselves (1475–85). Their status as Greek but (apparently) non-citizen servants or
hierodouloi is juxtaposed against their clearly stated desire to dance at Delos and, by
extension, participate in Athenian society.702 We can imagine that similar distinctions
based on birth and status would have determined the level or amount of participation in
rites such as the Brauronia.
Participatory representation – where a prominent individual takes the place of a
lesser, subordinate group – also has a relation to the concept of substitution in a
dedicatory or sacrificial setting. As Faraone notes, representative initiation would be
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This situation (chorêgos and choreutai) naturally displays – in some respects – the character of a
performance of choral lyric. Cf. the situations in Hom. Od. 6.102–9 (Nausikaa compared to Artemis);
Hymn. Hom. to Artemis 27.11–20 with Calame 1977: 19–53. Cf. Hamilton 1989; Budelmann and Power
201: 264–9 on the activities depicted on the krateriskoi and a comparison with the Arkteia.
700
The issue of Iphigenia’s status, while not at issue for the audience, is central to the play. See IT 1462–68
with Orestes’ recognition of his sister’s Argive status in IT 660–6, and Iphigenia’s notional religious duties
in Greece in IT 221–5. On kinship and recognition, see Belfiore 2000: 29–34.
701
Cropp (2000: 59) characterizes the chorus as “well-born Hellenic women.” It is perhaps better to view
them as individuals with some type of claim to Athenian citizenship and allegiance but not a complete
claim. Iphigenia’s pure status is guaranteed by her rescue and transport through Artemis. See Hall 1989:
110–13 on the IT’s treatment of foreigners; 160–72 for fifth-century geographical and imperial politics in
tragedy.
702
E.g. IT 1096–100: ποθοῦσ᾽ Ἑλλάνων ἀγόρους, ποθοῦσ᾽ Ἄρτεµιν λοχίαν, ἃ παρὰ Κύνθιον ὄχθον οἰκεῖ
φοίνικά θ᾽ ἁβροκόµαν… “Longing for the gatherings of Greeks, and Artemis Lochias who lives by the
Kynthian hill and the luxuriously haired palm.” Cf. the chorus in Eur. Hec. 455–74 who refer to the
festivals of Delian Artemis in direct relation to their fate as slaves. Cf. Henrichs 1996: 56–62; Nagy 2013.
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cognate with the common “metonymic” or “representative sacrifice” where a community
performs a rite or, in extreme circumstances, sacrifices an individual for the good of the
community at large.703 A number of late lexicographical sources and scholia present
accounts of the history of the Brauronia in these terms.704 In the scholia to the passage of
Aristophanes, the origin of the Arkteia is linked to the appeasement of Artemis after the
killing of a sacred bear.705 According to the Suda, the Athenians of Philaidae compelled
their parthenoi to “play the bear” (ἀρκτεύειν) in order to appease Artemis for the
killing.706 In Eustathius, Apollo ordered the Athenians to found a festival of Artemis at
Munychia to remove the plague for the killing of a bear.707 A man named Embaros
declared that he would sacrifice (θύσει) a daughter to Artemis under the condition that his
descendants be granted the priesthood of Artemis. He then smartly hid his daughter in the
adyton of the temple and sacrificed a goat in human clothing instead.708
These aitia have further been linked to the mythical sacrifice of Iphigenia by
Agamemnon on the eve of the Trojan War.709 The mention of the krokotos, the saffron-
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Faraone 2003: 47–8. Cf. Parker 2005: 66–7; Naiden 2013: 185–93.
For the texts in toto, see, e.g. Brelich 1969: 247–63; Faraone 2003: 54–7 distinguishes two streams of
evidence: one, which attempted to provide an aetiological explanation for Aristophanes’ use of the term
“arktoi,” in Lys. 644–5, and another, connected to the speech of Lysias. Differentiation between the two
streams, while possible, is difficult as they both probably derive from a single Attidographic tradition (if
that classification is construed broadly).
705
ΣAr. Lys. 644–5. According to the scholiast, “the Athenians had once encountered a famine after they
had killed a tame bear to the displeasure of the goddess (ἐπειδὴ λιµῷ περιπεπτώκασιν οἱ Ἀθηναῖοι, ἄρκτον
ἡµέραν ἀνῃρηκότες τῇ θεᾷ), and thus the parthenoi at Brauron performed the sacrifice in order to placate
the goddess." For the significance of the bear, see Lloyd-Jones 1983; Bevan 1987.
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colored robe, in the passage of Aristophanes immediately identifies Iphigenia as a central
figure in the ritual of the Brauronia: in the Agamemnon, Iphigenia wears, and then
discards, such a krokotos during her sacrifice.710 In both the aitia for the rite and
Iphigenia’s sacrifice at Aulis, a sacrificial substitute is exchanged for a human.711 The act,
which is so central to the Agamemnon – the gift of a precious object to a divinity by a
father – can thus be seen as the precursor and archetype for the ritual of the Brauronia.
Embaros replaces his daughter with a goat, and Iphigenia is variously replaced in our
sources by a deer, a bear, or a phantom eidôlon.712
The idea of substitution in this sense is inherent in any evolutionary treatment of
the Brauronia that emphasizes a movement away from human sacrifice.713 Furthermore,
as an act of human agency, it could be understood either as a deceitful exchange or an
honest one.714 The Helen and her eidôlon are intimately concerned with deceit and
misrepresentation on the divine plane. In the IT, however, deceit is not at issue. The
normative function of the adolescent female temporarily owned by the father and given to
the goddess is emphasized.715 The dedicatory function of the arktoi was conceptualized
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as an extension of the physical, representative qualities of a votive in a ritual setting,
private or public.716 This function included an ability to be, on the one hand not only a
substitute for the original victim (i.e. the animal killed by Agamemnon at Aulis or a
mythical “bear”) but a representation of their leader Iphigenia and a larger group of nonparticipatory parthenoi.
A (now non-extant) oration of Lysias apparently involved a certain Phrynichus’
daughter and was concerned with heiresses and the allocation of disputed inheritances.
The associated lexographical notices of Hesychius and Harpocration serve to elucidate
the orator’s use of the term “playing the bear” (Ἀρκτεῦσαι) in the context of dedication.
We are told by Harpocration that, “that parthenoi before marriage were dedicated to the
Munychian Artemis or to the Brauronian one.”717 In Harpocration, the young lady, or her
guardian, was maligned because she had not been tithed (δεκατεῦσαι) or initiated
(µυῆσαι).718 There is also preserved in the same entry an opinion credited to the
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grammarian Didymus that the word “dedicate” (δεκατεῦσαι) could be used in this sense
of “to be a bear,” because “it is a Greek custom to dedicate one tenth of what remains
(i.e. of spoils of war) to the god.” The verb δεκατεύειν refers to a gift to a divinity offered
voluntarily and means literally to dedicate a tenth part or tithe.719 Similarly, Hesychius
tells us that “to play the bear” means to dedicate “τὸ καθιεροῦν.” 720 Parker opined that
these references to dedication and initiation should be read in tandem with passages of
the speeches of Isaeus where the claim to inheritance hinged on what the guardian did, or
did not, do (or provide) for his ward or offspring.721 Thus the act of “playing the bear” for
a young Athenian parthenos would be an accepted and perhaps expected (especially for
an Athenian girl of a higher census class), but not required, choice to make on the part of
her father or guardian.722
These passages of Hesychius and Harpocration not only provide evidence that
young parthenoi were believed equivalent to dedicated objects but that these beliefs
formed a part of the enactment of actual, real-life, ritual situations: the performance of the
Brauronia. The initiate who “plays the bear” was considered to be, by necessity and not
in simply a metaphorical sense, dedicated to the goddess Artemis just like a votive or a
cult image. Recall that this relationship between object and person was already implicit in
the semantics of the term agalma, a word used to describe both young women and
dedicated items at sanctuaries.723
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The Structure of a Mobile Cult Statue
The Helen and the Iphigenia among the Taurians were both produced at the end
of Euripides’ career.724 The two plays have been historically grouped apart from the
majority of Attic tragedies725 – even those of Euripides – but they also mirror each
other’s structures, characters, and thematic concerns.726 In both plays, a beautiful heroine
is exiled to a barbarian land, experiences hardships, and is then rescued and returned to
Greece. In the IT, Iphigenia must participate in human sacrifice, and in the Helen, Helen
must deal with an unpleasant suitor (Theoclymenus, the new king of Egypt). In both
plays, a god abducted each woman, and their whereabouts are unknown to their families.
In both, a close male relative arrives (Iphigenia’s brother Orestes, Helen’s husband
Menelaus) and after the respective recognition scenes, both pairs of protagonists plot to
rescue themselves from their hostile environment.727 The obstacle to be overcome is in
both cases a barbarian king. The two heroines achieve their escape by means of a
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religious ceremony: Iphigenia pretends that the bretas of Artemis that Orestes has been
instructed by Apollo to steal is in urgent need of cleansing because of contact with a
murderer, while Helen pretends that she wants to give her husband a burial at sea.
Formally, the prologues of both plays, as well as the immediately following episode, are
linguistically and structurally similar. In the IT, the dialogue between Iphigenia and
Orestes on the fate of the Greeks and especially the house of Atreus mirrors the dialogue
between Teucer and Helen in the Helen.728
The cause of the internal structural similarity between the IT and the Helen has
been sought in a wide variety of formal and thematic factors. Burnett classed both plays
as “mixed and multiple action,” but argued that each presented itself slightly differently:
the IT was a “rescue or salvation play,” while the Helen was a “suppliant raised” play.729
However, in the subsequent analysis, the similarities between the pair are only noted in
passing and they are not compared structurally. Wright grouped the IT, the Helen, and the
fragmentary Andromeda together as “escape-tragedies.”730 The criterion for this
classification rests on the three plays’ similar treatment of the motifs of captivity and
escape. However, again, the scheme does not impact the subsequent treatment of the
plays.731 The IT and the Helen are often grouped together for their formal affinities even
if no thematic connections are posited by the scholar. For example, Verrall chose to treat
the plays together and believed that, despite their obvious similarities, the spirit and
emotional effect of the IT was real, while that of the Helen was a semblance or a sham.
Thus, Iphigenia’s situation was “certain, hideous, and desperate” while as far as the
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Helen, “a hollower business could hardly be imagined.”732 Numerous similarly couched
statements concerning the differences in tone between the two plays can be found in all
eras of Euripidean scholarship.733
Accordingly, there have been many treatments of Euripides that use an extratextual structure to read the text.734 Each uses a different method to select the essential
narrative facts, or meaningful elements for analysis.735 For example, Aristotle’s reading
of the IT, while it cannot explicitly be termed a structural approach, will provide us with a
well-known example of the problems with treating a tragedy as a monolithic narrative
and also of the difficulty of selecting the significant elements for analysis. In the Poetics,
the central plot of the IT includes six elements: the attempted sacrifice of Iphigenia, her
disappearance to the Taurians, her circumstances among the Taurians, Orestes’ arrival
among the Taurians, Orestes’ capture, and the recognition scene. 736 The remaining
actions do not pertain to the central plot; they are either an epeisodion or “outside the
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play” (ἔξω τοῦ µύθου). The treatment is incisive and consistent with the emphasis on
recognition and reversal. However, for our purposes the significance of the movement of
the bretas is inaccessible if the second half of the action is placed “outside the play.”
Burnett, in her Catastrophe Survived, a study that begins from Aristotle’s
premises, gives six norms or plot elements of tragic action, which relate especially to the
IT; three negative: punishment, vengeance, and self-sacrifice, and three positive:
suppliant raised, rescue, and return.737 These plot elements are not explicitly termed
structural, extra-narrative templates, and indeed, Burnett’s subsequent treatment of the
plays does not overly emphasize her scheme. Sourvinou-Inwood uses the term
“schemata” to refer to “one particular configuration of assumptions … (s.c. that is),
particular models of organizing experience that structure myths, collective
representations, and texts (such as ‘patricide’, which structures all myths involving
patricide) and are themselves structured by, and so express, the society’s realities,
perceptions and ideologies.”738 While these “schemata” are used throughout her work on
Artemis Brauronia and the IT, they are not used explicitly as a tool for analyzing the play
as a whole.
Foley’s “anodos drama” (following Guépin) is an approach that explicitly applies
a schematic treatment of myth and ritual.739 The analysis, which includes the Helen, the
IT, and the Alcestis, isolates certain specific elements from a group of texts, combines
them, and creates a distinct narrative structure.740 The pattern is first outlined with a
comparison with the famous myth of Demeter and Persephone in the Homeric Hymn to
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Demeter: Persephone is abducted by Hades and Demeter, in her grief, withdraws the
power of fertility from the world. In the end, Persephone must live a third of her life in
the underworld and Demeter in the end establishes the Eleusinian Mysteries for mankind.
In the Alcestis, the IT, and the Helen, Euripides uses a bipartite structure based on the
template or pattern of the Persephone story, where a heroine is abducted into a world of
symbolic death, and is rescued, and then returns to civilization.741 Thus, the three plays
represent a story pattern familiar to the Athenian audience: the rape and descent
(kathodos) of the goddess Kore/Persephone and her subsequent ascent (anodos) to the
upper world. Foley is particularly interested in placing the articulation of each play’s
particular concerns with reputation, marriage, and funerary ritual.742 Her study makes
salient points that will be taken up in my own treatment of the IT and the Helen.
I do not propose to use the phenomenon of mobile cult statues in these plays as a
universal key to unlock a hidden program of the IT and the Helen. Rather, an attempt will
be made to uncover how a deep-seated consciousness about iconic surrogacy in ritual
enriches the total thematics of the two dramas. It is undeniable that interpretations of
specific Euripidean plays deploy the particular perspectives particular to each scholar and
can correspond to individual expectations of his or her audience; each emphasizes the
points or elements that he or she feels are relevant.743
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The chart below shows my structure of a mobile cult statue. A mobile image was
both an object and a divinity. These perspectives are represented by the columns
“Objective” and “Subjective” below. The IT focuses on the cult image as an object per
se: its use as a representation, dedication and object to be stolen. The drama arises from
human interaction with the mechanics of their own cult practice. The Helen focuses on
the cult image as a divinity and its ability to represent a god. It dramatizes human
interaction with divine agency in the creation and use of cult images. It is possible that
both of these perspectives arose from different elements of funerary cult: the ritualized
actions of a community who transported a corpse (or a representation) and gifts for use in
the afterlife were defined by human agency, while the status of the deceased itself was
deeply bound up in issues of representation and divine agency.744

Object
Giver
Foreign Location
Recipient
Taker
Native Location

Objective
IT

Subjective
Helen

Iphigenia/bretas
Agamemnon
Tauris
Artemis
Orestes (hierosylia)
Athens (Brauron-Halai)

Helen/eidôlon
Hermes
Egypt
Proteus
Menelaus (parakatathêkê)
Sparta (Therapnai)

The Object, Giver, Foreign Location, Recipient, Taker, and Native Location are narrative
roles defined by functions, similar to Propp’s dramatis personae and Greimas’ actants.745
They are based on the physical act of dedication.

this case the Athenians) is not culpable.” This synopsis, while relevant and perspicacious, elides the very
elements (or mythemes) that interest us (i.e the theft).
744
Steiner 2001 passim can be viewed as a book primarily about cult statues from a subjective perspective.
See, e.g. the excellent discussion of immobility and funerary statues in 135–56.
745
Propp 1968: 19–20; Greimas 1983: 197–221.
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The Object is the object moved or dedicated, that is, the cult statue. In Iphigenia
among the Taurians, the role is shared between Iphigenia and the bretas of Artemis. This
sharing of the status of Object between woman and statue is embodied by the role of the
priestess. Her place in the hierarchical relationships required by the normative, human act
of dedication is the base context for this “representation” of both Artemis and a
possession (the bretas). As caretaker of her bretas, and central celebrant in her cult,
Iphigenia “represents” Artemis in a subordinate manner. As a dedication or sacrifice
chosen to represent the interests of a larger group, she “represents” her chorus and the
Arktoi as an example or paradigm. Dramatically, the problems presented by these
objective, human-centered relationships are thematized: the misrecognition and hybridity
of kin scrambles the organization of a civic hierarchy based on representation or
substitution; any notion of deceit or bad faith on the part of the giver (i.e. Agamemnon at
Aulis) carries the possibility of a failed or inappropriate gift.
In the Helen, the Object is shared between Helen and the eidôlon. Instead of
misrecognition of kin and human deceit, it is the gods themselves who misrepresent
reality and create deception.746 The eidôlon – a deceptive but divine object – dramatizes
man’s belief in the efficacy and appropriateness of representation itself. At Sparta there
was a deep tradition of representation with objects in performance and the legitimacy of
these activities were under scrutiny both at home and abroad. Helen’s true nature is
occluded by the manufactured and divine eidôlon but revealed by the (quasi-) human
Theonoe. Menelaus can only retrieve his reputation by falsifying his own burial, the very
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element that marked royal status at Sparta and necessitated the procession of a cult
image.
Because a dedication was a transaction, the roles of Giver, Recipient and Taker
are defined by their relationships to each other. First, the presence of the three roles
means that the IT and the Helen represent dedication as an ongoing system. By retrieving
the object and bringing it back to its origin point, the Taker allows the entire process to be
understood as cyclical. In the IT, the primary relationships follow the literal pattern of a
dedication. Agamemnon (the Giver) dedicates Iphigenia (the Object) to Artemis (the
Receiver). The reason for this gift is one of the most interesting and opaque points in
Greek mythology. For our purposes, the fact that Orestes (the Taker) steals the bretas and
retrieves the Object without the consent of the Giver indicates the problematic nature of
the original transaction between Agamemnon and Artemis. In the Helen, Hermes or Zeus
(the Giver) gives Helen (the Object) to Proteus (the Receiver) as a deposit to be retrieved
by Menelaus (the Taker). Because this transaction between Zeus and Proteus operates at a
high level of authority, it is relatively simple and unproblematic. All of the tension
resides in the retrieval of the deposit: the interaction between Menelaus and Proteus’
representatives, Theonoe and Theoclymenus.
The Foreign Location is a general or impersonal context or setting for the
Receiver: Barbarian Tauris and the cult of Artemis, Egypt and king Proteus. Conversely,
the Native Location is a context for the active male participants (Taker) in their native
communities: Orestes’ identity as an Athenian ephebe, Menelaus’ as a Spartan king.
However, the return of the Object (Iphigenia and Helen) to the Native Location, is at the
core of both plays. Iphigenia’s status as a model for the initiates at Brauron and Helen’s
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as a model for initiatory cult at Sparta reverses their status as passive objects and
transforms them into participants.747
The Helen
Immediately after its first production in 412 BCE, the Helen gained a reputation
for originality. The plot is simple, if slightly disorienting to an audience accustomed to
the traditional hallmarks of Homeric myth.748 In the prologue, we discover that Helen
was not stolen from Menelaus. Instead, jealous over the decision of Paris, Hera created a
false image (eidôlon) of Helen that Paris subsequently stole and took to Troy. After the
war, Menelaus, in possession of the eidôlon and coming home, was blown off course and
landed by chance in Egypt. There he reunites with his actual – now recognized as faithful
– wife Helen and unmasks the false eidôlon. With the help of the priestess Theonoe, the
pair concoct a plan to escape and return to Sparta. They convince the Egyptian King
Theoclymenus that Menelaus has died and needs burial at sea. As soon as a boat is
acquired, the pair escapes and returns to Sparta.
Helen/eidôlon
Helen has been described in recent scholarship as uniquely “doubling” or
“uncanny,” a figure who embodies mediation and ambiguity.749 For Austin, Helen is
determined by “ontological ambiguity.”750 Gumpert posits that Helen’s character
possesses an innate ability to “unsettle the very status of what is, disturbing the line
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See Foley 2001: 305, 318–24 on the impact of Helen’s return on the status and reputation of Menelaus.
Aristophanes characterized it as kaina (new, revolutionary). Ar. Thesm. 850: ἐγᾦδα· τὴν καινὴν Ἑλένην
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157.
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between appearance and reality, original and facsimile.”751 For Zeitlin, Helen’s “mode of
being in the world is predicated on multiplicity and proliferation.”752 Segal characterized
the Helen of Euripides as someone whose beauty personified deception and illusion, yet
still managed to unite the manifold paradoxes structuring the play. Her transport by
Hermes and return from her sojourn in Egypt was the “obverse” of the illusory nature of
the eidôlon; it served to mediate between the categories of true and false.753
While these characterizations mainly derive from Helen’s eidôlon – the phantom
image that both is and is not Helen – the ambiguity also had a traditional element.754 In
the Iliad, Helen blamed herself for the advent of the Trojan war,755 while Antenor and the
Trojan elders pitied and exculpated her. Priam preferred blaming the gods for his
misfortunes, a position that aligned with the will of Zeus himself (dios boulê).756 These
opposed perspectives (praise and blame) are also found in lyric. For example, compare
Alcaeus’ unflattering comparison between Helen and Thetis, and the positive,
sympathetic evocation in Sappho 16.757 There is some evidence that Hesiod knew of
Helen’s eidôlon, but Stesichorus’ Palinode (the “recantation”) is the first poem we know
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of to definitively include her stay in Egypt.758 From Isocrates we hear that Stesichorus
was struck blind for his slander of Helen and then later forced to recant (that is,
composed the Palinode).759 According to an anonymous lyric commentator preserved on
an Oxyrhynchus papyrus, Chamaeleon believed that Stesichorus wrote two Palinodes,
one challenging Homer, the other Hesiod.760 Just as in Euripides, in the Homeric
Palinode, Helen did not go to Troy but stayed in Egypt with Proteus. A passage of Plato’s
Phaedrus gives us the fragment: “It is not true that story. You did not embark on the
well-benched ships. You did not go to Troy.”761 We do not know with certainty that
Stesichorus included the eidôlon in his exoneration of Helen, but it is very likely that he
did.762
Gumpert called the Helen “a staging of the Palinode” and indeed, a contrast
between a “true,” faithful Helen and a “false,” compromised one (the eidôlon) is a central
theme of the play.763 As a whole, the Helen is animated by a series of binary pairs or
choices that were influenced by philosophical debates over epistemological and cultural
relativism in the late fifth century.764 In the play, it is not easy to know what is real and
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what is not. In the prologue, we are told that Paris thought that he had abducted the real
Helen, but instead it was the eidôlon, an “empty appearance” (κενὴν δόκησιν ).765 When
Teucer sees Helen, he exclaims “Gods what sight (ὄψιν) do I see? The deadly image
(εἰκὼ) of a hateful woman who has ruined me and all the Greeks! Let the gods curse you,
to the extent you possess the imitation (µίµηµα) of Helen.”766
Simply by its nature as a representation, the eidôlon is connected to the language
of cult statues.767 Helen exclaims (Hel. 259–66):
τέρας γὰρ ὁ βίος καὶ τὰ πράγµατ᾽ ἐστί µου,
τὰ µὲν δι᾽ Ἥραν, τὰ δὲ τὸ κάλλος αἴτιον.
εἴθ᾽ ἐξαλειφθεῖσ᾽ ὡς ἄγαλµ᾽ αὖθις πάλιν
αἴσχιον εἶδος ἔλαβον ἀντὶ τοῦ καλοῦ,
καὶ τὰς τύχας µὲν τὰς κακὰς ἃς νῦν ἔχω
Ἕλληνες ἐπελάθοντο, τὰς δὲ µὴ κακὰς
ἔσῳζον ὥσπερ τὰς κακὰς σῴζουσί µου.

260

265

My life and doings are a monstrosity, partly because of Hera, and partly my
beauty is the cause. I wish I had been wiped clean like an agalma, and made plain
instead of beautiful, and the Greeks had forgotten the evil fate that I have now,
and would remember what is not evil, as they now remember what is.768
The metaphor is drawn expressly from the world of the plastic arts and, in particular, the
practice of painting statues (kosmêsis).769 The language fits the context; understood as a
painted agalma, Helen is the quintessential desired beautiful object. She is upset over the
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death her manufactured doppelganger has caused in the war and wishes she could remove
the physical beauty (εἶδος καλόν) that caused all the trouble in the first place. The
negative pole of the binary axis “illusion vs reality,” is fundamentally represented by the
beautiful and deceptive eidôlon.
Simultaneously, the factor that allowed the “real” woman to be usurped by the
eidôlon was the female’s ability to be figured as an object; she could be possessed,
acquired, laid up as a treasure, and crucially, pretend to be real. In the Greek mind,
beauty – especially feminine beauty – was fundamentally connected with deception and
danger.770 Both Helen and the eidôlon’s ability to use deception (apatê or dolos) is made
possible by their beauty (kallos). Helen’s beauty is, of course, a central element in her
myth in all of its variants.771 Like Helen, Aphrodite herself is characterized as the master
of deception, the treacherous one (dolios), bloody Cypris bringing death to the Danaans
(Hel. 238–9). As in the Iliad, the mortal Helen charges the goddess with “passions,
deceits (doloi), treacherous devices, and loves that bring blood upon houses” (1103–4).772
Both Euripides’ Helen and her eidôlon displayed characteristics belonging to a
statue; each was a beautiful agalma, a delight to its possessor, and a µίµηµα, a
representation (Hel. 875). Explicitly manufactured by divine hands, the eidôlon was also
the ultimate vehicle of deception. If read purely in terms of trends in the aesthetics of cult
images, the existence of the eidôlon could be taken as an extreme example of the fifth-
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century tendency towards realism and secularization of traditional religious norms – a
growing distance from the gods.773 As Zeitlin notes, “Beauty is an issue that in the
climate of the late fifth century was intimately bound up with aesthetic standards of art
and representation… thus the eidôlon participates in a discourse not just about seeming
and being but one that hints at the relations between the model and the copy.” I contend
that these worries over multiple holy objects should not be seen as simply a reflection of
Euripidean religious skepticism or growing secularization. Menelaus’ reaction just before
he meets his real wife is one of aporia (Hel. 483–514):
τί φῶ; τί λέξω; συµφορὰς γὰρ ἀθλίας
ἐκ τῶν πάροιθεν τὰς παρεστώσας κλύω,
εἰ τὴν µὲν αἱρεθεῖσαν ἐκ Τροίας ἄγων
ἥκω δάµαρτα καὶ κατ᾽ ἄντρα σῴζεται,
ὄνοµα δὲ ταὐτὸν τῆς ἐµῆς ἔχουσά τις
δάµαρτος ἄλλη τοισίδ᾽ ἐνναίει δόµοις.
Διὸς δ᾽ ἔλεξε παῖδά νιν πεφυκέναι.
ἀλλ᾽ ἦ τις ἔστι Ζηνὸς ὄνοµ᾽ ἔχων ἀνὴρ
Νείλου παρ᾽ ὄχθας; εἷς γὰρ ὅ γε κατ᾽ οὐρανόν.
Σπάρτη δὲ ποῦ γῆς ἐστι πλὴν ἵνα ῥοαὶ
τοῦ καλλιδόνακός εἰσιν Εὐρώτα µόνον;

485

490

What am I to make of this? I hear new troubles right after of old ones. I come
bringing a wife I took from Troy, and she is being kept in a cave, and yet there’s
another woman, with the same name as my wife, living in this house. She said the
woman was Zeus’ daughter. Is there some man called Zeus by the banks of the
Nile? No there is only one, in heaven. And where on earth is there a Sparta except
where the Eurotas flows past banks on lovely reeds?
This is a state of almost existential confusion.774 Menelaus has arrived in Egypt with a
woman in his possession, only to meet with an exact replica. He questions the existence
of a fixed identity of Zeus and the location of his home in Lakonia. The couple’s
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subsequent recognition scene is a series of epistemological questions happily resolved.
Informed that the eidôlon was at Troy, Menelaus doubts that a craftsperson could create
such a lifelike, breathing body (Hel. 581). When asked to explain, Helen declares that it
was crafted by the gods out of aether (582) as a substitute (διάλλαγµα) to deceive Paris
(584).775 The origin of Menelaus’ confusion is the existence of two versions or replicas of
one individual. Through its manufacture by the gods, the eidôlon is holy (hieron) just as
Helen is.776 It dwells in a cave (607), departs to the aether above the sky (605–6, 617),
and delivers prophetic speech (608–15).777
Zeitlin follows Vernant in linking Euripides’ eidôlon to a Platonic concern over
the act of imitation (mimêsis) and its far- (three-fold-) removed relationship from both
“appearance” and “reality” (i.e. the Forms). In the fourth century, the term µίµηµα was to
take on an explicit theoretical and polemical cast in the aesthetic philosophies of Plato
and Aristotle.778 Vernant’s focus is on both the cult statue’s conceptual development from
a religious “idol” to an anthropomorphic “image,” and Plato’s subsequent philosophical
critique of “appearance” and “imitation” as expressed in poetry, sculpture and dance. It is
certainly correct that Euripides associated the eidôlon with the aesthetic and
philosophical critiques of the fifth-century and their later elaboration. However, the
discomfort of Teucer and Menelaus in the presence of the eidôlon likely did not signal a
distaste for realism, but a certain unease over the traditional process of representation
itself.
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Just as with an inanimate statue, there must have been an understandable
disinclination to accept the equivalence between a human participant in a ritual, and the
divine recipient of that ritual. On reason for this unease is the fact that closeness to the
gods signaled social status and therefore a power relation between those who had it and
those who did not. Herodotus’ reaction to the story of Phye is good example of this
mindset: it must have taken, then as now, an extremely conservative, or an extremely
cynical person to accept or promote the co-identification of a human and a divinity. Only
in specific circumstances and for specific people was it even acceptable on its face. For
example, at Athens, while the Eumolpidai and the Kerykes must have maintained their
monopoly on the prominent positions at Eleusis assiduously, there was still a feeling of
unease in their (presumably legitimate) use of religious authority and representation.779
According to Plutarch, Kallias came to the battle of Marathon dressed in priestly attire
– he was the dadouchos of the Eleusinian mysteries – and stole the treasure of a Persian
soldier who mistakenly thought he was a king.780 This anxiety over representation and
deceit is also found in myth. Salmoneus, the son of Aeolus attempted to have himself
worshipped as Zeus by driving around on a chariot producing fake lightning flashes and
striking bronze pots.781 When his ruse was revealed, he was thrown into Tartarus.782 Just
as the aporia of Menelaus represented a real reaction to divine images, Salmoneus’
impersonation of Zeus is not (entirely) farcical. The ritual practice of striking bronze
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objects is attested at both Eleusis and the burials of Agiad and Eurypontid kings at
Sparta.783
In a different manner, the opaque and disputed roles of the participants in the
Athenian Anthesteria point both to an interest in the similarity between human and god,
and a simultaneous discomfort with the equation. The festival was centered on the
subjective movement and actions of a god: the arrival of the xoanon of Dionysus to
Athens.784 During the Anthesteria, the Basilinna (queen) and the Archon Basileus are said
by two late testimonia to stage a “meeting and a marriage” at the Boukoleion near the
Prytaneion.785 The rite apparently included the administration of an oath to a member of a
group of aged or reverend woman (gerairai) and was explicitly called the “marriage of
Dionysus.” Whatever the details of the ritual, it is probable that the Archon Basileus
performed a role that required a level of identification with Dionysus. Similarly,
Diodorus’ evidence for the hieros gamos of Zeus and Hera at Knossos is conspicuous in
its lack of corroboration.786 Fowler characterized the atmosphere surrounding these myths
as one of anxiety.787 The existence of the eidôlon allowed a dissonance between model
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and copy to exist naturally in a mythical narrative, that is, it allowed certain “realistic”
point of view to sit alongside the subjective, biographical actions of divinities. Eidôla
were divine falsifications and, as such, could present the objective, human side effects or
concerns of their existence such as skepticism, trickery and doubt separate from the
actions and intentions of mortals.
Unlike Orestes and Iphigenia, Menelaus and Helen are man and wife. In the
Helen, the eidôlon is an agalma made by Hera (Hel. 31–4) out of cloud (704–5, 1219);788
when it disappears, it departs towards the folds of aether, hidden in heaven (606).
According to Kannicht, Euripides’ eidôlon was cognate with myths where a goddess was
saved by the deceptive creation of an object (usually a cloud made by Zeus) prior to
sleeping with a mortal.789 Generally, as a manufactured representation, an eidôlon both
deceives and protects. In Book Five of the Iliad, Aeneas is wrapped in a protective cloud
by Aphrodite and then removed by Apollo to the god’s holy precinct at Pergamon.790
Apollo created an eidôlon in the likeness of Aeneas and his armor and “the Achaeans and
the Trojans fought over this image.”791 In Aeneas’ escape we find two characteristic
elements – a disguising cloud and a deceptive representation – but in many other cases,
the nimbus or cloud is associated with a divine figure who is protected from the
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envelops Paris in a cloud to protect him; cf. Latacz and Bierl BK IV 2.131–4. For other Homeric cloud
rescues, see Il. 11.752 (Nestor relates the rescue of the sons of Aktor by Poseidon); 20.443–444 (Hektor by
Apollo). Kannicht 1969: 1.33–5 emphasizes that these scenes belong to a type involving “ironic salvation”
where the opponents are tricked.
791
Hom. Il. 5.449–53.
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unwanted advances of a human suitor. For example, in Pythian 2, Ixion indecently
pursued Hera but was tricked into sleeping with a deceptive cloud image of the goddess
manufactured by Zeus. The offspring of their union were the monstrous and hubristic
centaurs.792 In the Helen, the eidôlon is specifically manufactured by Hera in order to
cause the Trojan war, but her action also served to protect the real Helen from the
(apparently) unwanted advances of Paris (Hel. 31–55). Kannicht proposed that the
function of both the Stesichorean and the Euripidean eidôla was to protect the real Helen
from Paris and to “save her status as a Dorian goddess,” that is, her marriage to
Menelaus.793
In order to present an element of psychological realism, myths including a human
suitor and divine consort needed to involve deception or disguise. In the Attic legend of
Kephalos and Prokris (our main source is Pherecydes), Kephalos was so handsome that
the goddess Eos (Dawn, the time of dew) fell in love with him.794 Kephalos rejected her
advances, and so Eos insinuated that Procris his wife was unfaithful. Plagued by doubt,
Kephalos disguised himself and successfully seduced Procris. Afterwards they were
reconciled and Procris in turn became jealous. Kephalos often went up to Hymettus and
declared to the sky: “come to me cloud! (nephelê).” Prokris understood this nephelê to be
a rival; she went up to spy on her husband and was accidentally killed by a javelin toss.795

792

Cf. Pin. Pyth. 2.35–7: ἐπεὶ νεφέλᾳ παρελέξατο, ψεῦδος γλυκὺ µεθέπων, ἄϊδρις ἀνήρ: “Because he slept
with a cloud, a foolish man having followed a sweet lie.” For Ixion, see, e.g. Hom. Il. 14.312–39;
Pherecydes FGrH 3 F 51b with Fowler 2013: 149–50 and n93. Both Aesch. TrGF fr. 89–93 and Eur. TrGF
fr. 424–7 wrote Ixiones.
793
Kannicht 1969: 1.38.
794
See Pherecydes FGrH 3 F 34; Ov. Met. 7.655–720; Hyg. Fab. 189; Hesych. s.v. Κεφαλίδαι, κ 2396
Latte.
795
Fowler 1993 interpreted the story as a hieros gamos that explained the origin of an agricultural festival
based on rain magic: the proerosia. For the Thorikan calendar see SEG 33 147.16–17 with Lupu 2005:
115–17; Osborne and Rhodes 2017: 264–73. In Boedromion (the month when the proerosia
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Just like Paris’ eidôlon is an image of Helen, Kephalos’ nephelê is a representation or an
“image” of Eos. Prokris’ jealousy and doubt over who exactly was meeting with her
husband is the same doubt as that over the legitimacy of a human representing a divinity
in ritual. In Pherecydes, there is no use of language connoting physical representations
and the figures of Eos and nephelê are connected by suggestion and proximity; in the
Helen, model and false copy are identified as such.
The multiple variants of the liaison of the human Eëtion with the goddess
Demeter shed light on the way goddesses, deceptive eidôla, and ethereal clouds could be
coextensive with terms denoting cult images. In Homer and Hesiod, the goddess Demeter
desired and slept with the hero Eëtion.796 Their union produced Ploutos (“Wealth”), a
figure associated with the underworld, the abundance of crops, and the Eleusinian
Mysteries.797 Zeus became enraged when he learned of the affair and incinerated Eëtion
with a thunderbolt. However, in later traditions, Demeter was unwilling, and Eëtion
attempted to rape either the goddess herself, or an apparition, or a cult statue. Hellanicus
tells us that “Eëtion, whom they call Iasion, was struck with a thunderbolt because of the

occurred) Kephalos is to receive a choice sheep and Procris is to receive a table (of offerings). For the
proerosia at Thorikos, see Parker 1996: 47. Cf. Janko 1992: 197–207 on Il. 14.292–353.
796
In Hom. Od. 5.125–8, Eëtion appears in a list of divine women and their consorts. Cf. Hes. Theog. 969–
74; Cat. fr. 177 M-W; DH AR 1.61.4. He is Iasion in Hellanicus FGrH 4 F 23 ap. ΣHom. Od. 5.125–28; DS
5.48–9; 77.2; Apollod. Bib. 3.12.1–3 (Samothrace). See generally, Avagianou 1991: 165–75 with a review
of earlier scholarship; Fowler 2013: 522–3.
797
Πλούτος or Πλούτων “wealth” could be an alternative name for Hades, the lord of the underworld and
husband of Persephone. He could be depicted as a king, an old man, or a young boy. Cf. Pl. Cra. 403e; Hes.
Theog. 969–74; Hym. Hom. Dem. 483–9. Ar. Plut. 727 with scholia; Soph. TrGF fr. 273, 283. For
discussion, see Deubner 1966: 85–6; Robinson 1979: 164–6; Clinton 1992: 49–55; 105–13; Parker 2005:
336–8.
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outrage he committed upon the cult statue of Demeter.”798 According to the
mythographer Conon, Iason “outraged a phantom (φάσµα ) of Demeter.”799
The tendency to replace implicit concepts (goddess) with concrete facts (statues)
might reflect antiquarianism or the infiltration of later rationalizing accounts.800 But the
choice between goddess, image, and phantom as desired object was also likely
determined by where, and if, the myth cared to dramatize disbelief and doubt.801 A cult
statue must, to some extent, exhibit contact with human agency. As an immaterial
representation falsified expressly by a divinity, an eidôlon placed the intentions of the
gods, not human cult practice under scrutiny. When a cult statue did appear, it is likely
that, as in the IT, the actual, physical manipulation of the icon and the human problems
this situation presented were at issue, not simply representation.
While we have been focusing on male suitors and female divinities (Kephalos
and nephelê/Eos, Ixion and Hera, Paris and Helen) the situation could be reversed: the
male god could disguise himself.802 The most prominent example of a male god taking on
the guise of a human to sleep with a mortal woman is a myth that held special importance
at Sparta: the conception of Herakles involving Zeus, Amphitryon and Alkmene.803
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Hellanicus FGrH 4 F 23: καὶ ᾽Ηετίωνα, ὃν ᾽Ιασίωνα ὀνοµάζουσι, καὶ φασὶ κεραυνωθῆναι αὐτὸν
ὑβρίζοντα ἄγαλµα τῆς Δήµητρος· “Eëtion, whom they call Iasion, they say he was struck by a thunderbolt
because he disrespected the ἄγαλµα of Demeter.”
799
Conon FGrH 26 F 1 21.2–3: ὁ µὲν ᾽Ιασίων φάσµα Δήµητρος αἰσχῦναι βουληθεὶς ἐκεραυνώθη. “Iason
was struck with lighning because he wanted to disrespect the φάσµα of Demeter.”
800
Cf. Fowler 2013: 523n3.
801
The story of the Proetids at Tiryns demonstrates that the presence of cult images in myth was old. Cf.
Hes. fr. 131 M-W; Akousilaus FGrH 2 F 28 ap. Apollod. Bib. 2.26: αὗται δὲ ὡς ἐτελειώθησαν, ἐµάνησαν,
ὡς µὲν ῾Ησίοδός φησιν, ὅτι τὰς Διονύσου τελετὰς οὐ κατεδέχοντο· ὡς δὲ ᾽Ακουσίλαος λέγει, διότι τὸ τῆς
῞Ηρας ξόανον ἐξηυτέλισαν. “And these when grew up, they (sc. the Proetids) went mad, as Hesiod says,
because they would not accept the rites of Dionysus. But Akousilaos says that it was because they
disrespected the ξόανον of Hera.” For discussion, see Dowden 1989: 71–95.
802
See Bettini 2004.
803
This myth forms the plot of Plautus’ Amphitruo, a play that displays many narrative and thematic
affinities with the Helen; cf. Muecke 1986 and especially Bettini 2004. For the myth see, e.g. Hom. Il.
14.323–4; Od. 11.266–8; Hes. Cat. fr. 195.8–63 M-W; Eur. Alkmene TrGF fr. 87–104.
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Briefly, Zeus, having taken on the form of the mortal Amphitryon, conceived Herakles in
a “long night” with Alkmene. When Amphitryon returned, the ruse was uncovered, and
Alkmene subsequently gave birth to twins: Herakles by Zeus; Iphikles by Amphitryon.
The myth reflects both the extreme interest in the paternal lineage of Herakles on the part
of the ruling Heraklids in Sparta, and a logically commensurate fear of illegitimacy and
rejection from the ruling class of Spartiates.804
In the historical period, these ideas were reflected in the Herodotean narrative of
the birth of Demaratus, a Eurypontid king in the second half of the sixth century and
early fifth century BCE.805 During his rivalry with the Agiad Kleomenes, Demaratus’
legitimacy was brought into question. Demaratus’ father Ariston had a wife who was the
most beautiful woman in Sparta; previously plain, she had become beautiful though the
intervention of “the goddess” Helen at Therapnai.806 When it was declared that Ariston
could not be the father of Demaratus, the woman refuted the charge, declaring: “on the
third night after Ariston brought me to his house, a phantom resembling him came to me
(ἦλθέ µοι φάσµα εἰδόµενον Ἀρίστωνι). It came and lay with me and then put on me the
garlands it possessed … For the garlands had clearly come from the hero's precinct
established at the courtyard doors, which they call the precinct of Astrabakos, and the
seers responded that this was the same hero who had come to me.”807 The story recalls
but does not mirror that of Akmene. Astrabakos was not Zeus. He simply was a local
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For the Heraklids, see, e.g. Cartledge 1987: 159–68, 331–43l; Ferrari 2008: 23–9.
Hdt. 6.61–70; Paus. 3.7.7–8. Cf. Boedeker 1987; Aston 2011: 316–18; Edmunds 2016: 175–7.
806
Hdt. 6.61.3: ἐφόρεε αὐτὴν ἀνὰ πᾶσαν ἡµέρην ἐς τὸ τῆς Ἑλένης ἱρόν. τὸ δ᾽ ἐστὶ ἐν τῇ Θεράπνῃ
καλεοµένῃ ὕπερθε τοῦ Φοιβηίου ἱροῦ. ὅκως δὲ ἐνείκειε ἡ τροφός, πρός τε τὤγαλµα ἵστα καὶ ἐλίσσετο τὴν
θεὸν ἀπαλλάξαι τῆς δυσµορφίης τὸ παιδίον. “she carried her every day to the temple of Helen; this is the
place called Therapnai, beyond the temple of Phoebus. Whenever the nurse carried her there, she set her
beside the agalma and asked the goddess (τὴν θεόν) to free the child from ugliness.”
807
Hdt. 6.69.
805
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Spartan hero whose tomb Pausanias places directly adjacent to the home of Ariston.
According to Pausanias it was Astrabakos and his brother Alopekos who brought the
Taurian image of Artemis – identified as Artemis Orthia to Sparta.808 Unlike Helen,
Astrabakos and Zeus are thought to directly inhabit or embody Ariston and Amphitryon.
Myths involving a male god seemingly did not necessitate a negative, physical “version”
but instead relied on a straightforward and positive disguise.
Eidôla occluded every human interest in a cult statue except for one: belief in the
“truth” or efficacy of the representation in his presence. In the Agamemnon, in the
aftermath of the real Helen’s abduction from Sparta, we find representations filling the
(projected) thoughts of Menelaus: a phasma and kolossoi are poor imitations of the living
wife.809 For Steiner, these kolossoi display an inner vacancy and a lack of force; they are
a foil, a ritual remedy gone awry.810 Indeed, if the Homeric story of Helen’s theft and
adultery were the dominant one any representation of Helen at the house of Menelaus
(the Menelaion) would lose a portion of its authority. Aeschylus’ kolossoi diminish the
status of Helen’s cycle of departure and return at Sparta while Euripides’ eidôlon
enhances it. The fact that there are two suitors in Euripides’ Helen, Paris (off stage) who
obtains the deceptive, disguising “cloud image” and Menelaus, who obtains the “real”
Helen, means that the function of the eidôlon to represent doubt and deception could be
articulated more clearly than in the myths of Eëtion or Kephalos.811 The thematic
dichotomies of the Helen securely locate “false” in the figure of the eidôlon and “true” in
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Paus. 3.16.6–9; see n932 below.
Aesch. Ag. 416–17: φάσµα δόξει δόµων ἀνάσσειν. εὐµόρφων δὲ κολοσσῶν ἔχθεται χάρις ἀνδρί· “a
phasma seems to rule the house. The grace of well-formed kolossoi is hateful to the husband.” See Stieber
1994: 104–14; Steiner 1995; 2001: 191–4; Griffith 2002: 247–9.
810
Steiner 1995: 177, 181–2; cf. 2001: 193–5.
811
See Edmunds 2016: 121–42 for a detailed typological analysis of the different abductions of Helen.
809
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the figure of Helen and any use or manipulation of her agalma at Therapnai.
Paradoxically, the existence of the eidôlon confirms the traditional relationship of a
physical statue to a goddess (Helen) within Spartan cult practice.
At Sparta, in myths where normative royal paternity was at issue, the active
deceiving figure is male and positively typed; in stories where the active deceiving figure
is female, she is “protected” by a negatively typed, inanimate object; that is, a cloud, an
eidôlon, or a cult image. These permutations reflected complex gendered ideas about the
creation of authority in performance and the significance of the use of physical images
versus bodily representation. We shall argue below that these categories are reversed in
the actual performance of ritual. In the Helen, when Menelaus obtains the real Helen and
the pair returns to Sparta, any ambivalence about a mortal sleeping with a divine figure is
removed – to the extent that Helen is in fact considered a divine figure. It is likely that
even hinting at this removal was only possible when the act was limited in the social
authority it could generate. One way to see the presence of the subjective eidôlon in place
of a literal cult statue in Euripides narrative is as a reflection of both the stationary,
funerary nature of a (hypothetical) image of Helen at Therapnai, and the prominence of
human participants in the enactment of festivals in her honor. Because of Menelaus’
status as a Spartan king, ritual embodiments of Helen and her husband would have been
both traditional and carefully calibrated.812
Egypt
The status of the eidôlon as an immaterial “phantom” places the entire emphasis
of human interaction on the figure of Helen herself. In the course of explaining her
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Cf. Nagy 1990: 347–9 on the link between choral leadership and kingship at Sparta.
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predicament to the chorus, Helen says that the gods transferred her (ἀφιδρύσαντο) to a
barbarian land.813 This aphidrusis to Egypt was sanctioned by Zeus himself (Hel. 45–6)
and aligned with his divine plan (36–4, 1316–18). As Malkin has shown, the term
aphidruma (in authors such as Dionysius and Strabo) connotes the movement of a holy
object to a new location of worship.814 In the Helen, Helen’s movement to Egypt is
framed as a deposit or trust on the part of Zeus.815 In her supplication of Theonoe, Helen
declares “Hermes gave me to your father to keep safe for my husband. Now he is here
and wants to take me back.”816 In an exchange of cult images or a dedication, there are at
least two parties: the giver and the recipient. In some cases (such as in the case of a theft
or a retrieval), there was a third party: the taker, the one who withdraws or steals the
deposit. In the Helen, the giver is Hermes, the messenger of the gods, the recipient is
Proteus and the taker is Menelaus.
The technical term for the status of a deposited possession is a παρακαταθήκη
(“that which has been laid up beside one”).817 The word could mean anything entrusted
and accepted for safekeeping.818 Herodotus puts the word in Leotychidas’ mouth as he
asks the Athenians for the return of Aeginetan hostages.819 In Thucydides, Archidamus
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Eur. Hel. 273–5: ἔπειτα πατρίδος θεοί µ᾽ ἀφιδρύσαντο γῆς ἐς βάρβαρ᾽ ἤθη, καὶ φίλων τητωµένη
δούλη καθέστηκ᾽ οὖσ᾽ ἐλευθέρων ἄπο· “Next, the gods have transferred me from my native country to a
barbarian culture, and without friends, I have become a slave though I was born free.” On Egypt in the
Helen, see, e.g. Jesi 1965; Segal 1971: 571–3, who equates it with Sparta.
814
Malkin 1991; see pp. 47–52 above.
815
Cf. Juffras 1993: 51–3 on the Helen as a partial inversion of a typical suppliant play where the
protagonist suffers male violence.
816
Hel. 910–11: Ἑρµῆς ἔδωκε πατρὶ σῷ σῴζειν πόσει τῷδ᾽ ὃς πάρεστι κἀπολάζυσθαι θέλει. Cf. 241–9.
817
The point was suggested by Zuntz 1960: 209–10. Cf. Burnett 1971: 89–90.
818
Cf., e.g. Hdt. 2.156; 5.92: Isoc. 1.22; Thuc. 2.72.3; Pl. Resp. 332a; 442e; Lys. 32.16; Arist. EN 1135b7;
Rhet. 1383b21; Dem. 28.15; Aeschin. 1.7; Xen. Hell. 6.1.2. If trust were to be ignored, or asylia denied, the
object – if a person – would be termed ἔκδοτος (cf. Hdt. 3.1.1; 6.85.2; Eur. Ion 1251). Note the exchange
between Peisetairos and Poseidon over Basilinna in Ar. Av. 1630–6 with the legal meaning of LSJ s.v.
ἐκδίδωµι, A I 2a.
819
Hdt. 6.87α; cf. 6.73. The prisoners are otherwise referred to as homêroi. Cf. Figueira 1993: 95–102.
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uses the term to refer to the hypothetical care of the entire polis of Plataia.820 The idea of
a trust or deposit is central to Plato’s treatment of theft in the Laws.821 There, anything
that a man has laid up in store for himself (κειµήλιον) should never be moved.
Soothsayers should not be employed to locate anything given in trust (παρακαταθήκην)
and the old maxim should hold: “thou shalt not move the immovable.”822
The term could also refer to people. In Plato, it is a duty to treat orphans as sacred
parakatathêkai.823 In Demosthenes, the term denotes children given over to family
members as wards.824 Besides the request of Leotychidas, Herodotus uses the word twice.
In book five, Periander employs the oracle of the dead in Thesprotia in order to
surreptitiously locate the parakatathêkê of a guest-friend.825 In book two, we hear that
according to the hieroi logoi of Chemmis or (Chembis) in Egypt, when Typho (i.e. Seth)
came seeking for Osiris at Buto, Leto received Apollo as a parakatathêkê from Isis and
hid him in safety on the island. 826 Chemmis was probably an important source of
Egyptian legends to be molded and interpreted by Greek poets. According to Herodotus,
the association of Buto with a floating island derived from Greek myths of Delos/Ortygia,
and the hieroi logoi of Chemmis formed the basis for an Aeschylean tragedy where
Artemis was Demeter’s daughter, not Leto’s.827
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Thuc. 2.72.3: µέχρι δὲ τοῦδε ἕξοµεν παρακαταθήκην, ἐργαζόµενοι καὶ φορὰν φέροντες ἣ ἂν ὑµῖν µέλλῃ
ἱκανὴ ἔσεσθαι. “and up until this time we will hold it as a parakatathêkê, working it and making it yield as
much as might be sufficient for you.”
821
Pl. Leg. 913a–914c; cf. 869b2–3; 853b–855b.
822
Pl. Leg. 913b: ἐπὶ πολλοῖς γὰρ δὴ λεγόµενον εὖ τὸ µὴ κινεῖν τὰ ἀκίνητα καὶ περὶ τούτου. Cf. 684e; 843a.
823
Pl. Leg. 927c.
824
Dem. 28.15: … τὰ σώµαθ᾽ ἡµῶν εἰς τὰς χεῖρας ἐνέθηκεν παρακαταθήκην ἐπονοµάζων. “…he placed
our bodies in their hands, calling us a parakatathêkê.”
825
Hdt. 5.92. Cf. the soothsayers Plato decryed in Leg. 913.
826
Hdt. 2.156 cf. Lloyd 1988: 3.142–6; Burstein 2009; Oxford Encyclopedia of Egypt s.v. Isis, Griffiths;
s.v. Buto, Von Der Way, 2001.
827
Hdt. 2.156.6: Ἀπόλλωνα δὲ καὶ Ἄρτεµιν Διονύσου καὶ Ἴσιος λέγουσι εἶναι παῖδας, Λητοῦν δὲ τροφὸν
αὐτοῖσι καὶ σώτειραν γενέσθαι. Αἰγυπτιστὶ δὲ Ἀπόλλων µὲν Ὦρος, Δηµήτηρ δὲ Ἶσις, Ἄρτεµις δὲ
Βούβαστις. ἐκ τούτου δὲ τοῦ λόγου καὶ οὐδενὸς ἄλλου Αἰσχύλος ὁ Εὐφορίωνος ἥρπασε τὸ ἐγὼ φράσω,
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Helen’s divine transportation to Egypt is only found in the Helen, but just as with
the Stesichorean eidôlon, there is ample evidence that Euripides was working within an
established tradition. According to Herodotus’ citation of the Cypria, Paris reached Troy
directly from Sparta within three days. However, according to Proclus’ summary, the pair
headed to Crete and Sidon before finally reaching the Troad.828 As Herodotus himself
notes, Paris and Helen’s voyage from Sparta and stopover in Phoenicia is mentioned in
the Iliad. In Book Three, Paris reminds Helen of their stop at an island called Kranae.829
In Book Six, we learn that it was at Sidon that the Trojans procured the peplos that
Hekabe and the Trojan women laid on the knees of Trojan Athena.830
Herodotus also gives a variant of Helen’s time in Egypt, which accords with the
outline, if not the details, of Euripides’ play.831 The major point of difference between the
two is the absence of the divine eidôlon in Herodotus, and the connected fact that Paris
brings Helen to Egypt.832 The Herodotean narrative of Helen has much in common with
one of the major themes of the IT: the proper treatment and behavior of foreigners. Just as

µοῦνος δὴ ποιητέων τῶν προγενοµένων: ἐποίησε γὰρ Ἄρτεµιν εἶναι θυγατέρα Δήµητρος. τὴν δὲ νῆσον διὰ
τοῦτο γενέσθαι πλωτήν. ταῦτα µὲν οὕτω λέγουσι. “They say that Apollo and Artemis were the children of
Dionysus and Isis, and that Leto was made their τροφόν and σώτειραν. Ιn Egyptian, Apollo is Horus,
Demeter Isis, Artemis Bubastis. It is from this story and no other that Aeschylus son of Euphorion stole
(ἥρπασε) his idea that I am talking about, alone of all preceeding poets: he wrote that Artemis was the
daughter of Demeter. It is because of this that the island was said to float.” Cf. Paus. 8.37.6; Aesch. TrGF
fr. 333. The story that Aesch. was tried for revealing the Eleusinian Mysteries might be adduced in this
context; see Arist. NE 1111a6–10 with, e.g. Gagné 2009: 220n52. For the movement of Chemmis, see
Hecataeus FGrH 1 F 305. Radt (TrGF III pg. 408) notes that the phrase “καὶ οὐδενὸς ἄλλου” implies that
there were, in fact, others.
828
For the direct trip, see Cypria fr. 11 EGF ap. Hdt 2.117; for a stop in Crete and then on to Sidon, see Il.
3.443–5; Cypria Arg. 20–7 EGF; Apollod. Epit. 3.4; Dictys Cretensis 1.5, Eizenhut.
829
Kranae is either a place name or an epithet “rocky.” Cf. Latacz and Bierl BK III 2.154; LfgrE s.v.
Κραναή, Kullman; ΣHom. Il. 3.445a, Erbse.
830
Hom. Il. 6.86–98, 286–31 with Kirk 1990: 164–8, 198–201; Latacz and Bierl BK IV 2.37–42, 99–107;
Graziosi and Haubold 2010: 99–101, 154–66. Nagy 2010: 266–72 with n32 connects the Sidonian visit to
the imperial ideology of the great Panathenaia.
831
Hdt. 2.112–20. Cf. Lloyd 1988: 3.43–52, for the date in Egyptian chronology (cf. DS. 1.62). For
discussion of the passage, see Dale 1967: xvii–xxiv; Kannicht 1969: 41–8; Austin 1994: 118–36; Allan
2008: 22–4; de Bakker 2012; Blondell 2013: 150–8.
832
See Allan 2008: 22.
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in the IT, multiple travelers arrive at a foreign land. Unlike the barbarian Taurians, the
Egyptians treat their guests with respect and hospitality; when the Greeks commit a
crime, they are treated with harsh but fair justice.
According to the Herodotean account, after his abduction of Helen from Sparta,
Paris was driven off course by winds to the Canopic mouth of the Nile. A group of Paris’
slaves escaped to a local temple precinct of Herakles and charged Paris with his theft of
Helen to Thonis, the warden of the mouth.833 King Proteus’ palace was in Memphis, just
south of the temple of Ptah (Hephaistos) in an area called “the Phoenician camp.” It was
here that Herodotus tentatively identified a temple of Aphrodite the Stranger (ξείνη) as
the temple of Helen.834 Proteus heard both sides of the case fairly,835 but, in the end,
because of Paris’ deception of Menelaus, it was decided that both the khrêmata and the
woman would be held until their rightful owner came to reclaim them.836 Herodotus
continues with an Egyptian account of what “must” have occurred if the real Helen had
never arrived at Troy, but instead was with Proteus in Egypt. According to this account,
when Menelaus arrived with the Greek army, the Trojans declared they did not have
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Cf. Hellanicus FGrH 4 F 153 ap. Σ ad. Hom. Od. 4.338: ὁ Θῶνος βασιλεὺς ἦν τοῦ Κανώβου καὶ τοῦ
῾Ηρακλείου στόµατος, ὃς πρὶν µὲν ἰδεῖν ῾Ελένην ἐφιλοτιµεῖτο Μενέλαον, ἰδὼν δὲ αὐτὴν ἐπεχείρει
βιάζεσθαι· ὃ γνοὺς Μενέλαος ἀναιρεῖ αὐτόν· ὅθεν ἡ πόλις Θῶνις ὠνόµασται, ὡς ἱστορεῖ ῾Ελλάνικος.
“Thonos was the king at the Canopic and Herakleian mouths of the Nile. Before he saw Helen, he was
ingratiating to Menelaos, but after he saw her he attempted to rape her. When Menelaos learned of this, he
killed him. This is how the city of Thonis got its name, as Hellanicus relates.” Cf. Ael. NA 9.21; Strab.
17.1.6 C791 with Fowler 2013: 550–2; Blondell 2013: 73–89. Cf. Hecataeus FGrH 1 F 308 on Menelaus’
helmsman and the Canopic mouth of the Nile.
834
Cf. Hecataeus FGrH 1 F 309: ῾Ελένειος· τόπος πρὸς τῶι Κανώβωι. ῾Εκαταῖος Περιηγήσει Λιβύης. τὸ
ἐθνικὸν ῾Ελενειεύς; Plut. Mor. 857b with Allan 2008: 22–3. For the epithet ξείνη Ἀφροδίτη, see Strab.
17.1.31 C807; Lyc. Alex. 831–2 with scholia.
835
Hdt. 2.114: συλλαβόντες ἀπάγετε παρ᾽ ἐµέ, ἵνα εἰδέω ὅ τι κοτὲ καὶ λέξει. “seize him and bring him to
me, so that I may know what he might say.” For Proteus as a moral example, see de Bakker 2012.
836
Hdt. 2.115: νῦν ὦν ἐπειδὴ περὶ πολλοῦ ἥγηµαι µὴ ξεινοκτονέειν, γυναῖκα µὲν ταύτην καὶ τὰ χρήµατα οὔ
τοι προήσω ἀπάγεσθαι, ἀλλ᾽ αὐτὰ ἐγὼ τῷ Ἕλληνι ξείνῳ φυλάξω, ἐς ὃ ἂν αὐτὸς ἐλθὼν ἐκεῖνος
ἀπαγαγέσθαι ἐθέλῃ· “Now since I believe it is of great value to not kill strangers, I will not allow you take
away this woman and the possessions. Instead I shall watch them for the Greek stranger until he come and
take them away.”
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Helen: she was in Egypt with Proteus. Unfortunately, the Greeks did not believe this and
sacked the city. During the sack, Helen was not found and so Menelaus travelled to Egypt
to find and reclaim his wife. Once there, Menelaus unfortunately proved just as
criminally minded as Paris. He abducted two native children, sacrificed them, and had to
leave Egypt.837
Like the voyage of Paris and Helen before the war, Menelaus’ return stop in
Egypt was a firm part of tradition.838 In the Odyssey, Menelaus and Helen entertain
Telemachus with Egyptian gifts obtained from their wanderings after leaving Troy.839 In
the Helen, when Menelaus (unknowingly) arrives to collect the deposit laid up for him by
Zeus, he is shipwrecked and without his companions (Hel. 408–15).840 He encounters an
old woman who is ignorant of his fame (454) and doubts his good intentions (452).841
Just as with the arrival of Orestes and Pylades in Tauris, the arrival of Menelaus and his
companions in Egypt carries with it the threat of piracy and theft. Helen warns him that
Theoclymenus will kill him upon arrival at the palace (781–2). To Proteus’ son, the
Greek is either a spy or a thief who has come to steal Helen (1175–6), and he is not
wrong to think so. Menelaus himself expresses his (true) desire to steal Helen.842

837

On this story, see Lloyd 1988: 3.51. Cf. Plut. Mor. 857b.
E.g. Helen’s silver basket given by Alcandre the wife of Polybus from Thebes (Od. 4.125–7); the
famous nêpenthês drug comes from Polydamna, the wife of Thon (Od. 4.219–34). Cf. Heubeck, West, and
Hainsworth 1988: 206–7; Allan 2008: 11–12 (see also, Hom. Il. 9.381–4).
839
The most detailed episode involves his time on the island of Pharos with Proteus (here, the old man of
the sea) in Hom. Od. 351–424. Detained on the island because he did not offer correct sacrifice, Eidothea,
the daughter of Proteus, took pity on him and helped him escape. Cf. Aesch. Proteus TrGF fr. 210–15 with
Griffith 2002: 237–50.
840
The situation recalls Odysseus’ arrival at Scheria in rags. Cf. Segal 1971: 569–73; Wolff 1973: 63–4;
Eisner 1980: 31–7; Holmberg 1995; Foley 2001: 306–7; Friedman 2007: 198–203 who frames the situation
as one of necessary incompleteness and loss.
841
On the relationship of the situation to a normal suppliant scene or play, see Burnett 1971: 79–80.
842
Hel. 738–43: µένειν τ᾽ ἐπ᾽ ἀκταῖς τούς τ᾽ ἐµοὺς καραδοκεῖν ἀγῶνας οἳ µένουσί µ᾽, ὡς ἐλπίζοµεν, κεἰ
τήνδε πως δυναίµεθ᾽ ἐκκλέψαι χθονός, φρουρεῖν ὅπως ἂν εἰς ἓν ἐλθόντες τύχης ἐκ βαρβάρων σωθῶµεν, ἢν
δυνώµεθα. “Tell them to stay on the beach and watch for the outcome of the trials that I fear will be mine
and hers and if I can somehow manage to steal her from the land, they should be ready and waiting so that
838
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When Helen and Menelaus finally reunite, unlike Iphigenia and Orestes, their
minds do not turn immediately to a plan for escape (mechanêma). Helen’s first thought is
of the necessity of asking Proteus’ daughter Theonoe for help. The prophetess is a central
figure in the play. She approaches the power of an all-knowing divinity (819–21, cf. 13–
15); her entrance has been carefully prepared (143–5, 317–29), and is impressive (Hel.
865–72):843
ἡγοῦ σύ µοι φέρουσα λαµπτήρων σέλας
θείου δε σεµνὸν θεσµὸν αἰθέρος µυχούς,
ὡς πνεῦµα καθαρὸν οὐρανοῦ δεξώµεθα·
σὺ δ᾽ αὖ κέλευθον εἴ τις ἔβλαψεν ποδὶ
στείβων ἀνοσίῳ, δὸς καθαρσίῳ φλογί,
κροῦσον δὲ πεύκην, ἵνα διεξέλθω, πάρος·
νόµον δὲ τὸν ἐµὸν θεοῖσιν ἀποδοῦσαι πάλιν
ἐφέστιον φλόγ᾽ ἐς δόµους κοµίζετε.

870

“Proceed before me bearing the gleam of torches and, according to holy
ordinance, cleanse the folds of aether so that we may receive the pure breath of
heaven! And you, in case anyone has harmed the path by treading with unholy
foot, apply to it the purifying flame and strike the torch upon it so that I may pass
through. Having given to the gods my customary service, take the hearthfire back
into the house.”
As a priestess, Theonoe has a close relationship to purity and the gods.844 With significant
pomp and solemnity, she enters the stage with a pair of servants bearing holy torches. Up
until now we have been treating Helen’s role as analogous to Iphigenia’s in the IT, where
the object of Orestes’ quest includes both the bretas of Artemis and the human priestess
for her cult, Iphigenia. However, these paraphernalia of religious service are emphatically
not associated with Helen. In fact, when Menelaus first sees Helen, he prays to Hecate
joining forces together we may, if possible, escape this barbarian land.” Lines 741–2 were bracketed by
Kovacs 2002 citing Wecklein; contra Kannicht 1969 and Allan 2008.
843
Cf. Mikalson 1991: 97; Zuntz 1960: 204 on possible Egyptian elements. On her entrance in general, see
Kannicht 1969: 1.73–7; Allan 2008: 242–3.
844
On Theonoe, see the similar characterizations of, e.g. Pohlenz 1930: 413–16; Burnett 1960: 157–9;
Griffith 1953: 40–1; Zuntz 1960: 213–16; Conacher 1967: 294–1; Kannicht 1969. 1.71–9; Segal 1971:
585–92.
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“of the torches” to send him kindly visions (Hel. 569: ὦ φωσφόρ᾽ Ἑκάτη, πέµπε φάσµατ᾽
εὐµενῆ). In response, Helen flatly denies that she is a nightwalking prospolos of Enodia
(570: οὐ νυκτίφαντον πρόσπολον Ἐνοδίας µ᾽ ὁρᾷς).845 In the IT, when Iphigenia emerges
from the temple to cleanse the bretas and Orestes, she does not cleanse the aether with
torches (a strange concept), but, more prosaically, the temple of Artemis.846 While we
never find Helen serving as a literal priestess or servant of a divinity, it is notable that in
the myths of the theft of the Trojan Palladion she holds a position very similar to
Theonoe and Iphigenia. Not only was Helen deeply implicated in the theft of the cult
image of Troy by Odysseus and Diomedes, but her help was exactly the type that a
priestess of Athena would be placed to give. It was exactly this help that Iphigenia
provided Orestes in the IT.847 In some very late sources, it is Theano, the actual priestess
of Athena, who is blamed for aiding the theft of the Palladion.848
In the Helen, it is Theonoe, the daughter of Proteus, who provides the link
between the traditional role of temple priestess and Helen’s departure from Egypt and
return to Sparta.849 Helen is a suppliant (hiketis) at the tomb of Proteus (Hel. 65, 799–
801); the choice of location surprises Menelaus. The tomb, topped by sacrificial flames
just like an altar fronting a Greek temple (547), was a locus of power and veneration in

845

Cf. the emphasis of Sourvinou-Inwood 2003a: 32 on the epithet phosphoros in IT 21 to denote the Attic
worship of Artemis Brauronia in particular.
846
IT 1177. Aether is normally the cleansing agent itself (IT 1216). For the comparison between Iphigenia
and Theonoe, see Hamilton 1985: 59–63; Allan 2008: 244–5.
847
E.g. in Il. Parv. Arg. 23–4 EGF, Helen coordinates with Odysseus on his spy mission just before the
theft of the Palladion with Diomedes.
848
E.g. Malalas Chron. p.109.10–14, ed. Dindorf; Suda s.v. παλλάδιον, π 34 Adler. Cf. the discrepancy
over who holds the keys to Athena’s temple at Troy in the Iliad. In Hom. Il. 6.86–98 it is Hekabe; in Il.
286–31 it is Theano, wife of Antenor and priestess of Athena. See Kirk 1990: 164–8, 198–201; Latacz and
Bierl BK IV 2.37–42, 99–107.
849
For Hamilton 1985: 61–4, Theonoe embodies perfect integration with her religious beliefs.
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Euripides’ Egypt (1165–8).850 As the daughter of Proteus, Theonoe is, in effect, the
spokesperson for Egypt and thus represents the possibility of Menelaus reclaiming his
rightful property.851 Helen and Menelaus present their case to the priestess as a pair of
hiketides; only with her blessing can they return home to Sparta.
As Kannicht notes, Theonoe is the only character for whom the puzzling
dichotomies of “seeming vs. being” and “truth vs. reputation” do not apply. She knows
all divine things, both the present and the future.852 By some ineffable power or skill,
Theonoe knows the exact moment the gods will decide the fate of the suppliants (Hel.
879). This knowledge gives Theonoe the ability to decide (887) whether Helen and
Menelaus should be turned over to her brother Theoclymenus to be killed, or not (887–
892).853 This choice is framed as a judicial choice between litigated positions. While
Menelaus’ case is formed by his cognizance of his character and precarious reputation,
Helen’s is formed by an awareness of her status as a piece of property in danger of being
denied return to its rightful owner.854 She argues that god (ὁ θεός) wants men to acquire
goods without stealing (904) and that her father Proteus would want Theonoe to respect
the wishes of a rightful owner and return the possession of a neighbor (915–16). In the

850

Eur. Hel. 547: σὲ τὴν ὄρεγµα δεινὸν ἡµιλληµένην τύµβου 'πὶ κρηπῖδ᾽ ἐµπύρους τ᾽ ὀρθοστάτας, “You,
the one trying so desperately to get to the steps of the tomb and the blazing pillars, stay.” Cf. Allan 2008:
209; Mikalson 1991: 36n90. For ὀρθοστάτας, which could be anything put upright (a pillar, a stone block
or an offering of food), see Kannicht 1969: 2.156–7. For the meaning of food offering, see Poll. Onom.
6.74; Hesych. s.v. ὀρθοστάτης· εἶδος πέµµατος, ο 1199 Latte. Orthostats were carried in the procession of
the Thargelia, see Porph. Abst. 2.7 with Deubner 1966: 190. For the meaning of pillar or block, see Eur.
HF 979–80; Ion 1134. On Proteus’ tomb generally, see Allan 2008: 237 with Ar. Thesm. 887–8.
851
Segal 1971: 588 characterized her as the “spirit of Egypt.”
852
E.g. Eur. Hel. 13. τὰ θεῖα γὰρ τά τ' ὄντα καὶ µέλλοντα πάντ' ἠπίστατο. See, e.g. Zuntz: 1960: 213–4;
Burnett 1971: 157–9; Segal 1971: 585–8; Kannicht 1969: 1.71.
853
On the exact extent of Theonoe’s knowledge and its relation to prophetic technê, see Kannicht 1969:
1.74, with, e.g. Hel. 874: Ἑλένη, τί τἀµὰ – πῶς ἔχει – θεσπίσµατα; cf. 515–27, 530–40. On the deliberative
and independent nature of her decision see Dunn 1996: 147; Allan 2008: 245.
854
Cf. Zuntz 1960: 210–11 with Hel. 910–11.
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end, Theonoe chooses the side of Hera (1005) and Helen herself.855 We are told the
priestess’ choice was not based on argumentation or traditional religious scruple, but on
her own internal notion of justice (δίκαιον).856
The entire moral apparatus of the play, including the antinomy between “reality”
and “appearance,” has thus been reduced to a stark choice: to act with piety (εὐσεβεῖν) or
to act with injustice (ἀδικεῖν).857 Theonoe is perfectly – and uniquely – positioned to
make this choice, despite, or perhaps because, she is uniquely positioned in regard to
Greek religious norms. The pure, virgin priestess represents a source of authority separate
from the two goddesses involved in the decision of Paris: Hera and Aphrodite.858 Just as
the kaina Helen is an alternative to Homeric Greek myth, the return of Helen to Sparta
made possible by Theonoe can be seen as an alternative to the normal squabbling of the
goddesses.
This possibility is brought out by the tenor of Helen’s prayer, which concludes her
formulation of the pair’s mechanêma (Hel. 1094–1106). In the IT, a parallel prayer to
Artemis emphatically identifies the speaker (Iphigenia) with the goddess addressed
(Artemis) and prays for their simultaneous return to Attica.859 In the Helen, just as the
presence of the eidôlon separated the will of Hera from fate of the bodily Helen, the
wishes of worshipper are sharply separated from those of her addressee. Hera is the
nominal addressee (and does receive a brief request for aid) but most of the language is

855

For Burnett (1971: 89) this moment evokes Athena’s descision in Aesch. Eumen. Cf. Boegehold 1989
on IT 965–6. For Theonoe as Athena, see Pl. Crat. 407b with Post 1964: 103–4; Burnett 1971: 89; Austin
1994: 173–4; Foley 2001: 319.
856
Hel. 998: ἐγὼ πέφυκά τ᾽ εὐσεβεῖν. On Theonoe’s relationship to presocratic and Platonic thought, see
Kannicht 1969: 1.74–6; on her positioning within traditional norms, see Allan 2008: 254.
857
Cf. Hel. 998, 1010.
858
Segal 1971: 590–2 connected this superiority with Theonoe’s link to the substance aether.
859
IT 1082–8.
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taken up remonstrating and pleading with Aphrodite, the goddess most closely associated
with Helen in her Iliadic persona.860 Theonoe is the actual fulcrum through which the
mechanêma is achieved, but she, of course, cannot receive the prayer (she is the one who
suggests praying to the gods in the first place).861 If not quite redundant, the prayer
speaks to self-reliance. Hera’s aid is not strictly required; Theonoe has already provided
the necessary help; the priestess’ embodiment of the authority of her father Proteus and
the charge given to him by Zeus to keep the parakatathêkê safe for Menelaus is the
underlying authority for Helen’s return home.862
Sparta
While the eidôlon embodied the “false” side of the system of opposites animating
the Helen, the “true” side was not void. Despite Dale’s contention that the Helen
contained no themes of metaphysical or psychological depth, the play does strike a
certain muted but deep religious tone.863 Fundamentally, it is the living and breathing
Helen and her eventual return to Sparta that stand against the empty aestheticism and
deception of the eidôlon. What is Helen’s status as a divinity? And what is the
significance of her return to Sparta? The questions have a much different tenor in the case
of Helen than, for example, Iphigenia, who, while a recipient of cult herself, is always
situated in a subordinate relationship to Artemis in myth.
There is significant and oft-cited evidence for Helen’s status as a divinity in her
own right. For Nilsson, Helen was the echo or expression of a Bronze Age Minoan

860

See Blondell 2013: 7–12. Cf. Il. 3.395–412 with Kirk 1985: 322–3; Edmunds 2016: 194–5.
Hel. 1024–7. Cf. the prayer of Menelaus (in disguise) to Theoclymenus in Hel. 1441–50 with Kannicht
1969: 2.272–3.
862
Cf. Menelaus’ prayer to Zeus at Hel. 1441–50.
863
Dale: 1967: xvi. The comments of Burnett 1971: 76–8 on the tone of the Helen are apposite.
861
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vegetation divinity who was worshipped in a cycle of death and rebirth.864 Helen herself
was an “old goddess” while the abduction myths involving both Paris and Theseus were
the reflection of a Minoan religious ritual (hieros logos). West considered the origin of
Helen’s divinity to be even older than the Minoan civilization. The myth of Helen was a
“nugget” of Indo-European mythology fossilized in the myth of archaic and classical
Greece.865 Helen was the daughter of Zeus and had two brothers, the Dioscuri, Kastor and
Polydeukes who ride on horses and were worshipped as “lords” (anakes) and saviors
(sotêres).866 These elements can be paralleled to some extent in cognate Indo-European
myth contexts such as those containing the Sanskrit Ramayana and Mahabharata epics
and the Rig Veda. Helen is analogous to sûryâ, “the daughter of the sun” and the Dioscuri
are analogous to the aśvins, horse-riding progeny of dyaus the Vedic sun god.867 In a
similar vein, the etymology of the name Helen was linked to the Indo-Europoean root
*swel that is related to the word for sun.868
These theories are partially prompted by the fact that in archaic and classical
Greece, Helen had a significant cult presence in Sparta – a presence separate from her
role in Homeric myth. She had two cult centers: the Menelaion at Therapnai (“servants”
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Nilsson 1955: 475–6; cf. Nilsson 1950: 451–5. For a critique of this perspective, see Edmunds 2007:
15–17; 2016: 162–4.
865
West 2011: 85.
866
For Helen’s parentage, see, e.g. Hom. Il. 3.418; Od. 4.184; 219; 227; Isoc. 10.16, 38; Eur. Hel. 1144,
1526 (daughter of Zeus); Cypria fr. 7 EGF (daughter of Nemesis); Cratinus Nemesis fr. 115 PCG; Eur. Hel.
16–22, 214–16, 1642–5; Isoc. 10.59; Apollod. Bib. 3.10.7; (birth from Leda or egg). See generally, Gantz
1993: 318–23; Blondell 2013: 27–31; Edmunds 2016: 105–9. On the Aśvins, see Skutsch 1987; West 2007:
185–91; Edmunds 2016: 88–9.
867
West 2007: 227–32. Cf. Skutsch 1987: 189.
868
West 2007: 231n116. The difficult etymology of Helen’s name has often been taken for evidence of her
divine nature in very different ways. Clader 1975: 63–9 lists the rejected explanations of previous scholars
including ἕλ- from swell and thus cognate with σελήνη (moon) and ἑλ- from ἑλάνη “torch” or “basket.” Cf.
Skutsch 1987; Edmunds 2016: 87–91.
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or “homestead”)869 and Platanistas (“Plane-Tree Grove”) within Sparta.870 Herodotus, in
the context of his discussion of Demaratus, says there was a shrine to Helen at Therapnai
and refers to Helen’s persona there as “the goddess” (τὴν θεóν).871 Integrated into an
abandoned Middle Helladic settlement, the site was established in the late eighth century
and later called the Menelaion.872 More than three thousand dedicatory lead figurines of
wreaths, a symbol of marriage, have been found at the sanctuary. Dedicatory inscriptions
confirm that Helen and Menelaus were worshipped together.873 On the mouth of a bronze
aryballos dating to the last quarter of the seventh century is inscribed in Laconian script:
“Deinis dedicated this… to Helen and Menelaus.”874
Menelaus is usually considered an afterthought or appendage to the cult of
Helen.875 In the Helen, he is certainly portrayed as a bumbling foil for the heroism of his
wife.876 When Theonoe’s support is confirmed, Menelaus’ first plans for escape, like
Orestes’ in the IT, border on the absurd.877 He suggests riding off on a chariot (to
Greece!) (Hel. 1039) and hiding in the temple to murder Theoclymenus (1043–4).

869

On the etymology of Therapnai, see Bölte 1934 RE s.v. Therapne, cols. 2351–3; Kretschmer 1935: 90–1.
For therapontes, therapeuo, and Therapnaiuo as terms for cult officials and worshippers, see Forrest 1966.
See Nagy 1978: 32–4, 289–95 on the word in Homer and Nagy 2013 on Hymn. Hom. Ap. 157. For its
meaning of “homesteads” in Euripides, see Dodds 1960: 207–8 on Eur. Bacch. 1043–5.
870
Most likely Platanus Orientalis; see Sanders 2009: 199, on the topography of the sanctuary.
871
Hdt. 6.61.3: ἐφόρεε αὐτὴν ἀνὰ πᾶσαν ἡµέρην ἐς τὸ τῆς Ἑλένης ἱρόν. τὸ δ᾽ ἐστὶ ἐν τῇ Θεράπνῃ
καλεοµένῃ ὕπερθε τοῦ Φοιβηίου ἱροῦ. ὅκως δὲ ἐνείκειε ἡ τροφός, πρός τε τὤγαλµα ἵστα καὶ ἐλίσσετο τὴν
θεὸν ἀπαλλάξαι τῆς δυσµορφίης τὸ παιδίον. “She (sc. the nurse of Demaratus’ future mother) carried the
child every day to the sacred precinct of Helen, which is in the area called Therapnai, beyond the temple of
Phoebus. Whenever the nurse carried the child there, she set her beside the agalma and requested that the
goddess (τὴν θεóν) free the child from ugliness.” On this passage, see Edmunds 2016: 185–6.
872
Cf. Alcm. 7 fr. 1 PMGF = POxy 2389; Hdt. 6.61–70; Isoc. 10.63; Polyb. 5.18.4; Paus. 3.19.9–10; ΣEur.
Tro. 210. See Catling and Cavenagh 1976; Catling 1976; 1995; 2009 (the BA material); Barber 1992;
Tomlinson 1992; Antonaccio 1995: 155–66, 197.
873
Catling and Cavenagh 1976: 148; Cavanagh and Laxton 1984.
874
Δεῖνι[ς] τάδ’ ἀνέθεκε Χαρι[] Fελέναι ΜενελάFο. See Catling and Cavenagh 1976: 148; Edmunds 2016:
174–85.
875
See, e.g. Isoc. 10.61–3. Cf. Edmunds 2016: 177–80.
876
Cf., however, Torrance 2009 on Hel. 835 and the oath on the head of Menelaus.
877
E.g. Arnott 1990: 15; Verrall 1905: n50, 111.
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However, just like the ruse of Iphigenia and Orestes made use of a central element of
Orestes’ myth (pollution), the return of Menelaus to Sparta likely referenced an important
part of Menelaus Spartan identity: his status as king and the location of his grave at
Therapnai (the Menelaion). Helen’s mechanêma involves a false burial at sea (1057–84).
Helen and a disguised (real) Menelaus will acquire the boat for the ceremony and then
travel home to Sparta and Therapnai.
During Helen’s deception of Theoclymenus, the pair discuss the practice of
interment in a cenotaph. Helen claims she wants to give her dead husband a burial (Hel.
1239). Many of the requests are traditional: blood of a horse or bullock is needed (1255–
8); the animal must not be malformed (1259); the bier is to be covered with robes (1261,
cf. 1243, 1279); bronze armor (1263) and all good things the earth brings forth (1265) are
to be presented to the deceased; the family must be present (1275). Despite the generality
of these requirements and Helen’s own insistence that they are Greek customs, Menelaus’
identity as a king focuses the ritual on Sparta. When the Egyptian questions the efficacy
of burying a man who is not present (1240), Helen says that the Greeks have a custom:
“whenever someone dies at sea… we bury the body in empty robes.”878 Theoclymenus
immediately nominates the Spartans, the “descendants of Pelops,” as those especially
knowledgeable in this practice (1242–4).
The burial of Spartan kings was an elaborate, communal affair involving the
presence of thousands of mourners, both male and female.879 According to Herodotus,
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Hel. 1241–3: H: Ἕλλησίν ἐστι νόµος, ὃς ἂν πόντῳ θάνῃ. TH: τί δρᾶν; σοφοί τοι Πελοπίδαι τὰ τοιάδε.
H: κενοῖσι θάπτειν ἐν πέπλων ὑφάσµασιν. Allan 2008: 289 adduces the Athenian war dead in Thuc. 2.34.3
as a comparandum.
879
Cf. Hdt. 6.58; Xen. Hel. 3.3.1 with Cartledge 1997: 331–43; Richer 2012: 178–95, 225–38. On the royal
funeral’s relationship to hero cult, see Parker 1988; Cartledge 1988.
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whenever an Agiad or Eurypontid died in war, they constructed an image (eidôlon) of the
dead king and processed it to the royal grave on a decorated couch.880 For Schaefer, the
eidôlon of king Leonidas was a life-size or close to life-size figure.881 It is probable that
only when the body of a king was absent or inaccessible (as in the case of Leonidas), the
eidôlon was used: if available, the embalmed body of the king who died abroad was
brought back to Sparta, processed to the grave, and interred.882 In the fourth century,
when Agesipolis died from fever at Olynthus he was embalmed in honey and brought
home to receive the royal burial.883 According to Plutarch, the death of Agesilaus
occurred as he returned from a diplomatic mission to Egypt.884 Borne along the coast by
winds, he stopped at an uninhabited spot in Libya called the harbor of Menelaus and died.
According to custom, his body was embalmed in wax and transported back to Sparta.
However, the Menelaion was not strictly a royal tomb, and Menelaus himself was
not strictly a king. The shrine at Therapnai contained neither a tomb nor a grave.885 The
Agiads and Eurypontids traced their lineage to Herakles and were buried within Sparta at
separate locations.886 Menelaus’ royal pedigree was based in Homeric epic. While this
pedigree was probably too diffuse to be used to stake out ideological claims to power
within a Sparta dominated by Lycurgus and the timai of the twin kings, it naturally
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Hdt. 6.58.
Schaefer 1957: 228–9.
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Cf. Leonidas in Hdt. 7.225, 238; Paus. 3.14.1 with Cartledge 1987: 334. Cf. the interment of the regent
Pausanias in Thuc. 1.133–4 and IG V.1 660 a Trajanic era inscription honoring a contestant at games held
at the graves of Leonidas, Pausanias, and the “other heroes.” For the importance of a local burial to Spartan
kings, see Paus. 9.13.10. Cf. the transportation of the bones of, e.g. Orestes, Theseus, and Cimon, with
n436 below.
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Xen. Hell. 5.3.19: καὶ ἐκεῖνος µὲν ἐν µέλιτι τεθεὶς καὶ κοµισθεὶς οἴκαδε ἔτυχε τῆς βασιλικῆς ταφῆς; Plut.
Ages. 40.
884
Plut. Ages. 40.1–2; Paus. 3.9.1.
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Antonaccio 1995: 166. Cf. Paus. 3.19.9–10 and the paraphrase of Alcman in ΣEur. Tro. 210.
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Paus. 3.12.8. There is no extant evidence for the burials. For possible locations, see Sanders 2009: 195–
7.
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existed as a possible, submerged focus of authority.887 The appeal of this situation to both
the Athenian audience of the Helen and later consumers of the posthumous legacy of
Agesilaus was based on this very real possibility of authority it represented. Menelaus’
ties to both Egypt and Libya were not just fifth-century propaganda but had roots in
traditional narratives of the area.888
The hero’s wanderings in the Odyssey included stops in Cyprus, Phoenicia, Libya,
and Egypt and meetings with the Ethiopians, Sidonians, and the shadowy Eremboi.889
Herodotus locates the port of Menelaus on the Libyan mainland opposite Cyrene, and
Pindar includes Helen and Menelaus in his ktistic account of Cyrene itself.890 Teucer’s
voicing of the Athenian claim to Cyprus in the prologue is an indication of the interest
these sorts of narratives generated (Hel. 142–50).891 Part of Helen’s deception of
Theoclymenus is the false statement that Menelaus died in Libya (1211), and Menelaus,
as he describes his wanderings in Crete and Libya, references the “lookout of Perseus,”
presumably a mythical location far to the west (765–71).892
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On the interaction of the ideology of Lycurgus with that of the Spartan kings, see Beck-Schachter 2016.
Cf. Herodotus’ excursus on the the lineage of Agiad and Eurypontid kings (Hdt. 6.52–3), where we
learn that outside of Sparta, all the Greeks believed the line of Dorian kings before Perseus were Egyptian
(i.e. Danaus and Lynceus); cf. Hdt. 2.91.5. See Malkin 1990 on Lysander and Spartiate links of xenia with
Egypt and Libya in the late fifth century.
889
Hom. Od. 4.81–5.
890
Hdt. 4.169: ἥ τε Πλατέα νῆσος ἐπικέεται, τὴν ἔκτισαν οἱ Κυρηναῖοι, καὶ ἐν τῇ ἠπείρῳ Μενέλαος λιµήν
ἐστι καὶ Ἄζιρις “in between lies the island of Platea, which the Cyrenaeans colonized, and on the mainland
is the harbor called Menelaus, and the Aziris, which was a settlement of the Cyrenaeans.” Cf. Malkin 1994:
46–57; Fowler 2013: 552. For Malkin 1994: 51–2, the port of Menelaus is an unreachable destination
indicating the extent of colonization. For Cyrene, see Pin. Pyth. 5.80–5 with scholia = Lysimachus FGrH
328 F 6.
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Cf. Pin. Nem. 4.46 with Kannicht 1969: 2.69–7; Allan 2008: 164. For Athenian interests in Cyprus,
especially surrounding the accession of Evagoras in 411 BCE, see Isoc. 9; Dem. 12.10; DS 13.106.6 with
Meiggs 1966: 477–86.
892
Eur. Hel. 766–9: τί σοι λέγοιµ᾽ ἂν τὰς ἐν Αἰγαίῳ φθορὰς τὰ Ναυπλίου τ᾽ Εὐβοικὰ πυρπολήµατα Κρήτην
τε Λιβύης θ᾽ ἃς ἐπεστράφην πόλεις, σκοπιάς τε Περσέως; “Why should I speak of our losses in the Aegean
or the beacons of Nauplios on Euboea or Crete and the cities I visited in Libya or the lookouts of Perseus?”
On the σκοπάς Περσέως see Kannicht 1969: 2.217; Allan 2008: 140, 235, 322 on Hel.1463–4. Passages
such as these and IA 1500 imply that the Atreid connection to the Peloponnesus was thought to stem from
Perseus.
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Unlike the ancestors of the Agiad and Eurypontid kings, Menelaus did not have
an actual tomb in Sparta but a cenotaph at Therapnai.893 If he is thought of as a figure
capable of projecting authority, the fact that he died in Libya or Egypt could be used
explain why a festival procession or ekphora from Sparta out to Therapnai would have
included an eidôlon to represent his absent body. Its presence would have served as a
model for the actual burial practice for an absent king, while simultaneously being
capable of representing renewal or rebirth. The literal reenactment of the situation for the
corpse of Agesilaus is instructive: his posthumous return to Sparta was a mirror of that of
Menelaus, but presumably he was buried alongside the other Eurypontid kings.894 One
result of the personal appropriation of non-local or panhellenic heroes was the creation of
contradictions such as these. In the Helen, the mechanêma is a trick; Menelaus is not
dead; the return of his living body to Sparta and its accompanying movement to
Therapnai would not represent his interment as a historical monarch, but the renewal of
his marriage to Helen.895 This situation would have matched well the prerogatives of the
actual kings of Sparta.
What significance accompanied the arrival of this kaina Helen and her marriage
to Menelaus? Many scholars have associated our dedicatory sequence – the movement
and seclusion of Helen in Egypt, subsequent retrieval, reunification with her husband,
and return to Sparta – as a sequence referencing both the transition of parthenos to gynê
and a cosmic cycle of death and rebirth symbolized by the myth of Demeter and Kore.896
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Cf. the Spartan tomb of Orestes in the agora (Paus. 3.11.10).
Note, however, the location of the tombs of Leonidas and the regent Pausanias in Paus 3.14.1.
895
For the marriage of Helen and Menelaus generally, see Edmunds 2016: 110–18. For its presence in the
the Helen, see Hel. 638; 720–5. For these lines’ use in reconstructing Stesichorus and as a model for
Theocritus 18, see Hunter 2015: 153n20. Cf. Stesich. Helen fr. 88 with Davies and Finglass 2015: 327–8.
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E.g. Zeitlin 1981; Juffras 1993; Holmberg 1995; Zweig 1999; Foley 2001: 304–5; Swift 2009a.
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The sequence has been further connected to coming of age or pre-marriage rituals of
young Spartan women.897 At face value, this is a strange claim; Helen, as she exists in
Egypt, is definitively not a parthenos, but a mature woman who has been married
(usually more than once) and given birth to a child. However, it is likely that this very
ability to possess attributes of both a virgin and a wife both prompted and allowed her
close association with cult.898
Theocritus’ Epithalamium to Helen describes the dance and song of twelve
maidens before the newly-painted chamber (πρόσθε νεογράπτω θαλάµω) of Menelaus.899
The most logical location for such a (hypothetical) performance is the Menelaion
(ξανθότριχι πὰρ Μενελάῳ), but the scene is unspecific.900 The parthenoi narrate the
wooing of Helen and compare themselves to their leader and exemplar.901 In line 38,
Helen’s future transition from parthenos to wife is marked by an acknowledgement of
her status as a “housewife” (ὦ χαρίεσσα κόρα, τὺ µὲν οἰκέτις ἤδη) and the chorus
compare themselves (ἄµµες δ᾽…) to suckling lambs who miss the udder of the ewe that
bore them.902 It is in this context of transition that the parthenoi announce that they will
institute a different practice or ritual in honor of Helen: flowers are to be gathered, a
garland is to be placed on a sacred plane tree, and letters are carved in the bark in Doric:
“Reverence me. I am Helen’s tree” (σέβου µ᾽ ῾Ελένας φυτὸν εἰµί). This aition for
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See Brelich 1969: 41–3; Calame 1997: 141–206; Ducat 2006: 243–7; with, e.g. Paus. 4.16.9 on the
maidens of Artemis Karyatis.
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Helen’s only child is Hermione. For Helen as an idiosyncratic γυνή and the implicit connection between
childlessness and beauty, see Foley 2001: 304–5; Edmunds 2016: 110–21.
899
Theoc. Id. 18. See Gow 1952: 348–61; Hunter 1996: 149–66; 2015; Edmunds 2016: 164–8. Cf. Stesich.
fr. 84–9 Davies and Finglass.
900
Cf. the house of Menelaus at Platanistas in Paus. 3.14.6: ἐκτὸς κατὰ τοῦ Ἡρακλέους τὸ ἄγαλµα ἔστιν
οἰκία τὰ ἐφ᾽ ἡµῶν ἰδιώτου, Μενελάου τὸ ἀρχαῖον. “Opposite the image of Herakles there is a house, which
in our time is private, but was of old Menelaus’.”
901
Theoc. 18.11–15, 26–31.
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Theoc. 18.38–42 See Gow 1952: 358 on the term οἰκέτις.
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Helen’s tree has been connected to Platanistas (“Plane-Tree Grove”), a Spartan sanctuary
located by Pausanias in the district of Pitanê, directly adjacent to the hiera of Alcman and
Herakles.903 Hunter posits that the maidens will “not only found a cult in Helen’s honor,
but the first priestesses of that cult.”904
In the Helen, the language of the play assimilates the heroine with the role of a
young bride to be (nymphâ).905 The very first line of the play invokes the “beautifulvirginal flows of the Nile.”906 In the parodos, Helen sings a lament, calling on the Sirens
to console her in order that Persephone in her nighttime halls may receive a paean for the
dead (Hel. 167–72):
πτεροφόροι νεάνιδες,
παρθένοι Χθονὸς κόραι
Σειρῆνες, εἴθ᾽ ἐµοῖς
µόλοιτ᾽ ἔχουσαι
Λίβυν λωτὸν ἢ σύ
ριγγας αἰλίνοις κακοῖς
You winged maids, virgin daughters of Earth, Sirens, come to my woeful dirges
holding Libyan lotus-flute or pan-pipes.907
Helen addresses the Sirens as her age-mates, winged parthenoi, daughters of Earth. The
Sirens are then asked (Hel. 173–8) to send (πέµψαιτε) their musical inspiration and talent
to Helen so that “Persephone may receive a song (paean) for the dead.”908 For Ford, the
ode invokes a reciprocal doubling οf song by both the Sirens in Hades and the chorus in
Egypt. The Sirens come (µόλοιτ᾽) to Egypt flying from the underworld to join Helen’s
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Paus. 3.15.3.
Hunter 1996: 158; Edmunds 2016: 167–8.
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See Juffras 1993; Zweig 1999: 165–9; Swift 2009a; 2010: 218–40; Murnaghan 2013: 167–9.
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Hel. 1: Νείλου µὲν αἵδε καλλιπάρθενοι ῥοαί. Cf. Arnott 1990: 2–3; Swift 2009a.
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The text is very uncertain. On the passage generally see, e.g. Kannicht 1969: 2.59–84; Hose 1991: 1.93–
100 who adduces Hipp. 121–3; Robinson 1979: 165–6; Willink 1990; Pucci 1997: 53, 9; Allan 2008: 165–
79. See Ford 2010: 200–1 for the generic status of an underworld paean.
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Hel. 175. See Soph. TrGF fr. 861; Ap. Rhod. Arg. 4.896–8; Pl. Crat. 403d with Allan 2008: 172; Swift
2009a; Ford 2010: 288n17, for the cthonic associations of the Sirens.
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monody and transform the lament into the choral performance of a paean – a gift for
Persephone.909 In the stanza immediately following, Helen’s song is compared to that the
sorrowful cry of a nymphê (Hel. 186–90):
αἰάγµασι στένουσα νύµφα τις,
οἷα Ναῒς ὄρεσι φύγδα
νόµον ἱεῖσα γοερόν, ὑπὸ δὲ
πέτρινα γύαλα κλαγγαῖσι
Πανὸς ἀναβοᾶι γάµους.
…some Nymph crying woe, such as a Naiad fleeing sends out to the mountains, a
mournful sound, and in accompaniment to the screams the rocky recesses shout
aloud the marriage of Pan.
Helen’s song is like a bride’s lament, and in particular, like that of a mountain Naiad who
is snatched away as the bride of Pan.910 The prophetic knowledge that Hermes has, in
fact, abducted Helen and in doing so saved her from woe, is not currently relevant to
Helen as she sits as a suppliant at the tomb of Proteus.911 Helen’s time in Egypt
represents a transition period between maidenhood and marriage, characterized by
lament, sorrow, and travails before she is happily reunited with her husband.
Central to this idea is the content of the final stasimon: the ode to the great
Mother, where the chorus sings of a certain person, presumably Helen, who has incurred
Demeter’s wrath by not “honoring her rites.”912 The song begins by describing the
Mountain Mother’s search for her abducted daughter (Hel. 1301–14):
ὀρεία ποτὲ δροµάδι κώ909

Ford 2010: 288–91; Murnaghan 2013: 173–6.
Cf. Swift 2010: 225–6.
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Hel. 44–51, 56–9. Cf. Burnett 1971: 77–80; Allan 2008: 155.
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Hel. 1301–67. The ode has long been considered to be a chief example of a tendency in late Euripides
towards the detachment of the chorus from the narrative action; cf. Dale 1967: 147; Swift 2009a:1n2;
2010:230n122; see Mastronarde 2010: 126–45 on Euripidean choruses’ connection to the dramatic action
generally and 141–1 on the Helen specifically. On the significance of the ode, see Golann 1945; Verrall
1905: 61–72; Kannicht 1969: 2.327–49; Allan 2008: 292–304; Swift 2009a; 2010: 229–38; Battezzatto
2013: 102–10.
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λῳ µάτηρ ἐσύθη θεῶν
ἀν᾽ ὑλάεντα νάπη
ποτάµιόν τε χεῦµ᾽ ὑδάτων
βαρύβροµόν τε κῦµ᾽ ἅλιον
πόθῳ τᾶς ἀποιχοµένας
ἀρρήτου κούρας.
κρόταλα δὲ βρόµια διαπρύσιον
ἱέντα κέλαδον ἀνεβόα,
θηρῶν ὅτε ζυγίους
ζευξάσᾳ θεᾷ σατίνας
τὰν ἁρπασθεῖσαν κυκλίων
χορῶν ἔξω παρθενίων
κούραν <ὥρµα σωσοµένα>

1305

1310

Once the mountain-dwelling Mother of the Gods rushed on swift feet along the
wooded glens and the sea-like streams of water and the deep-thundering swells of
the ocean in longing for her vanished daughter the unspoken one. Roaring
cymbals, their piercing din travelling, shouted out when she yoked her chariot
with its team of wild beasts and <darted off to find> her daughter snatched away
from the circling dances of maidens.913
The Mountain Mother’s daughter, “the unspeakable one” (ἀρρήτος κούρα) has been
abducted from her dancing chorus of parthenoi (κυκλίων χορῶν ἔξω παρθενίων) as they
picked flowers (Hel. 1316–17). Subsequently, the Mother’s grief causes barrenness,
starvation, and the cessation of sacrifices to the gods, and Zeus attempts to assuage her by
commissioning performances of dances and songs by the Muses (1341–52). The text of
the end of the ode is extremely uncertain, but it seems a child (ὦ παῖ, 1356) has incurred
divine anger by neglecting the goddess’ worship (θυσίας οὐ σεβίζουσα θεᾶς, 1357). The
Mother’s worship is unmistakably characterized as Dionysiac. She is Bromios (1364, cf.
1308); her adherents wear deerskin and wield the ivy crowned narthêx (1358–68).914
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For the text, see Allan 2008: 300–1; <ὥρµα σωσοµένα> is supplied by Kovacs 2002.
For these items and their connection with the Mountain Mother, see Dodds 1960: xxiii–xxv, 76–7 on
Eur. Bacch. 78–134; cf. Eur. Cretans TrGF fr. 472; Pin. Isth. 7.3. Cf. Battazzato 2013: 105–6 for links
between Demeter and Dionysus.
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The language of the ode invokes three different deities, the Mountain Mother,
Demeter, and Dionysus, and implicitly links Demeter’s experience of searching for and
finding Persephone to Helen’s deposit in Egypt and return to Sparta.915 All three
divinities had a significant presence at Athens. The Mountain Mother or Cybele is named
directly (ὀρεία µάτηρ θεῶν, 1301–2, cf. 1320, 1355–6) and identified by her cult location
on Ida (1324).916 At the time of the production of the Helen, a temple to Great Mother
(the Mêtroon) was located in the Athenian agora and used for the deposition and storage
of civic records.917 Late accounts claimed that the Athenians imported the Mother as
recompense for incurring her anger at the treatment of Persian emissaries (mêtragyrtai,
beggar-priests) on the eve of Darius’ invasion in 491.918 Some have accordingly seen the
Mother’s anger as a reflection of (perhaps subconscious) Athenian unease and guilt over
their war activities. Helen’s return from Egypt is a reflection of their response: the
importation of the Mountain Mother to the administrative center of Athenian power.919
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Cf. Zweig 1999: 171–3; Mastronarde 2010: 141 who emphasises that Helen is only allusively mentioned
once in the final stanza of the ode.
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For Ida (either in Asia minor or Crete) and Cyblele, cf. Eur. Cretans TrGF fr. 472; DS 17.7.5, ΣApoll.
Rhod. 1.1126.
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For the Mêtroon at Athens, see, e.g. IG I3 138.11–12; Thompson and Wycherly 1972: 29–38; Graf 1985:
107–15; Frapiccini 1987; Parker 1996: 188–95; Roller 1999: 143–77. The literary and epigraphical sources
are collected in Wycherly 1957: 150–60.
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E.g. Julian Or. 5. 159a: λέγονται γὰρ οὗτοι περιυβρίσαι καὶ ἀπελάσαι τὸν Γάλλον ὡς τὰ θεῖα
καινοτοµοῦντα, οὐ ξυνέντες ὁποῖόν τι τῆς θεοῦ τὸ χρῆµα καὶ ὡς ἡ παῤ αὐτοῖς τιµωµένη Δηὼ καὶ Ῥέα καὶ
Δηµήτηρ… εἶτα µῆνις τὸ ἐντεῦθεν τῆς θεοῦ καὶ θεραπεία τῆς µήνιδος… ἡ τοῦ Πυθίου πρόµαντις θεοῦ, τὴν
τῆς Μητρὸς τῶν θεῶν µῆνιν ἐκέλευσεν ἱλάσκεσθαι: καὶ ἀνέστη, φασίν, ἐπὶ τούτῳ τὸ µητρῷον, οὗ τοῖς
Ἀθηναίοις δηµοσίᾳ πάντα ἐφυλάττετο τὰ γραµµατεῖα. “The Athenians are said to have driven away the
Gallus (priest of the Mother) as an innovator in religion, not understanding how important the goddess was,
and how she was the goddess honored amongst them as Deo, Rhea, and Demeter … from that followed the
wrath of the diety and the attempt to appease it ... the prophetess of Delphi required them propitiate the
wrath of the Mother of the Gods. The Mêtroon, they say, was set up for this purpose – the place where all
the civic records were guarded for the Athenian populace.” Trans. adapted from Wycherly 1957. For the
Mother’s connection to authority and sovereignty in fifth century Athens, see Roller 1999: 143–69; Dillon
2001: 154–7; Munn 2006: 317–47. For the mêtragyrtai, see Burkert 1978: 102–5; Roller 1999: 161–9;
Munn 2006: 58–66, 249–61. Cf. ΣAr. Plut. 431.
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See Golann 1945: 34 citing Musgrave in Beck’s Euripidis Tragoediae, Fragmenta, Epistolae (1778–88)
3.564; Cerri 1983. Roller 1996: 310–13, 317 not unreasonably sees the invocation of the Mountain Mother
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While the Mountain Mother is possibly figured directly as Demeter through the
epithet Dêô (1343), she is connected to Demeter most obviously by the narrative of her
abducted daughter, the “unspeakable one” (1307), who was snatched as she gathered
flowers from the dances of her fellow parthenoi (1310–18).920 Just as Demeter sorrowed
for the rape and disappearance of her daughter Persephone, the daughter’s absence
caused barrenness and famine through the extreme grief of the Mother (1306, 1319–
37).921 The parody of the Helen in Aristophanes Thesmophoriazusai guarantees that some
connection was felt between the situation of Helen and that of the participants of Attic
cult centering on Demeter and Persephone.922
Verall believed the play was written for performance at a private event on the
island of Helene in connection with the Thesmophoria.923 Held over three days in the fall,
participation in the Thesmophoria was the privilege and mark of married Athenian
women. The first day of the three day festival was called the anodos or “going up.”924 For
Harrison, the anodos (the recovery of remains of sacrificial piglets) was accompanied by
a corresponding kathodos (the deposition of remains).925 For Parker, the term simply

as an attempt to integrate the dominant moral and social values of an elite community with a foreign
healing ritual.
920
Ιn Hel. 1343 the choice is between δηίωι (wretched) and Δηοῖ or Δηώ (dative or genitive of Demeter);
Allan 2008 prints Δηώ. Cf. the apparatus of Diggle’s OCT; Golann 1945; Kannicht 1969: 2.350–1 with
Hymn. Hom. Dem. 47. It is probable that the reading that makes the least explicit sense is correct (δηίωι).
For variations on the name of Persephone, see Hymn. Hom. Dem. 56; Hes. Theog. 913 with, e.g. Nilsson
1957: 313–25, 354–62; Burkert 1983: 259–64; Sourvinou-Inwood 1991: 147–88. For its “unspeakable”
(ἀρρήτος) nature see Pl. Crat. 404c–d; Paus. 8.37.9; Hesych. s.v. ἄρρητος κόρη· ἡ Περσεφόνη. Εὐριπίδης
Ἀλεξάνδρῳ, α 7429 Latte = Eur. TrGF fr. 63.
921
For flowers in the cult of Demeter, see Hymn. Hom. Dem. 1–29, 417–433; Stratonike in Hes. Cat. fr.
26.18–23 M-W; Creusa in Eur. Ion 887–90; Mosch. Europa 63–74 with Richardson 1974: 141–2.
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Ar. Thesm. 850–912. Cf. Rau 1967: 53–65; Robinson 1979; Zeitlin 1981; Arnott 1990: 12–14; Foley
2001: 301–32; Tzanetou 2002.
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Verrall 1905: 61, 69–73, 86–9. Cf. Hel. 1670–5. On the Thesmophoria, see Nilsson 1957: 313–16;
Deubner 1966: 50–60; Burkert 1985: 242–6; Dillon 2001: 110–20; Parker 2005: 270–83.
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IG II2 1173.23; Ar. Thesm. 281, 585, 623, 893. Cf. Burkert 1983: 261n26; Parker 2005: 272n11.
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Harrison 1908: 120–3 on ΣLuc. Dial. meret. 2.1. For a Thesmophorian kathodos, see ΣAr. Thesm. 585.
For a translation of the Lucian scholion, see Parker 2005: 273.
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described an ascent to a sanctuary on a hill.926 Foley linked the term explicitly to the
return of Helen from Egypt and posited a link between the travel of Helen to Sparta and
the initiates journey at Eleusis.927 Euripides’ Egypt is indeed described in terms recalling
the underworld: rich and welcoming.928 Foley’s comparison of the Alcestis and the Helen
(rightly) underlines the marriage and death thematics of both plays. But if the hieroi logoi
of the Great Mysteries and the Thesmophoria provided an Athenian context for the
travels of Helen, the appropriate setting for her marriage was not Eleusis or Athens but
the tomb of Menelaus at Sparta.
In the final ode of the play, just after Menelaus and Helen make their escape, the
chorus sings of the couple’s return home (Hel. 1451–511). Sailors of their Phoenician
ship are urged to send (πέµποντες) Helen to Lakonia, the fair-harbored shore of Perseid
homes (Περσείων οἴκων ἐπ' ἀκτάς, 1464). In the antistrophe, we are presented with a rich
picture of Spartan religious life (Hel. 1465–78):929
ἦ που κόρας ἂν ποταµοῦ
παρ' οἶδµα Λευκιππίδας ἢ πρὸ ναοῦ
Παλλάδος ἂν λάβοι
χρόνωι ξυνελθοῦσα χοροῖς
ἢ κώµοις Ὑακίνθου νύχιον ἐς εὐφροσύναν,
ὃν ἐξαµιλλασάµενος
τροχὸν ατέρµονα δίσκου
ἔκανε Φοῖβος, τᾶι <δὲ> Λακαίναι γᾶι βούθυτον ἁµέραν
ὁ Διὸς εἶπε σέβειν γόνος·
I think she will find the daughters of Leucippus by the swell of the river or before
the temple of Pallas, as she arrives home at the time of the dances or revels of
Hyacinthus and their nighttime feasting, (Hyacinthus) whom Phoebus, trying to
926

Parker 2005: 272; cf. Dillon 2001: 113.
Foley 2001: 304. For the myth of Persephone as an aition for both the Great Mysteries and the
Thesmophoria, see, e.g. Clinton 1992: 29–30; Bremmer 2014: 9–11.
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E.g. Hel. 68–70. Cf. Guépin 1968: 128–33; Robinson 1979; Foley 2001: 306–8.
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See Steiner 2011: 305–9; Murnaghan 2013: 167–9.
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hurl far the round discus, killed, and thereafter to the land of Lacedaemon the son
of Zeus gave order to keep a day of sacrifice.
Upon arrival, Helen will perhaps find the Leukippidai standing by the swell of the
Eurotas (Artemis Orthia) or before the temple of Athena Chalchioikos. Her arrival will
coincide with the time of the Hyacinthia, a summer Apolline festival linked to the
outlying Lakonian community of Amyclae.930 These Spartan institutions, Athena
Chalchioikos, Artemis Orthia, and the Hyacinthia and the Leukippidai all carry
associations in the drama with Helen’s rape and return to Sparta to varying degrees. The
temple of Athena on the Spartan acropolis was the location of Helen’s capture by Hermes
(Hel. 226–8).931 The swell of the Eurotas (οἶδµα ποταµοῦ) recalls the sanctuary of
Artemis Orthia in the flood plain of that river.932 According to later tradition, it was there
that Helen was abducted by either Theseus or by the Apharetidai, Idas and Lynceus.933
The Messenian twins were themselves connected to the story of the abduction of the
daughters of Leukippus by the Dioscuri.934
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For the Hyacinthia, see, e.g. Calame 1997: 174–85; Richer 2012: 77–102. For the nostos of Menelaus,
see Edmunds 2016: 155–6.
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Cf. Ar. Lys. 1320–1 with Allan 2008: 323.
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166–7 above. For the topography, see Sanders 2009: 201. For the connection to Spartan initiatory cult, see
the famous passage of Alc. fr. 1.61 PMGF with Hamilton 1989; Nagy 1990: 345–7; Calame 1997: 4–7,
192–3; Ferrari 2008: 83–8; Tsantsanoglou 2012: 63–70, 137.
933
Plut. Thes. 31 citing Hellanicus, uniquely tells us (among other variants) that the Apharetidai gave Helen
to Theseus. See Hershkowitz 2016: 273–4; Edmunds 2016: 70–1. On the abduction of Helen by Theseus
generally, see Edmunds 2016: 70–6; see Hershkowitz 2016: 170–244, for the age of Helen at the time of
her Athenian abduction, and appendices (245–315) for the ancient sources concerning Theseus’ abduction.
934
For the Apharetidai and the Leukippidai, see, e.g. Theoc. 22.137–51; Ov. Fast. 5.699–720; Paus. 3.16.1
with Calame 1997: 185–7. See also the story of the rape of Marpessa in Hom. Il. 9.555; Bacchyl. 20 S-M
with Edmunds 2016: 66–9. Acorrding to Hyginus, the Leukippidai were priestesses of Minerva and Diana.
Hyg. Fab. 80.1: Idas et Lynceus Apharei filii ex Messenis habuerunt sponsas Phoeben et Hilairam Leucippi
filias; hae autem formississimae uirgines cum essent et esset Phoebe sacerdos Mineruae, Hilaira Dianae,
Kastor et Pollux amore incensi eas rapuerunt. “Idas and Lynceus, the sons of Aphareus from Messenia had
wives named Phoebe and Hilaria, the daughters of Leucippus. Since these two were the most beautiful
maidens – Pheobe was a priestess of Minerva, Hilaria of Diana – Kastor and Pollux, inflamed with love,
carried them off.”
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The chorus figure themselves as Libyan cranes (οἰωνῶν στιχάδες),935 winging
their way to Sparta at the behest of their leader (πρεσβυτάτου, 1482) to herald the news
that Menelaus is returning home (Μενέλεως πόλιν ἑλὼν δόµον ἥξει, 1493–4).936 The
Dioscuri are to traverse the aether on their horses (µόλοιτέ ποθ' ἵππιον οἶµον δι' αἰθέρος
ἱέµενοι, 1495–6) and accompany Helen home (1495–1511). The last ode of
Aristophanes’ Lysistrata presents a similar collection of choral performers: maidens
(κόραι) are to dance and sing to Apollo, the god of Amyclae, Athena Chalcioikos, and the
Tyndaridai (the Dioscuri). Their chorus leader (χοραγóς) is to be Helen, Leda’s
daughter.937
Generally, the chorus describe a mythical invitation to perform a religious
ceremony upon arrival at Sparta. Helen’s absence has caused grief and pain; upon her
return she is to perform a festival rite to Athena, the Leukippidai and other divine figures
of Sparta that will sooth the pain felt at her absence. Her return to Sparta as a faithful
wife, betrothed to Menelaus provides a map for the education and development of young
women.
The Menelaion at Therapnai was sacred to Helen, Menelaus, and the Dioscuri.938
Helen and Menelaus were believed to be buried there in a cenotaph.939 In the Odyssey,
Menelaus’ immortal status is linked to his marriage to Helen. Proteus prophesizes that the
immortals will send him (πέµψουσιν) to the Elysian plain because he has Helen as wife
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Diggle prints στιχάδες (a poetic form of στíχος, “row”) crediting Burgess. Allan 2008 prints στολάδες
(an adjective form derived from στόλος “host,” cf. Kannicht 1969: 2.389; Steiner 2011: 313n74).
936
See Steiner 2011: 309–15.
937
Ar. Lys. 1296–1320. Cf. Henderson 1987: 210–22.
938
For the Dioscuri, see Alcm. 7 fr. 1 PMGF; Pin. Pyth. 11.63; Nem. 10.56; Isth. 1.30–1.
939
Paus. 3.19.9–10.
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and is thus the son in law of Zeus (οὕνεκ᾽ ἔχεις Ἑλένην καί σφιν γαµβρὸς Διός ἐσσι).940
Isocrates declares that Helen has “established him as a partner in her house and a sharer
of her throne forever” while the Spartans even in his day at Therapnai “perform ancestral
sacrifices to both of them, not as heroes but as gods.”941 For Edmunds, this cult was one
in which “the hero (or heroes) received a kind of sacrifice that could be identified as
specifically for the gods.”942 In the Helen, it is likely that this modulation or uncertainty
between hero and god was presented in terms of a specific ritual activity: the festival
celebration of Helen and Menelaus’s marriage and the connected rites of Spartan royal
funerals.
In the Helen, as Helen departs in the (false) funeral cortège of her husband, she is
figured as a divinity: “Zeus’ daughter left the royal palace and set off for the sea, and as
she stepped delicately along she cleverly lamented for her husband – who was not dead
but nearby.”943 Just as with Iphigenia’s purification of Orestes in the IT, the description of
the Spartan “funeral procession” is placed in mouth of a foreign observer. Doubt is
presented, but from the outsider’s perspective and in the guise of an accurate eyewitness
report.944 This view provides a picture of the rites from a source with no knowledge of
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Hom. Od. 563–9. Cf. Heubeck, West, and Hainsworth 1988: 227; Hunter 2015: 154–5; Edmunds 2016:
157–9, 214–15. Cf. Apollod. Epit. 6.30.
941
Isoc. 10.62–3: ἀλλὰ καὶ θεὸν ἀντὶ θνητοῦ ποιήσασα σύνοικον αὑτῇ καὶ πάρεδρον εἰς ἅπαντα τὸν αἰῶνα
κατεστήσατο. καὶ τούτοις ἔχω τὴν πόλιν τὴν Σπαρτιατῶν τὴν µάλιστα τὰ παλαιὰ διασῴζουσαν ἔργῳ
παρασχέσθαι µαρτυροῦσαν· ἔτι γὰρ καὶ νῦν ἐν Θεράπναις τῆς Λακωνικῆς θυσίας αὐτοῖς ἁγίας καὶ πατρίας
ἀποτελοῦσιν οὐχ ὡς ἥρωσιν ἀλλ᾽ ὡς θεοῖς ἀµφοτέροις οὖσιν. “But even made him a god instead of a
mortal and established him as partner and accompaniment (πάρεδρον) to her forever. And in addition I can
produce the city of the Spartans, which preserves excellently its ancient traditions, as a witness; for even
now at Therapnai, in Laconia, the people offer holy ancestral sacrifices, not as to heroes, but as to gods,
both of them.”
942
Edmunds 2016: 180. Cf. Papillon 1996.
943
Eur. Hel. 1526–9: ἐπεὶ λιποῦσα τούσδε βασιλείους δόµους ἡ τοῦ Διὸς παῖς πρὸς θάλασσαν ἐστάλη
σοφώταθ᾽ ἁβρὸν πόδα τιθεῖσ᾽ ἀνέστενε πόσιν πέλας παρόντα κοὐ τεθνηκότα. Cf. Allan 2008: 330;
Kannicht 1969: 2.402 on the meaning of σοφώταθ’ in this context and its associated verb.
944
Eur. IT 1336–41.

231

Greek custom but also no stake in the “truth” or sanctity of the proceedings.
Paradoxically, this misdirection provides the clearest indication that a real religious
situation is being represented. In the IT, the issue is group integration and the
identification of kinship and identity; in the Helen it is authority and the status of Helen
and Menelaus’ as divinities.
While the chorus had previously expressed their agreement with the claim that
Zeus was Helen’s father (Hel. 1145–6), the statement occurred just after one of the most
explicit presentations of doubt and aporia in the play: “What mortal can search out and
tell what is god, what is not god, and what lies in between?”945 In the prologue, Helen
described her own parentage in equivocal terms (16–30). In their culminating appearance
from on high, her brothers, the Dioscuri, do not explicitly declare her as the daughter of
Zeus; she is the daughter of Leda whom Zeus has decreed should be “called a goddess
and receive xenia from mortals” (θεὸς κεκλήσῃ ξένιά τ᾽ ἀνθρώπων πάρα ἕξεις µεθ᾽
ἡµῶν· Ζεὺς γὰρ ὧδε βούλεται, 1667–8). There is, of course, no such equivocation in the
case of Menelaus. He is not to become the son of Zeus but the son-in-law (γαµβρóς). In
the Spartan choral ode, it is Apollo who is emphatically the offspring of Zeus (ὁ Διὸς εἶπε
σέβειν γόνος, 1475); in Menelaus’ prayer before the launching of the mechanêma,
fatherhood is invoked in a broad, gnomic context: “Zeus, you who are called father, look
upon us and shield us from harm” (ὦ Ζεῦ, πατήρ τε καὶ σοφὸς κλῄζῃ θεός, βλέψον πρὸς
ἡµᾶς καὶ µετάστησον κακῶν, 1441–50).
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Hel. 1136–7: ὅ τι θεὸς ἢ µὴ θεὸς ἢ τὸ µέσον τίς φησ᾽ ἐρευνάσας βροτῶν; cf. Zuntz 1960: 216–21;
Kannicht 1969: 2.296–7; Allan 2008: 278–9. The text of the entire passage is difficult. Earlier editors such
as Murray placed the conduct of mortals, not the identification of the divine, as the source of doubt.
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I contend that the description of the Egyptian messenger was influenced by the
celebration of the Heleneia at Sparta.946 In Athenaus’ famous description of the
Hyacinthia, parthenoi were processed in painted wicker carriages (κάνναθρα) decorated
with wild animals.947 These carriages were also used in the worship of Helen, and most
likely served as one means of processing from the acropolis, up the hill to the Menelaion
(εἰς τὸ τῆς Ἑλένης).948 When the procession arrived at the cenotaph and remains of the
Bronze Age palace, a select group of celebrants would ascend the ramp meant for animal
sacrifice and approach the naïskos containing the image of Helen.949 The agalma or
kolossos enthroned on Menelaus’ “tomb” would greet the living woman selected to
represent her age-group by beauty, birth and stature.950 This woman, whose arrival in
procession signaled the inauguration of the marriage of Helen and Menelaus, was
accompanied by a royal eidôlon.
The Heleneia festival was both a funeral and a marriage. In the play, as Helen
departed the house of the Egyptian king, she lamented her disguised husband who was
“not dead but nearby” (παρόντα κοὐ τεθνηκότα, Hel. 1529). This locution referenced
both the living and disguised Menelaus of the play, and also to the partner of the female
celebrant in cult. Why not a living representation of Menelaus in the Spartan celebration?
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Hesych. s.v. Ἑλένεια, ε 1992 Latte: ἑορτὴ ἀγοµένη ὑπὸ Λακώνων. As in the Spartan ode at Hel. 1465–
84, almost certainly other celebrations were interleaved within the scene; i.e. the Hyacinthia,
Gymnopaidiai, or the Therapnatideia. Cf. Hesych. s.v. Θεραπνατίδεια, θ 335 Latte: ἑορτὴ παρὰ Λάκωσι. It
is probable that certain elements (i.e. the ship) refer directly to Egyptian religious practice.
947
Polycrates FGrH 588 F 1 ap. Ath.139f: e.g. … τῶν δὲ παρθένων αἱ µὲν ἐπὶ καννάθρων φέρονται
πολυτελῶς κατεσκευασµένων. “Some parthenoi are carried in elaborately decorated wagons.” Cf. Ducat
2006: 243–7.
948
Hesych. s.v. κάνναθρα, κ 675 Latte: ἀστράβη ἢ ἅµαξα, πλέγµατα ἔχουσα, ὑφ’ ὧν ποµπεύουσιν αἱ
παρθένοι, ὅταν εἰς τὸ τῆς Ἑλένης ἀπίωσιν. “Kannathra: mule’s saddle (or padded saddle) or wagon, with
wicker-work, on which maidens take part in the procession when they go off to the shrine of Helen.”
949
For a reconstruction of the archaic Menelaion with ramp and naïskos, see Catling 1976: 34–7. For the
image, see Hdt. 6.61.3. Cf. the kolossoi of Aesch. Ag. 416–17, which could be completely imaginary or at
Mycenae. I believe the mention of Menelaus allows them to be placed at Sparta.
950
On beauty contests and Helen, see Calame 1997: 197–200.
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The procession of royal eidôla of Agiad and Eurypontid kings was an exceedingly rare
event; usually it was the embalmed body of the king that would receive the royal burial,
not the eidôlon. As such, it was an honor that pertained only when a king was both dead
and absent. It spoke to the generality, importance, and (usually) ancient nature of the
individual.951 As the evocation of his death and burial by Agesilaus shows, the royal
pedigree and funeral of Menelaus was capable of exerting actual authority at Sparta in the
right circumstances. Perhaps a human participant would emphasize too strongly issues of
current Spartan kingship and authority. A funeral procession of the royal eidôlon of
Menelaus at the Heleneia would connote just the right combination of the absence and
presence of power.
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Cf. Cartledge 1988 and Parker 1988 and the panhellenic character of Leonidas’ achievements.
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Conclusion
The aim of this thesis has been both to understand the influence of the
manipulation of cult images in general and the impact of such manipulation on the plays
of Euripides. The factor that made a cult image uniquely important for any narrative with
a religious element (such as the Iphigenia among the Taurians and the Helen) was that
each was, by nature, both an object and also the seat of a divinity. Their importance was
thus tied up in the ability of a human to own, steal, and give them away, but also in the
need to represent this manipulation as the autonomous movement of a divinity. The IT
and the Helen each dealt with this two-sided factor in a different way.
The first three chapters surveyed the material and linguistic evidence for cult
statues from the perspective of their mobility. In important respects, cult statues were
similar to smaller-scale terracotta figurines and bric-a-brac, which crowded the cellae and
porches of all Greek temples. No matter how small or large, each cult statue was
ultimately a possession and thus had a history connected to this human process of
ownership, travel, and gift-exchange. This inherently votive dynamic was reflected in the
historical, formal development of cult images and also in our literary record. While each
different term used to denote a cult image emphasized a different aspect of a relationship
to religious objects, the two-sided, dedicatory nature of a cult image was never far from
the surface. The ideas of verisimilitude and representation encoded in terms such as eikôn
and andrias, were fundamental parts of the conceptual and linguistic context of a cult
image, but so were the spheres of gift-giving (agalma) and cultural exchange (kolossos).
In later periods, we find a term (aphidruma) that literally refer to the (ancient) process of
transferring a cult image between communities. Calling an aphidruma was thus a direct
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reference to the process of moving and dedicating a cult image that must, at some level,
have been associated with the history of many cult images in Greece.
A cult image was also a public, not a private religious object; Romano defined it
as “an object which displayed a special setting or a primary role in cult activities.”952 By
definition, any significant cult image had relevance to the community at large, not simply
to the individual who obtained or dedicated it. The dynamics inherent in every object,
that is, mobility, transportation, and exchange, were thus reflected in the movement of
cult images enacted in cyclical communal processions. Generally speaking, all
processions either brought a gift to a god or took a god someplace. Festivals such as the
Athenian Dionysia and Boeotian Daedala as well as the worship of Hermes at Ainos in
Thrace and Artemis at Magnesia on the Meander involved the spatial manipulation of
images. Sometimes this movement was intra-polis, as, for example, during the
installation of Artemis Leukophryene at Magnesia. Sometimes it involved movement to
or from locations with a subordinate relationship to the main population center. Often it
involved the creation or insertion of an imaginary original destination from which the
divinity could arrive “from afar.” One can imagine that each individual spatial
relationship (origin and destination) could serve to starkly frame political or economic
hierarchies and geographical relationships starkly (as in de Polignac) or confirm the
uniformity of the participating citizen body, or both simultaneously.953 The dynamics of
each example would be determined by the historical circumstances of the original
manipulation of the object and depend on the evolving needs of and the successive
contexts within the community concerned.
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Romano 1980: 3.
De Polignac 1995.
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A ritual event such the one at the Great Dionysia was a complex, ideologically
powerful moment formed over a long period of time. Pompai involving moving cult
statues needed to evoke not just the human act of stealing, acquiring and giving an object,
but also the apparently autonomous movement of the divinity itself. The fourth chapter
focused on the dynamics inherent in reconciling (or attempting to reconcile) these two
kinds of agency. Usually the machinations of humans (either theft or gift) were simply
coordinated with the claim that the gods were complicit in whatever action caused their
transfer or arrival. In situations such as these (for example, the Herodotean narrative
about the Aeginetan deities Damia and Auxesia) the “will of the gods” to stay or go was
used to justify whatever human action precipitated the movement of the image. However,
we also find situations where both types of agency – divine and human – were not
opposed or coordinated, but an attempt was made to combine them in a natural way. In
the Samian Tonaia, we found that the movement of the ancient image or bretas to the
seashore as well as its return and rededication in Hera’s temple, was understood both
terms of the manipulation of an object and the movement of a divinity. Specifically, the
priestess Admete served as the link that allowed these two perspectives to exist
simultaneously. It was Ademete who first traveled to Samos to inaugurate the Samian
worship of Hera and it was (nominally) to repatriate Admete that the Argive agents
followed her to Samos and attempted to steal the bretas.
The second part of the thesis presented a structure for analyzing how the IT and
the Helen articulated the manipulation of a cult statue. First, it is important to recognize
that either of these perspectives (human or divine) could be naturally emphasized or
deemphasized according to the presentational context or medium. For example, we gain
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our most vivid appreciation of the impact of the human process of dedication on the
context of a cult image in Iphigenia among the Taurians because the aetiological
passages of that play present a mythological narrative linked to literal cult practice; that
is, the human actions of transportation, theft, and exchange are emphasized. On the other
hand, in the Helen, the mythological machinery is narrated with the human element
completely absent and the actions of the subjective actors or protagonists of myth – Helen
and Menelaus – are emphasized. This latter perspective is, of course, the norm for any
literary presentation of Greek myth ostensibly without a link to ritual practice or an
aition.
The structure of the “mobile cult image” is comprised by six elements defined by
their narrative function: the Object, the Giver, the Receiver, the Taker, the Native
Location and the Foreign Location. In the IT, the relationships between the Object
(Iphigenia), Giver (Agamemnon) and Receiver (Artemis) follow the pattern of an
important human manipulation of a religious object: dedication. As a human gift to a
divinity, a dedication was an expression of what would have been, and is, a common
understanding of the hierarchical relationship between mortal and god: namely, the fealty
and subservience due to a superior. Not every movement of a cult image was a
dedication, but because of the importance of this religious posture, it is likely that there
was a felt connection (or at least a desire to create a connection) between a worshipper
travelling from his home bringing an agalma as a gift to a divinity, and a public pompē
with attendant choral performers transporting a god away from his nâos and then back
again. Both the semantics of agalma and the material record support a connection
between cult image and votive.
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However, using dedication as a template for the movement of a divinity created a
certain conceptual dissonance. While a dedication was an act of devotion and fealty, it
was also fundamentally an act of human agency (the carrying and depositing of a
possession). In other words, if the foundational act was the authoritative, human
manipulation of an image of a divinity, framing the action of emplacement as the
autonomous movement of the divinity was difficult. I argued that this difficulty was
addressed by the presence of the human priestess who cared for and accompanied the
image in procession. In the IT, Iphigenia (the Object) functioned as both a representation
of Artemis and an object possessed and given to the goddess (the Receiver). Furthermore,
because of the inclusion of the aition for cult at Brauron, a parallel dedicatory dynamic
was present in the cult practice of the Brauronia and the Arkteia. On the other hand, the
opposite of a gift, or dedication, is a theft. In the IT, Orestes (the Taker) steals his sister
from the Taurians and transports her back to Attica. This action – just like the theft of the
Palladion – served to highlight the relationship between foreign elements in a culture (the
Taurians) and the native constituents (the Athenians). Taking the evidence of the
Athenian Palladion into consideration, it is possible that an Attic ritual involving the
transfer of an icon to the sea, its theft (or avoided theft), a trial, and a resultant enrollment
or initiation of young male citizens lay behind Euripides’ presentation of Orestes’ actions
in the IT. Both the dedication of Iphigenia and the theft of Orestes reflected the dynamics
and problems inherent in the use of cult images in ritual.
In the Helen, human interaction with their own manipulation of cult images is
deemphasized and instead we find a focus on human interaction with the divine aspect of
representation. Helen herself is not a priestess whose abduction and subsequent retrieval
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reflected the human thematics of dedication, initiation and group cohesion. In place of
this normative, “representative” relationship between Iphigenia and Artemis, we find a
divine but deceptive and illusory eidôlon, and a human woman who approaches the status
of a divinity. The eidôlon did, in fact, serve as a cult object, but in a particular way. In the
Helen, all of the concerns over of the manipulation of cult images (the actions of the
Giver, Receiver and Thief), were transferred completely out of the realm of physical
objects and cult practice and into the realm of myth and the human activities of Helen
herself. Thus, Helen is figured as a deposited trust (parakatathêkê), given to Proteus (the
Receiver) by Hermes (the Giver) and retrieved by Menelaus (the Taker), but these
relationships did not dramatize problems inherent in the realia of cult practice. Instead,
the eidôlon’s status as a cult statue served purely to call attention to the appropriateness
or “truth” of itself as an object of worship per se.
This concern was a crucial one. At Sparta, authority was traditionally centered on
figures who had exclusive access to contexts in which they would “represent” or figure
themselves as gods – albeit within a restricted scope. Helen’s recovery by Menalus (and
the parallel loss of her eidôlon) signaled the renewal of her marriage. Our evidence points
to a cyclical reenactment of this event at Sparta involving a representative number of
parthenoi who invoked the divine elements in Helen’s local Spartan persona. In the case
of the Agiad and Eurypontid kings, during the classical period, this representation
occurred (importantly) when they were no longer living. If a king died away from Sparta,
and his body could not be recovered, an image (eidôlon) would be processed to his grave
at a lavish funeral. It is likely that these (rare) real-life royal funerals with processed
eidôla, and the traditional performance of a festival to Helen (the Heleneia) were both
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associated with the tradition of Menelaus’ return from Egypt. In the Helen, Menelaus was
alive and in possession of the living Helen when he returned to Sparta. The prominence
of these living characters and their juxtaposition in the play with “deceptive” objects such
as Helen’s eidôlon hints at the importance of religious images in these activites. For
example, one can imagine a performance of the Heleneia (or a related festival to Helen),
which first reenacted a funeral with an eidôlon, and then culminated in a rebirth and
marriage featuring living participants. The relationship of these traditional celebrations to
the funeral rites of the Agiads and Eurypontids would have been determined by the
current social and political atmosphere at Sparta. The specifics of Euripides’ critique of
“representation” and divine decit embodied by both Helen’s eidôlon, and the mechanêma
of Menelaus’ funeral reflected a traditional uncertainty over rights of access to divine
representation and performance.
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