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UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHAMPTON

ABSTRACT

FACULTY OF ARTS 

CLASSICS 

Doctor of Philosophy

MINOR HEALING CULTS WITHIN ATHENS AND ITS ENVIRONS

by Kevin Michael Purday

This thesis looks only at the minor, non-Asklepian healing cults in 

and around Athens and the Peiraieus. It looks at the evidence for 

healing cults prior to the introduction of Asklepios and concludes 

that healing was a power exercised by several deities but in a 

general way quite unlike the concentrated therapy provided by the 

cults in the post 420 B.C. period. This period saw the emergence 

of numerous 'saviour deities' and these, along with similar heroes, 

were at the forefront of a new healing movement. This new movement 

had two main characteristics. The first was the development of care 

for the health of individuals and families as well as communities. 

The second was the network of links connecting healing deities and 

heroes around Athens and the Peiraieus with gods and goddesses more 

at home in various parts of the Eastern Mediterranean.

Using epigraphic, anaglyptic and any other archaeological evidence 

available, the various healing cults of Zeus are studied from 420 B.C. 

until the Roman period. The healing hero Amynos has a chapter to 

himself. The lunar and maieutic deities are studied as a group and 

an attempt is made to show that their role was genuinely curative. 

The Egyptian deities are studied in relation to Delos and their 

homeland. Finally a range of hero cults is studied.

The study concludes that the evidence supports the hypotheses that 

the Peloponnesian War and the Great Plague formed a watershed in 

religious beliefs and practices, that the cult of Asklepios profoundly 

influenced other healing cults and that the cosmopolitan nature of 

Athenian society often gave them an Eastern flavour.
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Introduction. The established deities.



1

THE ESTABLISHED DEITIES

This study is only concerned with the minor healing deities of the 

area which in classical times was occupied by the City Trittyes, i.e. the 

area delineated to the north-west of Athens by Mount Aigaleos - but 

including the Dafnl pass which splits Aigaleos into two, virtually 

separate halves - to the north-east by the foothills of Mount Pentelikon, 

to the south-east by the sea (see Plate 1). This area was chosen because 

the Inhabitants would have had relatively easy access to shrines within 

those natural boundaries. Some people, of course, travelled further 

afield to the healing site in the coastal deme of Rhamnous beyond Mount 

Pentelikon up in the north-east corner of Attica or even further to the 

healing centre at Oropos on the boundary with Boeotia. Most people, 

however, restricted by the difficulties, expense and length of time Involved 

in travelling beyond those boundaries, would generally have looked to 

healing cults nearer to hand.

They would have found no shortage of healing cults to choose from. 

Within the area of the City Trittyes throughout the late Classical and 

Hellenistic periods there was a wide choice of such cults. The literary, 

epigraphic and archaeological evidence that we have almost certainly does 

not fully reflect the spectrum of choice and yet what evidence we do 

possess is sufficient to suggest a multiplicity of cults some of which 

specialised in certain healing problems while others covered a wide range. 

Plus ca change, plus c'est la meme chose. To-day in Athens, as over all 

Greece, 'Ayi^a napaoMeui^ specialises in eye problems and has her own shrines 

while, for example, the Spring House of the Athenian Asklepieion, which 

In fact predates the founding of the Asklepieion^, now houses a multiplicity 

of healing cults within the one shrine. A spinster may dedicate her Tcxpa 

of two CTECpavab impressed upon a silver plaque for her marriage, or when 

married dedicate a plaque showing an infant in swaddling clothes in return 

for a successful pregnancy. A man can dedicate a plaque showing the part 

of his body healed - leg, arm etc. All of this takes place within the 

one shrine and with the plaques dedicated to Christ, Our Lady or any one 

of a variety of saints (see Plate 2).
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Dedications to the saints in fact outnumber those to Christ and 

this too is an interesting reflection on an underlying and unchanging 

state of affairs. There are two basic categories of saints:

'...(1) those saints almost exclusively concerned with healing;

and (ii) the all-rounders. Looking at the second category in 

more detail, we find that the greatest proportion of their time 

too is taken up with ministering to the sick.

What is unchanging is that just as to-day we might expect Christ to 

be the major healer and yet find that it is his mother and the saints 

who are the most common healers both in the Western Patriarchate and in 

the Greek Orthodox Church, so too in and around Athens it was not the 

Olympian gods who were the major healers but, as we shall see, foreign 

gods - some of whom had undergone a process of syncretism with the 

Olympian deities while others retained their starkly foreign flavour - 

and minor deities and heroes of one sort or another.

Zeus, as we shall see, was a healer yet he was not the Olympian Zeus 

but a version much closer to ordinary men and women. Apollo is often 

thought of now as the god of medicine par excellence but there is little 

evidence that his position in and around Athens was anything but a formal 
4 , 5 

one . Dionysus too would be invoked as uatpos but there is no evidence 

that this was anything but an honorific title. Indeed any god could 

heal. This study, however, is an attempt to look at those gods and 

heroes whose cult centred entirely or largely around a healing role. 

Athena Hygieia is the greatest problem. There are dozens of votive 

offerings to Hygieia originating from the Athenian Asklepieion and dating 

from the fourth century B.C. through into the Imperial period.° What 

relationship has this Hygieia with Athena Hygieia?

We know that Athena had acquired the epithet Hygieia probably a 

hundred years or more before the arrival in Athens of Hygieia, the 

daughter of Asklepios, in 420/419 B.C. We are fortunate in not having 

to rely merely on later, hearsay reports that Athena Hygieia was worshipped 

at an early period since we have two possible, original sources of 
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information. Firstly we have the remains of a pillar or base which is 
7

in pieces . We have three, two of which actually join. They were first 

reassembled in 1888 . The most recent appraisal of the pieces gives a 

reading which starts in hexameters and then ceases to be metrical.

L — u u — u u — V V — V o J opxcxpE : T [ exvesj 

j^ — u u — V u — 1/ u — 1/ u]e ; MaXos [_— j

_ ^yu—]a[vu—uu — uu9] exeu [axapycv] 

r « A * • «J av (: *]uYLCba [ v —uu — uu]\)[ — u], 

|E]u(pp(^Vbos[; av^Oexe] v : [' ' " " ' *o] 

xepapeug ; [ta^evab ] cb 5e [ xdtTeu ] , 

............... Ep ”* "*3 •

other reconstructions are possible. But there seems little doubt 

about the uybEba although it need not refer to the Goddess Hygieia. 

The dedicant is probably by the Euphronios responsible for the ten vases 
bearing his name followed by EHOt^ncrEV^*^. We can thus date this dedication 

fairly accurately. We have a lower limit of 480 B.C. since apparently 
the remains were found 'im Perserschutt'^^. Our upper limit is set by 

the ETtObnoEV for Euphronios had been in his younger days a painter and 

he then signed eypacpEV . If the potter is the same man as the painter, 
13 

as seems almost certain , then the year 500 B.C. is our upper limit since

'it appears that Euphronios worked as a painter in the period 

ca. 515-500 B.C. and as a potter in the following years until 
14 

about 460 B.C.

Our second piece of evidence is stronger than the first. It is a

sherd found on the Acropolis. The sherd is a ptxpov epu^popopcpov 

TEpaxbOV . On it there is p^pos bpaxbou xab daitbs ecp ’ ?is yEYpapp^vos 
OqjbS^^. What makes the piece of greatest interest, however, is the 

signature:

’a] ^nv {^ubg ''jyybab [g k] dXXbS [i] KOUnCT ejxab aveO । nxEvJ
(see Plate 3)

Little is known of the potter Kallis but the sherd is dateable by
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its findspot: ev 6e Ty Tpos to vc?tlov teuxos ths ’AxpoxcfXeais EXLywoeL 

It is therefore among Persian ransack debris. The "hot cross bun' thetas, 

which seem very rarely to have been used in Athens after the Persian sack, 

confirm the date as being about 490 B,C.

Our next piece of evidence for Athena Hygleia is much later; 

Plutarch's account of the accident during the building of the Propylaia: 

Tuxn 5e ^auyaoTn ouppaoa nepb thv OLHo6opuav epnvuoe thv 9eov 

oux axooTdTOuoau, aXXa ouueqiaxTop^unu Tou Epyou xaiT duUEXbTEXoudav.

6 yctp evepY(?TaTos xab TtpodupoTUTOs Ttov TexvbTcov aKOOqiaXebS eg 

u(|,ous EKEoe xcib db^XEbTO pox^ApmS, uno tc5v barpmu aneyvajop^vos. 

adupouuTos 6E TOU HepbxX^ous fi ^os ovap (potveboa ouu^Tage ^Epctnebav, 

^ Xpmpevos 6 IlepbxXhs rayu xcb p<^5b(ji)s b^ooTO Tou avSpmnov. eitb 

Todrip 5e xab to xctXxouv ayaXpa Ths 'YybEbaag 'A^nvag avEOTnoeu EU 
axpoiC(fXeb napa tov gtopov 6's xab npoTepov ?iv, ws X^youobv.^"

One might be tempted to dismiss this as a pious story but we do have 

the archaeological evidence to back up at least part of it. In 1839 

the base of a statue was discovered. On it was the inscription: 
. 20 
’A^evabOb teu ’A^evabab Teb 'Yybebab lidppos enobnoeu ’ASevabOs 

(see Plate 4)

Although Plutarch's story is late, the statue base seems to back up 

his story. It certainly was not placed in its present position until the 

completion of the Propylaia in 432 B.C. However, the base , which looks 

as though it should be circular, in fact has the back third cut away in 

a straight line so that it can be fitted flush with the first step of the 

Propylaia. This may indicate that the base is from an earlier shrine and 
21 

the lettering would certainly bear a date closer to 450. For our 

purposes we can be certain that the base at least Indicates a cult statue 

on this spot by 430 B.C. We cannot be sure that the story of Plutarch - 
22 

or the more garbled version of Pliny - is true. Nor can we be sure 

that, even if one or other story is correct, this base is linked to the 

incident of the injured workman. Difficulties arise from the base's 

dedication by the Athenian people generally rather than Pericles and also 

from the signature of Pyrros who is, unfortunately, not known for any 

other piece of sculpture. Further difficulties arise from varying 
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interpretations of the marks on the upper surface of the base. Athena 
23 

Hygieia may well have held a spear in her right hand although any 

suggestions about the left hand and what it held are somewhat hypothetical. 

She could easily have been holding a patera.

We thus have evidence of a cult of Athena Hygieia ranging from before 

the Persian sack of Athens until about twelve years before the Introduction 

of the Asklepian Hygieia in 420/419 B.C. The cult may even have had its 
origins back in the sixth century^'^. That there was a cult of Athena 

Hygieia there is thus no doubt but what form did it take? Unfortunately 

we here have to rely on two authors, Pliny and Plutarch, who were writing 

literally five hundred years after the event they were describing. Both 

Pliny's and Plutarch's accounts smack of the vivid re-enactments invented 

by tourist guides I The base with its dedication from the Athenian people 

’Adevatob, its position on the Acropolis and its statue of a, probably, 

rather martial Athena all lead one to suspect a formal cult. Offerings 

of ndpat and works of art could as easily be dedicated to Athena with the 

epi'thet Hygieia as they could to her under any other title.

The Asklepian Hygieia appears to have also had origins back in the 
25 

archaic period especially if one can trust Pausanias' description of the 
image of Hygieia at Titane^^. It may well be that Hygieia as a member of 

27 
'the Asklepian family had her origins at Titane although, as at Athens,

28 
she may originally have been quite independent of Asklepios . If one

is willing to discount Pausanias' description of the Hygieia at Titane 

and to push back the Athenian Hygieia into the sixth century B.C., it is 

even possible to believe that the worship of Hygieia had its ultimate 
29 

origins in Athens

Whichever of these positions one adopts, one cannot avoid an impression 

of a very distinct change after the introduction of the Asklepios cult in 

420/419 B.C. Within a very short space of time there is the stream of 

inscriptions linking Hygieia with Asklepios and often accompanying them a 
series of beautiful anaglyphs^^ showing the goddess near Asklepios, 

almost always standing even if he is sitting, often slightly in the back­

ground even if the other members of the Asklepian family are more deeply 

carved in the foreground. It is almost as if a deliberate attempt were 
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being made to link the imported cult of Asklepios with the home-grown, or 

at least long-rooted, cult of Hygieia. At last, with the arrival of the 

Asklepian cult, Hygieia, for so long the centre of a formal cult, could 

lose her abstraction and become embodied in a cult which could attract 

believers and followers by the thousand;

'C'est a Athenes qu' Hygieia fut le plus etroitmient associee 

au dieu gu6risseur et, peut-on dire a la lettre, c'est la qu' 
32 

elle prit corps*.

This is obviously only a hypothesis but it does fit the facts. There 

are other facts too with which it dovetails. Asklepios was introduced into 

Athens not long after the great plague which first struck in 430-428 and 
33 

again in 427-426 B.C. Although a later tradition asserted that the 

Athenians had the help of the great Hippocrates and as a result rewarded 

him handsomely because KapilyYebXe tlcu xpn depaKeuabs xP^Jp^vous aaqjaXws 
5ba(pei55aa9ab tov eitbdvTa Aobpov^^, we know that the truth was very different. 

35
As will be seen again in Chapter 6, it is Thucydides who paints the 

contemporary, factual and rather terrifying picture of what took place. 

Thucydides tells us that the plague had not entirely disappeared in between 

the two main bouts. In the second bout Thucydides tells us that about a 

third of the hoplite ranks died from the plague - about four thousand,four 

hundred. Three hundred, about thirty percent of the total, in the cavalry 

ranks died from the disease too. Of the rest of the population - metics, 

foreigners, slaves, women and children an inestimable number perished - 
Tou 6e aXAou o'xAou avE5ei5peTos dpbQyds^^. While typhus, taking the now 

37 
generally accepted view that it was typhus 'is no respecter of the rich 
and well-fed'^^, nonetheless the Insanitary crowding and lack of adequate 

supplies of food and water may well have led to a casualty rate approaching 

fifty percent for the non-combatant population including metics. This 
39 

would mean something in the region of seventy to eighty thousand 

Thucydides tells us that at the same time there was a great number of 
40 

earthquakes at Athens . These too must have frightened people already 

in a state of shock.

What medical treatment did people have access to at the time? There 
was probably no free medical care^and doctors, such as there were, suffered 

42 
the highest casualty rate . This apparently has always been the fate of 
doctors in typhoid epidemics'^^. All of this took place long before the 
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Sicilian Expedition and the final, traumatic end of the war in 404 B.C. 

which must have deepened the already profound sense of insecurity and 

helplessness. To whom could people turn? There was a feeling of utter 

despondency - a^upua . Not only was there medical despair but also a 

loss of religious trust. Not only did the bad die but also the good and, 

what is worse, it was especially the good who succumbed because it was 
45 they who made it a point of honour to visit the sick . This is precisely 

the situation in which one would expect some people to reject all morality 

because their traditional moral code was being breached. We are told that 
this was a common reaction in Athens at this time^^. To back up a 

conviction that morality had collapsed there was also the spectacle of the 

temples of their traditional gods hopelessly profaned/, full, as they were, 

of corpses - vexpmv nXea

Life, however, had to go on. Even when life is full of plagues, there

is still hope:

poijvn d’autd^b ’EAkus ev

aXAa 5e pupua Auypa xat’

dppT^xTObPb ddpobObV ev6ov 

avypwKOUs aAaApTab

epbpve..

To what or to whom could they turn? Not to their old gods but among 

the numerous foreigners either resident as metics or involved as traders 

and merchants there were many who knew of or actually believed in deities 

from other poleis or even from other countries. Some of these deities had 

already penetrated into the Peiraieus. The Thracian goddess Bendis had 
arrived there probably in 430/429 B.C."^^ shortly after the start of the 

Peloponnesian War although her advent had probably been arranged a little 
50 

earlier as the result of political manoeuvres . The greatest example, 

however, is obviously the arrival of Asklepios in 420/419.

From this time onwards we find signs of a blossoming of healing cults. 

Some of them masqueraded under names which would lead one to believe that 

the deity is an ancient one but closer inspection reveals that some degree 

of syncretism has taken place between the older and a newer occupant of 

the cult shrine. There is an increased emphasis on those gods who had 

as their role, or as part of their role, the protection of individuals 

and families. Illness, after all, is a highly personal and family matter. 

This is not to deny that any of the Olympian gods and goddesses played a 

role in healing cults because they obviously did- but a change had taken place. 
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Just as it has been suggested that Athena Hygiela strongly influenced the 

emergence of the Asklepian Hygieia in Athens and was in the process herself 

largely absorbed into the new cult, so too other gods and goddesses had 

aspects of their cult - aspects which had in most cases always existed if 

only embryonically - accentuated. Wherever there was a tradition of care 

for Individual or family, that aspect became enlarged and the deity became 

the focus for a healing cult. Often this transition was assisted by the 

deity being associated with some foreign god, goddess or hero who shared 

some characteristics with the indigenous deity but who in addition had a 

history of personal and family care for his or her devotees. In this way 

many of the deities traditionally worshipped in Athens, the Peiraieus and 

the surrounding districts obtained a faintly foreign aura often endorsed 

by the evidence for their having had a distinctively foreign element among 

their clientele.

The eventual defeat of Athens in 404 B.C. must have strengthened the 

trend towards finding deities in whom a battered and now defeated people 

could put their trust. Some people might have looked towards a renewal 

of their great, imperial past but many more would have been simply glad to 

be alive. In religion this latter group would have continued the search 

for deities other than those too closely associated with the official 

religion of the polis. The fourth century B.C. seems to have been a 

time when Athenians were particularly open to foreign influence. It 

certainly marks the time when our evidence suggests that many new ideas 

infiltrated the Peiraieus and Athens. New cults or alterations of older 

ones seem to have flourished throughout the Hellenistic period and into the 

Roman era although some withered and others expanded. Healing cults 

generally seem to have flourished well into the Christian period with some, 

notably the cult of Asklepios, surviving well into the fifth century A.D, 

The transition to the Christian period of healing cults, with its saints 

taking over the role of the older deities and heroes, marks the chronological 

point at which this study ends.

The inclusion of Asklepios, his family, his main cult centre - the 

Asklepieion on the south slope of the Acropolis - not to mention his minor 

shrines in Athens and his other great centre in the Peiraieus would have 

doubled the size of this study. The material found in Athens alone at or 

near the Asklepeion is so plentiful, of such great Interest and fortunately 
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so well documented that the inclusion of Asklepios would necessarily have 

dominated the subject to the detriment of the far less well known, minor 

healing deities. It was therefore decided to keep the study within 

manageable proportions and to concentrate on the lesser cults. That is 

not to say that Asklepios never crops up! His influence was pervasive 

and he will be frequently mentioned but his cult will never become the 

focus of attention.

An attempt will be made to study the origins of the lesser cults, to 

identify the ways in which the deities or heroes conformed to the pattern 

of caring for the individual or family and finally to assess the degree of 

foreign influence in terms of the deity or hero him/herself and in terms of 

the clientele. Where there is a sizeable amount of evidence for one cult, 

it is given a chapter of its own. Where the evidence is meagre or where 

a particular cult has strong ties with others, several are grouped within 

the one chapter.



Chapter I. Zeus Meilichios.



10

Zex5s MebXbX^os

**Zeus Meillchios, an ancient chthonian deity with healing powers" 

R.E. Wycherley, 'Synopsis of Zeus Cults at Athens',

G R B S , V, 1964, p. 177

1. Introduction: Zeus Meillchios and our earliest sources.

This simple description of Zeus Meillchios conceals a complex problem 

for it is not clear how ancient or chthonian Zeus Meillchios was nor when 

he acquired a healing role. It would appear that our earliest source of 

information is Thucydides in his history of the Peloponnesian War while all 

other references to the god, both literary and ejitgraphic, seem to date 

from the fourth century B.C. and later;

"EoTb yap xab ’A^nvabObs Abdoba, d xaXebTab, Abos eopTri 

MebXbXtou peydoTfig e^o) tfis TtdXeus, ev ^ KavAnpeb ddouob, KoXXob 

oux UEpeta dXXa ^diiata enbXtSpba^.

Starting with such a simple picture this chapter will try to build a 

fuller profile of the god by examining the later evidence and by comparing 

the cult of Zeus Meillchios with the worship of Zeus under similar titles - 

Ktesios and Philios especially. We shall see that under all three titles 

Zeus has connections with healing shrines. Evidence for connections 

between Zeus Meillchios and Middle Eastern deities will be assessed and a 

chronological framework attempted. Finally the evidence for the cult in 

Athens and the Peiraieus will be studied and placed in perspective.
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2. Evidence for the cult of Zeus under the title 'Meilichios'

It is clear that, although archaeological evidence for the worship of 

Zeus Meilichios during the Archaic period is entirely non-existent, there 

was at least a tradition that his cult went back far beyond the Classical 

period. This is made clear by the story recorded by Pausanias:

ALagdou 5e tov Kncpcobu gwuds eotlv dpxctbos MeuAuxtou Abbs* ent 

Tobt^j OriOGUs uno tmv dnoybumv tSv $ut(xAou nctdapobmv etuxe, Aporas 
xaX SAAous dnoMTEbuas xub EbUbV Tci npbs IlbTdbms ouyvEun^.

Pausanias merely makes the link between the purification ceremony and 

the altar of Zeus Meilichios. Plutarch's version of the story adds two 

slightly different aspects: 

npo’CbvTL 5e auTy xaL yevopbvqj xara tov Kncpbodu, SvApes ex tou 

j’UTaAbAmv ybvous anavrboaUTES rtondoauTo nptoTob, xac Asopbuou 

xa^dpOnuac, tols UEUopbopbuobs dyuboavTES xotb pebAbXba ^doavTEs 

EbOTbaoav Obxob, ppAEVos nphtepov auti^ (pbAavSpwnou xa^’ oAou 

EVTUXdUTOS.

The first aspect that Plutarch adds to the information given by 

Pausanias is that by implication Zeus is called Meilichios because of the 

pEbAbXba offered to him. These pEbAdyba - appeasements - can be interpreted 

as either presents begging for kindness or offerings of an apotropaic 

character. There is some evidence to suggest that the latter is the 
truer explanation'^. If that is so, then the Zeus Meilichios whom we know 

5 
in the Classical and Hellenistic periods has undergone considerable change . 

It is not possible here to argue in detail one way or the other. However, 

it must be said that the Greeks had no concept of an evil god or devil as 

some Middle Eastern religions did. Even Hecate, who had some particularly 

sinister aspects, could be called upon as an averter of evil and could even 

be associated with other goddesses who acted as helpers of women in times 
of need^. Gods often had two sides to their character. Homer in Book 

I of the Iliad shows this clearly with regard to Apollo t he who can destroy 

by disease and a great healer-god. Zeus, the most powerful of all the gods^ 

had many aspects to his character. As Zeus Keraunios, Zeds Kepadveboss 

he was feared but as Zeus MebAdybos he showed forgiveness and favour to 

men, purifying them from the stains of their misdeeds. Any fear connected 

with Zeus Meilichios may well be due to a healthy awareness of the danger 
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surrounding suppliants who have committed a crime.

The second aspect added in Plutarch's account is the feasting. This 

is not an added extra as is clear from the Greek vevoptap^vobs ayubcravTes 

HUb pebAbXba Suaavxes CbCTbaaav ObXOb. Plutarch gives no indication of 

the nature of the pebAbXi'” but it may well be that the use of the 

participle ^uoavres, which has the effect of linking more closely the pebAbXbU 

with ebOTbaaav, means that Plutarch intended us to understand that the 

feasting Involved the eating of what had been sacrificed. This feasting 

connected with Zeus Meilichios almost certainly links him with Zeus under 

the title of c^vbos whom travellers invoked when they needed board and 
lodgings for the night^. The reference to the Phytalidae being the first 

to greet him kindly, no-one having done so before - pnSevos Kporepdv 

auTcp (pbAavQpmnou xa^’ oSov evtux^vtos - also suggests a connection with 

Zeus jibAbos whom we will look at more closely later.

9
It was pointed out many years ago that the Phytalidae were linked 

with the culture of the fig tree. The bepa oux^oi was the spot where 

Demeter first showed Phytalos the fruit of the fig and it was near here 

that Theseus was purified. Complex arguments have been proposed to show 

the link between the fig cult and Zeus Meilichios Including the fact that 
figs were called pebAbxa on the island of Naxos^^. While not denying any 

of this evidence, a more straightforward explanation lies close at hand - 
figs were used as part of the purificatory rites^^. A late source of 

Information tells us that purifying Zeus could be called Euxctubos or 

KaSdpobos;

A^YEt“i> Se xub cuxdobos Zeus irgpa Tots naAabots, 6 xa^dpobos.

Tp yap oux^ expuVTo cpaobv ev xa^appots

A slight indication of a link between purifying Zeus and the Lesser 

Mysteries at Agrai can be seen in the fact that Plouton is reported to 

have descended to the underworld with Kore at a place known as 'Epbveds - 
13 

the wild fig tree . This tiniest of clues will be added to later when 

other links between Zeus Meilichios and the Lesser Mysteries will be 

investigated.

Clearly Zeus Meilichios is a god whom the Greek regarded as being 

capable of cleansing men of guilt-stain. However, xddapcTbS was a term
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with a wide variety of meanings. The verb MadctupebV meant any physical or 

spiritual purging while the nouns MU^appos and MctSapcTbS overlapped in 

meaning but were not totally Interchangeable. xa&appds tended to have 

the spiritual purification as dominant but could be used in a medical 
14 

context . HudapcTus probably had an even wider range of meanings. It 

certainly Included the idea of purification from defilement and the cleansing 

from stain of guilt which formed part of the initiation into, for example, 

the Mysteries of Eleusis. It also included the concept of bodily discharges 

such as the menses and other bodily wastes whose retention would cause the 

body problems. The whole concept of xadabpeLV - purification - had the 

ideas of cleansing from moral pollution, the evacuating of waste materials 
15 

and the removal of real or imaginary hindrances to healthy growth so 

Intertwined that the cognate words must have evoked a set of interlinked 
16 

ideas in the mind of a Greek . Purification producing both moral and 

physical health would certainly have gone together and it would have been 

quite natural to call on a purifying god like Zeus Meblb/t^os/KaWpObOS / 

lUMuobOs for either moral or physical health. Perhaps it would be more 

accurate to say 'moral and. physical health' since the distinction between 
1 7 

them was very unclear .
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3. Zeus Meilichios as a chthonic deity.

Having ascertained that, at the very least, there is no reason why Zeus 

Meilichios should not have been a deity connected with healing, can it be 

discovered if he was a chthonic god? The standard answer is in the 

affirmative and the evidence adduced is Xenophon's account of his sacrifice 

to the god on the way back from his expedition when his fortune was at a 

very low ebb and the omens were against him. He was told that Zeus 

Meilichios was hindering him and that it was advisable for Xenophon to 

sacrifice to that deity. He did so:
eddsTO HUL ojAoMadTEL xobpous Ttp naTpLtti vdpq), mul HaAAuepELTaL^^

The total burning of a sacrifice is certainly a usual sign of the 

chthonic nature of the deity. It can be argued, however, that the most that 

can be Inferred is that the deity has a chthonic aspect. That is certainly 
19 

the conclusion arrived at by one scholar . He quotes Pausanias' description 

of Orestes and the Furies. Pausanias tells us that the Furies appeared as 

black to Orestes who, in a fit of madness, bit off a finger whereupon they 

seemed white to him. Orestes then made evaYbOuds to them in order to 

avert their anger and also sacrificed (educe) to them as white goddesses 

This is not so unlikely when one reflects on the number of gods who had both 
21 

chthonic and ouranlan aspects

The fact that Xenophon sacrificed a pig to Zeus Meilichios has also 
22 

been seen as an indicator of that god *s chthonic nature . However, the 

pig has three other aspects. Firstly, it is a small animal as well as 

being cheap and therefore was eminently suitable for individual offerings 
23 

by almost everyone, even the poorest . Secondly, the pig had a very 

special relevance to purification ceremonies. The most obvious example of 

this for an Athenian would have been the strange sight of a thousand or more 

people each carrying a piglet down into the sea at the Peiraieus during the 

Lesser Mysteries of Eleusis during the month of Boedromion. After ritual 

washing of both person and piglet, the pig was sacrificed and its blood 
sprinkled on the Mystes in a lustral ceremony^ . Certainly, Athenian 

audiences should have understood what Aeshylus meant by the words xotpdMTovob 
z 25 

MuSappOb which he put into the mouth of Orestes . Thirdly, the pig may 
have carried connotations of fertility.^^
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Evidence came to light some few years ago to suggest that we are right 

In not trying to pigeon-hole Zeus Meilichios too precisely as regards his 

chthonic nature. This evidence is a sacrificial calendar for the Attic 

deme of Erchia, near the modern village of Spata east of Athens. This 

calendar, found about 1950, was published in 1963 . The vast majority of 

the sacrifices listed took place somewhere in the deme of Erchia but a 

few (six out of fifty six) were elsewhere. One of these latter took place 
28 

in Athens . The one which is of Immediate interest is the sacrifice to 

Zeus Meilichios:

’Av^earnpumvos, AtaoLOLS, ev aoTeu ev "Apyas, All MlAlxl^l, 
ots, vn^aALOs p^XPiv onAayx[v]mv^^.

We know that the Diasia was the greatest festival of Zeus^*^ and so 

it was fitting that demesmen should send representatives to the sacrifice 

in Athens. The Erchia calendar specifies a ram as their contribution.

The calendar also specifies that the sacrifice is to be vri<paALOs p^XPi' 

OKAayxvmv. This could mean either that there was to be NO drinking 
31 until after the inspection/burning of the entrails or that NO offering 

of wine formed part of the sacrifice until the entrails had been disposed 

of . It is true that the injunction vgcpaALOs always accompanies 
33 

holocausts in this calendar but it is also to be found a further three 
, 34 

times accompanying another injunction ou (popd , presumably meaning that 

the sacrifice is to be consumed within the sanctuary and none of it is to 
35 

be taken away . The injunction ou (popd is found another sixteen times 
36 in the calendar without the vriipdALOS rubric . Thus there is obviously 

some variety in the mode of making the sacrifices. It is interesting to 

note that the sacrifice to Zeus Meilichios was neither a holocaust nor one 

of those sacrifices where the people were forbidden to take the meat out of 

the sanctuary. It would seem strange if the representatives from Erchia, 

present at the sanctuary of Zeus Meilichios in Agrai for the Diasia, performed 

their sacrifice in the form of a ■9uoi^a while Athenians at the same sanctuary 

at the same time performed a oAc^xauTOs. Surely it seems much more likely 
37 

that everyone sacrificed in the form of a Suolu.

The picture of Zeus Meilichios which emerges from the Diasia and his 

other festival, the Pompeia, is usually one of a god with a distinct duality 
38 .39 

of aspect . Thucydides gives a great deal of information about the 

Diasia when he describes Kylon's failure to become tyrant in 632 B.C.because 
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he misinterpreted the Delphic oracle. The oracle had told him to seize 

the Acropolis on the greatest festival of Zeus which Kylon took to be the 

Olympic Games instead of the festival of Zeus Meilichios which was the 

correct Interpretation. The reason why the latter would have been so 

superb an occasion for an aspiring tyrant to seize the acropolis is that 

most of the population would have been outside the town at the sanctuary 

in Agrai. From there the entrance to the acropolis would not have been 

visible. These two facts would have given the perfect opportunity for 

the seizure of the acropolis . Thucydides also tells us that during the 

Diasia the people offered ou/ uepeua aXAa ddpara enuxi^^Pi^oi to Zeus Meilichios. 

These were said to be bloodless and the scholia describe them as cakes in 
42 the shape of animals . Is this proof that holocausts were the norm and 

43 
the poor gave animal-shaped cakes as substitutes ? This still would not 

square very neatly with the statement that the whole population brought 

bloodless offerings at the Diasia. Nor, however, does it square with the 

evidence from the Erchia calendar. Instead of trying to square a circle 

and thus twist the evidence to fit one’s preconceptions, it is much safer 

to admit that the evidence of Thucydides does not dovetail with other 

literary and epigraphic evidence. It is possible that official sacrifices 

of rams were performed on behalf of the demes while individuals brought 

bloodless offerings. That is an acceptable hypothesis. It is also 

possible that the situation which Thucydides was describing as having taken 

place in 632 B.C. or the situation as it was at the time of his writing 

(c. 420?) was different to that being described in the Efchla calendar 
44

c. 360 B.C.

One small sidelight thrown on the Diasia by Aristophanes is a comment 
45 

made by Strepsiades in The Clouds . He is trying to persuade his son 

Pheidippides to enrol at the school of Socrates and part of his emotional 

blackmail is the reminder that the father had pandered to his son, for 

example, in buying him a little toy cart at the Diasia when the boy had 

been only six and still lisping. A few lines later Socrates shows that he 

is still unimpressed by the young man's pronunciation! The picture of 

the Diasia is of a festival where toys were available for sale and where 

children had a prominent place. This is admitted even by those who 

propose a relatively sombre interpretation of the festival . More recently 

it has been suggested that children were of greater significance in the 

Dlasia^^ and that Zeus Meilichios was a tutelary god of children. We shall 
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see later that there is Indeed good reason to link Zeus Meilichios with 

children.

There was another festival of Zeus Meilichios at Athens - the Pompaia. 

Most of our information about this festival seems to come from Polemon of 
48 49 

Ilion . The essence of this festival was purification . It was a 

winter feast, being held in the month of Maimakterion. The festival 

obviously had a procession and in this- the central feature was the Alov 

Kq)5LOV. This fleece came from a sacrificed sheep and those who wished to 

be purified stood on it with their left foot. This seems to be linked with 

the purification ceremony employed on special occasions at Eleusis, for 
50 

example in the case of Herakles . It is possible that the fleece came 
51 

from an animal sacrificed at the preceding Dlasia . It is clear that 

the festival was purificatory but who or what was to be purified? If 
52 

the suggestion that a circuit of the city rs accepted as likely, a parallel 

with the Roman Lupercalia comes to mind. The parallel is not exact because 

there are obviously many differences but are there not some interesting 

similarities? The essence of the latter ceremony lay in the twin aims 

of purification and fertility and these were achieved by the sacrifice of 

animals, goats, the smearing of the blood onto the foreheads of young men, 

the removal of the blood by wool dipped in milk, the tour of the city by 

the young men and the beating with the februa. These purifying strips 

of skin from the sacrificed goats were believed to remove barrenness and 

to ease the birth-pains when used to touch sterile or pregnant women 

respectively.

With regard to the Pompaia, the Alov KtpdLov proves the purificatory 

aspect. The fertility aspect is shown by the connection between the 
53 

festival and the sowing of the grain and is quite probably reflected in 

the use of fleeces in attempts to Influence the weather for the purpose of 
54 

fertilising that grain . The purificatory aspect of the Pompaia is again 

interestingly indicated by such words as aitodLOitopnilaaadaL which is linked 

by Plato with the verb xa^iipaoQaL when describing the purification of the 
55 , 

home and the adjective ctroTtopTCaLOgwhich is virtually a synonym for 

aXe^LMaKog and anoTpoitaLog.

Thucydides calls the Diasia Acog eoptn MebXbxtou MeybOTn so that, if we 

take him literally, there were probably more festivals dedicated to him than 
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just the Diasia and Pompaia. He seems to have been a god whose worship 

attracted many people and this is a puzzle if we accept him as a god to 

be feared;

'In spite of his fearsome character, Zeus Meilichios was one of 

the most popular gods of Attica and had many shrines in Athens 
56 

and environs.*

It may well be a mistake to see in the epithet 'Meilichios' *a 
57 

euphemistic name like Eumenides' . The popularity of Zeus Meilichios Is 

much more easily explained if we accept his name as meaning 'kindly' or 
'open to propitiation' ^^- Certainly, he had chthonic aspects but that 

59 
does not entail regarding him as sinister . What was he open to 

propitiation about? Obviously his major role was the removal of impurities. 

The sinister aspect of Zeus Melichios lies possibly in two areas. Firstly: 

'Ceremonies to avert evil are a normal part of worship but could 

easily assume a sinister aspect: Porph. Abst.11.44 speaks of 

purification after them. They can in a measure project something 

of this character upon the deities to whom they are directed, 
even though these deities are invoked as protectors'.^*^

Secondly, of course, when praying for the removal of some moral or 

physical impurity, the god may not grant the petition. When this happens, 

the continuing presence of the Impurity may be ascribed directly to the will 
of the god^^. Many gods, Apollo is a good example, could bring good or 

evil, but there were a few gods to whom sacrifices were offered to keep them- 
the gods- away^^. Zeus Meilichios does not enter into this other category.

Zeus Meilichios was thus a purifying god, with some chthonic but only 

indirectly sinister aspects, to whom one prayed to take away moral or 

physical impurities. To be sure, there is evidence of a wide variety of 

practice in his honour through space and time - Xenophon's holocaust, 

animal-shaped cakes and rams whose meat was eaten - but the overall picture 

in Attica is clear.

The medical role of such a god is apparent and his chthonic aspect 

confirmed when one looks at a much earlier book on the interpretation of 
dreams than Artemidorus" ONEIPOKPITIKA. This is the HEPI AIAITHZ^^ of the 
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Hippocratic corpus. This was possibly written by Philistlon in the fourth 

century. B.C. Its fourth book, HEPI ENYHNinN, is a short treatise on the 

medical significance of dreams. The book starts off by stating that 

dreams, when they take on a character contrary to daytime activities, 
constitute a sign of bodily disturbance^'^. The author says that ordinary 

dream-interpreters merely tell the recipients of such dreams to pray to 
65 

the gods . The author, however, while not condemning such interpreters, 

says that medical remedies have to accompany any rites of aversion and goes 
on to recommend emetics, change of diet and exercise^^. He then goes on to 

analyse dreams of heavenly bodies, sun, stars, moon, etc. He draws 

conclusions from various sorts of dream about each and then makes this 

statement:

nepl p^v o5v Twv oupavumv anpecmv ourm Yt^v^j^axovTa XP^^ 

npoynSeta^ab xau ex5b(XLTha9aL xat robOb deobObv euxeodab, 

eiib MEV TObOb ayadobab HXbtp, Abb oupavbq),Abb xincrLm, 'ASrivg 

XTHObTi, 'Epp9, ’AndAAmvb, eitb 6e TObOb EVCtVTbobOb" TObOb 

aTtoTpoitabobOb xub Fy xa^ npmobv, (XKOTpdnabti ta xc^^eita etvab 
, 67

xavTu

It is interesting to note that Hermes, who so often had a chthonic 

aspect as (puxoitopuds, is included within the list of obviously ouranlan gods. 

It is possible that by a simple change of the- epithet attached to 

Zeus he could belong to the second list of chthonic, purificatory deities.

The HEPI AIAITHZ is not the only medical work to throw light on the 

role of deities such as Zeus Meilichios. The work known as the KA6APM0I 

of Empedocles, of which fragments only exist, also links religious rites 

and medical purification. This type of link shown in the REPI AIAITHE 

and the KA9APM0I, while propounded by some medical writers, was condemned 

by others. Even such condemnations shed light on beliefs and practices 
of purifications. One such condemnatory work is HEPI lEPHZ NOYZOY^^. 

This work sets out to show that epilepsy is no more or less sacred than 

other diseases. The author says that the theory that it is a sacred 

disease is weakened by the simplicity of the cure which consists merely 
69 

of ritual purification and incantation . Charlatans of the worst order, 

the author alleges, attribute different forms of epilepsy to various gods 

and goddesses - the Mother of the Gods, Poseidon, Enodia, Apollo Nomius, 

Ares, Hecate or the Heroes. To cure those ill the charlatans (ay\5pTab) 
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or purifiers (xa6apTab) resort to purification with blood and similar things. 

They also used charms buried in the ground, thrown into the sea or carried 
71 off Into the mountains where no one could touch them or tread on them

All of this the author condemns on the grounds of inconsistency, 
72 

impiety and dishonesty , but there is also another religious and 

purificatory side of which he does not disapprove. He contrasts this 

acceptable side with the quackery he has just described:

ou's (the sick) expriu 'favavTua Todrmv nobebv,ddeuv re xaL 

euxeodab xat es ra Lepa (p^poutas bXErEdsbU Tous Osodg.^^

Obviously there are several ways for people to go about curing their 

maladies from purely religious to purely medical. The author of ITEPI 

lE.PHE NOYIOY approves of the stance at either end of that spectrum but 

strongly disapproves of the xa^apTUb who, he alleges, dupe people by a 

fraudulent mixture of the religious and medical.
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4. Zeus Meilichios and similar deities.

The purificatory nature of Zeus Meilichios and his link with medicine 

seem clear. What is less clear is precisely why Zeus Meilichios has a 

chthonlc aspect. There is no doubt "that he has a chthonic aspect both 

from the evidence adduced already and the anaglyptic evidence that we shall 

look at more closely later. This proves clearly that Zeus Meilichios was 

often depicted as a snake.

We can trace some of the clues about the true nature of Zeus Meilichios 

by studying his links with other deities and especially Zeus identified by 

other epithets. One of the most interesting links is to be seen in Zeus 

Ktesios. They are explicitly linked through the use of the purificatory 

fleece:

Alos mmSlov . .. ©douoL re Tip re MclAlxli^ hul t^ KTnobtp All, tc

5e xmALU TOUTDV (puAaaaouoL, Ata itpoaayopeuovTes

Now Zeus Ktesios was a god of the household and, like Zeus Meilichios, 
75 

was represented as a snake . Immediately some light is shed on Plutarch's 

statement that the feasting following Theseus' purification took place 
olxol'7^. It also illuminates the Xenophon incident''^ where the cult of 

Zeus Meilichios is again described as having his cult Olxol and as having 
78 

close connections with the well-being of his family . Zeus Ktesios 

protected the house's store-chamber, may have been originally the guardian 
snake of the house^^ and some authors believe that he may even have had his 

origin as an ancestor, possibly burled in the house, who was subsequently 

worshipped as the protector of his descendants and their home . However, 
others think this unlikely”^. Modern Greek folklore analogy suggests 

that a snake can be described as the 'master of the house* (voLXOMupns) or 

'genius of the place’ (TOitdxas), can be seen as in some way symbolising 

the master- like the snake representing the genius of the pater familias 

in Roman times - and can portend harm to the family if it is harmed, without 
82 

any suggestion that the snake actually embodies an ancestor

Zeus Ktesios as well as having a purificatory role had the concomitant 

job of promulgating health. This is clearly shown by a deposition in a 

case about legitimacy and inheritance where presence at the sacrifice to 

Zeus Ktesios could be used as proof of family bonds:
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Tqi Auu TE 9i5a)V Tip KTriffuM, Kept nv yaAuoT’ emelvos Suotav EanouAaSE 

MOtb ouTE 6oi5Aous Kpoafiyev oute EAsp^dpous odVEuoug, dAA’ auTog 5l’ 

eauTOU TtavT ’ etcolel, TadTriS ypEug EHOLVcoyouyex) Mctb Ta iLepa 

puvEXebpoDpYouyEV xab ouvEKETb^EpEV xab tSaAq auvETtoboupEV, xab 

riuxcTO nytv UYueuctv 5b5dvab xab XTnobV dyadilv, uoiiEp Ebxdg ovto 
, 83 

itaunov.

Despite the insistence on exclusion of all but close family, it is 

evident from our sources that friends could be Invited to some family 

celebrations in honour of Zeus Ktesios. It would also appear that feasting 

could accompany a sacrifice to Zeus Ktesios, as would be natural for a god 

of the home's store-chamber. We have good evidence for both of these 

points in a passage from another legal speech which talks of a man who is 

alleged to have been poisoned while entertaining a friend in his home:

’Enebdri yi^P ededeutVT^xeoav, otov Ebxdg, 6 pev ^dmv Abb KTriObo) 

xdxEbVov UKodexdpevog, 6 5’ exuAebV te p^AAmv xab uap’ dv5pb erabpm 

auTOu 5ebitvti)V, oitovSdg t’ exobOuvTO xa't AbgavuTov unep auTmv 

sxsTb^eootv

This form of worship given to Zeus Ktesios is akin to that given to 

other deities connected with the home and family. Zeus Herkeios is an 

ancient household god judging by his role in Book XXII of the Odyssey. He 
85 

is sometimes explicitly linked with Zeus Ktesios who in turn, in addition 

to his domestic role in promoting health and prosperity, also has dedications 

made to him in healing centres . In this another link can be seen in 

the relationship between Zeus Ktesios, Zeus Herkeios and ’Ayadog Aabpuv. 

This last was a household god who also received a libation of undiluted 

wine at the end of a meal . The ’Ayadog Aabpmv was probably also called 

the AabpoiV MebAi^xtog . It is no coincidence that the ’Aya^bg Aabpwv 

is again represented as a snake and apparently there is evidence that at 

Alexandria certain harmless snakes were venerated as house guardians and 
actually called aya^odabpoveg^^. The ’Aya^bg Aabpwv is very close in 

character to Zeus Ktesios insofar as he is the genius of the pater familias, 

the vobxoxupng and the guardian of the family in every generation. This is 

clear from an oracle response, probably from Delphi, where a certain Poseidonios 

of Halikarnassos asks what he and his children ought to do to ensure the 

welfare of the family and the reply comes that they should worship Zeus Patroos, 
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Apollo Lord of Telmessos, the Moirai, the Mother of the Gods and they should 

also pay honours to and keep in favour with the Agathos Daimon of Poseidonios 

and Gorgis just as their ancestors had done:

xa^d^Gp xau ou xpdYOVOb...TLpav 5E xat bAdoxeo^ab xab "AydOov 
Aobpova HooebAmvi^ou xotb fopYbdos^^.

It is interesting that we know that the Aabpwv MebXbXbos or ’AYOtdos 

was depicted as a snake for we also know that certain snakes were fed and 

we have one famous example in particular which tells us what one at least 

Was fed on. This was the snake which was the symbol of the protection of 

Athena over Athens. The departure of this snake from the acropolis, 

indicated by uneaten food, made the Athenians the readier to leave their city 

at the approach of Xerxes:

A^YOUub ’Adnvabob ocpuv p^Y“V cpdAaxa tfis dxpondAbog Ev6babTaa9ab 

ev Tip bpm*A^Youcrb te tauTU xat 5n ms edvTb eitbpilvba eitbTeA^ouob 

KpoTbd^vTEs* Tct 6’£Ttb|n1vba pEAbTdEaaa eotl. uute 6n n pEAbToeooa 

EV Tip Tipdo^E aue'L xpd^y dvababyoup^vri tote ^v ajjauoTos. onpnvdons 5^ 

TauTU Tris bpE^ns, pdAAdv Tb ob ’A^nvcibOb xdb xpoBup^TEpov Eg^Abxov tnv 

xdAbV, ms xab Ths Oeou dnoAEAobKUbns Tpv dxpdKoAbv.

The sort of food given as described here was a peAbTdeooa pai;a which was 

a barley cake sweetened with honey. Was this the sort of offering that the 

scholiast on Thucydides I, 126,6 was thinking of when he tried to explain 
the oux bEpEba dAAa dupuTa EKbxmpba offered to Zeus Meilichios^^? Is it 

possible, therefore, that Thucydides was conflating household cult and 

festival ritual in his description of the sacrifices at the Diasia?

The snake as symbol of Zeus Meilichios, Zeus Ktesios and the Agathos 

Daimon was the protector of the household and the guardian of the health 

and wealth of all its members. Like Zeus under his epithets, the Agathos 
93 

Daimon is also found being invoked in healing centres . All of these gods 

and also the Abos Koupob who appear to have been the protectors of the 
94 

amphorae of the house along with other unnamed spirits who also look after 

the health, safety and wealth of the members of the household are known as 

the aya^Ob &eob or the @Eol pEbAbxuob and all of them received offerings of 
95 

food in the house . There are some similarities between this group of
96 

gods and Zeus known under other titles as well - Soter, Teleios and Epopsios. 

All of these titles expressed roles equivalent to those undertaken by the 



24

Roman Lares

The well-being of the household is the province of all these gods.

This well-being entails both the health and the wealth of the various members 

of the household and these two aspects are seen most clearly in the cult of 

Zeus Philios. We shall see when we look at the anaglyptic evidence from 

Athens that Zeus Meilichios and Zeus Philios were depicted identically 

either as a serene god often bearing a cornucopiae or as a snake. Like 
98 

the Agathos Daimon he is often linked with Agathe Tyche once explicitly 
99 

as his wife . His role as guardian of health is shown by the inscriptions 
dedicated to him found at Epidauros^^^ and by similarities between Zeus 

Philios and Zeus Asklepios which we will see shortly. One Illuminating 
portrayal of Zeus Philios^*^^ shows him reclining on a couch holding a 

cornucopiae in his left hand and a phiale in his right. Next to him is 

his wife Agathe Tyche and to the left of her is a naked cup-bearer and then 
102 two women and a man. On a table next to Zeus are some little cakes 

These surely are the clue to the true nature of this deity. He Is the same 

as the Zeus Meilichios or Zeus Ktesios to whom small offerings of food were 

made to beg the blessings of health and wealth on the family. Comparisons 

with the Totenmahl and the dead man's marriage-banquet with the deities of 
the underworld^are not necessary. The god depicted is not an ancestor as 

such but the genius (just as Agathe Tyche is the Juno?) from whom blessings 

on the family are being sought.

One extension of the household cult of Zeus Philios, which adds an 

extra dimension to our notion of that god, Is that he had a dedication made 
to him in Athens by some epavLaTau^®*^. The anaglyph, which is broken at 

the top and right, shows the god seated with a phiale in his right hand. 

His complex role is indicated by an eagle at the side of his throne and 

the presence of a pig by the altar in front of him. The eagle reminds us 

that he is genuinely Zeus and the pig reminds us that his role is to 

show friendship to men by purifying them and so making them morally blameless 

and physically healthy. We do not know, incidentally, whether the epavLOTOtb 

had Zeus Philios as the patron of their epavos. However, it seems likely 

that epavbaTau, for whom a regular, shared meal was a prominent part of their 

membership, dedicated to Zeus Philios for their collective health and welfare 

just as they individually dedicated to him at home for the health and welfare 

of their families. Their worship may well have centred upon or at the least
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included other gods apart from Zeus Philios.

Zeus Philios was frequently invoked as a guardian of friendship as is 
shown by invocations to him scattered in Greek literature^^^. He was also 

seen as a god who would show kindness to human beings and do something for 

those in need who called on him. In order to communicate with his devotees 

he would sometimes have recourse to dreams as was particularly common for ' 

the gods with a healing role. Thus it is that we have at Epidauros a 
dedication [A] ut ObAtm ndpobos hut’ ouap. On this same inscription is 

the number v^ and the symbol of a branch within a circle^^^. A god who 

grants visions and then accomplishes what he foretells would be suitably 

invoked before and thanked after his deed as T^Abog or ExbT^AebOg. 
The Athens inscription we have already seen ^°® is dedicated to Zeus Philios 

under the further title of EnbT^AebOg,

’ApbaTopdxn, ’OAupitbd6upog, Qewpbg dv^^epav Abb ’EKbTeAebWb $bAbojb 

MUb thb pHTpb Tou 9eou $bAbab xab Tvlxhb ’Aya^hb tou ^eou yuvabxb.

It hag already been mentioned^*^’ that a link exists between Zeus as 

Philios and also as Teleios and Soter. It is not surprising that drink 

was offered to Zeus as Soter and Teleios as part of the ritual after a meal? 

What at first sight is more surprising is that Zeus as Soter and Teleios 

was identified with Asklepios, He and such gods as Zeus Ktesios and Agathe 
, 111

•Tyche were evobXbSbOb 9eob but as Zeus Soter and Teleios the healing 

god was publicly worshipped particularly at Epidauros. To what extent 

this identification held good at Athens is not certain since positive 

evidence appears to be lacking. The role of Fulfiller and Accomplisher of 

healing dreams at least partially passed to a boy companion of Asklepios 
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known as TeAeacpdpog . However, most certainly at Epidauros and quite 

likely elsewhere Asklepios was known as Zei5s ’AuxAntbOS ^toTilp and Zeus was 

known as ’AoxAriiTbOS Zeug T^Asbog. This is most clearly shown in inscriptions 
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found at Epidauros . How early this identification first took place is 

not certain but nusmismatic evidence would suggest that it was early and 

statuary gives us indications of a late fifth or early fourth century B.C. 

date. There is no doubt that the chryselephantine statue of Asklepios, 

made by Thrasymedes of Paros in the early fourth century, showed the god to 

be uncannily like Zeus. We are told that Asklepios was portrayed enthroned 

holding a staff, holding his other hand over a snake's head and with a dog 
lying beside him^^^. Fortunately Epidauros issued a coin series based on 
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this statue which gives us concrete proof of the accuracy of the literary 
115 description of the statue . The beautiful trihemidrachm issued in the 

middle of the fourth century shows a head of Apollo wearing a wreath on 

the obverse and Asklepios just as in Pausanias’ description of the cult 

statue on the reverse. He faces left. The staff is in the god's left 

hand. The throne is backless. The only extras on the coin are the 

letter E for Epidauros on the right of the coin and the letters 0E very 
small under the throne^^^. Variations on this general theme were possible. 

The throne might have a back and the dog might be behind rather than under 

it. The significance of depicting Asklepios in this manner is that Greeks 

everywhere would recognise in it a reflection of one of the most common 

ways of showing Zeus and so reinforcing the Zeus-Asklepios equation clearly 

shown in inscriptions.

An enthroned Zeus with a staff and an outstretched arm holding or 

being held over something has a long numismatic history in Greek cities. 

He is to be found facing right, holding a thunderbolt and with a bird on 

a tree in front of him on a tetradrachm from the Greek town of Aetna in 
117

Sicily as early as c.47O B.C. Much more like the Epidaurian coin series, 

however, are the fourth century issues from a number of Greek towns and 
leagues. The Achaian league^^® formed after the battle of Leactra in 

371 B.C. struck a stater with Zeus facing left with the sceptre-staff in 

his left hand and his right hand outstretched. Over his hand is an eagle 

with outstretched wings and under it a crested helmet. His feet rest on 
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a footstool . Similar coins with minor differences are to be found as 
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far apart as Praesus in Crete and Cyrene . The type became extremely 

common over the entire Hellenistic world as it became the standard reverse 

for all of Alexander's silver coinage throughout his empire during his 

lifetime and remained so after his death in many places. The magnificent 
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tetradrachms minted at Alexandria c.325 B.C. and closely similar designs 
123 124 125 

from Babylon and posthumously from Slcyon , Sardis and elsewhere 

show that Zeus was generally recognised in this form. We shall be 

discussing the precise pedigree of this design a little later..

The link between Zeus under one of his 'caring' titles and Asklepios is 

certainly proved by epigraphic evidence and corroborated by numismatic 

examples. At Epidauros not only the cult statue but other pieces as well 

help to strengthen the connection. It has been argued, for example , that 



27

fourth century metopes from the Temple of Asklepios which show, to the 

untrained eye, almost identical portrayals of either Zeus or Asklepios, 

do not in fact show the same god but one metope shows Zeus and the other 

Asklepios. The fact that a case had to be made out for the distinction 

and that a layman is still not sure after studying the two metopes proves 

how far the conflation of the two had gone by about the middle of the fourth 

century B.C. Asklepios was very much a Zeus but he was certainly a caring 

one - a Zeus Philios or Meilichios. The gentle Zeus had his artistic 

as opposed to literary origin, it can be argued, in the chryselephantine 
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statue made by Pheidias for the temple at Olympia . Thrasymedes continued 

the compassionate aspect in his statue of Asklepios made for Epidauros in 

the 370*s and from these the idea underwent continual development, a high
128 

point being the so-called Asklepios Blacas in the British Museum which, 

because of the positioning of dowel holes and similar evidence has been 

ascertained to have bent downwards so that the god looked into the eyes of 
129 

his worshippers rather than gazing into the distance, oblivious of them 

As we shall see later, these characteristics, along with the full beard 

and wavy hair grown moderately long, were transferred to other great gods 

for whom healing was part of their care for humans - Serapis and Christ.
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5. Zeus Meilichios and Middle Eastern connections

We are obviously dealing with not just Zeus with the epithet Meilichios 

but the same god performing a similar role under several titles. 'Similar' 

and not 'same' because although the roles are correlative they are not co­

extensive. A common core existed in the interrelation of all of them in 

household religion whose purpose was the promulgation of the health and 

prosperity of the family. The gods and dotupoveg were especially 

linked to the master and mistress of the house although one does not have 

to go so far as to say that they actually embodied ancestors. Rather, 

they perhaps ought better to be thought of as protectors of the continuity 
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of the family . This means that we can restrict the chthonic aspect to 

the Plutonian, i.e. the fertility and prosperity aspect of the underworld 

gods and thus we are not forced into a most unhelpful chthonic - Olympian 
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dichotomy . Such a dichotomy is unhelpful because it does not do justice 

to the evidence.

These gods and Saupoveg gradually had their role extended into a more 

public sphere. All of them were invoked at the healing centres of Asklepios 
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at Athens or Epidauros . There they were asked in a public fashion to do 

one of those jobs they were always being asked in private, domestic rituals 

to perform. This extension into the public sphere seems datable from 

epigraphic evidence to the fourth century B.C. although, of course, the 

festivals of Zeus Meilichios go back much further. It Is not the public, 

collective rites that we are now concerned with but public dedications of 

a private and Individual nature. Did any new factors bring about a change 

in the situation?

Athens, after an all-time low at the end of the Peloponnesian War in 

404, underwent quite rapid change after the turn of the century. By 377 

and the decree of Aristoteles, Athens was the centre of a confederation in 

which genuine, international institutions appeared in order to ensure that 

the confederation did not degenerate into an Empire like the previous one 

had done. Trade prospered, the Peiraieus flourished and Athens experienced 

an economic upsurge. However, Athens and the Peiraieus did not gain a 

monopoly. Other ports, perhaps especially those in the Persian Empire, 

also expanded. Ephesus, Rhodes, Cyzicus and Byzantium all greatly extended 
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their trade in the Mediterranean. Athens became increasingly dependent on 

imported grain and arranged for large quantities to be imported from Egypt, 

Cyprus and Phoenicia. Athens found herself more of an equal in an 

increasingly cosmopolitan world than she had ever done before. "Foreigners 

were increasingly numerous and Egyptian, Phoenician and Cypriot merchants 
frequented the Piraeus"^^'^. In particular the Phoenician population from 

the fourth century onwards was considerable, Sidon and Tarsos being the most 
135 

common towns of origin for these immigrants to Athens

People from the Levant and Athenians visiting it would have found much 

in common. We have already seen how a standard representation of Zeus 

became the standard reverse for all of Alexander’s silver coinage. What is 

most interesting is that the motif was not taken from any of the similar 
designs we have seen existing in fourth century Greece^^^. The prototype 

137 
has been proved to be from anmexpected source . The source is a coin 

which was minted for Mazaeus, the Satrap of Cilicia, somewhere between 361 

and 333 B.C. at the mint of Tarsus. An almost identical coin seems to have 
138 

been the basis for this one with the earlier minted between 378 and 372 

B.C. Zeus is seated on a throne, facing left, with a staff/feoeptre in his 

left hand and his right hand outstretched towards a bunch of grapes and an 

ear of corn. Below the throne is a crux ansata which may well be a 
139 

symbol of sovereignty • Could it, however, also carry some significance 

of the ankh? This Egyptian hieroglyph for 'life' would suit the context - 

grapes and corn are the obvious sustainers of life and the ankh was becoming 

a general symbol at about this time. To the right of Zeus is an Aramaic 

inscription. The reverse of the coin concerns us less because it was 

rejected by Alexander who substituted a head of Herakles on his own issues. 

The reverse, with its depiction of a lion attacking a stag, does give us 

the Information in Aramaic that the coin was issued by Mazaeus - his name 

is above and the letter M below.

What is, perhaps, of the greatest interest about this coin is the 

inscription on the obverse. In Aramaic script it says BAALTRS, i.e. 

Ba*'al of Tarsos. This identification should not surprise us for the Zeus " 

Ba^al equation was common throughout the Levant. Similar coins were minted, 
for example, at Myriandros^^*^ in Cilicia for Mazaeus at about the same time 

and under Alexander became common over a wide area. Ba^al, of course, 
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was both a specific name for the son of El and an epithet used to describe 

other male gods of the Phoenician pantheon. The enthroned god had been 

for centuries a recognisable piece of Phoenician and before that Ugaritic 
religious art^^^. During the lifetime of Alexander the Great the Phoenicians 

would have seen no problem in identifying the god on the obverse of the 

silver as their Ba'al nor would Phoenician visitors to Athens have had 

any difficulty in seeing great similarities between the Athenian Zeus and 

their Ba*^al.

The Phoenicians were also, perhaps coincidentally, heirs to gods who 

were gracious or kindly or merciful towards men. Philo of Byblos even used 

the word MeGAbXbOS to describe a god called Xouomp, whom he equates with 
Hephaistos, who was said Adyous daxnoab xau enmSas xai. pavTedag.^^^He also 

invented sailing and fishing;

sEvctb 5e TOUTov tov "HcpabCTOV, eupelv 5e ayMbaxpov xcb ddAeap 
xa'b dppbciv xab cxeSbUV icpMxdv xe Kctvxujv dvftpwnwv KAeuaab^^*^

He is described as a man because one of the strands in Philo's account 

is his desire to explain that those who had invented things useful to man­

kind were precisely those who were deified. Xouomp was thus a kindly god, 

one particularly suited to the seafarers of a nation known for its travel 

and trade and someone who had formed or practised (daxpcab) charms (eit(p6ag). 

Again it may be coincidental but it was precisely this word which was used 

to describe the incantations -enaobdab - which accompanied purifications - 

xaSappob - in the attack on those who tried to cure illnesses in the role 

of xaOapTdb

The whole question of Phoenician mythology is extremely complex and it 

is dangerous to be dogmatic about the interrelationships of the various 

deities. However, it seens possible that the MebAbXbOg - Xouomp 
("Hcpaboxog) link is paralleled in Zapnppoupos (' Ypoupavbog) - Oucmog^^ :̂

'Le nom s^itique Samim-roumim veut dire 'Cieux eleves', 

et le nom grec Hypsistos - ouranios, 'Tres-Haut-celeste? Nous 

sommes done blen en presence d'Elioun = 'le Tres-Haut' = Zeus = 

Ba'al Shamim, et la ligne suivante nous avertit qu'il s’agit bien 

du dieu de Tyr, le m^e done que D^arous.



31

Ce dieu a un frere Ous$, inventeur de la navigation, le dieu 

eponyme de la Tyre continentale. Ce couple fraternal du Tres- 

Haut-celeste et d'Ouso, r^apparait un peu plus has sous les noms 

de Zeus Meilichios, ' le Zeus doux' et de Kousor-H^harstos ' qui le 
/ 147 premier de tous les honmes aurait navlgue' *

If this argument Is correct then Philo is evidence, albeit late but 

writing about a much earlier period, that Phoenicians, especially those 

from or with a knowledge of the pantheon of Tyre, would see their own Ba'al 

Shamiin in the Athenians' Zeus Meilichios. Other Phoenician towns each 

had their pantheon although, obviously, there were links. Within each 

pantheon it is Interesting that one of the gods was frequently a god with 

power to heal. The most famous Phoenician healing god was Shadrafa of 

Palmyra who was sometimes identified with Eshmoun while the god Bol 

included healing as one of his attributes. Many of these healing deities 

underwent a process of assimilation with Asklepios from the fourth century 
B.C. onwards and especially during the Hellenistic period^'^®. The Phoenician 

tradition of a kindly god was extremely ancient:

'On rapprochera ce nom de celui de 'Misericordieux' (R ^ m) que 

la tablette de Ras Shamra (1. 13, 16, 28) donne au pere des dieux 
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gracreux

These 'dieux gracieux' were Shahar and Shalrna, that is, Pollux and 

Castor respectively, the Alos Koupou whom we have seen among the Qeou 
peLXbXbOL in household worship^^*^.

Zeus as Ba®al Shamin is made even more complex by a further identification 

as D^arous . Zeus D§narous is the son of Ouranos and Gaia and in turn 

the father of Melkart who was throughout the Mediterranean region identified 

with Herakles. Zeus D^arous is a bit of a puzzle in etymological terms. 

His name has been derived from that of a river, the people from the land 
152 

of Amourrou, etc. It is Interesting that one of the possible derivations 

has a healing connection:

'Ce surnom, il faut le reconnaitre, aurait assez bien 1'aspect d'un 

nom semitique, mais le sens n'en serait cependant pas facile a 

de^couvrir. F. Lokkegaard a propose de le traduire du marug, ' (celui) 

du malade', mais Zeus-du-Malade, le Zeus-medecin, serait tout a fait 
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anormal. Rien dans Philon de Byblos ne fait penser que Demarous 
z 153 

fut un dieu guerisseur.'

One would need to be very reckless to enter this argument when specialists 

in Phoenician and Phoenician religion disagree among themselves! In view 

of the context of Zeus Meilichios as a god for whom healing was part of 

his concern for men, an explanation of his equivalent - Zeus Demarous as 'un 

dieu gu^isseur' makes good sense. It is true that Philo gives us no direct 

evidence that he was a healing god but part of the complex conflation 

surrounding Zeus D^arous is that he was the father of the Dioscouri and 

with them the wheel turns full circle to a link with Ouuwos and healing:

oStou tpmTOb tXoLOV eSpov. ex toutwv yEYt^vaaux) STSpOL, ol' hul 

goTavas eupov xau rnv rmu oaxsTrnv uaoLU xat Eictpoas

Another suggestion is that Zeus Datarous means Zeus 'du secours du 
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pays OU du peuple' . This interpretation depends on Philo having used 

a Greek-based adjective from 5hpo£. This is quite feasible. If that is 

true, 'll s'agissait du dieu secourable a tous, du dieu sauveur, Zeus 
EojTiip'^^^. Either way it is clear that Phoenicians would have seen a 

reflection of their own god in Zeus Meilichios.
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6. The Cult of Zeus Meilichios in the Peiraieus and at Athens

The Peiraieus is a fascinating area for the study of ancient religious 

beliefs for it contained the most colourful variety of cults of any Greek 

town. The Peiraieus is also a most frustrating place to study since it 

is still a flourishing entrepot and the archaeological evidence, although 

reasonable for small finds, is very scrappy as regards structures.

157
As we shall see again in a later chapter , the peninsula facing the 

little island of Stalida is probably the single most interesting point. 

Here there was a series of wells (ta $peaTa5 and this was probably the place 

where the court known as the Phreattys (n 'JpeatTw or ^peatw or, in Pausanias 

$peaTTUs) was established whose function was the trial of those accused of 
homicide outside Attica^^° or, perhaps, the trial of exiles on further 
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charges . The accused was on board a ship and the judges on the shore.' 

The purpose of this strange arrangement seems to have been to prevent 

pollution of the land. Near the Phreattys was an Asklepieion. Again, 

not far away was the healing shrine of Serangos. Part of the EnpayYeuov 

or EripdvYbOV was a set of baths whose purpose, reinforced by the discovery 
of a dedication to Apollo Apotropaios, seems to have been purificatory^®*^. 

The baths, or, to be more precise, one of the baths is linked by a thirteen 

yard long passage with the sea. The sea, therefore, appears to have been 

used as part of the lustral process. The sea of this area was used for 

precisely that purpose, of course, every Boedromlon when a thousand or more 

would-be Eleusinian initiates descended on the area, each with a piglet, to 

purify themselves and their offerings as part of the Lesser Mysteries. The 

whole of this area, therefore, appears to have been strongly associated with 

purificatory and healing cults. Here too there is evidence for a shrine of 

Zeus Meilichios.

The coastline of this area seems to have been full of indentations (cf. 

ohpuYYes and EnpayYi^ov) where there were shrines. These shrines facing 

the island of Stalida used to have the remains of numerous niches for 
votive reliefs^^^. We do not know for certain but it seems likely that 

these niches were in groups forming sanctuaries and that one such sanctuary 

belonged to Zeus Meilichios. These two assumptions are based, firstly, on 

comparisons with other known areas, such as the slopes of the acropolis in 
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Athens, where particular caves and recesses were used for dedications to 
particular gods^®^ and, secondly, on the number of dedications found to 

Zeus Meilichios and Zeus Philios in this area. It is possible that these 

dedications do not belong to a sanctuary of Zeus Meilichios but to the 

Asklepieion where they would obviously not be out of place. The concentration 

of dedications in the Peiraieus and the existence of the 'niche-sanctuaries’ 

lead, however, to the probability of a separate sanctuary. It is also 

possible, of course, that Zeus Meilichios and Zeus Philios had separate 

sanctuaries but the close similarity of their respective dedications does 

not support this possibility. However, there is some evidence to suggest 

that Agathe Tyche, the consort of Zeus Philios, had a separate but adjacent 
. 163 precinct

A number of the dedications to Zeus Meilichios/Philios have an 

architectural frame of pilasters and an architrave on which the dedication 

was usually carved. A grotto four hundred metres north-west of the island 

of Stalida in a foothill on the mainland at one time still had a recess with 

signs of red stucco and with the pilasters, architrave and palmettos still 
intact^^"^. This grotto and a nearby group of niches may have formed the 

central point of the sanctuary.

Some of the dedications lack an inscription altogether or omit the 

name of the god so rather than try to survey the votive offerings using the 

dedicatee as the criterion, it may be more profitable to use the subject 

matter of the anaglyghs as a guide. The single largest, homogeneous 

group of anaglyphs is the one composed of a bearded and coiled snake either 

with or without a dedication and lacking any depiction of the dedicants:

1. —"—Abb MebAbXbmb
2. No inscription^^^

3. No inscription^^'^

4. -- u 'HSdAn ["ave^nx"] av^®°

5. 'H6bOTbo [xil Abb MbXbXbtp^^^ (sic)

6. ’AoxAnitbaSriS ’AaxArntboAmpou Abb MbAbX>^(p (sic)

7. 'HpaxAebdris Ty Qey (plate 5)

10. No inscription'

8. -- Abb $ 1 bAb (|) [ave^nxj ev

9. -- AbbJ $bAb
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Where evidence is available it can be ascertained in most if not all 

of this group of ten dedications belong to the fourth century B.C. In 

nine out of the ten there is a single, bearded snake. The last one listed 

is exceptional. Not only does it have no Inscription but it shows three 

snakes. The centre snake is coiling round a cylindrical altar. A pair 

of snakes drinking, perhaps, out of a phiale between them forms the design 

for the cylindrical altar at the entrance to the Asklepieion at Pergamon. 

It is just a possibility, therefore, that the tenth dedication in our list 

comes from the Mounychian Asklepieion and not the sanctuary of Zeus Meilichios/ 

Philios.

A second group of dedications has anaglyphs showing both the snake and 

and the dedicatees. There are only two: 
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11. No inscription Large coiled snake on right. Half the snake's 

size are a veiled woman, an older and a younger 

man on the left.

12. I^Auu M j ebXcxbtj)^'^^ Broken aedicula with pilasters. Top of young 

man's body on left. His right arm is outstretched 

towards, on the right, a huge snake of whose coiled 

body only the lower part is preserved.

A third group of dedications has only an inscription: 
' . 177

13. Abb MebXbXb(p

14. Abb $LX^v^^^

The last group of dedications is possibly the most interesting. Each 

of them shows Zeus Meilichios/Philios enthroned on the left, holding either 

a cornucopiae or a sceptre/staff in his left hand while in his right hand 

there is a patera. On the right there are always two or more people 

approaching the god with the adults raising their right hand in adoration. 

Sometimes there is an altar between god and worshippers:

15. 1 n 179-- jTogc^Xn Abb MbXbXbm Wigo Zeus with cornucopiae. Boy with 
„ basket behind altar and pig in front. On the 
KpbTogoXn ?

right are a bearded man and a woman together with 
ApbOTOpouXn ? 

three children. In the background, between the 
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man and the woman, there is a girl carrying a 
basket^ ^, The basket seems large^^^. There 

seems to be no room on the inscription for any 

other name in addition to that of the female 

dedicant whose name partly survives.

16. ’ApuoTdpxn Abb
u ' 183MEblbXLWb

17. No inscription

Zeus with sceptre, his feet on a footstool. Altar 

in centre. . To the right a man, woman and child. 

The adults raise their right hand to adore the god. 

The woman is, presumably, she who has made the 

dedication. The man could be her husband or an 
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unrelated figure, perhaps a priest . However, 

the previous inscription is similar and the following 

one, which has no inscription, clearly shows a 

woman taking the leading role. In view of the 

family groupings, husband is more likely, but he 

is beardless and rather young. (Plate 6)

Zeus on left with phiale and a staff that would 

have been shown in paint. His feet rest on a 

footstool. On the right there is a group of 

worshippers. The woman kneels and grasps the knees 

of Zeus in the ancient gesture of supplication. 

She makes no attempt to grasp his beard I To the 

right, i.e. behind her, is another woman with her 

right hand raised and next to her two young children. 

To the right again there is a slave or bepdSouAog 

with a ram and what appears to be a tray in his 

right hand. On the extreme right is a xavncpdpos. 

( Plate 7)

18.

19.

Mu J vvbov Abb $bXb(j) Zeus on left with a staff in his left hand which 
dvd-9 [nxevl ^^^ would have been shown in paint. On the right is 

Mynnion with her right hand raised and next to her 

is her daughter.

'Ep^abos Abb tbXbWb A broken relief in form of an aedicule. On the 

left is a head of Zeus, his left shoulder and his 
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left hand holding a staff. On the right are two 

men, the first elder and partly preserved and the 
188 

second, younger and with less preserved . Behind 
189 

him are the fragmentary remains of a third figure .

The nineteen reliefs show no appreciable distinction between Zeus 

Meilichios and Zeus Philios. In either guise he is shown as a snake or an 

enthroned king. Whether there is any significance in the fact that as 

enthroned king he is always on the left of the anaglyph while, on the two 

examples we have of him as a snake being approached by worshippers, he is on 

the right is difficult to say on the basis of such a small sample. As we 

shall see, the positions could be reversed on anaglyphs found in the upper 

city.

Women seem to prevail in these dedications. Even where a man is present 

both the inscription and the anaglyph suggest the importance of the woman, 

the former by indicating that the woman was the dedicant or the first dedicant 

and the latter by showing her as the main worshipper. Sometimes the 

anaglyph places the man nearer the god but in no special position of worship 

while the inscription tells us that the woman is the dedicant. Men are 

not excluded, however, although it is not possible to be certain whether 

men alone were shown on dedications without a woman. The last of the 

nineteen just dealt with has the remains of a third figure which may have 

been that of a woman and the same is true, as we shall see, of a damaged 
190 

anaglyph from Athens

Obviously, where the anaglyph is of the snake type there was a tendency 

not to depict the dedicant(s). Numbers eleven and twelve in the list just 

given show that there were exceptions. These exceptions are very useful in 

that they tie together what would otherwise be two disparate types of 

dedication - the snake alone without worshippers on the one hand and the 

enthroned Zeus with worshippers on the other. None of this latter type, 

for example, was in the cache of dedications discovered in 1878. This 
group, described together^^^, was said to have been 'decouverts dans les 

travaux ex^ute's pour la construction d'un chemin aupres des maisons 
s 192 

Tsiller, pres de la pointe Nord-Est du port de Munychie' . This quite 

reasonable provenance has caused problems because most if not all of the 
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other dedications have been found further west between Mounychia and Zea, i.e. 

nearer to the supposed sanctuary. It may be that a second sanctuary of Zeus 

Meilichios existed, perhaps on the eastern peninsula of Mounychia. 

However, in view of our knowledge of how far slabs of stone seem to get moved 

from their location it is not necessary to assume this. Yet when seven are 

found together the possibility of a second sanctuary must be borne in mind.

Another interesting aspect of the Peiraieus reliefs has also been pointed 
193 

out . None of the dedications has the name of the dedicant and the demotic.

As we shall see, there is one exception among all the known Attic reliefs 
194 to be found in the upper city :

'Dans les six deSicaces gravies sur les bas-reliefs, nous ne 

trouvons pas une seule fois le nom du donateur suivi d'un d^otique, 

comme cela aurait eu lieu s'il avait ete citoyen athenien. Ce 
/ , \ 195 

sont done des etrangers, meteques, affranchis ou esclaves.'

Certainly there was a tendency for citizens to include their demotic 

but it is dangerous to presume that they always did so. However, the 

general picture does seem to indicate at least a likelihood that most of the 

dedicants were not citizens. M. Foucart then noted that one inscription 
-.196 

was simply dedicated tm Qetjj. and saw in this a reflection of Semitic 

practice. He then looked at the various associations of foreigners and 

drew this conclusion:

'll me semble qu'il faut chercher dans 1'application de ce proc^e'' 

le sens de Zeus Milichios. Zeus est la traduction du nom gen^rique 

de Baal; Milichios la transcription du nom particulier Milik, Melek 
197 

OU Molok'.

198
This suggestion provoked various responses . Gradually it was 

discovered that the Milichios-Milik theory did not hold water. One author 

then put forward the idea that the cult of Zeus Meilichios was a conflation 
199 

of an ouranian Zeus with a chthonic hero/daimon called Meilichios . As
200 

we have seen, yet another author saw Meilichios in terms of ancestor worship . 

On the basis of what we have seen of Phoenician links with this cult, I 

suggest that M. Foucart was right, despite the wrong suggestion of the 
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identification of Milichios and Milik.

One penultimate point to be made about the Peiraieus reliefs is that 

they give a very strong impression of family matters. 'Impression' because 

the terse inscriptions give us no clue but the female dominance plus the 

presence of young children seem to indicate family concerns. This 

Impression is reinforced by the material from the upper city but for 

different reasons.

The last point is that it is interesting that the two sacrificial 
animals shown are a pig and a ram^®^ for, as we have seen, not only are 

both linked to Zeus Meilichios but both help to reinforce his purificatory 
202 

role. The ram is shown in a way typical of sacrificial animals 

However, the pig stands in front of the altar rather unlike a sacrificial 
victim and more like something playing a symbolic role^*^^. Perhaps the 

impression is false.

When we come to Athens itself the cult of Zeus Meilichios/Philios 
presents us with some different facets. We have already seen^*^'^ that 

there was an altar of Zeus Meilichios by the Kephisos where Theseus had 

undergone purification. This area was outside the city boundaries part 

of the way towards Eleusls and the evidence, as far as is known, is purely 

literary. Archaeological evidence tells us, however, in explicit terms 

of another sanctuary of the god. This was found 'in Athenarum suburbio 
. 205 

Ampelokipi' . Ampelokipi or Ambelokipoi is a suburb just east north 

east of Mount Lykabettos on the main road leading north east out of Athens. 

This area would have been outside the ancient city boundary in the fourth 

century B.C. To get there one would have needed, for example, to go out 

of the north east gate and have gone some way along the road to Marathon. 

The evidence comes in the form of a marker stone probably of late fifth 

century date.

HIEPON:

AIOZ ; MI 

LIXIO : / 

HZ : A8HN 

AIAZ
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It seems to be agreed207 that the last letter of line three should be

gamma which would make it a joint dedication to Gaia and Athena, the latter 

under her old, solemn name ’Adnvctba . Athena could be linked with most 
cults^*^^ but Gaia is very interesting. Some would see this as a further 

209 
indication of the chthonic nature of Zeus Meilichios . Obviously Gaia 

is chthonic but the word chthonic is used with many different meanings - 

linked with the dead, fruitfulness, prophecy, etc. In view of what has 

been seen to be the likely situation in the Pelraieus, Gaia is a very suitable 

dedicatee along with Zeus Meilichios. When it comes to the production of 
210 

and care for children, Gaia surely is the KoupOTpdfpos par excellence?

We might expect evidence of a literary and/or archaeological kind for 

an altar, as at the Kephisos, or a temenos, as at Ampelokipi, dating to the 

fifth century or earlier. If one accepts that the expansion of the cult 

reflects some syncretism at work, dating in all probability from the early 

years of the fourth century, then we would not expect many, if any, private 

dedications of the sort we have seen in the Pelraieus dated to before about 

400 B.C. No such dedications from the fifth century have yet come to light.

Moving nearer to the ancient city boundary, a beautiful votive offering 
211 

showing an enthroned Zeus and worshippers was excavated in 1893 . It is 

similar to those from the Pelraieus. The inscription is damaged and now 
disputed. The excavator completed it as |^6 SeT-va dvj ednxev NaC|m All] 

but there is so little of the lettering left that alternatives are possible. 
One such is []All MslAlxlcol Hax’euxnv dvjddnxev Nolj^ds]^^^. Certainly the 

style of the anaglyph points to Zeus Meilichios. However, along with this 

votive offering were found a colossal head of Herakles and a relief showing 

Zeus (probably), a much damaged figure holding a cornucopiae and a phiale, 

Hermes holding a caduceus and an oinochoe and Herakles with lionskin, club 

and possibly something in his right hand. Zeus is seated on a horned and 
213 

bearded head inscribed as AXEAfilOZ . These reliefs were excavated from 

two reservoirs by the eastern Kallirrhoe next to the Ilissos. The Kallirrhoe 

spring poured into the Ilissos at the south-eastern corner of the Olympieion 

at the point where the river looped northwards before returning to its normal 

NE-SW course. A few years ago a shrine of " HpuxlhS ITaYXpcxTns was 

excavated within that loop^^'^. The similarities between the 1893 material 

and that excavated in 1953-1954 are such that the earlier Ilissos reliefs 

must be looked at when we study the Pankrateion.
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There is one last body of material connected with Zeus Meilichios/Philios 

and this has been found in the Agora, the shrine of Nymphe or in connection 

with the hill of the Nymphs. We have evidence of a priest of Zeus Philios 
215 

during the time of the Emperor Augustus , but having adverted to this 

piece of evidence, it ought to be laid to one side since the rest of our 

evidence is fourth and third century B.C. One inscription is, as far as

I can gather, unprovenanced apart from its being Attic and probably from 

Athens, while another is certainly Athenian but its exact find-spot is, as 
far as is known, uncertain^^^. The remainder of the evidence gives us some 

interesting information about the links between Zeus Meilichios/Philios 
217 

and the Nymphs. We have a cluster of three dedications from the 

northern slope of the Hill of the Nymphs and a cluster of five from the 
218

Agora . This latter group of finds may have strayed from the sanctuary 

on the nearby Hill of the Nymphs. These nymphs were probably Yev^^Auab
219 

and St. Marina, whose church stands nearby, continues their role to-day 

The other finds come from the shrine of Nymphe to which spot brides came to 

make their dedications from the mid seventh to the third century B.C. Three 
220 

finds link Zeus Meilichios/Philios with this shrine.. Two inscriptions 

to Zeus Philios were found near where we now know the shrine of Nymphe to 

exist. The inscription to Zeus Meilichios, with a beautiful anaglyph of 

a snake, is securely linked to the shrine of Nymphe since great care was 

taken to pinpoint the find spot. Apparently the excavator:

'prend soin de spe^cifier que la stele de Zeus Meilichios a ete 

trouvee enb tT)s MbybAbag, c'est-a-dire sur le sol natural, non 

parml les deblais: la stele, sans etre en place a proprement 
221 

parler, appartiendrait bien, selon lui, au sanctuaire'

The find-spots of the other inscriptions up the north slope of the Hill 

of the Nymphs, the theatre of Herodes Atticus and, slightly further, in the 

Agora lend weight to the argument that the shrine of Nymphe is their common 

origin.

Assuming, therefore, that they do come from the same spot, we can 

analyse them like we did those from the Peiraieus. The single largest 

group are the simple inscriptions without any accompanying anaglyph:
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X 222
1. ALL MeLXLXLUlL WHUpLUV

2. AuoLMpcxTris |A]ucrLMX^o v^u> s ex Ko[x]wvo <u>

'lJ ^lAlul l“j ^ l Jl ^'^J

3. 'HAlo) mol Al‘'c McLAj^LXLy] Mapiata^^^

4. I^All MLALjXLmLHnbos

5. 1^- - - - MlJ Alxlul^^^

6. KaAALas Ka ^— --jpLXLos, 6oum j^pLTLSriS Jall Obj^ACuLj

Then there are two where there was or, in the case of the latter, is 

only evidence of, a snake:

7. Abb MbA LX^^L 228

Asa Abb MbAb 229

A further three show a snake and some people, or people approaching 

what was probably a snake:

9. "OAupKOS All MbAbXbWb On the left is a huge, bearded snake.

On the top^part is preserved. The same is true 

for the right side which shows a man's head. There 

is probably no room for a second figure. Olympos 
231

is probably a freedman

10. All M <^l)> A^lxlul^ ’Aploto 5 - -]

MUb $LAaxJ^- - j dv <^^^^ ea [^“'^j^^^

On the left is a bearded man and behind him a 

veiled woman. The right side is missing. The 

inscription is central to the block. A coiled 

snake would make the inscription central. An 

enthroned Zeus is possible but it might well have 

taken up more space and would have made the whole 

asymmetrical.
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11. ApbOTop^vns All MelAlxlul A beautiful relief 39cms. high to the 

top of its pediment. The greater part of the 

relief is taken up by a large snake whose lower 

half is doubly coiled. The snake's head is held 

high. The snake is bearded. Right up in the top 

left corner of the relief, just below the snake's 

eye level, are a diminutive married couple 

advancing from the left towards the snake which 

is facing left. The man is in front of the woman, 

beside the woman is a child. Each of the three 

human figures has his/her hands joined together 

in supplication to the god. (Plate 8)

Last of all there are the two anaglyphs depicting an enthroned Zeus:

12. ’EpavLCTaL All $LXL(n av^deoav The bottom left corner only is 
e(p’ 'HynOLOu apyovTOS^^^ preserved along with the dedication.

It shows the typical enthroned Zeus with an eagle 

by the side of the throne and a pig by the altar 

in front of Zeus.

13. ’ApLPTOiJaxri, ’OAupiiLdAojpos, QewpLS On right is Zeus with phiale 

avE^eoav All ’ETtLTeXeLWL ^lAlol mul in his right hand and a 

TPL phtp’l tou Geou ^lXlql xaL T^xhl cornucopiae in his left. Some 
235 

’Aya^HL tou Geou yuvuLXL small cakes are on a table by

his side. To the left of him and equal in size 

is his wife Agathe Tyche holding a fillet or 
236 

garland , then further left is a naked cup­

bearer with a phiale in his left hand and dipping 

his right into a krater. Then come Aristomache, 

Olympiodoros and, at the extreme left, Theoris. 

More detail could have been painted on the background.

We have one dedication (no. 2 in the list above) made by a man who is 

clearly a citizen. This is exceptional in the present state of our knowledge 

of reliefs dedicated to Zeus Meilichios/Philios. We have the intriguing 

dedication by the 'EpaVLOTUL (no. 12) which was found not far from the 
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sanctuary of the Nymph ev xp itpds goppav xaTaxAbaeu xou Xocpou xmx) Nuycpwx) 

This fact clearly links Zeus Philios with the sanctuary below. We have 

a dedication to Zeus Meilichios and "HAcos (wo. 3) which is perhaps not as 

odd as it may at first appear:

'HeXuos OLMTELpeud pe

ov OL oocpOL. X^YOUOi^ yewnTnv demv
\ , 238 

xuL taTEpa xavTuiv

With the exception of the dedication by a citizen, the picture gained 

from the Peiraieus material is confirmed. We have some new factors notably 

the ’EpavLOTat. The most intriguing thing of all, however, is the 

connection between Zeus Meilichios/Philios and the Ndpcpn. It has been 

suggested that the Nt5|jcpri might even be regarded as the Bride of Zeus 

Meilichios i.e. Hera Meilichia . The sanctuary of the Nup^n produced 

masses of plaques, masks, figurines and pottery. The female interest looms 

large and the numbers of Xouxpocpdpob excavated reveal the marriage angle 

and form a link incidentally with Kallirrhoe, from where water was fetched 

in a XouTpocpopos for the bridegroom on the day of his wedding. We know 

(cf. 13 above) that Agathe Tyche is a better identification for the Ndpgn 

if she is the bride of Zeus Meilichios.

It would appear that in Athens, in addition to the roles of purifier/ 

healer, guardian of the family's health and prosperity and promoter of the 

family's fertility, Zeus Meilichios/Philios along with his consort performed 

a special role for those about to get married. This role would surely have 

involved all his powers to ensure the purity, health and fertility of the 

couple.

The cult of the sanctuary of the Nupipn is ancient. Judging by the 
pottery found^^° it certainly went back into the mid sixth century or earlier 

and lasted until the mid second century B.C. The Nymphs, in the plural form 

had as their territory the slope of the hill from the valley base to the 

top of the hill near the Old Observatory. This hill may well be what the 
241 

ancients called The Hill of Hyakinthos . As has already been noted, the 
242 

nymphs on this hill were probably invoked as rEVEOXbUb - goddesses who 

as tutelary deities ensured the family's continuity by procreation. We 

know from boundary markers that Zeus had a sanctuary higher up actually on 
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this hillside and perhaps the dedications to Zeus Meilichios/Philios 

found in this area actually come from this sanctuary rather than the shrine 

of the Nuycpn and Zeus Meilichios at the foot of the hill. Either place would 

have been suitable for this god of purification, health and fertility.

It is interesting too that the nearby church is dedicated to St. Marina.

She is also concerned with fertility, birth and young children. Not long 

ago women used to go to the church to pray for children and apparently, as 

part of a ritual process, used to slide down the long, sloping rock in front 

of the church

The role of Zeus Meilichios/Philios was similar although not identical 
245 

in other Greek cities . We hear of a society of Diosmilichiastai in 
Nisyros^^^ to compare with our ’EpavLOTau. Visitors from any of these 

cities along with foreigners from lands worshipping Ba‘al would have found 

much to compare with their familiar cults back home in the worship of Zeus 

Meilichios as a god of purification, health and fertility and a guardian of 

the family at Athens and the Peiraieus.
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7. Conclusion

This chapter has attempted to show that Zeus Meilichios was a healing 

god. It has meant that the chapter has turned out rather like a literary 

jigsaw puzzle but the nature of the evidence has precluded a linear approach. 

Instead, it has been necessary to make a number of sideways steps and to try 

to make each new piece of information thus acquired illuminate the central 

issue.

It is clear that Zeus Meilichios was an ancient god. He had festivals, 

notably the Diasia, which went back to at the very least the sixth century 

B.C. He had altars and sanctuaries which literary evidence suggests went 

back to the Age of Heroes and archaeological evidence confirms as being at 

least fifth century B.C. His cult seems to have centred upon his role as 

a purifier and from that emerged further roles as a giver of fertility and 

health. These latter roles seem to have acquired added significance at the 

start of the fourth century B.C. for all the votive offerings so far found 

date from this time onwards. It can not be coincidental that at the same 

time two other processes are discernible: firstly, Zeus Meilichios was 

becoming more and more identified with Zeus Philios, Ktesios and the same 

deity under several other guises - the common factor being a concern for 

the individual and especially the family; and secondly, Zeus Meilichios/ 

Philios and Asklepios were undergoing a process of reciprocal influence 

which is immediately obvious today in the sculptural and numismatic 

evidence. To judge by the votive offerings placed in shrines sacred to 

either of the two deities, the eye of faith in fourth century Athens must 

also have been able to see that a caring and healing role was shared by them. 

It seems likely that Zeus as protector of the household, as a result of a 

conflation with Asklepios at the end of the fifth century, emerged from a 

domestic role and adopted a role in which he was available to all members of 

society in Athens and the Peiraieus. This more public role of Zeus Ktesios/ 

Philios found echoes in the already existing public image of Zeus Meilichios, 

further helping a merger of a whole range of cult-titles of Zeus. However, 

his background as a family god is still clearly visible in the anaglyphs 

even though his appeal became much wider.

This wider appeal extended to the whole range of relative newcomers in 
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Athens and particularly the Peiraieus. Only one dedicant of a votive was 

certainly a citizen and at least one of the dedicants seems to have been a 

freedman. A lot of the new-comers must have been brushing shoulders with 

a cosmopolitan cross-section of society. Those from the eastern end of 

the Mediterranean were heirs to an ancient tradition. Each city could 

worship Ba'al as the protector of that city and at the same time see their 

god as part of the wider pattern. Syncretism seems to have come easily to 

them. In the pattern of deities that formed a common heritage to many 

of the peoples living in what we now call Turkey, Syria, Lebanon and Israel, 

there were gracious, kindly and healing deities. The evidence is meagre 

but we know from numismatic evidence that the Greeks too were not averse to 

borrowing and it seems quite probable that the elevation of Zeus Meilichios 

to a public, caring role was hastened by a growing perception of a chief 

male deity with that function.

The strong links between Zeus Meilichios/Philios and Asklepios are 

obvious to anyone entering the Rooms of Decree and Votive Reliefs in the 

National Archaeological Museum in Athens. Often it is difficult to 

distinguish what relief is dedicated to which god and it is often only the 

inscription or the find-spot which clinches the identification of the 

dedicatee. Unfortunately so few reliefs are explicit about the cures being 

requested or for which thanks are being given that we are left completely in 

the dark. Because of the background of Zeus Meilichios/Philios/Ktesios and 

because of the anaglyphs showing women and family groupings, we can fairly 

safely surmise that family concerns were paramount in the prayers of the 

dedicants. The presence of young children among the dedicants indicates 

probably the single, most important family concern - the birth of children 

and their health. Other prayers, hopes and thanks offered to the god by 

worried or grateful worshippers are only open to speculation.



Chapter II. Zeus Hypsistos.
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Zeus "YtpuaTos

‘nepL uyuebas -duebv xab euxeo^ab Abb uKaTi ’̂.

Demosthenes^ 

Against Meidias, 52.

1. Background to the cult

Although Athens was the city par excellence of its eponymous goddess 

Athena, yet the worship of Zeus under a variety of epithets permeated the 
religious life of the entire city^. So far we have looked at Zeus under 

those titles which linked him most particularly with home and family. 

There remains a whole range of titles many of which express his connections 

with the political life of the city or its geography. On the Acropolis, 

Pausanias tells us that he was worshipped as "YtaTog and that sacrifices to 
2 

him were made at an altar facing the entrance to the Erechtheion . He 
, 3 

was the HoAbeus of Athens . As an Olympian and the chief of the Olympians 

he was particularly associated with the hilltops of Athens - "Ytotos 
on the Acropolis, possibly ’E^ocpbos on the Hill of the Nymphs^, somewhere 

on the north western slopes of the Acropolis ’OAupubOS^, and on the hills 

round Athens: 'YpetTbOs and "OpSpbOS on Hymettos, Ilapvndbos, "Opgpbos, ZnpaAeog 

and ’Auilpbos on Parnes and ’Avxeopbos on Anchesmos, though which of the 
6 

hills round Athens that is no-one knows for certain . As a deity with 
7 8 

chthonic aspects we have already looked at him as MebAbybOg or $bAbOg 

and seen that under this guise Zeus was worshipped as a helper and healer 

of men.

The epithets of Zeus which connect him with mountain tops are normally 

to be taken literally. Sometimes they link him with a specific location - 

'Yp^TTbOg on Mt. Hymettos. However, some such epithets become detached 

from the location and become attached to the long string of interchangeable 

titles from which a Greek could choose according to his requirements rather 

than his or the god's location. The most obvious example is ’OAupnbog. 

Although detached, such epithets were normally applied to the god in 

situations where the original connotation would at least not be contradicted 

by the new usage. Hence the Olympieion on the north western slopes of the 

Acropolis may have been a cave adjacent to one belonging to Apollo, but at 
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least it was a cave up a hill.

Zeus was worshipped as "Yc^LOTOS on the Pnyx^. Although it should not 

be presumed that this epithet is identical to "YuaTOs, it seems likely 

that in origin it had a similar connotation. As well as at Athens, the 

worship of Zeus "YcjjbaTOg was found elsewhere on the mainland of Greece, the 
islands, Asia Minor, the Middle East and possibly North Africa^*^. Thebes, 

Corinth, Argos and Olympia all had a cult of Zeus "YcptOTOg^^. The 

epithet was appropriate for worship by virtually everyone. In Syria it 
meant Ba'al-S^em^^ whereas in Macedon it seems to have been a native 

13 
cult of Zeus . However, the epithet was particularly appropriate for the 
Jews. 6 "YtpLOTOg became a normal way to describe Jehovah^^. The Jews 

of the Dispersion seem to have had a particular liking for the title since 

It aptly described their own god while offending no-one. The need to 

avoid trouble is shown clearly by a pair of almost identical inscriptions, 

one of which was found on Rheneia while the other probably came from there 

but may have come from Lesser Delos where, as we shall see, "YcptOTog was 

worshipped by the Jewish community.

These two inscriptions are a prayer to the god to bring vengeance 

down on those who had wrongly killed by violence or witchcraft two Jewish 
15 

maidens named Marthine and Heraklea . These inscriptions are thought to 

date from the end of the second century B.C. during the heyday of the 

island's prosperity under the Romans and a few years before the island 

was ravaged in the course of the first Mithridatic war.

During the last years of the first century B.C. Jewish communities 

seem to have been established in many places in Asia Minor and around the 
Black Sea, Cappadocia, Pisidia, Lydia, Bosporos Kimmerios and Moesia^^. 

Their religion seems to have been distinctly syncretistic and included 
17 

Zeus alongside their Qeog “Ycpborog as well as Ge and Helios . These 

Jews of the Dispersion had a strong tendency to stick together and form 

their own grouping within the larger gentile society. At Tanais, for 

example, the worshippers of 0edg "YiJjLOTOg banded themselves together into 

religious fraternities - Sbaoot or auvo5ob. Each group contained from 

fifteen to forty members - dbaouTab, ^baabTUb, dbeoebTab or ouvo6ebTab. 

They accepted neophytes and they had a number of ranks from bspeugdown to 
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YpappaTcds. These fraternities almost certainly owed their unity to 

their religious beliefs but they also went in for social works like 

educating their children and probably acting as a burial club for their 

deceased members

These Jews were able to assimilate local beliefs wherever they 

settled, unless we are to presume a reverse process of assimilation 

whereby pagan communities absorb partly or wholly Jewish beliefs and 

terminology. This seems less likely because pagans would probably have 

had less opportunity of being influenced by local Jewish beliefs than 

vice versa. In Cappadocia, for example, their beliefs became blended with 

the prevalent Persian beliefs. The adherents to the new hybrid were 
called 'YcpbordpLOL^ or 'Ycpbaxbavob^^. Although the worship of ''YcJjlotos 

has proven connections with Jews in Cappadocia and many other areas, not 

all the sites where inscriptions have been found can be proved to have a 

Jewish connection. However, the majority of sites are coastal towns 

with harbours or are other forms of trading centre. There is a strong 

likelihood that the popularity of the title ''YijjLUTOgwas spread by Jewish 

merchants and perhaps by some of the gentiles with whom they came into 

contact. It had reached Delos by the end of the second century B.C. At 

this time Delos was a thriving centre of trade - largely slaves but also 

other commodities. The Island was sacked by Mithridates' general 

Menophanes in 88 B.C. and again in 69 B.C. by Athenodoros. Many of those 

who escaped the slaughter and enslavement must have fled to other trading 

centres where they had contacts so by the end of the first century B.C. 

these communities became quite numerous throughout Asia Minor and the 

trading towns round the Black Sea.

To judge by the inscriptions the communities survived. Most of 

the inscriptions date from the first to third centuries A.D. The factor 

common to them all is obviously the dedication to “YcJjbOTOg. This is 

often all the god is called though not infrequently he is called 0edg 

"Y(tjbOTO5 and occasionally Zeds "YcljbCTog. The dedications often show an 
21 

eagle as a sign of the supreme deity . He seems to be a remarkably 

accommodating god responding to all sorts of requests, from revenge to 

healing. The truth is, of course, that he is not one god but the result 

of a fusion between a common Hellenistic name for the supreme god and the 



51

chief divinity of a particular area. For Jews in particular the title 

accentuated the supremacy of their own, true god over the multiplicity of 

pagan, false gods while not cutting them off from free and easy intercourse 

with the pagan world in which they had to conduct their business.

The lih^^hood of a Jewish background to Hypsistos as a healer is 

probable in one and certain in the other of the two areas, apart from 

Athens, where we have evidence of a healing cult. There was at least

one sanctuary of Hypsistos on Cyprus, 

from Haghios Tykhon:

6eB u(JjbGTm 

NebMddnpos

XUT a xPnuaTLO-

P6v

He is known from an inscription

The phrase xuta XPnpaTbop^v would seem to indicate some sort of 

oracle. Certainly the god communicated with the dedicant in some way. 

All the other Cyprus dedications come or are thought to have come from 

Golgos:

0ew u(jj j^uuTmj

’A(ppo6ELOLS

eugo^evos
' 23avE0nxev .

8em uij^bUTm av^^n-

XEV IIpc^xTuos Eugap^-

8E(i) U(|,i^OTqi Eugap^- 
r 1 25

Of these four dedications the first, the one from Haghios Tykhon, 

may not have any connection with a healing cult but there is no doubt 

about the others. The second one, which seems to have the dedication of 

a poor person, was painted and along with the words there was a represen­

tation of the part of the body which had been cured - in this case possibly 

a nose . The third inscription accompanies a pair of breasts in relief 

while the fourth shows a pair of eyes. These last two were among several 
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27 
mainly fragmentary, ex-votos from Golgos. One clearly shows a phallos . 

Several uninscribed pieces eventually came into the safekeeping of the 
, 28 
Louvre

It is interesting that all of the inscribed pieces are dedicated 

6em 'Y(JjbOT(p since this seems to have been the most acceptable way for 

Jews to address their god. This was certainly the case on Delos where 

a Jewish link with a healing cult of Hypsistos is known. On Delos there 
29 

was a sanctuary of Zeus Hypsistos on the southern summit of Mount Kynthos 

This sanctuary had, as far as is known, no Jewish connections. The 

other sanctuary where Hypsistos was worshipped was the Jewish synagogue 

itself. Excavations here revealed a number of dedications

The one which is of particular interest Is that concerned with healing:

AamdbHri GeSu 

'YtpbCTmb omSeb- 

aa TUbS ucp’auTO- 

u dapatilabg 
, , 31 

Euxn^ .

As the excavator says, here it is quite clear that 'le Tres-Haut a 

joue le role de guerlsseur" . He also adds the salutary reminder that 

one ought not to be too quick to make a link between the Jewish Hypsistos 

as a healer on Delos and the Hypsistos who was a healer in Athens since in 

Athens, as we shall see, it was also possible to make dedications Abb 
'Y()j bOtm^^. Certainly no orthodox Jew would make such a dedication. 

However, at a shrine to Hypsistos there was no reason why a Jew should not 

have made his dedication Gem 'Ytp bOTtp while the Gentile dedicated his ex- 

voto Abb 'YcjjbOTw.

There are good reasons for supposing that Hypsistos was viewed as a 

healer in places other than Cyprus, Delos and Athens. It was possible for 

both Geos "YtpbOTos and Ze(5s "YtpbOTOs to be given the added epithet 
, 34etHHOos . Ex-votos addressed to deities with such an epithet generally 

35 
refer to cures and often, as we shall see in the chapter on Egyptian 

healing deities, there is an Egyptian link. In that same chapter the 

close relationship between Delos and Athens will be looked at in some 

detail because that close relationship forms an essential link in an 

argument about the nature of Egyptian healing practice in Athens. For 
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the moment it is enough to say that Athens and Delos were inextricably 

linked for a large part of the island's history. We have seen how Delos 
36

at the time of these inscriptions, probably first century B.C. , was 

entering upon a very troublesome period in its history being sacked by 

Mithridates' general Archelaus in 88 and again, this time by piratical 

allies of Mithridates, in 69 B.C. This was a time of dispersion for 

the inhabitants when many, probably including members of the Jewish 

community, would have settled elsewhere. Athens would have been an 

obvious refuge. What is more likely than that they took an affection 

for Hypsistos with them? A custom known from the cult of the Egyptian 

gods on Delos, as well as in Egypt itself, may thus explain one of the 

anaglyphs in Athens. Pilgrims arriving at their destined shrine would 

record their visit and express thanks to the god or goddess by dedicating 

an ex-voto showing one or both feet and carrying an inscription with the 
37 

name of the dedicant (s).. An example is known on Delos . We shall 

shortly see the one in Athens which is, significantly, dedicated 0eS 

' Y^iLOTq),
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2. The site of the Athenian cult.

Of the three places Hypsistos seems certain to have been a healing 

deity Athens has provided the largest amount of epigraphic evidence. 

At least thirty inscriptions, pieces of inscriptions and uninscribed 

sculptures linked with his worship have been found there. Most have 

come from the Pnyx but there is also a cluster round the west end of the 

Acropolis and a scattering in the Greek and Roman Agoras. Large pieces 

of stone often stay in their proper place because of the problems in 

moving them. Small pieces can travel easily. However, to move pieces 

as small as 0.3m. x 0.25m. x 0.04m. down from the Pnyx, up across the 

ridge running southwards from the Areopagos and round to a site near the 

slopes of the Acropolis seems a lot of work for a small return especially 

in view of the fact that bigger quarries were closer at hand - the Acropolis 

itself and the Agora. Thus there is a possibility that we are dealing 

with two shrines of Hypsistos - a certain one on the Pnyx and a possible 

one perhaps on or near the north slope of the Acropolis. The Olympieion 

comes immediately to mind. A shrine of Zeus under the title Olympics 

might well attract the worship of a group whose god was called Hypsistos. 

However, that is pure conjecture. (Plate 10)

The Pnyx is the area where, from some time in the sixth century until 

the Roman period, the assembly of the people took place. Before the Pnyx 
was built any assemblies seem to have taken place in the Agora^^ and the 

ostracising assemblies seem always to have been held in the Agora even 
after the construction of the Pnyx^^L During the Roman period the 

assemblies seem to have been held in the Theatre of Dionysus:

’EveMAnotaCou 5e itaAab peu ev t^ IIuhuC. Hvu^ 5g ?iv ympCov 

Kpos Tp ’AmpokoAgl xaTGOXcuacrpevov xara rnv naXauau anAoTriTa 

oux Gbs ^GaTpou KoXunpaYpoGuuriy. aS^bs St Ta pGV aXAa gv tw 
Abovuobaxm ^Garpm, pdvas 6e Tas apxabpecbag ev t^ ITuxub^^.

This passage neatly encapsulates the facts but does not give us a 

time scale. For that we have to turn to the archaeological evidence. 

Unfortunately the excavations of the Pnyx have turned up as many questions 

as answers. It is a fact that the Pnyx really is the Pnyx but its general 

chronology is still disputed and many adjustments are still being made to 

the dates of the later stages of its histor^.^ The basic outline is 
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that the Pnyx was first built about the end of the sixth century or 

beginning of the fifth century B.C. In this first version a speaker on 

the bema would have looked approximately southwards towards his audience. 

If Plutarch is to be trusted, we have a firm date for the second stage:

6bo xab TO Bnpa To ev nvuxb xe^obnu^vov moi" axogAcxcbv xpos 

Tnv dcxAaoaav uotepov ou Tpuaxovra Kpos Tpv x^pctv aK^OTpetpoiv, 

obbPEVOb Tnv pEV xoTG Qd^aTTav apxnv y^VEObV eZvob 6npoxpaTbas, 

oXbyapXbg 6" ^TTOV 5uoxepa^VEbV Tous yempYoOvTas^^.

This would place stage two at 404-403 B.C. The date of the third 

period is more problematic but is normally fixed at about 330 B.C. The 

Pnyx of this third stage was similar in design to that of the second, i.e. 

the speaker on the bema faced approximately northwards towards his audience. 

The difference between them lies partly in the enlargement of the semi­

circle radiating northwards from the bema which contained the assembly 

and partly in the reorganisation of the rock face either side of and 
above the bema^^. (Plate 9)

The shrine of Hypsistos was situated to the east of the bema and it 

is presumed that the shrine antedates the third stage of the Pnyx 

because the shrine was seriously affected by that reorganisation. The 

shrine area was first excavated in what would appear to be a rather 

desultory fashion by Lord Aberdeen in 18O3 . He found twelve marble 

tablets of which nine mention, wholly or In part, the dedicatee as being 
45

Hypgjstos . Of the other three, two do not mention the name of the god 

while the third is uninscribed but all three clearly belong to the same 
46 

cult . These tablets are now in the British Museum. Four similar 

tablets were found built into the wall of a fairly modern house north 

of the Acropolis. It has already been mentioned that this situation may 

indicate another shrine of Hypsistos on the slopes of the Acropolis but 

until proof is obtained one had better presume that these tablets had 

been moved from the Pnyx shrine. Two of them mention Hypsistos as the 

dedicatee , a third does not and a fourth is not inscribed at all 

although the anaglyph of the middle part of the body of a nude female 

clearly associates it with the others . These four tablets are now to be

found in Berlin. A few years after their discovery, excavations on the 

Pnyx in 1852/3 produced some fragments of marble reliefs and Ernst Curtius
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found pieces of two more in his excavations of the Pnyx in 1862^°. These 

fragments have apparently now gone missing . The large-scale excavations 

conducted by H.A. Thompson unearthed a great deal more information about 

the shrine. In 1931 another tablet was discovered and the excavations 

subsequently unearthed five more pieces . The Agora excavations during 

the 1930' s, 1940' s and 1950' s also turned up five tablets which are thought 
54 to have come from the Pnyx shrine . In addition to these clutches of 

finds there have been some occasional finds. One is a tablet similar to 

the others and found in 1931 in the Roman Porum . This one probably 

arrived in the Roman Forum at the same time as its companions in the Agora 

although there is no proof of that. The two pieces found near the 

Acropolis are odd since one at least is an architectural piece. One is 
56 

a column with an inscription and the other is a small inscribed Ionic 
capital . Finally there is a piece of yet another tablet^®.

These finds and what remains of the shrine Itself are our only clues 

in any attempt to unravel the history of this cult and yet the finds and 

the shrine seem to point in different directions right from the start 

of any investigation. The reason for this is simply that the shrine must 

predate the third stage of the Pnyx's history, which is usually dated to 

around 330 B.C. because the shrine was severely damaged in that reorganisation 

and yet all the inscribed finds are Imperial in date. Unless one 

presupposes that the earlier tablets were deliberately destroyed or that 

chance has played a cruel trick on us by not bringing to light the earlier 

tablets, we are left with a strange gap of between four and five hundred 

years:

The evidence on the ground for the shrine and its date depends on the 

dating of the Pnyx and its reorganisations. Although there may be 

arguments over problems of dating, no-one has yet been in a position to 

refute the outline op the Pnyx^s early history as revealed by the extensive 

excavations of H.A. Thompson between 1930 and 1937. The initial excavators 

H.A. Thompson and K. Kourouniotes, originally thought that the third stage 

of the Pnyx's organisation was similar in date to the tablets:

'We may conclude that the worship of Zeus Hypsistos as a 

healing divinity was established, possibly in the first century

A.D., in a depression in the shoulder of the Pnyx Hill to the 
59 south of the assembly place proper as it existed at that time.'



57

However, on the basis of evidence which turned up during the remaining 

years of the excavation, H.A. Thompson, now working in collaboration with 

R.L. Scranton, radically revised his dating, taking the third stage of 

the Pnyx's organisation into the fourth century B.C. with the result that 

the dating of the shrine is now left high and dry in view of the discrepancy 
with the Imperial date of the tablets^^.

Leaving aside the problem of absolute dating, how certain is the 

comparative date of the shrine in relation to the organisation of the Pnyx? 
All that remains of the shrine is the south wall®^. Some fifty eight niches 

are still to be seen in the w^& (Plate 11) . Most of the niches are to be 

found on a roughly dressed surface slightly set back from the lower and 

more finely dressed surface. The dividing line between the two surfaces 

is a straight line broken by a very large niche which also cuts through 

some of the smaller ones and therefore postdates them. At the western end 

the dividing line ends with the profile of four steps. To the west of those 

steps are some more niches carved into the smoother surface. This smoother 

surface is the scarp cut back at the time of the third stage of the Pnyx'S’ 

history and in view of the butt ends of the four steps and the clear floor 

level broken only by the later, large niche^ it is apparent that the final re­

organisation of the Pnyx cut through a pre-existing shrine. The remains of a 

pivot socket and a threshold of a doorway north of the scarp may well indicate 

another entrance to the shrine. The shrine itself was sunk into the hill and, 

prior to the third stage reorganisation, was placed between the scarp 

forming the backdrop to the Pnyx's second stage and what was to be later 

the third stage scarp. The depression which it made use of may well have 

been a quarrying pit used by the builders of the wall supporting the 

outer circumference of the Pnyx in its second stage. If the pivot socket 

and the threshold of a door belong to the shrine, we have a measurement of 

eleven metres for its maximum north-south measurement. The east-west 

measurement is more of a problem. The third stage scarp leaves the wall 

of the original shrine intact by being cut twenty centimetres to the north 

of it at the western end of the shrine. However, the third stage scarp 

cuts more and more into the earlier surface as it goes eastwards until a 

point is reached fourteen metres east of the bema when the two surfaces are 

vertically one above the other. Thus we have no evidence for the east 

wall and therefore the original overall east-west measurement. Even the 
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north-south measurement is indefinite since the doorway is not securely 

connected with the shrine and, if it is connected, there must have been 

steps up from the doorway and these steps may well have been outside the 

shrine itself. The hypothetical steps would have been quarried away in 

the third stage reorganisation of the Pnyx and this obviously entails the 

steps being south of the doorway. This makes the eleven metres between 

the scarp and the doorway the maximum within which we must place the 

north-south measurement.

The evidence for a shrine predating the final stage of the Pnyx’s 

reconstruction is hard to refute. The niches, apart from those west of 

the steps and cut into the more smoothly dressed surface, certainly appear 

to have been carved before the cutting of the scarp and the concomitant 

lowering of the ground level. However, there are certain questions which 

remain unanswered. In view of the Imperial date of the tablets can we 

be sure that the earlier shrine was dedicated to the worship of Hypsistos? 

Why did the designers of the Pnyx's third stage feel free enough to destroy 

a shrine and yet constrained enough to leave part of the southern wall and 

so spoil the smooth line of the rest of the scarp at a point so near the 

bema as to be immediately obvious?

The evidence for Hypsistos being the deity worshipped In the shrine 

before its drastic alterations consists of two things. Firstly there is 

a single piece of dubious archaeological presumption. Secondly, there 

is the asstunption that, for lack of contrary evidence, the god worshipped 

earlier must be seen as the same as that worshipped later.

6:
The archaeological evidence is an altar excavated during the 1930's . 

It is in a bad state of preservation. Found with the altar were several 

scraps of marble which fit one another and probably came from the altar 

although they cannot be obviously fitted there. The inscription which 

emerges when these fragments are fitted together reads:

. ..ua eux•• • 

. . e .

This certainly looks like a formula of thanksgiving to a god but 

the restoration of the god's name depends on the assumption that it belong.*? 

to the same series as the intact tablets.
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The proof of the early date of this altar lies, not in a discussion 

of its epigraphic evidence, but in its position when excavated:

'The removal of the earth filling of the Third Period revealed a 

small natural depression in the rock-cut floor of the First 

Period, 21m. to the northwest of the great bema. In this 

pit, where apparently it had been deliberately buried, lay a 

small altar of Pentelic marble and of a familiar shape, much 
64 broken^ .

The Pnyx, however, is not a securely stratified site especially in 

those areas where there was a relatively loose earth filling. This is 

not to say that the excavators are wrong but merely to add a caveat. If 

they are right, the deliberate burial may give us some clues since they 

presume that it took place at the same time as the cutting of the scarp, 

the relative destruction of the shrine and the reorganisation of the rock 

to the south of the new scarp.

The third stage of the Pnyx involved the quarrying of large stone 

blocks from the southern boundary of the Pnyx and their construction into 

the massive, semicircular retaining wall round the northern curve of the 

assembly area. It was this quarrying which destroyed the shrine and 

created the fresh scarp. South of the scarp and higher up the hill, two 
stoas were started although their construction was probably never completea^ 

At this time there was also constructed a huge cutting for an altar. Now 

we know that the assembly area was held to be sacred and also that it was 

Zeus who guaranteed that sanctity:

’AyopaXos Zeus b6puTau ev rp ayopS xat ev t'q eMMAnoug^^

This altar which they now constructed above the bema was dedicated to 

Zeus Agoraios and must have been a more than worthy replacement for the 

one which almost certainly existed before. Where was the altar which was 

excavated in the 1930's found? The answer is that it was discovered 21m. 

north-west of the bema i.e. on that side of the bema which is the furthest 

from the supposed shrine of Hypsistos. Why bury an altar so far from its 

supposed source when there are plenty of hollows in the rock which need to 

be filled in nearer the shrine? Is it not likely that its burial place, 

especially if it is being donSwith religious respect, would be as near as 

possible to its former position? If that is true, it would have stood west 
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of the bema in a prominent position close to the scarp of the second period. 

Is it then not likely that, if this altar does genuinely belong to the 

period predating the third stage of the Pnyx, it is the altar, or at least 

an altar, to Zeus Agoraios. The building of the large new altar to him 

would make redundant the older one and, since the very site of the older 

one was disappearing, it was respectfully buried as near to its site as 

possible but not until after being damaged, probably by careless workiren.

This is obviously only a hypctheais but nonetheless one that fits 

the facts. There is also one more piece of information which lends weight 

to the theory that it was Zeus Agoraios who dominated the cult on the 

Pnyx. During the reign of Augustus it would appear that as the place of 

assembly was moved so too was the altar of the god who presided over those 

assemblies. There is evidence to show that the altar of Zeus Agoraios 

was dismantled and moved to the Agora at some time from the reign of 

Augustus onwards. The remains of the altar have been found and there is 

little doubt about its being an old altar moved to a new site. The 

bedding for the Altar of Zeus Agoraios on the Pnyx strongly suggests 
that its origin lay there^'^.

Once one removes the assumption that any early evidence of a cult on 

the Pnyx is connected with Hypsistos, then a good case can be made that the 

god worshipped there was Zeus Agoraios. His worship continued there for 

as long as assemblies were held on the Pnyx. This hypothesis answers 

all the questions that the assumption of the cult being connected with 

Hypsistos leaves unanswered. It explains why the designer felt free to 

destroy a shrine - because an even more lavish sacred area with a splendid 

altar was being built to replace it nearby. Most importantly it explains 

why all our evidence for Hypsistos is late and how it fits the pattern of 

the worship of Zeus under that title around the Mediterranean. It 

would appear that, if this hypothesis is correct, there was an ancient cult 

of Zeus Agoraios probably from the earliest time that the Pnyx was used as 

an assembly area. He had a shrine on the site and tablets were placed 

there. It cannot be presumed that these tablets were connected with healing. 

In many ways it may be more likely that they were connected with the work 

of the assembly. There are several areas in Athens where niches for 

tablets have been found - on the north face of the Acropolis near the 
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Mycenaean stairway below the Erechethelon and at the north western end 
69 

of the Acropolis . These latter niches held tablets many of which have 

been found. They were dedicated to Apollo 'under the Long Rocks* or 'under 

the Heights'. The inscriptions are usually surrounded by a wreath of 

olive or myrtle and, although they are all Roman in date, they were 

dedicated by archons taking the ancient oath of office^°. A possible 

analogy with the Pnyx niches, if they do belong to Zeus Agoraios, becomes 

clear. The original tablets may well have been connected with elected 

officials or decisions taken by the assembly.

When the assembly area was moved, all the apparatus connected with 

the work of the assembly was also dismantled. The large altar of Zeus 

Agoraios was transferred to the Agora, the tablets were taken down and either 

put up elsewhere or disposed of, and the deserted shrine was taken over by 

the cult of the same god under a different title. New niches were cut 

westwards of the old ones, which explains how they came to exist carved 

into the face of the scarp of the third stage organisation. At the same 

time a large central niche was cut right through some of the old, small 

niches and down into the third stage scarp. This large niche was presumably 

cut to house either a particularly large dedication or, more likely, a 

relief sculpture directly connected with the worship of Hypsistos, although 

it is unlikely to have been an image of the god especially If we accept the 

likelihood of Jewish influence on the cult. Any Jewish connection with 

the shrine would incidentally confirm an Imperial date from the first 

century onwards. We know from epitaphic evidence of thirty-four people 

buried in and around Athens who are likely to have been Jews. Only two of 

these people can be dated to the Hellenistic period while the remainder 

lived during the Imperial era with the vast majority being of first century 

A.D/wi^h a few being as late as the third or fourth/^.

It is very difficult to decide how the first century A.D. shrine 

might have looked. If the architectural fragment did come from the 

Pnyx shrine there is the possibility that there was at least some sort of 

roof. There are no sure signs of the sort of strong wall needed to build 

a substantial structure on the site. Perhaps a stoa—like structure may 

be envisaged. It may well be, however, that there was no real building 

at all on the site.
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We have fewer tablets than probably originally existed for there are 

fifty eight niches of which thirty three are original i.e. prior to the 

third stage reorganisation, twenty one cut into the scarp made during that 
73 

reorganisation and another four further east . There are also signs of 

the remains of niches since mostly eroded, in several places but especially 
on the natural face of the rock above the scarp"^^. There is also evidence 

that some of the niches were quarried away during the third stage re­

organisation since one of the retaining wall blocks, which are thought to 

have been quarried from the shrine area, bears the evidence of a cutting 
75

0.22m. long, 0.17m. wide and 0.04m. deep . This fits well into the 

range of measurements shown by the surviving niches. Yet other tablets 

were probably not even placed Inside niches since traces of holes for 
suspending pins are visible in the rock'^^. Thus originally there may 

have been a hundred or more tablets to be seen. Some more may yet turn 

up but the chances are that many of them landed up in the lime kilns of 

later generations. The condition of the tablets that do survive is little 

help in trying to establish the nature of the shrine since they vary
77 

tremendously in the weathering they seem to have encountered . Arguments 

fromthe condition of tablets cannot be conclusive because of our lack of 

knowledge about the site from the date it fell into disuse onwards.
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3. Evidence for the nature of the cult

We must now turn to the evidence of the tablets themselves. Including 

both the architectural fragments we have from Athens ttiirty pieces of fairly 

certain evidence:

1) ---- euvri I euxnv unep | Eu(ppoa\5\)ou'^^

2) ZJvTpo^os |u^LCTy Abb |xapbCT4pbov^^ (2/3rd century A.D.)

3) f EuoSos u(|ibOT(p Euxilv (2/3rd century A.D. anaglyph of an eye)

L ['Y(jj ] bOTM [euxilv ]

4) OAupTCboig Y(|jbaTa) | euxtIv (2/3rd century A.D. trun)< of a female)

5) TepTua Ycpi^arq) | euxilv (2/3rd century A.D. lower part of face) (Plate 12)

I 836) KAau6^a np^^0UGa| Euxapbctm "Y^bOT^ (2/3rd century A.D. two arms) 
(Plate 12)

7) Ovnobpn Euxn^) | Abb u(|,bOT(p (2/3rd century A.D. breast)

8) EutuxLs 'Y(|jbOTq) | euxtIu^^ (2/3rd century A.D. breast)

9) EbObds Y<|i l^bOTtp J I eux [^i5v] (2/3rd century A.D. breast) (Plate 12)

10) [ 1^ ] I [^j DXnv av^ I [d ] riMEV (2/3rd century A.D. two eyes)

(Plate 12)
11) --- a QeG) 'Ycpb |^gtw | e j uxdv^^ (2/3rd centur)^ A.D. shoulder)

12) An uniiBcribed relief®^ (a foot)

13) EbObSoTFi Abb u |4jbOTm^*^ (2/3rd century A.D. eyes and nose) (Plate 13)

14) EuTUXbd u^EbCT^ |Eux4v^^(2/3rd century A.D. breast) (Plate 13)

15) EuKpd^bS I euxtIv (2/3rd century A.D. breast) (Plate 13)
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16) An uninGcribed relief^^ (trunk of female) (plate 13)

17) Abowata u^ibOTip | euxilv (2nd century A.D. breasts)

18) 'Y^bOTw(^ Fapbxn | euyiv^^ (breast)

19) An indecipherable inscription due to the fragmentary nature 
of the letters ^^ (breast)

20) Y(|j I LOTlp

21) I^Abb U(|, j LaTtij( b) I ZcDOb I

|you d jepaneu | j^^eb j

22) YcpbOT l^qj av^-dn J j Me Aa |j^- — j |euxTl j^vj (1st century A.D. altar) 

(Plate 14)

23) rpat <^Q^ Y(pL' ^i^ rj w eux^lv^^*^ (2/3rd century A.D. altar with 

boukranion and wheatsheaves) (Plate 14)
24) XpUCTapbV U(|,b(7 I Tw euxtlv *^^ (2/3rd century A.D.

25) Abb Y(|jba [twi-] I [-JvJ-j^Q^f2/3rd century A.D. part of altar) 

(Plate 14)

26) u^^oT [*] I euxn [v] | Moupay^^ [ns] ^^^(2/3rd century A.D. altar) 

(Plate 14)

27) EuTuxba euxnv dew | ucpbarip av^drixa ^ (2nd century A.D. two footprints) 

(Plate 15)

28) rXauMO%|Tpd^aLva,|A^mu 'Y^bOT^ |

|suxnvj u [nEpJ I ^--------- J 105 (Imperial, column)

29) aya^n tdxn. | 'louX(^a) 'AoxXn%Laun | (2nd century A.D. 

0em Y(|,bOTm uxe [p] | Magt^pou rou column capital) 

Ub |ou^ I euxotpbaaTnpbov dv^y [hmcv] ^^^

^°^ f]« Abb u(J>b I [oTip eux i ilv^*^'^ (Imperial)

In these inscriptions we have two women who call themselvesKXau6ba
np^itouoa and louAba ’AdMAnirbavn respectively^*^®. They are the only ones 

to use two names while the remainder, both men and women, employ only one 

name. The names of the dedicants are rapbx\ rXauxog, rpdia, Aa--------
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ALOMuaua, Ebouas, EuouAdTn, Euo5og, Eunpagts, EuTuxta is found twice, 

Eutuxls, ’louAua ’AaxAriKLCtvri, KXauSba npditouaa, Acwv, MOLpaY^nS»'OAupT[Las, 

'OvnoCpn, ZuvTpo^os, TepTua, Tpd^aLva, ^lAnpaTuv, Xpuoj^uv, ---  euvn and 

two names ending -a. We should not expect to find any distinctly Jewish 

names, even if we accept the hypothesis that the Hypsistos cult was 

coloured by Jewish monotheism, for Hellenized Jews frequently adopted 
109 Greek vernacular names and indeed the pagan Greek theophoric names

The vast majority of these are women's names and the inscriptions show 

a distinct bias towards women's concerns. These concerns include children 

e.g. the son Ma^uyos of ’louXca ’AoxAnnGavn while other dedications are on 
behalf of men of unknown relationships to the dedicant^^*^. One more 

dedication is on behalf of another person or other people and that is the 

only one dedicated by a group of people. These were rAauxos, Tpucpatva
111 

and A^tdV. Perhaps their dedication was for their parents

The anaglyphs reinforce the impression of women's concerns. There 
112 

are eighteen recognisable anaglyphs . One is an exception because it

is on an altar and shows a boukranion on the front, another on the back 
113 

and sheaves of wheat on the sides . These are rather conventional themes 

often found on altars and are unconnected with the cult specific to Hypsistos. 

Of the remaining seventeen not one is specifically connected with men.

Over half, ten to be precise, are unequivocally gynaecological. Two are 

of the central portion of the female body containing the ovaries, womb 
and vagina^^”^. The other eight of the gynaecological ones all show one 

115 
or two female breasts . The breasts are all small and firm. Unless 

they are sculpturally stylised, which is quite possible, they are meant to 

depict the breasts of women who have never given birth to and suckled their 

babies. All ten gynaecological anaglyphs are, therefore, most probably 

the fulfilment of a promise to dedicate a tablet to Hypsistos if the woman 

concerned became pregnant. In addition to these ten gynaecological tablets, 

several of those which lack an anaglyph could also be the result of 
pregnancies. These are the tablets which simply express thanks to Hypsistol.

Of the remaining tablets which possess an anaglyph, the largest 
117 118 

homogeneous group is that which shows eyes . One of these has not 

only the eyes but also the nose and thus forms a link with yet another 
119 

anaglyph which shows the lower part of a face excluding eyes . With all 
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of these facial anaglyphs the straightforward explanation is the most likely. 

They were dedicated by people who had suffered from some affliction of the 

eyes or face from which they believed Hypsistos had delivered them. One 
most intriguing example of this is the ex-voto of Philematin^^^. This 

shows a pair of eyes of which the right, from the viewers's standpoint, 
121 

shows a slit 'apparently the scar from a successful operation' . The 

slit certainly seems intentional on the anaglyph but it is difficult to be 

dogmatic. Assuming it does represent scar tissue after a successful 

operation, we cannot infer that the operation was carried out by someone 

connected with the cult of Hypsistos. It is more likely that the god was 

being thanked for rendering efficacious an operation undertaken independently.

All save one of the facial anaglyphs were dedicated by women. 
123 

There are also anaglyphs concerned with limbs - one showing a shoulder 
and two showing arms^^^. Both were dedicated by women. These two were 

almost certainly meant to show parts of the body which had been healed.
.(Plate 15) 125

The last anaglyphs show two footprints/and one foot respectively 

The single foot is almost certainly a straightforward healing ex-voto. A 

foot in profile seems to have been a normal way of showing that part of 

the body as having been cured or of needing to be cured - 'i piedi dei 
malati vengono riprodotti sulle lapidi votive come visti di profilo'^^6. 

However, the pair of footprints represents something very different. We 

know from shrines as far away as Delos and Crete of such footprints and 

they either turn out to be records of a visit to the shrine by pilgrims 

or they are records of an apparition, perhaps a healing apparition, of 
127 

the shrine's deity . Here, in company with all the other ex-votes 

recording a cure, or asking for one, the pair of footprints is more likely 

to record a healing apparition of Hypsistos.

It would appear, then, that mainly women used the shrine of Hypsistos. 

Women seem to have been the major users of healing shrines generally but 

a preponderance of women would also accord with what we know of the 

religious beliefs of many Jewish women. Excluded from all official means 

of religious expression, Jewish women often had recourse to what Jewish 
128 

men regarded as superstitious folk practice or even magic . The names 

seem to have been those of women from the lower classes and their concerns 

were predominantly gynaecological. There is no real evidence for any 

form of ritual at the shrine although that is not the same as saying that 
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no ritual hook place. There is no evidence of a source of water at the 

shrine such as had been almost essential for healing cults in the classical 
129 

period. The altars which survive are all small, votive offerings and 

not of a size to have acted as cult altars. The shrine itself may have 

had some insubstantial , roofed structure or it may have been an open air 

temenos. There is no evidence for an organising priesthood or any form 

of fraternity but there may well have been some person or persons responsible 

for the upkeep of the shrine.

In the absence of any evidence of an organisational structure, what 

was the common factor which united the dedlcants to Hypsistos? Clearly 

they were all concerned with some aspect of healing but other healing shrines 

were operating at the same time so why did they choose one rather than the 

other? A possible answer lies in the nature of the deity. Leaving aside 

the tablets which have anaglyphs clearly linking them with the cult but 

lacking inscriptions, we have twenty-eight inscribed pieces. Three are 
inscribed 6e^ "Y^uoT^^^^, five are inscribed Abb 'Y^bOT^ or 'Y^bOt^ Abb^^^ 

one has only 'YcpbUTm but is damaged and may originally have had dem or 

Abb in addition , three do not mention the god at all but clearly belong 
to the cult , one is undecipherable^^'^ and fifteen are dedicated simply 

'Y4jbOTm . one dedication starts off dva^n Tuxn^^^ which was a fairly 

137 stylized and not uncommon way to start a dedication and was probably 

not intended as any indication of polytheistic beliefs. If that is true, 

we have an identical pattern to the one already observed over much of the 

Mediterranean . It seems to show a strange mixture of monotheism and 
139 

syncretism. The eagle linked with one of the inscriptions adds 

weight to the theory that the worshippers of Hypsistos in Athens had 

something in common with that god's worshippers elsewhere round the 

Mediterranean. The Athenian dedicants may well have belonged to that 

section of society which existed on the fringe of more established social 

groups. To this section would have been drawn poorer foreigners, 
freedmen and their families and possibly slaves and prostitutes^'^^. This 

is the fertile ground in which introduced, syncretistic cults tending 

towards monotheism could flourish. Unorthodox Judaism would certainly have 

been able to obtain a foothold in this milieu. It is probable that the 

worshippers of Hypsistos belonged to this social and idealogical mix. If 

more orthodox Jewish ideas were present in the wor ip of Hypsistos it is 

quite possible that the central niche of the shrine was not filled with an 

image of the god but with another and larger inscription.
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4. The end of the cult

The ex-votos seem not to date further than the third century A.D. 

Although the Asklepieion at Pergamon appears not to have been rebuilt 

after the destructive earthquake of the 250"s, healing shrines generally 

seem to have flourished throughout the century with Diocletian actually 
ordering the building of new temples to Asklepios^^^. Fairly early in 

the fourth century A.D., however, destruction of healing shrines was 

begun. Constantine himself directly ordered the razing to the ground 

of the Asklepieion at Aegae in Cilicia . For what happened to healing 

shrines in Athens we have only more indirect evidence. We know that the 

Athenian Asklepieion was still intact, if not in pristine condition, as 

late as the mid fifth century if we are to accept the account of Marinus. 

We are told that Proclus av^eu eus To 'Aoxlnxbebov xpooeuEdpevos T^ ^e^^^^ 

He also by implication gives us information about similar but lesser 

known healing shrines and pagan sites elsewhere in Athens for he says xac 

yap nuTuxet to\5tou p udAbs rdre, xab eKxev ETb dndpdriTov to tou EtoTrfpos 

bEpdv . There was no need to emphasise that the Asklepieion was 

unravaged unless other, similar shrines had been sacked and closed. 

However, by the mid fifth century Christianity must have been In a very 

powerful position. Julian's support for paganism had been of little 

effect in slowing the growth of Christianity for his preference for 

paganism had lasted the length of his short reign - A.D. 361-363.

If the Asklepieion could survive until being turned into a Christian 

basilica in the late fifth century, it proves only that Asklepios had held 

a dominant position in Athenian society and one close to the hearts of men. 

Lesser healing cults, such as that of Hypsistos, probably disappeared 

during the course of the fourth century. There are no signs of the 

destruction of the shrine on the Pnyx. What is most likely is that 

Christianity actually took root within the same milieu as that in which 

Hypsistos had been popular. Thus allegiance would have been gradually 

transferred from the older to the newer cult. If this is true, we may 

picture the shrine of Hypsistos on the Pnyx slowly losing its adherents 

so that during the fourth century it became abandoned while Christianity 

went from strength to strength.



Chapter III. The healing cult of Amynos.
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The healing cult of ’Ayuvos

1. The excavation of the shrine

In 1892/3 the German archaeological team led by Wilhelm Ddrpfeld 

was excavating the approximately triangular area bounded on the north by 

what we now know is the Agora, on the west by the Pnyx and on the east by 

the Acropolis. The Areopagus forms the highest spot In this triangle. 

The German team's efforts were concentrated mainly on the eastern and 

southern parts of this area - those parts still visible and identifiable 

as excavations that run down the eastern side of the busy, modern road 

known as Leoforos Apostolou Pavlou. Soon after the discovery of what 

Dtirpfeld thought was the Enneakrounos, but which later was proved to 

be the water system of Peisistratos, the German team came across another 

site. Ddrpfeld made the following note:

'Auf der fistlichen Seite der alten, zur Akropolis 

fUhrenden Fahrstrasse trat zwischen Pnyx, Areopag und 

Akropolis der Eingang und die westliche Grenzmauer eines 

Bezirks zu Tage, welcher sich durch die darin gemachten

Funde als das Heiligtum eines Heilgottes herausstellte*.

In that first season of excavation on this site, the western boundary 

wall was uncovered along with the western end of the wall running across 

the northern side of the precinct. At the juncture of these two walls 

the excavators found the remains of a doorway. From the doorway the 

excavators then seem to have decided to expose a section corresponding to 

a diagonal across the site. This produced several reliefs, a well, some 

internal retaining walls and within these the remains of a marble offerings 

table (see Plate 17).

These finds enabled the excavators to be certain not only that they 

had come across a healing shrine but also that the shrine either belonged 

to or had some connection with Asklepios. This was clearly indicated by 

an inscription:

"HAEIA 'ACKAHnihl

After the excavation of the diagonal strip, the shrine was left until 
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they had time to excavate the whole of it. Dtirpfeld writing on January 

12th, 1895 records that two years after the initial excavations he still 

had not managed to complete the dig:

'Weiter sUdlich gelangen wir zu dem Bezirke eines Heilgottes, 

den wir vor zwei Jahren fanden und teilweise ausgruben ... Die 

vollstSndige Freilegung des Heiligtums wird eine unserer 
3 

nSchsten Aufgaben sein.'

Soon afterwards, however, the German team did complete the 
4 

excavation and the results were published the following year . During 

the course of the final excavations several inscriptions turned up which 

have both Illuminated and obscured the answer to questions about the 

identity of the healing god or hero of this shrine. At one stage it 

might have been possible to assert that the shrine was dedicated to 

Asklepios but under a particular cult-title:
, 5MvnCTLKToX^pri UTtep AGMOtbOcpavog ’AoMXnitbmu ’AmJumb avE^nxE •

However, other inscriptions used the phrase Apv^vmb xob AoxXriKbQb 

and so made it clear that we are dealing with separate entities and not 

a name and an epithet. An altar mentions ’Apuvmu xaL ’AoxXnitbmb xub 

'YYEbg" and two decrees refer to ’Apuvou xub tou AoxXriiibOu xau tou 

AcEi^ovos . This left two problems, namely, who was Amynos and who was 

Dex ion?
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2. Interpretations of the evidence

The answer to the second question was easily found although it too 

led to further problems. The Etymologicum Magnum tells us that Dexion 

was no other than Sophocles:

AEEIfiN: OuTws mvopao^n EocpoxAng uko ’A^nvaumv pera Tpv teAeuttIv.

feobV OTL ’AdrivatoL TeAeuTnaavTL EocpoxAEu, pouAdpevou Tupcts 

auTy Ttepunobnoab, ppmbov auTm HaTaoxeudoavTEs, mvdpaaav auTov 

Ae^bova, cxko tfiS tou ’AoxAriKbou Ae^bcSaems. Kub "yap UHedd^aTO 

Tov deciv EV Ty auTOU ObXba, xaL gmpov bSpdoaTo. ’Ex Tfis 
abTbag ouv TUUTns Ae^dov exAd^ri.^

This seems very clear yet the Vita of Sophocles complicates the 

issue by stating that Sophocles was the priest of a deity or hero named 
in the genitive as "AAmvos or "AAmvog or even ’'AAxmvog^. Now the Vita 

of Sophocles is a compilation and so its value as a source of evidence 

must be assessed with considerable reserve. However, such scholarly 

reserve does not automatically exclude the possibility that a compilation 

could contain material derived from early and, possibly, near contemporary 

sources. The fact that such material could only be studied in a later 

compilation and through the agency of several intermediary writers does 

not ipso facto invalidate its evidence. Unfortunately there Is no other 

certain evidence which can be adduced to corroborate or contradict the 
Vita. The "AAxmvos variant was introduced^^ - without textual evidence 

but on the grounds of an error in the manuscript tradition - to link the 

healing deity or hero with some other known personage. Although manuscript 

evidence does not support such a variant that is not to say that it is wrong. 

If all the manuscripts rely ultimately on a faulty source then it would 

come either from evidence within the manuscript tradition or from completely 

external literary or archaeological evidence. The textual evidence 

strongly indicates that the spelling AAmvos is correct. The MS Laurentianus 

125 (G) has "AAmvos and all the others “AAwvos

What about external evidence? There is no archaeological support 

for any shrine of a healing deity or hero of the right name. Literary 

evidence is also totally absent. As a last resort are there any other 

considerations? The variant MS reading "AAxmvog was suggested because 

we have literary evidence of several people of that name, the most famous 

being Alcon the father of Phaleros who was an Argonaut and the eponymous 



72

founder of the port of Athens . In years to come evidence may come to 

light to show that this suggestion is correct but at the moment it has 

to be rejected because it does not link up with any other pieces of 

evidence:

'Die ganze Existenz des Heilheros Alkon beruht auf der Conjectur 

Meinekes, keines der andern Zeugnisse, die wir fiber ihn haben, 

kennt ihn in dieser Eigenschaft. Sonst wird er meist als Vater 

des Argonauten Phaleros genannt, und heisst bald ein Sohn des 

Abas, bald des Erechtheus, andere Nachrichten verweisen ihn an 

die Propontis. Dass er in Attika einen Kult gehabt habe, ist 

nirgends bezeugt, am festesten scheint er mit Euboia verkntipft 
. ,13 

zu sein. '

Caution suggests that we accept the version of the Vita so let us, 

for the moment at least, suppose that Sophocles was indeed the priest of 

a hero named "AAmv or "AXmv. The manuscripts, except for one, agree on 

the aspirated form. If we look closely at this name we have to work 

from the genitive form which is the only one for which we have evidence. 

This genitive is “AAmvog. The use of an omega rather than an omicron as 

the vowel completing the stem mv- makes it more likely that the nominative 

form should be "AAmv rather than "AAov unless the name had its origins in 

the old alphabet in use before the acceptance of the East Ionic alphabet 

during the archonship of Eucleides in 403-402 B.C. "AAmv can be linked 

etymologically with several quite different roots. One very sensible 
suggestion^^ was made earlier this century that it is cognate with n aXg 

and 6 aAs both coming from the root AA. It was also pointed out that 

there is both archaeological and mythological evidence to support such 

an interpretation:

'Voraussetzung fflr die Existenz dieses Gottes in Athen wdre 

also eine salzige oder salzig schmeckende Quelle innerhalb

des alten Stadtgebietes. Und eine solche ist tatsachlich 

vorhanden. Die Ostliche der belden Quellen, die 1876 bel den 

Grabungen der ArchSologischen Gesellschaft am Stidabhang der 

Burg zu Tage traten, ftihrt, wie sich jeder Uberzeugen kann, 
15 

Wasser von leicht salzigem Geschmack.'

This spring was part of the area excavated by a team led by S. 

Koumanoudes and was an integral part of the Asklepieion. The usefulness 
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of this link between Halon and the spring, which became part of the precinct 

of Asklepios after that god's entry into Athens,becomes obvious when one 

realises that Sophocles held the priesthood of Halon and it was Sophocles 

who received Asklepios, accommodated him in his olmlc? and was afterwards 

called Dexion for his deed. However, the usefulness of the link does not 

amount to a proof that it is correct. Against this link are two factors: 

firstly, Sophocles was mentioned as Dexion not on the south slope of the 

Acropolis but in the shrine of Amynos south west of the Areopagus; secondly, 

we do not know where the ouxua of Sophocles was. The word would lead one 

to believe that it was his own private home rather than a sanctuary or a 

shrine where he was the priest. The olxlcx of Sophocles was more likely 

to be on the edge of the Areopagus than on the south slope of the Acropolis 

since the shrine of Amynos was in an area with large numbers of private 

houses.

However, a very interesting suggestion has been made to consolidate 

the link between Halon and the salty-tasting spring on the south of the 

Acropolis. When talking about the Asklepieion Pausanias mentions this 

spring;

eoTL ev auTw xpT^vn, itap’ § Xeyouau IlooebdGvos itatSa 'AXbppddbov 

^uyardpa "Apems ’AXxbKKnv aboxdvavTa aitodaveT.v uko "Apems, xab 

5uxriv ETib TOUTw Tm (pdvm yevdo^ab upmTou

Is it possible for Halon and Halirrdtios to be the same people or 

to have some other close relationship? Examples have been given where 

such name differences conceal a common origin: "AXxbpos and ’AXxbyeSmv, 
17 

AhM and AhudTfip are only two of several such possibilities . Although 

there is no absolute proof of the link between Halon and Halirrotios, the 

distinct possibility of a common root has to be admitted:

'Wie es nun damit auch im vorliegenden Faile bestellt sein mag, 

jedenfalls wird man die Mtiglichkeit zugeben mflssen, dass Halon 

und Halirrotios zwei Namensformen fUr denselben Heros sind'.

Further archaeological evidence can be adduced to suggest that the 

shrine centred upon the salty-tasting spring predates the Asklepieion by 

at least a century^^ and that it therefore may well have had a presiding 

deity or hero, possibly Halon/Halirrotios before the advent of Asklepios. 
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A relief carving found during the excavation of the Asklepieion also suggests 

that some hero was venerated as well as Asklepios and Hygieia. This 

implication is based, not on epigraphic evidence, but on the presence of 

a figure taller than the worshippers, although subsidiary to Asklepios 
himself, on this relief carving and similar ones^®. The identification of 

such a figure as a hero connected with the healing site would be very 

plausible.

If we accept the existence of a hero named Halon, we solve one 

problem and cause another. We dispose of any doubts about the truth 

concerning Sophocles' priesthood of the hero Halon as described in the Vita, 

but we are left with the odd discovery of dedications to Sophocles under 

the title Dexlon in the shrine of a .hero called Amynos who also suffered a 

takeover by Asklepios. Did Sophocles hold two priesthoods, one of Halon 

and one of Amynos? This is not impossible and solves many of the problems. 

Another possibility is that the manuscript evidence of the Vita is even 

more faulty than has been indicated. Is it possible that the relevant 

passage should read ’A|h5vou and not ''AXmvos/’'AXwvos?

"Schreibt man dagegen "Apdvou statt "AXwvos so fdgt sich alles 

vortrefflich zusammen und alle Schwierigkeiten, die bisher in 

der Uberlieferung von Asklepios Einftihrung in Athen vorlagen, 
21 

Idsen sich.'

It is perfectly true that many of the difficulties disappear at a 

stroke but it seems rather a drastic revision of the evidence! There 

are two other possible explanations, and perhaps more, that have not been 

considered. Firstly, it seems to have been presumed that the word AXwv 

if that is the correct reading, has its derivation in the root AA and 

must therefore have a connection with the sea, salty water, salty-tasting 

water or salt itself. However, it is quite conceivable that the omega in 

"AXmv indicates a quite different root.

It is possible that it derives from the same root as aXmn and the 

festival of Demeter known as the 'AXma . The word aXmv, or its more 

usual form aXms, was used to refer to circular objects, primarily 

threshing floors but other things as well. Nicander of Colophon, an 

admittedly late source of information since he was writing about the middle 

of the second century B.C., used this word aXmg in his work on poisonous 
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creatures to describe the snake . Now the snake is a common symbol of 

healing deities and heroes but if the word aXws/aXmu is cognate with this 

healing hero Halon it would surely have to have a greater connection than 

merely ’snake'. Since the root meaning implies a circular shape, in this 

instance it would mean a coiled snake. The excavations of the shrine of 

Amynos revealed the lower part of a stone table 'mit zwei Schlangen 
23 

geschmUckt' but most interesting are two stone snakes:

'Aufbaumende bSrtige Schlange, von der ausser dem gehobenen 
Kopf und Hals noch eine Windung des geringelten Leibes erhalten isi^'

'Bine Schlange ringelt sich an einem Felsen in die Htihe, der 
25

Kopf fehlt. '

The fact that these snakes are coiled thus comes as no surprise. 

Their presence in the shrine obviously does not prove the theory that 

perhaps Halon is an epithet of Amynos with the meaning 'of the coiled 

snake', or something similar yet it remains a possibility.

Secondly, there is a distinct possibility that the hero or god, whose 

priest Sophocles was, obtained his name as late as the fourth century B.C. 

Before then it is quite probable that the hero or god was anonymous. We 

know of other deities who were both anonymous and worshipped by orgeones. 
, . .26 

One such was the deity known simply as n -Seos on one orgeonrc record 

From another we even know of a hero who was anonymous on a decree of 

some orgeones around the mid fifth century B.C. but who had received the 

name of Echelos by the time that the original decree was Included in an 
27 

anagraphe of the orgeones early in the third century B.C. . The fact 

that, as we shall see shortly, the excavation of the shrine shows some 

evidence of use as far as back as the sixth century while the name of our 

hero first appears (already linked with Askepios) in the fourth century 

adds weight to the possibility that he was originally anonymous. Perhaps 

too he was known periphrastically as Halon from his symbol, the snake.

We are left with evidence from the Vit^ that Sophocles was the priest 

of a Halon and evidence from the excavations south west of the Areopagus 

that Sophocles was connected, under the title of Dexion, with the shrine 

of Amynos. Part at least of the speculation about the Halon-Sophocles- 

Dexion-Amynos interrelationships was solved a few years ago when the decrees 
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mentioning Dexion in the shrine of Amynos were carefully scrutinised. One 

of the two refers quite specifically to ta xobua Twu opYtmumu Tou 'Apduou 

xau TOU 'Aoxlnxbou xau TOu Aeg^ovos but goes on to speak of two shrines 

and not one - eu apcpobv TObV uEpObV and mu pev EU Twb TOu AE^bOUOs 

bEpwb, TTiu 6e EU Tmb TOU Apuvou Mcxb AoxAriKbOu . The link between 

Sophocles and Amynos is not that the playwright was the priest of that 

hero but that their cult was cared for by the same group of orgeones. 

Dexion clearly has his shrine in some place quite separate from that of 

Amynos. The decree makes it certain that there were two and that they 

were fairly independent of one another. If they had not been, what would 

be the point of the decree stipulating that a duplicate should be placed in 

the shrine of Dexion?

Sophocles received Askelpios ev Ty auTou obxCg, xau gmyov b6puoaTo? 

Although oKhos is quite commonly^^ used to describe a shrine, it looks here 

from the use of the word ObXba as though Sophocles received Asklepios into 

his own home and even established some sort of altar there. Perhaps even 

during his lifetime Sophocles was known as the receiver, Dexion. A 

similar situation applied to the founder of a city who was venerated as the 

ObXbGTns. After his death Sophocles was venerated in a shrine linked 

by a combined organisation to the shrine whose hero he had served. Orgeones 

served the hero Amynos, the god Asklepios and Dexion as well although these 
32

orgeones seem from the wording of the decree to have restricted their 

attentions to the shrine of Amynos and Asklepios jointly on the one hand 

and to the shrine of Dexion on the other. It seems strange that they 

appear to have had nothing to do with the cult of Asklepios on the south 

slope of the Acropolis. This problem will have to be considered when 

the orgeones are looked at more closely.
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3. Foreign links with the name Amynos

Turning to Amynos himself, we find that the excavations have revealed 
33 

eight instances of his name. Three are in the genitive form - ’Auuvou 

Two are in the dative - ’ApvJvub . The remaining three inscriptions have 

not retained the full form of the name. Two of these can be said to 
35 

have been certainly in the dative and one is uncertain because the 
remains of the name are all that is left from the entire inscription^^. 

These forms leave little doubt that the nominative is ’Apuvog. There 

are apparently few doubts that his name is cognate with ayuvriip and 

api^VTWp and like them means 'Defender':

'Klar 1st, dass der Name mit ciiJi5vebV zusammenhangt und 
37 

Abwehrer bedeutet'.

The form of the name causes some surprise but there are similar 

proper nouns formed from abstract nouns:

'Aber die Bildung istauffallend, man wUrde etwa ’Ain5vTmp erwarten. 

Ahnliche adjectivlsche Namensbildungen scheinen in Attika 
"AAegos und pdn^os zu sein.'^®

So far as is known, the name Amynos occurs only once in Greek 

literature. Eusebius of Caesarea, a fourth century Church Father, wrote 

a book now known as the Praeparatio Evangelica. In the course of this 

book he quotes extensively from Philo of Byblos whose work Phoenician 

History is lost and is known only from these quotations and a few other 
39 

fragments . Amynos crops up in a section on the history of culture 

which charts the major Inventions of mankind. The discoveries of fire, 

clothing, housing, fishing, hunting, sailing, spells and prophecies are 

related. After the inventors of these skills comes Amynos:

ctno Todtrnv yevdadau "Apuvov Hat, Mdyov, ou xarddeb^av
" , 40 

xmpas xab itobpvas.

Philo was writing in Greek about Phoenician deities and culture 

heroes. The names are frequently, therefore, mere approximations from 

one language into another. This is presumably the case with Amynos as 

also with the others mentioned in this text. Korte neatly sums up the 

conclusions he draws from this account:
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'Hier ist ’'Ayuvogeinfach Ubersetzung sines phdnikischen Namens, 

so gut wie Hypuranios der Erbauer der ersten Htitten, Agreus 

und Halieus, die Erfinder von Jagd und Fischfang, Technites

und Gelonos Autochthon, die zuerst dem Lehm der ziegel Spreu 

beimlschen und Dflcher bauen, und endlich Agros und Agrueros 

denen die Erfindung der Htife bei den HSusern und anderes

zugeschrieben wird. Alls diese Namen sind mit mehr Oder 

weniger VerstSndniss und GlUck aus dem Phdnikischen Ubersetzt 

und es wSre falsch, daraus dass Amynos hier als Erfinder der 

DOrfer und ^iden genannt wird, das geringste fUr unsern attischen 

Heros fol^ern zu wollen. Hflchstens das wMre mtiglich, dass

Philon von Byblos den Namen des attischen Heilheros, der ja 

noch immer Verehrung genoss, gekannt und deshalb einen phdnikischen 
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'Helfer' mit dieser Form wiedergegeben hat.'

These comments seem sensible and well-founded. However, there 

are two not easily reconcilable points of view about Philo. Kdrte in the 

passage quoted above adopts one. He is supported, for example, by 

Attridge and Oden who argue that much of Philo's Phoenician History 

cannot be more or less a translation of a Phoenician work written by 

someone called Sanchuniathon who lived many generations before, perhaps 
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as early as the Trojan War according to porphyry . One of the major 

arguments against an early date for the Phoenician History is the 

euhemeristic nature of the material including the history of culture* 

section which mentioned Amynos:

'Although rationalist criticism of religion and the assumption 

that gods were deified mortals existed long before Euhemerus, 

it is hardly proper to argue, as some scholars have done, that 

the highly developed, thorough and consistent historical interpretation 

of mythology found in the Phoenician History Is a characteristic 

feature of ancient Semitic thought ... Nor is it proper to dismiss 

the significance of the euhemerism of the Phoenician History for 

dating the work on the grounds that it is simply Philo’s redactional 

addition to Sanchuniathon's work. The euhemerism of our text 

is not simply a superficial application of the general categories 

of Hellenistic rationalism. It is rather an integral part of all 

the historical narratives here, and, as noted above, it serves as 

the major organizational principle of the rather disparate 
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mythological materials involved. The natural inference to be 

drawn from the presence of full-blown euhemerism in the Phoenician 

History is that the compilation of ancient myth here cannot be 
dated before the Hellenistic era.'^^

The other point of view is that such scepticism is entirely misplaced. 

In 1929 and the following few years Ras Shamra, known as Ugarit in ancient 

times, in northern Syria was the scene for the discovery of a number of 

tablets inscribed about the middle of the fourteenth century B.C. The 

mythological information gained from these Ugaritic tablets has turned out 

to be immense. The information is about early Phoenician, usually called 

Canaanite, religion. Other excavations, this time at Hattusa, the ancient 

Hittite capital in modern day Turkey, revealed other tablets written 

between 1400 and 1200 B.C. These were in the Hittite language but contain 

even earlier Hurrian material and so the material is normally classified 

as Hurro-Hlttite. An analysis of the Ugaritic and Hurro-Hittite material 

has convinced most specialists in this field that they are both drawing upon 

the same sources. Furthermore, when early Greek material, and specifically 

Hesiod's Theogony,is drawn into the comparison a striking picture emerges: 

'The close similarity between the Hurrian, Phoenician and

Greek theogonies shows that we have to do with one 
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mythological pattern.'

However, Hesiod's Theogony and Philo *s Phoenician History do not 

entirely agree with one another. The tablets from Ras Shamra and Hattusa 

now indicate that Philo's sources are extremely ancient while not discrediting 

Hesiod:

'The many points wherein the Phoenician History disagrees with 

Hesiod's Theogony, but corresponds to the Hurrian mythology, 

prove that the theogony of the Phoenician History and Hesiod's 

Theogory are both independent versions of the old religious 
45 

tradition in the Near East.'

Tracing the links between the Hurro-Hittite, Canaanite/Phoenician and 

the Greek mythologies is obviously extremely complex. It can be forcefully 
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argued that the Greeks received their traditions via Babylonian sources 

However, it is probably true to say that the majority of scholars feel 

that 'The Greeks must have received this' (viz. their mythological pattern) 



80

Trom the Orient, probably via Phoenicia' . The precise lines of transmission 

are made more complex still by the existence of other, linked mythologies 

svch as the Iranian which lead to the conclusion that all of these cultures 
share a common Indo-European stock of mythological stories'^®. Despite 

this, the general picture seems clear. The Phoenician History contains 

a great deal of material of considerable antiquity:

'Por our purpose it may be taken as definitely established 

that Philo of Byblos had access to some genuinely archaic 

Phoenician/Canaanite traditions. On the other hand, it is also 

to be expected that Philo's material has been colored (sic) by 

late developments within Phoenician religion as well as by 

Hellenistic syncretism and the Tendenz of his own Euhemerism. 

Each detail in his report must therefore be tested in order to 

determine whether it is genuinely representative of old Canaanite 
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religion.'

If we look again at the text which mentions Amynos, we ought to do 

so without the preconception that the material is necessarily Hellenistic 

to Roman. It is generally assumed that this Amynos mentioned by Philo 

and quoted by Eusebius has nothing to do with the Athenian healing hero or 

at best that his name is a useful equivalent of some Phoenician culture 

hero. Amynos, however, comes in a passage which Is full of interest from 

the point of view of healing methods:

’Em TOUTtov ’AypdTau xaL Kuvnyob. oStol 6e xob ’AAnTat xau 

Tbiaves xaAouvTab. dto toutcov yevec^ab "Apuvov xab Mdyov,

Ob xaT^Seb^av xmpas xab xobiavas. dno Todimv yev^o^ab Mbomp 

xab Eu5i3x, TouT^OTbV guAutov xab 6bxabov.

’Ako Mbomp oTsxduTos, ^ eSpev ifiu imu upmimu OTOuxcbrnv 

ypagniv" 6v AbydittbOb pev Gmud, "AAegavdebs de 6m0, "EAAnes

de 'Epp?)v ExdAeoav. ex 6E Eu6ux Abooxoupob tt* Kdgebpob n' 

KopdgavTES n Eapodpgxes. oStob ((priob) itpmTOb itAobOV eupov. 

EX Todtrnv yeydvaobv ETEpob, Ob xaL poidvas eupov xai, inv rmv 

5axETmv CaobV xab Gitm5dg.

When we start to unravel this text we find that the generation 

succeeding Amynos is composed of Misor and Sydyk. In reverse order 

these seem to be the same as sdg msr who form an Ugaritlc pair meaning
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'righteousness and justice' . These seem like vague personalisations 

of abstract notions. This impression is strengthened by the rather clumsy

Greek translation of Misor and Sydyk: tout^otlv euAutov mul 5bMaLOX>.
52

However, this pair have now turned up in an Ugaritic text . The 

interesting fact here is that the transliteration from sdq msr into Zufux 

and Mbomp is clear even if the attempted explanation and translation of 

those names is clumsy. This alone should make us look at the preceeding 

generation with some respect. Secondly Misor and Sydyk are given the 

honours for discovering the use of salt. Salt has already cropped up 

in our discussions of healing methods in relation to Halon. At the very 

least this is an interesting coincidence. Thirdly, the close association 

of these generations - ’AAnTcxL Mat TbTaves, ’'Apuvos xab Mayos, Mbomp xab 

Iu5i5x - is not totally different to the account given by Hesiod in his 

Theogony, line 135, where he describes the birth of the Titans and includes 
Themis. Now Themis is an exact equivalent of the Ugaritic pair sdq msr^^ 

Fourthly, Themis has strong connections with oracular and therapeutic sites, 
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especially the Asklepieion on the south slope of the Acropolis

The text then discusses the following generation. From Misor comes 

Taautos/Thouth/Thoth/Hermes while from Sydyk come the Dioscuri/Kabeiri/ 

Korybantes/Samothracians. Finally from these come others ob xab goTavag 

eSpou xab TTiv tuv daxstSv baobv xab eitydas. Thus the section of the 

cultural history containing Amynos ends with a general comment about the 

descendents of Amynos being responsible for the discovery of herbs, healing 

of bites from poisonous animals and eit(p6ab - verbal formulae to help, often 
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magically, in the healing process. These were, according to Herodotus , 

often used by priests called Magi. The word Magi/poyob by the fifth 
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century B.C. had acquired sinister overtones . These men were not 

magicians in a modern sense but were healers albeit healers with primitive 
methods. Aristotle^'^ perhaps knew that the word payob originally had no 

perjorative meaning. The medical treatise On the Sacred Disease, which 

was written about the year 400 B.C., discusses epilepsy and states that 

that disease is no more sacred than other diseases. The treatise says that it 

was probably first called sacred by yayob, xa^aprab, ayuprab and aAa^oves , 

These people are contrasted by the author of the treatise with those, notably 

himself, who believe in a more rational explanation of disease. Despite 

this difference, the Magi do not emerge as complete charlatans:
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"It is clear from his account that they did not rely on spells and 

incantations (eKojSctb) alone, but also made suggestions, for 

example, about diet, even if their advice here was negative, 

about what to avoid, rather than what to take. The combination 

of charms and suggestions about diet in the opponents of On the 

Sacred Disease corresponds to what we should expect if we compare 

the data collected by anthropologists concerning primitive 

medicine, or the evidence for ancient Egyptian or Babylonian 
59 medicine.'

It seems clear that Magi originally used a variety of approaches to 

healing:

'The response to disease is often a complex one: when spells 

and the like are used, this is often in conjunction with other 

treatments that may include drugs, dietary prescriptions and 
other types of what we should consider natural remedies.'^°

If Herodotus is to be believed they also included the interpretation 

of portents among their skills . Thus emerges the picture of the Magi 

as healers using sacred formulae, drugs, dietary advice, natural remedies 

and the interpretation of portents. This picture accords exactly with 

what we know of, for example, many Asklepian healing centres.

The word yayob shares the same stem as many relatively late Greek 

words such as rd payYaveupa, payyaveum, to payyavov, payeum, htX. All of 

these words share a common meaning of deception of one sort or another. 

The stem also entered Latin with a similar meaning - maglcus, etc. 
Professor Lloyd, when dealing with these words, discusses the pay-root^^.

The Magi were originally 'The 

Great Ones'. Presumably their name was given to them because of what was 

seen as their power. The word Mayos Is also surely cognate with the 

Phoenician word magon which was used as an epithet for the gods and 
described their qualities of leadership and power”^.

It has been seen how the two separate-looking names Misor and Sydyk 

have now been found to correspond to a divine pair sdq msr, righteousness 

and justice. Interestingly the previous generation is similarly linked 
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in the Greek text: axo TodTwv YGV^oOab "Apuvo'u xau Mc*YO\J as compared with 

6x0 TodTWV YGV^o^ctL MbOwp xau Zu6Jx. With Misor and Sydyk the Greek gives 

the modern reader a false impression of a separation and an independence 

between these two names which we now know from the Ugaritic is false. Is 

it not possible from the exact parallel which exists between the two 

generations that just as Misor and Sydyk turn out to be sdq msr so too 

the apparent plurality of Amynos and Magos in fact conceals a singularity, 

i.e. one deity only. In this case, surely the 'Magos' part of the pair 

will be cognate with the Phoenician magon and also perhaps with the earlier 

connotation of payos. Amynos would then emerge as 'The great One who 

Heals'. This is not so far-fetched if we remember that Philo says that 

the descendants of Amynos not only discovered salt but that they were the 

ones Ob xab Borduas eSpov xub tnv twv daxermu buobu xab eradds . These 

were precisely the methods used by the Magi.

A Phoenician link with the Athenian healing cult of Amynos is not 

impossible on other grounds either. There are strong connections between 

other Athenian healing cults and the Phoenician tradition as described by 

Philo. Amynos and Magos had as immediate descendants Misor and Sydyk.
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From them came Taautos and the Dioscuri/Kabeiroi . Philo tells us that 

the Kabeiroi were seven in number but that they also had an eighth brother 
named Asklepios^^. We happen to know that it was common for the Phoenicians 

to identify their god 'Eanun with Asklepios^’^. The description of him as 

the eighth brother apparently comes from the connection between his 

Phoenician name 'Smn and the Phoenician word for eight - 'smn . This 

ge.nealogy would make Amynos the grandfather of Asklepios/'Esmun. Other 

gods who had healing cults in Athens seem also to be connected with this 
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Phoenician genealogy - Zeus Meilichios who appears some generations 
earlier than Amynos, and Hypsistos'® also called ’EXbouv

There appear to be too many factors in favour of some connection 

between the Phoenician Amynos and the Athenian healing cult to dismiss the 

connection entirely. There seem ho be two main problems left. Firstly, 

is it possible for Philo to have used his knowledge of Athenian healing 

cults to provide him with equivalent Greek names for the Phoenician culture 

heroes he was describing in his work? This is an interesting possibility 

but the evidence is not in its favour. Apart from the lack of proof that 
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Philo ever visited Athens or used any oral or written account of that city's 

healing shrines, the archaeological evidence suggests a different problem. 

The inscriptions which securely link Amynos with the shrine are all 

dateable to the fourth century B.C. with the possible exception of one which 

may be late fourth or early third century B.C. and the certain exception of 
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one which is to be dated to the latter half of the second century B.C.

There is no mention of Amynos after that date. Geometric, early Attic 
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shards and pieces of Attic black-figure indicate an early date for a 

shrine. Amynos appears in the record from the fourth to the second century 

B.C. only but the shrine seems to have survived, probably in completely 

Asklepian guise, into the second century A.D. That it survived so long 

seems to be indicated by an altar dedicated to Hadrian . Its Asklepian 

guise seems to be indicated by the later anaglyptic evidence. Philo's 

dates are disputed but somewhere in the range A.D. 54 to A.D. 138, viz.some 

time during Nero’s reign for his birth to some time during Hadrian's reign 
75 for his death , would seem to be likely. Thus it is possible for Philo 

to have seen the shrine in operation but it is most probable to have been 

an Asklepian centre rather than a shrine of Amynos. The chances of Philo 

coming across Amynos in this shrine are thus very slim.

The other problem is in some ways the reverse of the first. Why 

does the shrine show evidence in the form of polygonal masonry and early 

shards that it is to be dated to at least the sixth century while the 

earliest evidence for Amynos is shortly before the middle of the fourth 

century?^^ One can presume that all the earlier epigraphic evidence, if 

it existed, has since been destroyed but this is dangerous. True, it is 

dangerous to argue also from the lack of evidence but there seems a strong 

possibility that, although a healing shrine existed on this spot during the 

sixth century, the hero/deity did not become named as/identified with Amynos 

until the fourth century. If this is the case, there are indications in 

Philo's work of a further layer of syncretism which might help to explain it.

Philo wrote a section on snakes in which he described the attributes 

of these creatures. This work on snakes may well not have been part of
77 

the Phoenician History but instead part of another lost work . Philo 

tells us that the Phoenicians and Egyptians believed snakes to be divine 

and to have a sort of immortality.
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Hat itoAuxpovLOJTaTov 66 eoTCV ou pdvox) tg eMduopevov to yepcts 

veaCeuv, dXXa xau au^notv eKu6dxea9otL peu^ova KdcpuMeV xat 

ensL5av to (Lpcapdvov pdTpov KXnpcSori,eus eauTov dvaXbaHETCtp, us 

E\) TCtbs bEpaus opobug auTos 6 TdctuTog xotT^Tagcv YPOtfot^S. <5bo 

xab EV bEpObS TOUTO TO 5(pOV Xab pUOTTIpl^ObS OUpxapEbXTlXTab.

EbpnTab dE npbV XEpb OUTOU EV TObS ElEbYGYpapPEVObS 'E^uObUV 

uxopviipaobv EXb xXEbov, EV oEg xaTaoxedaCeTOb otl aMvoTov 

EbTi xab us Gbs eauTOV dvaXuETab, uokep TtpdxebTab* ou yap 

^vdoxEb b6b(p davcxTq) Eb pn 3ba Tbvu itXnyev touto to Cuov. 

5>0bVbxris 6e auTo ’Aya^ov Aadpova xaAouobV. opobus xaL 

AbyduTbOb Kvncp ETtovopdCouobV

Thus as well as Halon it would appear that the name Agathos Daimon 

would fit in exactly with what the Athenians might have called the hero of 

the Amynos shrine prior to the fourth century. The term was certainly used 
79 to describe a snake-divinity and is altogether suitable for the beneficent, 

healing power which the Athenians believed came from the shrine. It 

would also fit in nicely with the sort of other anonymous heroes whom we 

know as having healing shrines in Athens - npos tatpos and ^evos bOTpds- 

The snake would clearly represent the power of the hero and would probably 

also symbolise the power over illness and possibly over death itself.

Philo tells us that the Egyptians called this Agathos Daimon by the 

name Kvgq) . Apparently this title is based upon the Egyptian Kham-utef 

which is said to mean 'der welcher selnen Augenbllck vollendet hat' . If 

this interpretation is correct it appears very close to Philo's description 

of the Agathos Daimon - xab EKEbdav to upbOpEVov pdTpov itXnpuori, Ebs eauTOV 
, , , 81 avaAboxETab

The interesting thing is that the Greeks would not in all likelihood 

have known anything at all about Kne^ but they may well have recognised him 

under his more usual Egyptian name of Amun. Is it possible for our Amynos 

to have a connection with Amun/Kneph? It is not possible to prove 

such a connection but the coincidences are numerous and the timing seems 

close Insofar as Amun/Kneph appears to be very much a late classical or 

even Hellenistic manifestation of the god whom the Greeks usually called 

Ammon. If Amynos is Amun/Kneph-utef/Kneph, does that necessarily mean 
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that Philo meant Amun when he spoke about Amynos and Magos? This does not 

seem impossible but no evidence has yet come to light to help with the 

answer to that problem. Surely, however, Mayos/magon would be a very 

suitable title for the god Amun?

If it were the case that an unknown healing hero, who was called 

simply Agathos Daimon rather like Dionysus-Zagreus was called Xenikos 
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Daimon , became identified with a god who under a specific title bore a 

great resemblance to the hero, we would not necessarily expect to find 

archaeological evidence of a takeover beyond evidence of a title coming 

into use at a certain date with no evidence for its use before that date. 

That, of course, is the situation we have. In the Celtic/Roman and 

Pagan/Christian amalgams we frequently encounter similar situations.

No offence is given to the old deity but he/she is kept under control in 

the ancient place of worship by such an arrangement. In this way Dionysus 

became St. Dionysios, Artemis St. Artemidos, Demeter St. Demetra and 
83

Apollo (through Helios) Elijah . So too with Amynos the cult would 

have remained largely uninfluenced by the change and Athenians might well 

have staunchly rebuffed any idea that their healing hero was an import. 

Christians would react similarly to the information that Stella Maris 

was a title of Isis before the advent of Christianity.
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4. Archaeological evidence for the nature of the cult

A. The epigraphic evidence

Turning from speculation about Amynos to certainties about the shrine, 

we have a great deal of Information to enable us to form a reasonable 

picture of what it looked like and, to a certain extent, what went on in 

it. The excavations reports tell us that the walls were built of hard, 

blue calcareous stone obtained in the neighbourhood. The walling is 

polygonal and would suggest a date probably in the sixth century. One 

of the most important discoveries of the second phase of the excavations 

was that the wall seems to have had its supply of water supplemented through 

a conduit from the south. This appears to have linked up with the water­

course of Peisistratos which is not far away at this point. Since the 

well is so near the focal point of the shrine, this additional fact helps 

to emphasise that water almost certainly played an important and probably 

curative role in the healing process. The second stage also fully 

uncovered the remnants of foundation walls. These were mainly fragmentary 

except for substantial pieces near the well. These walls were traced in 

a rectangular shape about 3.30 x 3.50 metres. They were presumed by the 
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excavators to be the remains of a small temple . More recently it has 

been suggested that they were only retaining walls which held in place the 

earth needed to produce a level area . It was within this rectangle 

that the remains of the offering table mentioned earlier were found.

The most likely picture we have of the whole shrine is to be obtained 

from a combination of the anaglyptic evidence with the epigraphic. The 
latter is composed of two shards, one inscribed simply ['Ao] xXnitLO and 

the other ['Aya^] hs TuxhS^ , eleven published inscriptions on larger or 

smaller pieces of marble, eight of which are relatively short, and two 

probably unpublished inscriptions:
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1. .MvnouTtToAepn UKEp Acxacocpavog ’AoHXnitbGb ’Apuwu dv^’^riMe .

This is a stele found in the well along with other material although the 

relative positions of the different pieces seem not to have been recorded. 

The overall height is about 1.18m. The upper part of the stele widens at 

a neck and forms a sguare similar to a capital. What can not be seen from 

any frontal illustration is that in the top there is an indented rectangle 

16.5cms. X 7.5cms. into which was originally inserted an offering of some 

sort (Mid fourth century B.C. or slightly earlier).



2. 'ApL0T0xXEL6ns $u [x^OLOsI av^H^xe . This is a small base, 

IScms. X 6cms. x 5cms. high, for a statuette. (Mid fourth century B.C.)

3. Aui5(pauTo$ KaXXuou EX Kep Pap^uix) 1 'Apdum Fb eju^apeuo |^s 

This is a small (35cms. x 30cms. x 65cms.) corbel which originally had 

been let into a wall. This obviously has implications for our reconstruc- 

tion of the shrine. Further implications derive from the fact that the 

inscription is not engraved into but painted on the stone. The letters 

have faded but have been protected against total destruction from weathering 

due to the piece being buried for most of its history. The corbel has 

a flat space on the top for an offering (Mid fourth century B.C.)

4. ...mv up] 0pwy TEug [a ... ]mv PGpvoTUTnv ^Auobwaxb ]6ns 

AuP^payou 'Ayap^E [d^° ( PlatelG) This is an extraordinary piece 

of evidence in view of the anaglyph. The piece is broken at the top but 

is still 73cms. high. It shows a bearded man holding ('umfasst' 

'amplexum') a huge leg with a varicose vein clearly marked. It is 

thought that the relative size of the person and the leg forbids the 

assumption that it is the god/hero who is being depicted here while the 

scene is possibly meant to be taking place in the shrine if the niche on 

the left with two feet as a votive offering is meant to represent such 
a niche in the shrine itself^^. The odd disparity in the size of the 

leg in comparison with the man, and the fact that the doctors or medical 
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guilds presented votive offerings to their deity have jointly led to 

the supposition that this votive offering shows a priest placing a votive 

offering in the shrine. This is a very interesting possibility but it 

still leaves the leg which is being offered of a huge size compared to 

known votive offerings! (Mid fourth century B.C.)

5. 'H6eba 'AoxXnxbWb . This is a small tablet 17cms. high by 

8.5cms. wide showing a woman's breast. A nail used to attach the tablet 

to a vertical surface has rusted and helped to split the tablet or at the 

least the hole has formed a weak spot at this point (Fourth century B.C.) 

(Plate 19)

Apu vwb

marble and found near the

6 This is found on a fragment of a bowl made of 

shrine. (Fourth century B.C.)
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7. . . .tjjVLS A. . .
95

This votive offering shows the lower part of a 

woman's body in profile. The donor was obviously a woman but it is 

difficult to say whether the second name was a patronym or, for example, 
"AoxXniTLmL in apposition to 'Aud ] vmu in line two. (Fourth or third 

century B.C.).

8. p j epcr puj os Geo^evbSo pj MapaStovoog ’Apdvojb xab ’AoxArinbcSb 

Htib 'YyebaCb) eit [b] bepdtog Ecipc>(Xdoug tou $bX6jTOU Eouvbdug yovcoCb) [di e 

r 1 96Abo\)uao5(j5 po u A(e)bpa6bt5TOU. This inscription is on an altar. We 
. . 97 . 

know some of the people mentioned here from other inscriptions . It is 

interesting to see a descendant of Sophocles still involved in the cult at 

the time of this inscription which has to be placed around the end of the 

second or start of the first century B.C.

9. This inscription and the following two are much longer:

KXebabVETOg KXeopdvoug MeXbieug etnev

SeSox^cib TObS opyewab enebdd ebobv av5pes 

aycidob Tiepb to xobva Tuiv opyecSvmv tou ’Apu

vou xab TOU ’AoxXnitbod xcxL tou Ae^bovog

KaXXbaAns 4>bXbVou Ilebpcibeug, Auobpaxb

deoug xub nepb Ta xobva Tmv opyewvmv xaL

OTEcpavmaab auTmv exaiepov xpucr^i' ote

(pdvojb ano P* 6pcxpmv, etvab 6’auTObg xab

aT^Xebau tou xou cv apq)ObV TObV bEpotv

xab auTObg xab eyydvobg doDvau de xab Ebg

Quddav xab avdOnPd autobg, otb av 6dgeb

TObg opyemobv, avaypd^au 5E idde to ^dfu

opa EV oniXaug XbObvaug 6uobV xab OThoab

Tnv pev EV Twb TOU Aegbovog bEpmb Tpv 6E
EV TWb To(u) 'Apdvou xab 'AoxXnnbou 5oi)va fbl

6E xab Ebg OTiiXag auTobg, otb av 6dSE Fbl

TObg opyEWOb, onmg 5v xat, Ob aXXob (pbXoTb

1^ pmVTa j b KEpb Ta xobva Ttov oyetovwv e b5d ,

TEg 0Tb x^P'-'Tag dno6 | tSoouob Totg euepyeTOu
- , 1 98"obv agbag Tmv EUEpyEinpaimv I

This stele was found in the well. (After the middleof the fourth century

B.C.)
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10. 6eou 

eSo^ev TOLS [_6pYeLSjoLV . . . ]

'Inxopdxou Me [xcTeus CLxeV ExeL6n Abd 

6wpos xab 'AvT [ ''' (^v]

Apes Ai^xotbOb YEY |^dj vaob itepb Ta xobva 

T03V OpYEbtOObV TOO ’ApuVOU MUb TOU

’AoxAriKbou xab tou Ae^lovos' eitabvd 

oab auTous 6bxaboodvns Evexa xab

OTe(pav(i)oaiauT5\) exatEpov xpuooib 

OTe(pd\)(ji)b' TO 5e (j^dcpboya Td6e avayp^^
(|)ab E ^vj TW fb^ bEpWb EV OTliXeb Xb^bVEb^^ 

(After the middle of the fourth century B.C.)

11. 6ed6(o)Tos eCitev EitEbAn ob bOTbct 

es Ob ETCb SeuippcxoTou apxovTos 'Av [tl

[xl Ans M^yvovos xub 

b ^Aou xuAms xub |^(p 

AnvTUb Tmv pTE xj Ob

TO mV Anyo^

bAoTE by m

Etubvdoab a UTOus xub o (pavmoub

TE(pav mb ox av

s

(p bAOT [rab EbdOTES OTb . . . 

ovTUb yboSov a^bov" dvaYpd a J axoA ^lic),

6e Td5e to (pncpboya ev OTtlAEb AbO 
, 100
bVEb ... (Dated to 313/312)

There are also two further inscriptions found with the Amynos 

material in Athens. This extensive body of material does not appear to 

have been published in its entirety by A. K6rte in his two reports and so 

it is not possible to be certain where these pieces were found with any 

degree of precision. Only a full, modern publication of the complete 

body of material using Wilhelm DOrpfeld's excavation diaries as a guide is 

likely to produce a satisfactory knowledge of the details. His own 
account of his excavations of the Amynos shrine is as yet unpublished^*^\ 

Among the Am-ynos material in the National Archaeolgical Museum in Athens 

are the following two inscriptions:
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12. A stele with a damaged inscription:

I lATPON

A] EKAHniA [AON ?

EniXAPH 
TIMAP[

A[ 102

This piece, depending on what date ought to be ascribed to it, might 
help to corroborate the suggestion^®^ that doctors or medical 

guilds presented votive-offerings at the Shrine of Amynos.

13. A small altar with a slightly damaged inscription:

E]wTHPI KAI

KTIZTH
AYTOKPATO [pl]

AAPIANy
OAYMni[

This altar, if it belongs with the other Amynos material, brings the 

survival of the shrine into the second century A.D.

The epigraphic material and in particular the three large stelai 
provide us with a vast amount of information. As has already been seen}*^ 

they tell us that there were two sanctuaries - one of Amynos and Asklepios 

and one of Dexion. It is strange, however, that the second of them talks 

about the decree being engraved on a stone stele eu tml tepmc. It is 

difficult to understand why one decree mentions two sanctuaries and 

another only one. The most Important information, however, is about the 

orgeones of Amynos, Asklepios and Dexion.

The first stele^^^ makes it quite clear that the orgeones served all 

three - tSu opYetSvmv tou ’Apuvou xaL tou ’AoxAnubou xac tou Aexuovos 

while the third^*^'^ tells us that the orgeones had two hosts - LOTLCtTopes - 

who had carefully and enthusiastically looked after the affairs and 

sacrifices on behalf of the orgeones - xaAms xau cpuXoTe byms EKbyey^XnvTab 

Tmv TE xobvmv xub rmv duubSu. The two brothers honoured in the first 

stele and presumably the two men honoured in the second were almost 
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certainly histiatores also. All the men concerned seem to have been of 
citizen status and of some social standing^*^®. The orgeones were also 

fairly rich if we are to judge by the five hundred drachmas each of the 

two gold crowns being voted for in the first inscription was going to cost. 

The two histiatores organised the annual reunions, each one probably 

looking after the meeting in one of the two shrines on a different date to 
109 

the reunion in the other . These reunions and the whole cult seem 

to have had nothing to do with the orgeones dedicated to, as far as is 
known, Asklepios only. These orgeones belonged to the deme of Prospalia*^. 

Nor do the orgeones of Amynos appear to have had any links with the 
111 

Athenian Asklepiastai who were not orgeones as such but eranistai

These were later foundations.

The word opyemv seems to have had at least two connotations in 
, 112

Athens. It seems to have meant more or less the same as uepeug but 

with a more 'civilian' connotation linked with deme groupings. As just 

mentioned, the deme of Prospalta seems to have had its own college of 
orgeones^^^- The older colleges of orgeones were composed entirely of 

citizens who were probably thought of as being related to one another even 
114 

if such kinship was fictional rather than real . These orgeones met 

regularly for the worship of various Greek deities and heroes. Their 

association and its funding were private matters but their rights as 
115 

orgeones were recognised by the state . From the late fifth century 

the devotees who looked after the worship of foreign, imported deities 

were also called orgeones and their number could and did include non- 
citizens^^^. These deities often appear at first sight to be thoroughbred 

Greeks - Zeus Emtiip and 'HpaxAns 'Hyepmv - but upon deeper investigation 
117 

they have always turned out to be imports! The main sources of these 

Imports? Egypt, Syria and Phoenicia! Serapis, Isis, Cybele, Syrian 

Aphrodite, Tyrian Heracles/Tyrlan Marcod are among these gods.

Zeus Sober is an interesting example of these imports. He had a 

temple constructed at the city's expense in the Peiraieus but he had a 

second temple which maintained the foreign connections in a way which the 

first seems not to have done. This second temple was also in the Peiraieus. 

We know that there was a college of worshippers formed into an epavos who 

offered worship to Zeus Sober as well as Herakles and the other Saviours . 
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That this epavos was attached not to the temple of Zeus Soter erected at 

state expense but the smaller temple became clear when the latter's 
~ 119 

excavation revealed inscriptions, one simply All EmThpL , a second 

"Eppnu^^^dedicated by a man called Python from the Phoenician colony of 

Abdera in Spain, while the third turned out to be a Phoenician inscription 

to Sachoun^^^. All three dedicants had their dedications placed in the 

sanctuary of Zeus Soter and, presumably, saw in that deity an image of 

their own 'saving god' whether he was called Zeus or Sachoun. Further 

conclusions can be tentatively drawn:

'Le dieu phenicien Sachoun est connu seulement parce qu'il 

entre dans la composition de guelques noms propres. Mais sa 

presence me porte a croire que les eranistes avaient pour patrons 

les Cabires ou Pateques pheniciens, protecteurs des navlgateurs.'

Now the Kabeiroi were eight in number. Shahar and Shalim were 

pseudonyms for two among the Phoenicians but are better known as the 

Ab^oxopob. Five have always remained shadowy and were included in the 
123 

generic title for the group 'The kindly ones' 'les gracieux . The 

eighth of course was Eshmoun. The father of these eight was EuAux 

about whom has been written:

'Disons tout de suite qu'il s'ldentifie tres bien avec El le 

Misericordieux pere des dieux gracieux dans le poeme de Ras 
,124

Shamra.

Going back to the genealogy given to us by Philo of Byblos, the 

generation before EuSux was Amynos and Magos so that we are once again 

faced with the evidence that the shrine of Amynos in Athens has very 

distinctly foreign characteristics. It also seems very likely that its 

orgeones shared many of the characteristics of the members of the epavos 

attached to the shrine of Zeus Soter.

If the hypothesis of a Phoenician origin for, or at least influence 

on, Amynos is correct, then the orgeones were a body of people who venerated 

Amynos, his grandson Asklepios/Eshmoun and the man who received him into 

Athens under a heroized guise. These orgeones had the usual organisation 

of such bodies and regularly thanked their benefactors by public eulogies, 

crowns of various sorts and the recording of these honours for posterity 

on stone stelal.



94.

The third decree is slightly anomalous. The excavation report 

discusses the possibility of its being extraneous but this is seen as 
unlikely^^^. It is much more probable that the officials mentioned in the 

decree - those who encpep^XnVTab twv Hobvmv/dobvmv - were officials of the 

orgeones. It is true that there is no mention of the group involved and 

also true that the dating by archon is exactly how civil decrees started. 

Neither of these facts, however, provesthat the decree did not belong to 

the orgeones of Amynos. Everything else, especially its discovery in the 

well along with other inscribed material which no-one doubts came from the 

shrine, leads us to believe that it must be accepted along with the other 

two decrees.

127
The picture which emerges is familiar from other similar organisations. 

The orgeones elected officials who ran the affairs of the society. No 

doubt they used much of their own money to subsidise the society. They 

organised tas Quobus on a regular basis and almost certainly arranged 

regular dinners. The sanctuary had to be paid for, both its construction 

and its upkeep. Meetings probably took place at the sanctuary but may 

have been arranged elsewhere. An annual general meeting thanked outgoing 

officials and publicly praised them for their unstinting hard work and 

charity. It was these meetings which passed the resolutions we see on 

the stelai.

Who were the people we know were worshippers in this shrine? We 

have nineteen people mentioned on the stelai and smaller inscriptions:

I G

KXebabVETos KXeopdvous: MeXbTGUS 2-3/1/2, 1252

KaXXbaSns $bXdvou :nebpobeds 2-3/1/2, 1252

AucbpayCSns $bXbVOU zncbpabcds 2-3/1/2, 1252

"ixxopdyou :MeXbTeus 2-3/1/2, 1253

5a)pog 2-3/1/2, 1253

’ Avt 2-3/1/2, 1253

0ed5oTOS 2-3/1/2, 1259

’AvTbxXns Mdpuovos 2-3/1/2, 1259

KXebTOcpmv AripocpbXou ? 2-3/1/2, 1259

MvnobitToXdpn 2-3/3/1, 4365

Abxabocpdvos (genitive) 2-3/3/1, 4365

’ApbOToxXcbdns :$uXdobOS 2-3/3/1, 4386

Abdcpavxos KaXXbOU :Kepapemv 2-3/3/1, 4385
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Auamax^Sns Auaupaxou : ’Axapveus 
'HSeua

WVLS plus initial letter A which could be 

patronym, deme or neither 

nepffauoc; Qeo^evbdou :Mapa'&(jj\)bos

lo(poxAns c^bAmTOt) : Zouvb^LDS

Abovuao6t5pos AbpaSbrnrou

2-3/3/1, 4387

2-3/3/1, 4422

2-3/3/1, 4435

2-3/3/1, 4457

2-3/3/1, 4457

2-3/3/1, 4457

We know something about a few of these people. KAebabveros was a 
AbUbTHT^s and mentioned in the catalogue for the year 325/4^^^. He was 

obviously, therefore, a citizen of some social standing. He was a local 

man for he came from the deme of Melite which probably included the site 

of the shrine of Amynos. KaAAbctAns is the orator decreti Piraeen sium 

mentioned in another Inscription . He too was obviously a citizen 

widely involved in the life of his community. We know of an ’AvxbxAhs 
M^pvovos from an inscription dating from before 36O^^°. Whether he is the 

same one as the one mentioned in the decree found in the shrine of Amynos 

depends largely on the date of the eponymous Archon mentioned in the same 

decree. A Geu^p^dTOS was eponymous archon in 340/39 and another in 313/2. 
Therefore, our AvtbxAng could be the same man or his grandson^^^. 

The ’ApbCTTOxAebAns we know from another catalogue^^^. Finally, we can 

be fairly sure that the ZocpoxAps is a descendent of the poet. We also 

know that this later Sophocles had a son who was a deapodcTris in 88/7

We know the deme for nine of the nineteen and they cover a wide area 

of Attica (Plate 20). ’ApbOTOxAebAng has a demotic but no patronym. 

AvTbxAfis, KAebtocpSv and AbovupoSmpos have a patronym but no demotic. It 

is difficult to draw certain conclusions from these omissions. Por 

example, it would be unwise to assume that none of these is a citizen. 

However, several of the people mentioned in the inscriptions do seem not 

to have been citizens. Both ’Avt and Ampos seem to lack a 

patronym and a demotic although there may have been enough space on the 

inscription for one or other after ’Avt . GeoAotos, MvnobKToA^ijr), 

Abxabocpavos (genitive) and 'HAeba certainly seem to have lacked both, 

demotic and patronym while mvbs may well have also lacked both. 

None of them, unfortunately, is described In any other way which could 

make us certain of these people's origin and status. It looks extremely 

likely though that several of those mentioned In the inscriptions were 
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not citizens and that those who were citizens came from Jernes in every 

corner of Attica although, of course, that does not mean that they actually 

resided in those demes. We certainly have enough evidence for citizen 

participation in the cult to prove that Amynos, although perhaps a hybrid, 

still retained connections with his fifth and sixth century roots before 

any process of syncretism had begun.

If the theory that the votive offering of a huge leg showing a 

varicose vein was presented by a doctor is correct then some at least of 
134 

the donors belonged to the medical profession. We have seen that an 

inscription probably not previously published may help in substantiating 

such an idea. Even if this is doubtful we still have a good picture of 

the people and the site. The worshippers were made up of both men and 

women. The men at least represented both the citizen class and probably 

non citizens as well. Those vto were Athenians came from all over Attica. 

They together formed a college of orgeones and, under the leadership of 

elected officials, held ceremonies, probably in both precincts. These 

ceremonies are likely to have included meals, sacrifices and regular 

meetings. Money collected from the orgeones paid for the upkeep of 

the site, the sacrifices and the honours meted out to retiring officials. 

For the final details, the non-inscrlbed small finds can be fruitful.
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B. The anaglyptic evidence

135
As has already been said , the material from Wilhelm DOrpfeld's 

excavations of the Amynos shrine needs to be published to modern standards. 

The following analysis is no substitute for such a publication and the 

list is not exhaustive.

Looking through the vast range of material it seems useful to divide 

it into various categories. Firstly there are the anaglyphs which show 

the god/hero, sometimes accompanied by another divinity, sometimes facing 

two or more worshippers and twice possibly represented as a snake. 

Occasionally anaglyphs of the god/hero are very fragmentary. In this 

category are to be found:

ii) A broken ex-voto in the form of a plaque with a raised border, 

the god/hero stands on the left leaning on a staff tucked under his 

left armpit. He is looking towards the right from which direction 

first a man and then a woman approach with their right hands raised. 
The whole is very Asklepian in style^^^.

ii) A broken relief with a headless Hygieia-type figure standing to 

the left of an altar. On the right of the altar only the hand of 

the god/hero remains holding a kantharos. The altar is garlanded. 

On the left of the relief facing the deities are five worshippers 
137 of various ages, both men and women . (Plate 21)

iii) The right side of a plaque showing two adults facing left and
138 accompanied by a child with a sacrificial sheep

iv) A small fragment of a bearded worshipper probably from a similar 
139 

plaque to the preceding one .

v) The top right corner of an ex-voto showing a family approaching the 

god/hero who is now missing but would have been on the left of the 

plaque. Five heads of the members of the family are now visible. 
The girl on the extreme right carries a large basket on her head^'^^.

vi) Several fragments of so-called Totenmahl reliefs showing the god/hero 
. .141 

reclining on a couch
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vii) Several fragments of the god/hero standing or walking. In one 

example the base of the staff adjacent to the right foot of a 
142 

very damaged statuette has a snake coiling round it

viii) The snake is also to be found on two other anaglyphs and is 
presumably meant to represent the deity. Of the two one^^^ 

shows a now headless, coiled snake on a rock while the other is 

part of a coiled snake on a piece of bluish marble. The snake 

is bearded and, although damaged, the head and the top of the coil 
144 

are well preserved. The snake is facing left

All of the reliefs in this first category are reminiscent of the 

material already looked at in connection with the cult of Zeus Meilichios/ 

Philios. Alongside these are the healing votive offerings of the type 

already seen in connection with Zeus Hypsistos. These form the second 

category:

ix ) A small plaque, 11 cms. high by 8 cms. wide, made of marble, 

showing, in damaged relief, a man's genitalia - the pubes and the 

scrotum. The penis must have been in very high relief as it is 

now broken off. Apparently when found there were signs of its 

background having been painted in red. A fixing hole is still to 
145 

be seen in the lower part of the plaque . ( Plate 19)

x) A leg about 30 cms. tall from foot to waist. Damaged. Signs of 

an inscription at the top but not enough of the inscription survives 

to warrant including it in the epigraphic section. The letters 

Ifil seem fairly clear. The inscription is at the top of the piece

xi) A small marble ex-voto, 10^ cms. high by IS^cms. wide, showing in 

relief a pair of ears. They could be an invocation to the god as 

eni^MOOS or a normal healing ex-voto. A similar pair was found in 
1- 

the Asklepieion at Pergamon and is now to be seen in Bergama Museum 

(Plate 19)

xii) As we saw with the Hypsistos cult^"^^, votive offerings of one or 

both female breasts seem to have formed the largest homogeneous 
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grouping. Along with the other epigraphic evidence there is the 
, 149 

dedication of HSeta to Asklepios . This narrow plaque only 

ever showed one breast. There are three other votive offerings of 
150 

breasts - all uninscribed. One of these has a single breast 

intact but the edge of the ex-voto is damaged so it is impossible to 

be sure whether there was only one originally or perhaps a pair of 
breasts. The same is equally true of a second^^^ where only the 

left portion of an ex-voto remains. This now shows just over half 
152 

of one breast. The last has a pair of breasts intact. Along 
153 

with the ex-voto of the lower half of a woman's body (the male 
154 

genitalia may also have had a fertility motive ) these votive 

offerings of breasts show a strong gynaecological slant to the 

requests for healing from the occupant(s) of the Amynos shrine.

The third category of anaglyptic evidence contains the evidence for 

a belief that other deities could be invoked for healing purposes at the 

Amynos shrine:

xiii) Telesphoros is very much an Asklepian figure - the 'Accomplisher' of 

the cure. A little marble statuette of him was found not far from 
155 the shrine . Part of a terracotta statuette may also possibly

156 
come from a Telesphoros figurine

xiv) To judge by the surviving half of a crescent, one anaglyph must 

represent the god Men. He is seated on an animal, perhaps a rooster. 

Under the animal there is what appears to be a table along with a 
157 

bird. On the left there are two worshippers gazing up at him 
We shall see that Men was a healing deity in Athens and elsewhere^^ .

xv) The substantial remains of an anaglyph showing a rider standing by 

his horse whose reins he is holding. This is a common way of depicting

a hero. The Dioskouroi, who are saviour-heroes, are often so 
159 depicted.

xvi) There are a number of those statuettes, mostly in a very fragmentary 

condition, known as 'Venus figurines'. Aphrodite, under one guise 
, ,160 

or another, was a healer
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xvii) A terracotta 'Archaische Dionysos-Herme, bSrtlg und ithyphallisch'^^^

xviii) We have already seen a Hygieia-type figure on a relief from the 
shrine^^^. There is also a fragment from another relief showing 

the head possibly of a fourth century B.c. youthful type of Hygieia^®^

xix) Cybele, who, as we shall see^^'^, was a healing goddess too, is also

represented in the shrine of Amynos. There are possibly two marble

statuettes of her. One, now headless, is 26cms. high. In her

left hand she is

phiale. In her

holding a tympanon while in her right she has a 
165 

lap there lies an animal, probably a lion.

Another, which I presume

mentioned since the head

The goddess is wearing a

to be a different piece to the one just 

is intact, shows an identical figure.
polos-type hat^^®. There are several other

seated or enthroned mother-goddess-type statuettes among the Amynos 

material There is a terracotta representation showing her with both 
hands resting on her thighs^^"^; a pair of mother-goddess figures 

sitting side by side, each holding a phiale in her right hand and 

each wearing a polos-type hat. These two are almost certainly 

meant to be Cybele and that other great mother - Demeter ,- several 
169 

now headless statuettes of a seated mother-goddess ; the top half
170

of a small plaque showing a seated mother-goddess-type figure ; 

finally there are several pieces of female figures which are more 

difficult to ascribe to any particular deity or indeed to be sure 

that they were intended to represent a deity rather than being simply 
171 

some sort of offering

All of the above anaglyphs have been classified into reasonably 

coherent categories. In addition there are some miscellaneous pieces such
172 

as a Roman ivory statuette of a beardless man
173 

boukrania carved on three of the four sides ;
174 

remains of some marble fingers

a small, broken altar with

finally, there are the
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5. Conclusion

It seems fairly certain that the cult at the Amynos shrine dates back 

to the sixth century B.C. but probable that at that early period the 

incumbent of the shrine and the recipient of the orgeones' worship was 

anonymous. At this early period all the orgeones were citizens as was 

usual with this type of association at that time. To judge by the 

epigraphic and anaglyptic evidence a huge change took place at the very end 

of the fifth or beginning of the fourth century B.C. Our very first 

epigraphic evidence of Amynos is on an offerings stele dedicated AcxXnitLmL 

’Apdvmu . This dates to the early part of the fourth century B.C. 

Thus our first mention of Amynos is on a joint dedication with Askfepios 

having precedence. The anaglyptic evidence too convinces us that the 

entry of Asklepios into Athens in 420/419 B.C. had a profound effect on the 

cult of Amynos for Asklepian iconography is very noticeable.

On his arrival in Athens, Asklepios, as narrated by the chronicle of 

the later Asklepieion^^^, was received under the form of a snake by 

Sophocles since there had been a delay in building a temple specially for 

the god. Sophocles looked after the god in his own home and composed a 

Paean in his honour . When the new temple on the south slope of the 

acropolis was finally ready, Telemachos, who had accompanied the god from 

the Peiraieus on his original journey to the upper city, now dedicated the 
178 

first altar to Asklepios actually in the Asklepieion . However, by 

this time Asklepios had been firmly established as oi5vvatos with the 

resident hero of the Amynos shrine and stayed as such even after the official 

transfer of the new deity to his freshly completed temple. After his death 

in 406 B.C. Sophocles, as the 'Receiver' of Asklepios, was given a separate 

though minor, cult established for him in a separate shrine. The orgeones 

held thereafter annual reunions in both shrines but worship and prayers and 

thanks for healing took place only at the shrine of Amynos and Asklepios.

The question of Sophocles being the priest of a deity/hero named 

"AXwv is not capable of easy solution. Some suggestions have been 

proposed. In view of the apparently late arrival of any name for the 

incumbent of the Amynos shrine and the possibilities that AAmv may be a 

periphrasis and 'Apdvog a name derived from the hero s function as a 
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defender, like Asklepios, from the plague, it would be unwise to be dogmatic 

about any one solution to the problem.

From the beginning of the fourth century B.C. Asklepian iconography 

influenced the votive-offerings in the Amynos shrine. From early in that 

century the old hero seems to have assumed the guise of the new god. 

Hygieia seems to have also appeared early. Finally, the shrine seems to 

have received dedications of a broadly eclectic nature and this eclecticism 

was probably accompanied by a broadening of the shrine's clientele to 

include non-citizens who saw in Amynos a reflection of other healing 

deities. The epigraphic evidence is rather small in terms of the number 

of pieces we have but the anaglyptic material shows the evidence for Cybele 
179 

who was associated with a strong healing tradition and whose Metragyrtes 

promised cures in her name . The anaglyphs of Men, possibly one of the 

Dioskouroi and Aphrodite all add to the impression of a broad eclecticism 

with a foreign flavour.

What is most noticeable is the paucity of evidence for the pre- 

Asklepian period and the sudden transformation at the end of the fifth 

century. Once again, this could be coincidental but it seems more likely 

that the great plague and the introduction of Asklepios actually sparked 

off that transformation. Before, there was a cult organised by sedate 

orgeones. Afterwards, there is evidence both of worship by a wider range 

of devotees and their belief that the deity/hero of the shrine cared for 

them, looked after their personal and family concerns and, most especially, 

cured them of their illnesses.



chapter IV. Healing as an aspect of the role 
of the lunar and maieutic deities.
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Healing as an aspect of the role of the lunar and 

maieutic deities

1. Introduction

6ba )u5aveov it(5Aov aoTepujV

duct t’ uHurdHObO aeAnvns

Timotheus fr. 29

In this section an attempt is made to show that, in the Classical and 

Hellenistic periods of Athens and its environs, women suffered from a large 

number of real or imaginary diseases. They believed that these were 

occasionally caused by and were always curable by deities who presided 

over the gynaecological aspects of a woman's life. These deities have in 

common either a lunar aspect linking them to a care for a woman's sexual 

cycle or a maieutic and child-rearing aspect which links them to a woman's 

state of pregnancy, parturition and the early years of child rearing. 

Since pregnancy and a successful birth were the panacea for gynaecological 

ailments, these lunar and maieutic deities were healers specialising in 

women's problems.



104

2. Healing as an aspect of the role of the lunar and maieutic deities

Women, while suffering from most of the diseases and medical problems 

which afflicted men, had to put up with conditions that were peculiarly 

their own. Some of these were real enough but the man in the street, often 

abetted by a medical profession still woefully inadequate in the fourth 

century B.C., diagnosed other, spurious diseases. Our main evidence for 

the real and supposed diseases of women comes from several gynaecological 

treatises written during the fourth century B.C. and forming part of the 

Hippocratic corpus. Both Plato and Aristotle, writing about the same time, 

add further Information and help to indicate that the ideas promulgated in 

the Hippocratic writings were as prevalent in Athens at this time as they 

were on Kos.

Those diseases which were particular to women were linked to the 

procreative organs of the woman, her menstrual cycle and pregnancy. This 

meant that perfectly sound parts of the female anatomy and absolutely normal 

bodily functions were held responsible for what were seen as mental or 

physical problems. Young women in particular were thought vulnerable to 

these problems, partly at least because of their ignorance about their own 

bodily functions. The author is speaking of female diseases: 

enuxLuSuva 5^ eartv, ms eupriTab, xaL toteouXu 3^da xau pEyaXa 

xuL xaXeita ^uvbe'vau, 5ba tou9’ OTb ub yuvctbxes peT^xoocb rmv 

uouomv, xub ead’ ore ou6 ’ aurab boaobu Tb voa^ouobv, itpbv n 

epitebpob vox5amv y^vmvxab ano xaxapnvbmv xaL etoob yEpoti^Tepab• 

TOTE 5e ocpeas n te avayxn xau 6 xpovos 5b5aoxEb to aoTbov 
tSv vot5oojv.^

This inexperience and ignorance meant that it was not unusual for the 

sick woman to be unable to communicate her problem to a doctor: 

xab EOTbV OTE T’pob pH Ybvmaxoi5oriabV ucp ’ oteu vooeuob (p^aveb

Ta voonpaTa aVbriTa ybvdpeva, npbv av dbSax^Pvab tov bnTpov
2 

op^ms uno ths vooeodons ug’ otou voodeb .

This inability to communicate her problem was caused by a mixture of 

inexperience and ignorance and compounded by a sense of shame:
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xau yap ab6^^VTaL gpageuv, xqv Eb6aoL, xab o^bv 6ox^^uob^ Uboypo^ 
eZvotb uxo axGbpbiis xctb avexbOTnpoodvns.^

No doubt a woman in this position often turned to her mother or 

mother-in-law for advice. Sometimes such a woman would find solace in 

praying to a goddess who specialised in such problems. Most women would 

have had reservations about approaching a male doctor:

"Apot 5e xab ob bntpob apapTavoucbV, oux atpex^mg Kuv^avdpevob 

Tnv irpdcpacbv trig vouaou, aXA ’ mg Tct av5pbxa voodpaTa cmpevoL" 

xab KoXXag elSov 5becpdapp^vag p6n utco toloutwv na^nparmv.

’AXAa xpn avepwTgv auTbxa atpex^mg to acTbov* dbacp^peu y“P P Choi'S 
KoXXi}) TyV yuuabxn'bmv voonpatrnv xotL Tmv avdpmmv^.

The actual job of helping to deliver babies was very much a woman's 

preserve. Midwifery was a respected profession and could at least on 
5 

occasion by linked with that of physician . However, the vast majority 

of doctors were male. Unless midwives, therefore, helped with all women's 

problems and not just births, it was to male doctors that women had to 

turn for help. Their attitude towards female problems was certainly 

tainted by the presuppositions of the male sex!:

"Exel 5e xab tdAe outw T^Ob yuvab^bv nv pev pbuymuxab dvdpdob, 

paXXov uybabvouubv nv 6e pn, ?ioo'ov* apa pev yap at pfiTpab 

bXpaX^ab ybvovTab ev t^ pb^Eb xat ou ^npoib, EhP“t 5e Eouoab pdXXov 

Toaxabpou auoTp^cpovTab boxupms, oucFTpecpdpeuab 6E boxupmg tdvov 

T({i ompatb Kap^xovoEU’ apa 6e n Pb^bg to atpa Seppabvouoa xaL 

uypabuouoa itob^eb 65ov pnuT^pnv TObOb xaTapnvbObOb’ tuv 6e 
xaTapnvbtdV pn xupE(?VTU)V ra otopata tmp yuvabxmv eKbVooa yCvETab^.

The presupposition that intercourse and the bearing of children are 

beneficial to women runs through the whole of gynaecological medicine at this 

period. In the instance just quoted pain could be ascribed to contraction 

of the womb due to dryness resulting from lack of intercourse. The idea 

of the menses not leaving the body, here mentioned in connection with the 

useful role of intercourse in heating the blood and so allowing them ah 

easier egress, was extremely common and will be seen again shortly.

Pain might also occur during menstruation and intense pain was thought 

more likely to occur in women who had not given birth to children:
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vnPL yuvauxa oToxov Eot^av ^TETOxubav x»Xe«dTepov xau G&ooov 

axo Twv xaTapnx^LWV voo^Ebv' 6x(^Ta\) y^P T^xri, Eupowiepa ob Ta 
(pA^gba EOTLV es Tct xaTapi^vua'^

Menstruation was obviously a crucial time for women. Apparently it 

was also a time when they could find themselves in a 'catch twenty-two' 

situation:

Xmp^Eb 5e a£pa oEov duo bepEbOU, xaL tuxu Kilvvurab, nv uybabvp

n yuvil. "^Hab 5e EV cpdaeb eotl, tcA^ovos xa9abpea9ab TEcrodpcov 

npEpemv xab xoAAa xdpTa x^P^eb Tct EKbpilvba, aStab Aenrab ybVovTab, 

xab Ta Epgpua auT^mv AeKTct xat dyaA6dveTab. "^Hab 6E Tpbmv 

nyep^wv EAaooov n xa^apobs ybVETab n oAdya x^^P^Eb, aBtab taycbab 
xab EuxPOOL dv6pbxab te, ou yvnadToxob 5e EbObv, ou6e xu'bOxovTab^.

Obviously husbands and physicians felt able to form prognoses about 

a woman's chances of conceiving, using her menstrual pattern as the 

criterion. Childless women must have viewed their time of menstruation 

with some trepidation. Her menses could be used to diagnose several 

problems. One of these was hydropsy:

’'Hv udepos EV T^Pb yilTpi^CbV eyy^vpTab, Tct etbyTlvba eXdaaui xaL 

xaxbm ybVETab, eirebTa e^uEbvriS exXebKEb, xab n yacTrip EKavobddeb, 
xab Ob yaCob 5npob ybVovTab^.

Water retention is not an uncommon problem and is menstrually connected. 

The cure for this simple ailment must have seemed worse than the problem 

for after a warm wash and the application of warm poultices she was given 

a laxative:

yerd 6e to gdpyaxov nupbpv ev t^ goAguTw rds uordpas, exebTa 

KpooSetvab TO ^uv t'q xavdapbdb, dbaAbitmx) 5e nydpas TpeTs to £uv 
T^ XoA^* yoav 5e dbaXbEmv Tpets nydpas xXuodTm ev Tip ogEb^^.

Cow dung vapour- baths and vinegar douches must have been bad enough 

but cantharidine, the active Ingredient of the cantharid beetle, cantharus 

versicatoria, produced as the name implies, blisters on the skin. Perhaps 

they employed another member of the cantharid genus whose effect was less 

drastic. In more recent times, if not also in classical times, small 

quantities of cantharidine were used intra-vaginally as an aphrodisiac. 
The main effect of this so-called aphrodisiac^^ was to set up an intense 
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irritation which is surely what the woman suffering from hydropsy must have 

had to put up with as a result of the treatment. After all of these 

humiliating and painful 'cures', if they failed to dispel the excess water, 

a repeat of the whole process was performed. She was also encouraged to 

drink a concoction made from the rind of samphire, crithmum maritimum, and 

dark seeds from a ^ony - yAumuolStis tous peAauas X(5mmous- The paeony, 

of course, was also known as p nabwuba and was so-called after Ilatdv, the 

physician of the gods, whose name was transferred to Apollo. The plant also 

carried links with his sister Artemis since the choral song known as a 

paean could be sung to either of them as a thanksgiving. Finally the woman 

was encouraged to drink elderberries in wine and to eat mercury plant, garlic, 

squid and other soft foods. All of this treatment only gives a temporary 
respite - nv 5e r^xp, uyuns ycveTaL^^.

Various case histories tell us of other gynaecological problems. One 

woman had menstrually connected headaches which were lessened by the 

insertion of scented pessaries. Her problem too was only finally solved 

by becoming pregnant . Another woman, who also had never been pregnant, 

felt pains whenever she had intercourse. Her problem continued until she 

was sixty when, after fainting in the middle of the day from severe pains, 

another woman extracted a stone rather like a spindle-whorl from the mouth 

of her womb^^. Perhaps the oddest complaint of childless women was the 

movement of the womb around their bodies. That this occurred seems to 

have been accepted quite generally . Plato compared the male organ with 

the womb and suggested that both have an innate propensity towards procreation. 

The womb, if frustrated by remaining unfruitful too long,becomes angry and 

wanders around the body. This results in breathing being hindered and all 

sorts of other diseases being caused. Pregnancy Is obviously the only 

solution to this problem^^: The Hippocratic corpus deals at length with 

this phenomenon. Here, too, the ultimate cause is seen as a failure to 

become pregnant but there can be several more immediate causes which bring 

on the condition:
^Hv 6E %VLg XPOOT^ EgaxL^ns, yuvcTab 5e pjALOTO T^ou pn guvuodo^obv 

avdpaob xat T^ub yepabT^p^Ob pdAAov n Tpac vemT^pyob' xoucp^Tepub 

yap ab pnTpab otp^wu ebPb" ybuexab 5e paAbOxa 5ba Ti56e Ennv 

xevsayynoy xab TaAabitrnpi^op uAeov ths paSnobog, auaudeboab Ub 

pnTpab uno Trig xaAabnmpbrig oxp^cpovxab, axe xeveab eouoa, xab
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xoucpau* eupuxwptn yap ocpcv eotlv mote OTp^(p£c9ab, Ste ths xo^iuns 

HEVsns E0;5apS' orpeipt^pevaL 6e EitbScxXAouab tw nKatb, xab opou 

YbVOVTab, xa'b es toc uno unoxc?v6pba EpgdAXouob" d^ouob y“P ><“1^ 

EpxoVTab avu npos ttiv bxpd6a, Ste uno nng TotXctbnwpbns 5npot\)6eboctb 

pciXXov Tou xabpou'To Se ?inap bxpaX^ov eotuv Ennv 6E cnbgdXwcfb 

T({i nnctTb, nvLYOt nob^ouobx) E^ctTTbvns enbXapgdvouaab tov 5bdnvoov 
, 17 

TOV XEpL TTYV XOUXunV

There were thought to be possible complications linked to this 

condition. When the womb was moving towards the liver some women were 

diagnosed as releasing phlegm from the head. This phlegm moisturised 

and helped the return of the womb to its normal position. However, for 

other women, the womb fell towards the neck of the bladder and produced 

strangury or fell towards the hips, because of exhaustion or lack of food, 

and caused pain. Sometimes these conditions cured themselves but treatment 
18 

assured speedy recovery.

The treatment for a wandering womb varied according to the position of 

the womb and the resultant problems. If the womb was in the upper abdomen 

then there might well be suffocation, sleepiness, loss of speech and 

chattering teeth. In this case:

... npos pev Tots uordpas Ttpoadetvctb Ebpbov xpos ctuXov, us u^etv 

paXbOTa, TOU KTEpou KEpbeXb^as, Pa(|,ots n Xeuxu abyOKTbu n pupobvtp 

n gaxxap^Y napapaxb^^r es Se tag puvas, Toi) ^appo^ou Tou 

p^Xavos, TOU Tfis XEcpaXns, XagdvTa t^ pdXri epuXdoub

If this black medicine was not available then the nostrils could be 

wiped with silphium or a feather dipped into vinegar could be Inserted into 

the nostrils to induce sneezing . When the symptoms were different, 

alternative measures had to be adopted. If .the woman's mouth was tightly 

closed, the same pessary procedure was followed but she had to drink 

castoreum in wine and her nostrils had to be Wiped with seal oil. If 

all of this did not work then recourse was had to vapour inhalations. 

Ground up goat or deer horn was mixed with hot ashes and the smoke inhaled 

or seal oil was dripped onto pieces of burning charcoal for the same purpose.

Sometimes the womb was thought to move even higher towards the head and 
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this resulted in a heaviness of the head with the symptoms showing themselves 

on one side or the other. The patient complained that the veins on her 

nose and under her eyes were painful. The patient suffered from sleepiness 

and, when that was alleviated, foaming at the mouth. In this case:

Xpn Xodeuv koAXw deppm' nv 6e pn evaxouy, (pu/pu, xaL Mata 

xecpaXfis, 5a(pvnv te xat yupcuvriv eveejjmv ev rm uSutl xat (puxmv" 

xaL po5bm yupy Tyv xecpaXnv xpi^^o^ij^" xau uKOduyLnodco tq euwdea, 

Tot 5e xaxmSea uno tus puvas xau xnv xpdy$nv eadbeTto, xab tov 
22 

XuXov po(peETm

All of these cures are for various forms of upward moving womb. For 

the condition caused by one moving down other cures were prescribed. The 

woman had to be washed in warm water and was told to eat as much garlic as 

she could and drink undiluted sheep's milk. She was fumigated and given a 

laxative. Then the womb was again fumigated with a mixture of fennel and 

absinthe. After the fumigation the doctor had to insert a pessary of 

squills, later one of opium poppies, then one of bitter almond oil and 

finally one of rose perfume. If her next period came normally, all was 

well. If it did.not, the woman had to drink a concoction of cantharid 

beetles, peony seeds, cuttlefish eggs and parsley seed all mixed in wine. 

If her period came but was irregular in flow then a different procedure 

had to be followed. Whatever the regime, the woman endured the prescription 
23 

until a cure was finally achieved. The total cure, of course, was pregnancy.

Not only young ladies but old maids and even widows - xapO^vobOb 

naXaugobV xab XTlPp(TbV^^ - could be affected by a movement of the womb 

towards the liver causing a loss of voice, a chattering of the teeth and a 

darkening of the complexion. That this could happen to young widows who 

had successfully borne children - ab v^ab eoucab xab Toxntooab xhPEUOUCbV- 

is an interesting reflection on the social conditioning of medical diagnoses. 

For the previously married woman a manipulation of the womb away from the 

liver, the tying of a bandage below the ribs to prevent its return and a 

regime of fumigations, purgatives and pessaries formed the prescription. 

For those never married, a gentler regime of medicines to be drunk linked 

with the advice to find a husband formed the remedy.

There was another woman's complaint which could be as grave a problem 
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as the wandering of the womb. This complaint was retention of the menses:

'Exnv oSv YUvabM'u ctTdxo eouari Hpu(pp Ta eituiaTiVLa Mat pn 6uvnTau

oSov Egm Eupeuv, voDoog yi^^^ETOL, TOUTO 6e ^upgabveu, nv twv 

PHTp^tov TO OTcSpa pepuxri n b6va)6^, p ^uoTpatpy Tb toQ ab6obou* 

nV Y“p TOUT^tOV Tb y, OU SuVnOETab Ggo6ou EUpEbU TO EXbpiIVLa, 

xpb\) av Ob pTiTpotb Eg Tf)\) <pdob\) Tpu UYbEbUnV pETaOT^UOb.

fb^ETab 6E TO vodonpa ToOTO pdXbOTa, auTbVEg OTEuooTopoug Tag

^T^Tpag Exouobv, n Tov auxeva Kpoow tou aiLSobou xebpeuox)

There was thought to be another contributory factor in cases of menstrual 

retention. A woman's flesh was regarded as more sponge-like and soft than 

a man's - cpnp'u Tpv Yuvalxa dpabOoapxoT^ppu xaL axaXmT^pnv cEvab n tov 

auSpa^®. This extra porosity resulted, so it was thought, in the rapid 

absorption of blood not naturally evacuated by the menstrual flow, 

accompanied by a rise in temperature due to the accumulation of blood. 

Women's blood was thought to be warmer than men's and this exacerbated 

the problem. If a woman suffering from menstrual retention was not treated, 

then the menses continued to accumulate and after two months might move to 
« 29 

the lungs. This could well be fatal - xab oux obn t^ euTb uepbEbvab 

If it was not fatal then the accumulation could result in temporary madness - 

hysteria. When the pressure of blood has built up so that it rushes up 

towards the heart and lungs, then:

oxoTav OU TauTa KXnpm^^ojObV, epmpm^n n xapSup* euta ex Trig
30 

pmpwabog vdpxp* eTt’ EX Tfig vdpxng itapdvoba eXagev

This madness was accompanied by fevers and inflammation. It 

exhibited itself in mad, murderous, fearful or suicidal behaviour, the 

perception of visions and a distortion of norms of behaviour generally. 

What about the cure?

KEXedm 5' EYwye Tag xap^^voug, oxdtau TO TouoOTOU tdoxwotv, mg
31

TaxbOTa ^uvo^poab avdpdobv' pv y^P xupomobv, uyuEEg

Unfortunately for the poor woman, pregnancy might end one series of 

medical problems but it brought on yet others. Doubtlessly miscarriage 

was a constant worry for some women then as it is now. Bleeding during 

pregnancy was a sure sign that all was not well:
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n'v 5e xcivtooLV at- pfiTpac paXAov tou Maupou, itapayedbcxaL tou aupaTos 

xaTot ynva, uoitep eutode xt*jp^e^>V3 i^oib to ev Tyou yilTpriaLV eov Xektov

TE xau aa^eveg yuveTab. MeAe6auvopEvns 5E T?is yuvauxog, apcbvdv

TE TO ^pgpuov, xab auTn n yuvn uybCXbVEb' nv 6£ yn yEAsdabvriTab, 

cp^EbpETab TO Eygpuov, Hbv5uvEt5£b 6£ xab auTn TO vouoyya xpovbov 
,32 EXEbV

The ineibility to retain the blood necessary for the development of the 

foetus was thus seen as one cause of miscarriage. Another cause was smooth­

ness of the womb’s interior.:

n'v yap AebUb (ub yhTpub) emobv, eoTbV ore ob uy^veg uk’ uut^wv 

acpbOTcxvTab, ennv to KUbdbOV apxnTOtb Xbveeo^ab, oiL KEpbbOxovTeg 

auTO, UTE noo(5v(ji)g ExdyEVOb twv yriTpEmv n ms 5£b, oEa Aebtov
' , 33EOUOEmV .

The list of reasons why a woman might suffer a miscarriage was very 

long. If she was a sickly sort of person, merely picking up a heavy 

weight could bring on a miscarriage. If she was beaten, jumped up and 

down, did not eat properly, fainted, suffered a terrible fright, shouted 

too loudly, drank too much or drank or ate something strong enough to 
34 

upset her stomach - any of these could bring on a miscarriage . Even 

a woman who took every possible precaution could not be certain of avoiding 

a miscarriage:

auTUb 5e ab yhxpab exouob cpuobag ^cbV e^aygAdexab, ouaub KveuyaTmSeeg, 
Kuxbvab, yavab, yeydAub, aybxpub, xaL dAAot ooa eobxev^^.

Having suffered a miscarriage a woman needed to undergo purges and 
fumigations if she was to avoid ulceration of the womb^^. If on the 

other hand she and the foetus survived until the time of parturition, she 

still had to face the pains of giving birth to which, Euripides made Medea 
37 

say, standing in the line of battle was preferable . A difficult birth 

must been a constant worry:

"EoTb 5e xub Td6e ydya abTbov tou yri ppbSbmg ditbdvab, pv vexpov 
38n'v cxKdKAnxTov n dbxAdov ^ .

There was also the problem of a perfectly healthy baby getting itself 
39 

in an awkward position - feet first or, even more difficult, sideways on
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It can be seen that women were besieged with problems connected with 

their menstrual cycle, pregnancy and childbirth. It is also obvious that 

conception was not merely a desirable way of fulfilling one's wifely duties 

and keeping one's husband happy. To be pregnant was a panacea for a host 

of ills. True, it caused yet other problems but these were secondary. 

The problems caused by a failure to become pregnant were primary, basic 

and social disorders. The medical profession did its best to alleviate 

the symptoms but could not cure sterility or subfertility. The methods 

employed by the doctors must have been painful and extremely humiliating 

as well as of little practical value in most cases. It is not surprising 

that women faced with the problems associated with the failure to become 

pregnant and those resulting from having succeeded in conceiving turned 

to religion. The doctors themselves knew this quite well. The medical 

treatise on the problems of unmarried women tells us to whom women turned 

after they were cured of the madness resulting from menstrual retention: 

$povnouons 5e ths dv^pmnou, ty ’ApT^puSu at yuvctLxeg SXXa te 

itoAAd, dAAd dp xaL id nouAuTeA^OTaxa xTUv bpaxdmv xadtepouau tG)v 

yuvauxEbrnv, xeAeuovxmv xmv pavxewv

Why Artemis? We have evidence from many places in the Greek world 

that this goddess was connected with marriage and the concomitant loss 

of virginity by the woman, problems linked to child-bearing, childbirth 
and the raising of children perhaps as far as puberty'^^. In Athens and 

the Peiraieus, however, there appear to be links between Artemis, several 

other goddesses and one god who all seem to have played a similar role 

vis-a vis the female cycle. On occasion these links went so far as 

to imply the identification of Artemis with another deity or at least the 

assimilation of one aspect of that deity. This phenomenon was not 
restricted to Attica^^. One might imagine that any goddess could be 

invoked at crucial moments in a woman's life especially if the unmarried 

Artemis was so popular. However, the evidence suggests that the deities 

generally chosen as patrons of a woman's cycle were all linked by having a 

lunar connection. This is not to argue that they were personifications 

of the moon but rather to suggest that those deities protected areas of 

life seen as influenced by the moon.

The moon has been linked with the measurement of time, the movement of 

waters, the growth and fertility of plants and animals, the female cycle 
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and death and resurrection by many peoples for thousands of years . The 
44

Greeks were no exception . Aristotle was resident in Athens as a student 

for many years and from about 335 to 323 B.C. taught there in the school 

he had founded. His views may give us a clue as to what less academic 

Athenians were thinking. Aristotle did not agree with the theory that 

females tended to be warmer than males because of their greater quantity 
45 

of blood . The opposite view is a central tenet in his explanation of 

the role of male and female in procreation and so avdyMri Toiv Cwmv Ta 
appeva Tmv SnA^mv Sepydtepa etvau^^. He does agree, however, with the 

theory that women are more moist than men and this is another essential 

part of his theory of progeneration. This fluid nature of woman leads to 

several conclusions of which one concerns the woman’s menstrual cycle: 

Kau TO Y^veo^ac 6e Ta xaTayi^vca xara cpuobv tp^bvdvTwv Tmv ynvmv 

yalAov Sta Tpv auTriv auTuav ouySauveb. (poypt^tepos y^P o xpo^os 

oStos tou ynvos xab UYpdTSpos 6ba Tnv (pdbObV xaL thv ditdXebcpbV 

TTis aeAnvns •

Aristotle does not accentuate the causal link between the moon's cycle 

and that of the woman but a clear parallel is drawn. He goes so far as 

to say that Nature wants to measure generations by the cycle of the 

heavenly bodies - godAetab yev ouv n cpdobs tops toutwv dpb^yobs 
apb^yetv Tag yevdoebg xaL Tag TsAeuTag*^^, The sun and moon were thought by 

him to be 'principles' by which the cycle of living things was governed. 

From that he drew this conclusion about the moon's role: 6bo puygdAAsTab 
Ebg itdoag Tag yevdaebg xau TsAebmoebg^^. This parallelism certainly 

covered the conception of a child and its growth in the womb for he makes 

it clear: cpaob Tbveg ... ttiv oeAtIvtiv stvab •dpAu oTb aya ouytobVEb 

Tabg y£V n xd^apobg ty 5’ n (pdbObg, xab pETot tttv xd^apobv xaL Tnv (pdbObV 
n nAdpmobg dy(pobv^'^.

Once safely born the child is still subject to the moon's influence. 
51 

The time of the full moon could be a bad time for sick children

It is clear that Aristotle,in fairly restrained terms, is expressing 

the common folk-belief of his day. The moon clearly influenced a woman's 

menstrual cycle, her level of coldness and humidity, the conception of a 

child, the time of pregnancy , the birth of the child and its early years. 
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There is little evidence that the moon itself was worshipped or that people 

prayed directly to the moon for help in these matters. Instead, various 

goddesses were seen as sharing the 'measuring' and allotting role of the
52 moon
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3. Artemis as a healing deity

Artemis is at the centre of this group of goddesses and was the most 

important of them in Attica. Her role in child-bearing is best known from 

the excavations of Brauron which have produced inscriptions recording the 
53 

gifts presented to the goddess by women safely delivered of their children . 
54

The same custom was widespread . Young girls about the age of ten served 
, 55 . 

some time as a bear - apHtos - at this same sanctuary . Interestingly 

we know that they sacrificed to her under a double title which links Brauron 

with her sanctuary in the Peiraieus - ouveteXouv Tnv duocav tp Bpaupmvbg 
56 

’ApT^UbSb MUb Ty Mouvuxbot ■ Bear-priestesses are known to have existed 

also in the sanctuary of Artemis at Cyrene where women appear to have had 

to spend a night before their marriage and to pay a ceremonial visit when 
57 

pregnant or soon after the child's birth . The bear is a recurrent theme 

and is enshrined in the myth of Artemis and Kallisto. The latter was a 

companion of Artemis. She became pregnant by Zeus, in some versions of 

the story bore him a son called Arkas, and was killed by Artemis, perhaps 

accidentally after Kallisto had been turned into a bear. At death Kallisto 

became the constellation of the Great Bear while her son became Arctophylax. 

Underlying the layers of myth, however, is the symbolism of the bear as an 
59 

animal with a cycle of activity and passivity, an 'animal lunaire' . Its cycle 

perfectly mirrored those other cycles of life which so intimately affect 

women. The name Kallisto is reflected in a cult title of Artemis as 

KdlXbatn. Whether KaAXbotn came from KaXXbOTm or vice versa is an insoluble 

problem but the link is clear and made explicit by Pausanias who described 

Kallisto's grave in Arcadia and said that on top of the grave-mound was a 

sanctuary of Artemis Kalliste ,

The shrine of Artemis Kalliste in Athens has provided the clearest 

archaeological evidence of the worship of Artemis by women wanting her help 

in gynaecological matters. Almost certainly, however, the archaeological 

evidence gives us too narrow a view of her importance. Well over thirty 

titles of Artemis are known to us from Attica although not all of these 

are attested in the Classical period. Many of these titles have no 

connection with her healing, gynaecological powers yet even then there is 

an occasional clue that she was invoked under the most unexpected guises by 

women who wanted or had received help in connection with conception,pregnancy. 



116

birth or the upbringing of children. One such clue is a dedication found 

near the theatre of Dionysus:

[Tli^9& 'Ayubou ’Epxbews ywri [unep T^vj TObdumv ’ApT^pb6b 

AbXTuweb avd^nxev^^

There is no obvious reason for Timothea to have dedicated this offering 

to Artemis with the epithet Diktynna. Whatever precise reason, it was for 

her children, so a goddess of the hunting-net does not seem relevant and yet 

Timothea saw fit to make the dedication. We shall see that this dedication 

helps to interpret the link between gynaecological problems and the Thracian 

goddess Bendis. It is also a warning that many of the dedications to 

Artemis may have had a healing motivation which we can not discover and 

which we would not imagine was there to judge from the title by which Artemis 

was being invoked.

There are some titles of Artemis which are clearly gynaecologically 
linked. We know that she was invoked as AuCbCmvos ^^, ' the one who frees 

from the womb', 'Hyepovn ^^, perhaps * the one who leads a child into the 

world', FevETuXAbS^^, 'the goddessof one's birth-hour,'Opubu ^^, 'she who 

makes things come at the right time', childbirth titles such as Ao/eba, 
Ao/boij Aexm and EbAebduba^'^, Ftoxebpa^^, perhaps 'she who saves by/in 

childbirth’, and KoupOTpdipos^®, 'the rearer of children'. We also know, 

having seen that pregnancy was regarded as a cure for all sorts of real 

and imaginary diseases, that Artemis was not being Invoked by these titles 

merely as a goddess of fertility but also as a goddess who heals through 

the medium of fertility.

Some of the moon-linked titles of Artemis may also have been used 

within a similar context. 'QpabU may be a lunar title. FeAacnpdpos 
71 

'the light-bringer', ^macpdpog , also a' light-bearer' and possibly also 
72 A£UHO(p(»nvn 'white-browed?' may all have originated as lunar or acquired 

a lunar connotation.

As we have already seen, it is the shrine of Artemis Kalliste which 

has provided the clearest archaeological evidence for the gynaecological 

cult of Artemis in Athens. The shrine, but not its gynaecological role, 

had always been known about from a short description of it by Pausanias:
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'A^nvauobs 6e xau egw xoXews G\i Tous 5^^OLS xau xaia Tag 65ous 

Oew\i EOTLV LGpa xac npuxov xaL a'v6pc5\) T(((poL' c^YUTaTw 6E 'Axa6nwLa, 

XtOpLOV KOTE av5pO£ lSlCDTOU, YUPvdoLOV 6£ Ek’ EpOU. XCtTUOUOb 8' ES 

auTHM XEpi^goXds EOTbV ’ApT^pb6os xotb ^daxxx ’ApuaTris xac KaXAbOTpg* 

tbs pev gym 6oxGi xotb opoXoYCb %& £itn toi irdpcpto, Tps ’AprdpbSds
, , 5E xab &XXQV ES guTos X^YOV , 73 

EbObV EXbXXnOEbS aUTab, XEYOpEVO'U/EbBuiS UXEpgnOOpab

Pausanias clearly describes the shrine of Artemis Ariste and Kalliste 

as the first on his list of notable places on his way from the city gate to 

the Academy. Inscriptions to Artemis had been discovered in the general 
area of the Dipylon Gate in the nineteenth century'^'^ but it was only earlier 

in the twentieth century that a concentration of finds, indicating perhaps 

the actual site of the shrine, was excavated. One has to say 'perhaps' 

because one cannot presume that the site of discoveries is their original 

home and because the structural remains unearthed were inconclusive. As 

the accompanying map shows (Plate22), however, the site fits well with the 

description of Pausanias. The excavator started with a rescue dig 

which resulted from the discovery of classical material during the digging 

of some shop foundations at 90, Keramikou. This excavation revealed 

three fifth century tombs and a fourth chamber was discovered nearby along 

the same alignment. The excavation reports continues:

'Lorsqu'il fallut suspendre les travaux pour ne pas interrompre 

la circulation dans la rue, nous reprunes les recherches a quelque 

distance, au No. 11 de la rue de Platees. La, a une profondeur 

de 2 metres environ, nous avons mis au jour un mur fait de grands 

blocs de poros bien tallies, qui formait un angle: 11 faisalt 

apparement partle de 1'enceinte d'un sanctuaire, pour 1equel les 

trouvailles faites dans la voisinage permettent de proposer une 

appelation

The excavator linked his finds with those made in 1896 by A.Oikonomos. 

The latter, working very close to the site of the 1922 excavation between 

Plataion and Salaminos xaL ovTmg li avaoxagn efpav^pmoe u^pos Tmv QepeXbmv 

apxubou pvijUEbOU ouYXEbu^vmv ex peYaXmv TETpaymwx) Kmpbvmv Xb^mv 

Moreover, a stele found just nearby carried an inscription in honour of a 

priest of Kalliste'^'^. A similar inscription°was found in 1890 in the 

'Hekataion'. The possibility of the temenos of Hekate also hosting a 

cult of Artemis Kalliste will be looked at shortly.
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The poros walls discovered in 1922 together with those found in 1896 

tell us little about the sanctuary except that it was perhaps enclosed by 

a wall as we would expect from Pausanias' description of the sanctuary as 
79 a TieptgoXos . The small finds, however, are most revealing. Firstly, 

there was a bas-relief 26cms. tall x 38 wide x 7 thick. This shows a 

goddess holding an uplifted torch. Behind her are two pithoi while in

front of her is an altar and beyond that two small worshippers, a man 

and a woman, each holding up their right hand in adoration. On top of the 

relief can be read the inscription ' IittdxXeba . The goddess Is 

presumably Artemis Kalliste and the couple are asking for or thanking the 

goddess for a pregnancy or a successful birth or something similar. As 

for the torch:

'll est vraisemblable que le pouvoir fecondant de la deesse 

s'etendait aux animaux et aux plantes: le feu de la torche, aux 

mains des divinites nupcpdpob, fertilise le sol aussi bien qu'il 
renouvelle la force vitale des humalns'^^.

The two pithoi behind the goddess are more problematic. It has 

been suggested that they are a duplication of the pithos we know as 

Pandora's box or jar, the one containing good and the other bad. This 

suggestion was made within a chthonic context which would place Artemis 

Kalliste among the chthonic divinities of fertility. Like all gods and 

goddesses she was linked ultimately with Gaia but fundamentally Artemis 

was Ouranlan. A less convoluted explanation is thus more likely. The 

jars might well represent good and bad simply because Artemis was the 
83 

saviour of women and yet also the slayer of women . A pair of jars 

would often imply choice as in the case of the urns in which jurors placed 

their ballot.

The second find from the 1922 excavation was a 

T bpa Fol bdeos : nXmde lugj

K aXXbOTGb - av^Qqxev

marble base inscribed

The third piece is a broken votive offering in the form of a marble 

plaque showing a pair of women's breasts. The carelessly added inscription 

runs 0 ^^i TtooTparri ^Ka^ XXbOTSb . The carelessness of this inscription 

leads to a possible supposition that the piece was bought uninscribed and 
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that the inscription was added very much on the cheap. The fertility 

aspect of this votive offering is immediately apparent. As we have seen, 

the healing connotation follows directly from the therapeutic role of 

pregnancy and childbirth.

The fourth find was a large statue base inscribed EuMoXuvri KaAXbOTec 

eugapdvn av^driMe

The fifth and sixth pieces are, like the third, very informative. 
87 

They each show the mons veneris . One still retains its fixing tenon. 

Neither is Inscribed but their significance is clear in view of the context. 

Like the votive plaque of the breasts they are probably requests for 

healing through conception. However, the choice of the mons veneris 

rather than breasts could possibly indicate menstrual problems which needed 

healing or, since the mons veneris is either stereotyped or was actually 

meant to show the genitalia of a young girl, it could have been a question 

of, for example, hysteria - the maiden’s madness.

The seventh discovery was another votive showing a woman's breasts^^. 

This small tablet was uninscribed. The eighth was a stone slab. 'Sur 

I'une des faces est creusee une empreinte qui presente la forme d'une 
89 

semelle' . To judge from the holes drilled into the other side the 

excavator thought that this piece had been later re-used as a counterpoise 

weight - a OTiMwpa, That it was so re-used on Its original site seems 

rather improbable but not impossible. The original purpose of the slab 

was probably to record a vision or a dream in which the goddess appeared to 
90 

the dedlcant of the Motive offering. The ninth discovery , a life-sized 

marble foot, may have had the same significance.

The tenth and last find to come from the 1922 excavation was a small 
91 

burial urn - muXtigs - containing the remains of a small child and five lamps. 

Of these lamps one shows a lion and the letter A underneath. The second 

a crescent moon, the third a naked child and the remaining two a bucranium 

The lamps showing the crescent moon and the naked child were probably chosen 

as burial gifts because of their appropriateness. As we have seen, Artemis, 

like the moon, can bestow or take away light and life. Perhaps the choice 

of lamps as opposed to any other offering was also deliberate. It is true 
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that they were not uncommon grave goods,_partly due no doubt to their being 

plentiful, cheap and a good symbol of everyday life. However, they would 

have been particularly meaningful as grave goods for an infant burial 

linked to the shrine of Artemis who had, among her many titles, the epithets 
,92 

EeXaccpopos and Owocpopos

It is presumed that the 1922 excavation found part of the sanctuary of 

Artemis Kalliste. Part of the foundation walls of this same sanctuary 

had also been discovered in the 1896 excavations of A. Oikonomos. This 

centre, to judge from the finds just described, was a healing shrine for 

gynaecological problems. Artemis was also the Saviour - ZmiELpa - and 

there are inscriptions to her under this title found in the area of the 

Dipylon Gate. However, there are problems about ascribing these dedications 

to a site of origin. There are two possibilities, the shrine of Artemis 
93 

Kalliste and the so-called Hekateion . The latter, named as such from 

the discovery of a base for a statue of Hekate in her triple form, was 
94 

excavated by K.D. Mylonas in 1890 . These excavations revealed a 

decree of a group calling themselves Soteriastae in honour of the founder
95 

of their association. This inscription dates to the middle 3O's B.C. 

Secondly, there was found an inscription ’ApT^Ubdb Zotebpa j^bj Mapmv 

ave^nxe Mapuvos, an inscription which probably dates to the late second 
96 

century B.C. Thirdly there was discovered a relief showing a man and 
97 

woman holding twigs, possibly of myrtle , preceded by a boy leading a 

ram for sacrifice and carrying offerings towards an altar. There is no 

inscription and little clue remains of the dedicant but Artemis under one 

of her titles is a strong contender. The date of this piece is difficult
98 

to fix but is probably third or second century B.C.

The last discovery which we know for certain came from the so-called 

Hekataion is the one which 'puts the fat in the fire'. The problem arises 

from the fact that this piece is part of a decree in honour of a priest 
99 of Kalliste . The entry for this piece in Inscrlptiones Graecae states 

its provenance simply as 'Athenis prope Dipylum'. That this inscription 

was found in the 'Hekataion' has been double-checked . This decree is 

mid third century B.C. The situation, therefore, is this: there are 

third to first centuries B.C. inscriptions and a relief found in connection 

with a shrine dedicated, it is thought, to Hekate. The structural remains 



121

of this shrine all appear to date from well into the Roman period . (Plate23) 

There is thus a possibility that all the finds from the so-called Hekataion 

were . transferred there from elsewhere with the shrine of Artemis Kalliste 
being the prime candidate for their original site '^ . This hypothesis 

would neatly explain why the decree in honour of the priest of Kalliste, 

which should have been erected in the sanctuary of Kalliste, otriaau ev Tmu 
103 . 104 

uepmu 77)2 KaAXbOtns , was found some 170 metres away in the 'Hekataion' 

We can not be certain that this was the case since the shrine of Artemis 

Kalliste was still in existence and in possession of its cult statues for 

Pausanias to see them in the second century However, Pausanias 

was not absolutely certain that Ariste and Kalliste were titles of Artemis. 

What is interesting is that the finds brought to light by A.Philadelpheus 

make no mention of Artemis but only of Kalliste and yet one piece discovered 

at the so-called Hekataion clearly mentions Artemis although it also calls 

her Soteira^*^°. Other inscriptions found in the general area of the 

Dipylon also clearly mention Artemis. If we are to presume the existence 

of only one original shrine of Artemis then these too must come from it.

We are left with alternative conclusions. Either Pausanias did not 

look closely at the inscriptions and so found no clear proof that Artemis 

was indeed the goddess described by the title Kalliste or no such inscriptions 

were to be found at the shrine at the time of Pausanias' visit. If one 

prefers the second conclusion one has to speculate as to whether the 

inscriptions clearly naming Artemis had been moved possibly to the 'Hekataion' 

before the time of Pausanias or whether they had never been there in the 

first place.

It really is a strange coincidence that no dedication to Artemis as 

such is securely linked to the shrine of Kalliste and Pausanias was unsure 

of that epithet as a title of Artemis. The coincidence is sufficiently 

strange to be wary of identifying the shrine of Artemis Soteira with that 

of Khlliste^^^. It certainly looks likely that the decree in honour of 

the priest of Kalliste^*^® has travelled from its original home. It is 

less likely that the other pieces had also travelled. It is quite possible 
109 

that the 'Hekataion' is in fact a sanctuary of Artemis Soteira and 

possibly older than its Roman remains suggest.
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Having reviewed the pros and cons of postulating one or two Hellenistic 

shrines of Artemis in the Dipylon area, we can now turn to the other pieces 

of epigraphic evidence that have been found in that area but are not 

securely tied to a particular site. There is yet another decree this time 
of a group calling themselves Thiasotai^^*^. This decree is not intact 

but appears to be honouring the priests of Artemis or the steward -rapLag - 

Dlonysios and the secretary - ypappateiJg - Theopropos. The eponymous 

archon mentioned dates this decree to 232/1 B.C. What is perhaps of most 

interest for our purposes is the list of names of the Thiasotai. The

first two or more are missing but after them come the following:

a] mpLmv Ka I^AXlotloJ v

_N] oupnvLog AopMLOV

[<f] euSbag Kdpcpn

[^Em] OLY^vns ELpdAn

[Alu] S MnAbg

Is one wrong in detecting several slave or ex-slave names here?

ZupaAri sounds very much like someone called after an odd facial character­

istic. The inclusion of women is also an interesting feature. However, 

it is important to emphasise that there Is no necessary connection between 

the Thiasotai and the gynaecological role of Artemis even if, as is not 

proven, they both centred on the same shrine. Another decree was found 
near the ancient road leading north from the Dipylon^^^. This decree, too 

was made by Thiasotai of Artemis and can be dated to 237/6 B.C. It lists 

all fifty-eight members of the Qtaaog, many of them women. If this 

decree originates from the same source as the preceding one, the only 

puzzling thing is why none of the Thiasotai mentioned in the decree of 

232/1 is to be found in the complete list of 237/6. 

Apart from decrees. some smaller pieces have come to light one side

or the other of the Dipylon Gate. A simple dedication McxpogaTns
112

’Apt^Pl6l av^driME certainly came from that area but another piece

inscribed thl ’Apt Rpl6l TPL Em TELpaL pA] to [XX ----  ]

while it probably originated from the Dipylon area, cannot certainly be 

ascribed to any one location. American excavations in the Agora along 

with occasional finds elsewhere have provided several pieces. One 

mentions Artemis as Saviour: ’ApuoTOVLxn ’ApteulSl EmTELpat while another 
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mentions simply Artemis; ’Ap^oxouaa eu/nv ’ApTepudt . The former is 

undated but the latter is dated to about 100 A.D. Another Roman piece has 

an anaglyph of a breast and a dedication to 'listening Artemis' - a sure 

sign of a healing role when linked to the anaglyph: KaAXuoTpaTn ’ApT^ptSb 
115 

KoXevbSb £Ttn>td(p euxhv . All are dedications by women and could well 

be linked with the gynaecologically healing role of Artemis.

Another Roman piece is a part of a dedication probably from a 
prytany catalogue^^^. It mentions a priest of Artemis Kalliste in an 

inscription which is unfortunately partly missing. J.H. Oliver completes 

the title as KaAXbarns xub |EmTebpa^ but he does not note that MOb j^ApbOtris] 

is just as likely. This dedication is Hadrianic in date. The restoration 

with Soteira probably presumes too much; Ariste is more likely. The 

double epiklesis is interesting and tends to corroborate Pausanias' 

statement for the twin roles of Artemis as Kalliste and Ariste. This 

was confirmed by the only piece of epigraphic evidence so far discovered 
117 

with the double epiklesis intact . The dedication was made by a man 

called Antibios who had been made priest. The piece can be dated to 249/8 

B.C. or shortly afterwards and begins KaAAbOTe HUb ’Apbore.

The shrine of Artemis Kalliste was certainly a gynaecologically healing 

shrine. The nearby Hekatalon or, better, shrine of Artemis Soteira may 

also have served the same purpose. Both of these were just outside the 

city walls but were so close as to justify inclusion within the number of 

healing shrines of Athens. Other shrines of Artemis inside the walls may 

also have had a healing function. There was the sanctuary already mentioned 

of Artemis Orthosia. However, this too was probably outside the city walls 
119 

in the Kerameikos . It may even have been identical to the shrine of 
Artemis Kalliste^^*^. Outside the city walls also was the shrine of Artemis 

Agrotera. This was to the south-east of the city on the southern bank of 
121 the Ilissos . Certainly inside the city boundaries were the shrines of 

122Artemis Brauronla which abutted onto the Propylaia in the south-west of 

the Acropolis, Artemis-Hekate/Hekate-Propylaia/Artemis Epipyrgidia/Hekate- 
123 

Epipyrgidia/Artemis-Phosphoros which stood by the small temple of 
124

Athena Nike, and Artemis Aristoboule north of the Hill of the Nymphs. 
125

An altar existed for Artemis Boulaia south-east of the Tholos in the 

Agora and possibly nearby also for Artemis Phosphoros, here linked with
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some female deities called Phosphoroi ^. No doubt there were other 

centres for her worship in the city and its immediate environs. The 

inscription to her under the title Artemis Diktynna has already been 
127 

mentioned . This inscription may not have been linked to any particular 

shrine. A stele recording the sale of the property of Alkibiades and 

his associates after their conviction for sacrilege mentions a shrine of 

Artemis Amarysia in Kydathenaion, just north of the Acropolis^^^. This 

cult title was derived from her worship with that epithet at Athmonon, a 

country deme a few miles north-east of Athens . One other piece of 

evidence for a cult of Artemis in Athens is an inscription MnTpos iGe] mv 
x 2.3'0 L J 

HUb ApT^pbdos ' . This was found on or near the Acropolis and, as we 

shall see, the link between the Mother of the Gods and Artemis has strong 

gynaecological and healing overtones.

This inscription linking Artemis with the Mother of the Gods is a 

convenient point to leave Artemis in Athens and look at those deities with 

whom she was either identified or had close links and who certainly or 

probably shared her healing role for women. The clearest picture of this 

syncretism emerges in the Peiraieus but there are links with the upper city.

We have already seen that Artemis was a lunar deity. However, she 

was much more than simply that. Artemis, in fact, was a goddess of many 

guises. One of the oddest of these guises, or so it would appear for a 

virgin deity, is that of mother goddess. Ephesian Artemis gives the 

clearest expression of this aspect. At Ephesus the fertility side of 
131 

her role reigned supreme . Under this guise Artemis was readily identified 

with several of the mother goddess figures of the Eastern Mediterranean.
132

The further attribute of Artemis as Mtvba Qnpwv made her particularly 
133 

easily identifiable with Cybele, the Anatolian Great Mother of the Gods
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4. The Great Mother

Cybele's hellenised cult had, at a surprisingly early period, found a 

central role in Athens and always seems to have been connected with the 

Boule's work. Kleisthenes instituted the Council of Five Hundred at the 

end of the sixth century and within a few years, probably at the very 

beginning of the fifth century, the Athenians built a council chamber which 

we now know as the Old Bouleuterion. Nearby, just to the south of it,
134 

they built a small temple which almost certainly was dedicated to the Mother. 

All of these buildings were destroyed in the Persian sack of 480 B.C.

The Metroon was not immediately rebuilt even though the Old Bouleuterion 

seems to have been restored. Towards the end of the fifth century a 

second Bouleuterion complex was built but the temple of the Mother seems 

not to have been replaced and her cult may even have lapsed. It is almost 

certainly to this moment in time that we ought to ascribe a strange 

tradition that a Metroon was dedicated to the Mother of the Gods as the 

result of the murder of one of her priests - a pnrpayuptns. The story 

was that a Phrygian priest of the Mother came to Athens and initiated the 

women into the mysteries of the Mother. The Athenians condemned him to 

death and he was accordingly thrown into the Barathron. A plague followed. 

The Delphic oracle was consulted and the Athenians were told that the 

plague arose from the anger of the Mother at the treatment of her priest. 

Having been ordered to appease her, the Athenians established a Metroon 
135 

for her and erected a statue of the priest

There are several good reasons for ascribing this event to the end 

of the fifth century B.C. rather than the end of the sixth century 

Firstly, the event described is most likely to have been the great plague 

which first struck in 430-428 and reappeared in 427-426 B.C. Secondly, 

an association of the Mother with the Bouleuterion seems to have been very 

ancient and to long predate the period when Delphi was involved in 
137 

encouraging the spread of this cult . Thirdly, we know that a 

restoration took place at the end of the fifth century and that the cult 
138 .139 

statue made by Pheidias or, more likely, his pupil Agorakritos , was 

very much a statue of the Phrygian goddess, enthroned with a tympanon in 
her hand and with a lion or lions at her feet^'^°. Lastly, we know that 

the Barathron went out of use soon after 430 B.C.^ 1 All of these factors
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combine to make it fairly certain that 

of the Mother was - or was believed to 

430-428 or 427-426 B.C.

the substantial revival of the cult 

be - connected with the plague of

The new statue of the Mother, the Phrygian Cybele, must have been 
142 

housed within the area of the Old Bouleuterion, perhaps in a tiny shrine 

so that the word Metroon became synonymous with Bouleuterion, meaning the 

old Bouleuterion which continued in use as a repository for the state 
143 

archives . This continued as her shrine until a new Temple of the
144

Mother of the Gods was built in the second century B.C.

The cult of the Mother in the city of Athens seems to have been well 

integrated within the state-regulated framework of cults. We have 

numerous epigraphic references to her, the vast majority of them referring 
145 

to the Metroon rather than to the Mother herself . Her cult seems to 

have been so well regulated by the state that there is little sign of any 

personal devotion to her. The only exception to that general rule may be 

found in the series of reliefs showing the enthroned goddess found in the 
146

Agora. Occasionally these small offerings have an inscription but they 

give us no clue as to the reason for the dedication. The Athens workshops 

actually produced these marble reliefs in huge numbers and many of them 
147 were exported . As well as producing reliefs of Cybele on her own they 

148 
also carved a series showing her enthroned alongside Demeter . In 

later, Roman times we do have a little evidence of a more personal cult in 

Athens. This is shown by an intriguing dedication depicting two figures 

of Pan and bearing the inscription Euouas AboSmpou ex AapKTpewv MriTpu 
Qemv Hon’ EUtTayilv navT [a] 5eov oeijvuvopev^^^. In Classical and Hellenistic 

times, however, we are in the dark about a more personal and perhaps 

healing role of Cybele in Athens. We know even less about a second Metroon
150 

just outside the city walls

It is when we look at the cult of the Mother in the Peiraieus that we 

begin to gain some real Insights into her healing role. The Metroon on 

the peninsula of Akte in Peiraieus was founded by non-citizens who grouped 
151 

themselves together as Thlasotai . The cult itself dates to at least 
152.

as early as the end of the fourth century B.C. . Apparently, between 

284/83 and 246/45 B.C. the organisation was taken over by Orgeones but 

it looks as though non-citizens continued to take part and one alien a 
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year may have served on the board of epimeletai . Finally, in Roman
154 

times, the cult at the Peiraieus Metroon was taken over by the state religion.

The site was excavated by le corps d'occupation francais du Piree in 

1855^^^. It appears to have been a walled temenos within which there was 

at one time a house with cooking facilities, a vads and a courtyard where 

stelai were erected, sacrifices and ceremonies performed, feasts organised 
and processions started^^^. Many small finds were discovered wj.thin the 

precinct^^"^. These were mainly small terracotta figurines of the goddess.

Women appear to have had an extensive role in the worship of the Great 

Mother. Women may not have belonged to the Thiasotai in their own right 
158 

but by virtue of being the relative of a male member . However, apparently 

from the time the members were grouped into Orgeones rather than Thiasotai, 

the priest of the cult was replaced by a priestess elected by lot from the 

womenfolk. The ex-priestesses formed a powerful, permanent group. 

Other women formed groups of cupbearers and attendants upon the Goddess. 

The priestess was the major dignitary of the Orgeones and she was assisted 

by a female zakoros. All the women members took part in the sacrifices, 

feasts and processions

The Great Mother had a reputation for many powers including that of 

healing^^*^. Several of the inscriptions found in the Peiraieus Metroon 

indicate that she was a healer there too. From the scant remains it is 

very difficult to reconstruct a full picture of the healing role of the 

Great Mother in the Peiraieus. We know that incubation could form part 
of her cult^^^ but we have little evidence as to whether it took place in 

the Peiraieus. One of her most common titles in the Peiraieus inscriptions 

is EuaVTTiTOS. It is possible that this refers to the ease with which she 
could be met in dreams^^^. Even if this is true it does not mean 

necessarily that those dreams occurred during incubation in the Metroon.

A great deal of information about the worship of the Mother of the Gods 

is derived from the two sets of decrees but this information is concerned 

with the organisation and administration of the Orgeones rather than with 

the healing role of the Great Mother and so is not relevant to the present 

discussion^^^. Other inscriptions, although private dedications, also do 

164 
not add to our knowledge of the healing side of the cult . Yet other 
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inscriptions unfortunately lack a clue as to the reason for the dedication 

although the fact that we can often tell that a woman was the dedicant 

is significant:
----- — HpcxTog MriTpL 6ewv av^drixe^^^

Mavris Mnipb xat Mbxa Mrirpu Qetov^^^

E5(ppus naTptovos npo^aXbOLOs
MriTpb 6e(5jv ctv^^nMev^^"^

The most informative dedications, however, are those which explicitly 

describe the Mother of the Gods as having a maieutic or healing role: 
’Ekl, ’Eitbxpdtous apxovTos MeybaTn | ’Apyttbpou Ecpritbou duydTriP

MriTp^lOemv euavTil(Tm) batpbvri ' A(ppo6 bTT] I av^^nxEV^^^

"ipepTos 

euavTTiT(|]

Mapa^mvbosluxEp
, , 169EbatpbVi^

'ip^pTou Mapa^mvbou MnTpb Gemv

noXuvbxn Mooxi^iJJ'V I 

Ttp IctTpEb j vri euxtIv

os <$>bXd6ou
170

yuvn Mrirp b Getov EuavTil

Each of these three describes the Mother of the Gods as being eudvTriTOS. 
171

It has already been noted that this might possibly refer to a dream 

message. The link with Aphrodite in the first of the three will lead to 

a further unexpected cult that will be looked at later. All three refer 

to the Great Mother as (e) barp (e) bvn. This term could either mean 

simply a 'healer' being the equivalent of bdtpba which in turn is simply 

the feminine of batrip or it could have the more precise meaning of 

'midwife'. Within the context of gynaecological diseases, either meaning 

is as relevant as the other.

After the solution of a gynaecological problem, usually by the 

successful birth of a child, it looks as though the Great Mother sometimes 

wanted some more personal sign of gratitude than an inscribed dedication 

alone:

$bXoaTpdTri ’Aponou ’ACnvtems puyarnp Tpu eaThs SuyaTE pc(

Mvoo^6d tbXoxpdtou ^Ebp ou6ws xat" Etbtaynv Mntpb 6ewv
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The statue which originally stood on the inscribed base may well have 

shown the lady in question.

We have very little mention of Attis from the material excavated in 

Athens and the Peiraieus. We know that part of the ceremonies were in his 
173 

honour . That piece of information comes from a decree. The only 

other reference to him is in a intriguing dedication:
’AvySLOTSL HUL "AttlSl Tbpo^^a unep rmv KaCdmv MUTct itpooTayya^'^^

Somehow, perhaps through a dream, incubation or possibly through a 

human medium, Timothea has been told to dedicate the stele with this 

inscription. The anaglyph shows Attis receiving a flower from Angdistis. 

Attis, as we shall see again shortly, was the consort of Cybele but who 

was Angdistis? The most likely explanation is that this is meant to be 
175 

Cybele herself . There is, however, a version which sees Angdistis as 

the androgynous creature from whose severed male genitalia an almond tree 
grew whose fruit impregnated a girl called Nana^”^^.

Before we leave the Great Mother, mention must be made of one very 

interesting inscription which seems to have come from the Metroon: "A^los 
H fa] L K fxe] 0) ’ApT£pb6b Nava eu^dpevou dvexUiMav^(^^^ef^^r reading 

s 178
may give KAeum . This looks very much like a husband and wife giving 

thanks to Artemis for the solution of a gynaecological problem but why 

Artemis Nana? Nana was the daughter of Sangarios and the mother of Attis, 
179 

the lover of Cybele . However, it looks likely that here Nana is the 

Great Mother herself in the form of Nana Ishtar although other opinions 

include linking her with the Iranian fertility goddess Anai'tis . This 

is far from impossible since the Metroon seems to have been the focus of a 

large number of Anatolian cults including the god Men. Interestingly, 

we know of Artemis Anartis and Men linked as healing deities on an inscription 

from Lydia .

Artemis herself and the goddesses closely linked with her were 

prominent in the religious life of the Peiraieus. At Munychia there was 

a temple of Munychian Artemis . This title was, as we have seen , linked 

to Brauronian Artemis and may well indicate that Munychian Artemis was 
185 

concerned with the welfare of girls and the problems of young women 

A more informative piece of evidence , another inscription: 'lepmv
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’ApT^ J^pb6bj 'fipctbi?^^^ almost certainly refers to the role of 

Artemis in helping to deliver babies at the right time. Whether the 

inscription should be ascribed to one sanctuary or another is difficult 

to say.

The Great Mother was not the only mother goddess worshipped and 

appealed to as a healer of women's ills in Athens and the Peiraieus. In 

thetheogonies the Great Mother was seen as being identical to 'P^a, hence 

her title Mi5ttip Qewv. Another and even older mother-goddess was, of course, 

Gaia - Faba or rHi the primordial earth herself. She was worshipped as 
187

Ge Karpophoros and apparently also as Olympia . Perhaps her most 
188 

famous title in Athens, however, was Kourotrophos . Her main shrine as 

'Nurse of Youth' seems to have been just southwest of the Acropolis 
, ' / . ' , , 189

propylala: eoTb 5e MUb Fns Koupotpotpou xab AnpriTpos bepov xAons 

Pausanias saw this on his way round from the Asklepeion to the Propylaia.

The archaeological evidence for the shrine itself seems to have long 
190 

disappeared but inscriptions have turned up at the Asklepieion . It is 

possible that theseoriginally came from the shrine of Ge Kourotrophos which 

would have been only a few metres away. We do not know how people saw 

the role of Ge Kourotrophos but an insight can perhaps be gained from a 

comparison with the third day of the Athenian festival of the 'A^atoupba. 
_ , /192 ,

This third day was called the xoupemxbs or Moupe wTbs eopTii . This was 

the day when lockets of hair were dedicated by boys to Artemis in thanks­

giving for having been looked after by the goddess since their birth just 

as their mother had made offerings of her own hair or items of clothing to 

Artemis after the successful birth of the child some years previously. Ge

Kourotrophos may well have been thanked in a similar way.
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5. Bendis and Men

A goddess who was closely identified with Artemis in Athens and the 

Peiraieus was Bendis. In the summer of 431 B.C. the Athenians formed an 

alliance with the Thracian king Sitalkes and at the same time they allowed 

the Thracians in the Peiraieus to establish a private hleron to their 

goddess. It used to be thought that it was then too that the public, state 
193 

cult of Bendis was established . However, we now know that the state 

cult was introduced later and very careful computations have revealed the 

exact parameters of her public arrival. The earliest date for the public 

establishment of her cult is June 28, 430 and the latest is April 17, 429 
194 

with the most likely time being between August and October 430 . This 

means that the political situation was almost certainly not the immediate 

cause of the goddess's public introduction. What is most likely to have 

brought about this event in the later summer of 430 is the great plague 
195 

which had broken out at the start of June . An oracular statement from
196

Dodona had apparently backed the official acceptance of her cult . Her
197 

worship was organised by orgeones of Thracians in the Peiraieus , orgeones 

of Athenian citizens from the asty and from about 261-260 B.C. yet a
198 

further group of orgeones, this time Thracians living in the asty 

These groups organised the splendid festival so tantalisingly described by

It is the public and official side of her cult that has received the 
lion's share of attention^^. Little is known of how she was viewed by 

her worshippers. She was apparently linked closely with the nymphs and 
her temenos was in some way connected with a Nymphaion^*^^. She was, at 

202 
least in origin, a Thracian form of the mother goddess . Could the 

torch-light race on horseback which took place in the evening of the 

Bendideia indicate an original or added lunar aspect? Her sanctuary in 

Mounychia was not far from that of Asklepios - nor, indeed, far from the 

healing shrine of Serangos. It may, therefore, be no coincidence that 

she could be shown accompanied by a male deity whom everyone would 
2O3 recognise as a healer (see Plate 25 ). The male figure is leaning on a 

staff tucked under his right arm. The majestic, bearded head is clearly 

in the Zeus Philios/Asklepios tradition and the angle of the head ensures 

that he, along with Bendis, is clearly paying attention to the prayers of
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the two worshippers depicted, as usual, as being diminutive by comparison 

with the deities. 'In der oberen linken Ecke erscheinen Hermes, drei 
Nymphen, Pan und der Achelooskopf* ^’^'^. Hermes is carrying an enormous 

cornucopiae. All of these lesser figures have tremendous significance

for the healing implications of this
n 205in a later chapter 

sanctuary of Bendis.

6eou

^LAoxpctTTis eEnev*

There is no

It reads:

EKEuSri Eu(p\5ns

stele. They will all be looked at 

doubt that this stele stood in the

xa

u A^^bos yevdyevob EitbpeXriTab toO le 

pot) Eitb KncpbOtpujVTOs apxovTos xaA&s 

xab (pbXoTt^pws ExepeXii^noou xab d^bo) 

S Tris ^Eou xab Twv opYewuwv, AeAdy^ab T 

obs opYeSoby CTEipavuoab Eu(pjn xab Ae 

5bo\) Abxaboouuns xab EKbpeXebas EVE 

xa xpuoGib OTEcpdvwb ExaTEpou dxd H 6pa 

XPwv xab dvaYPcfWL tdAs to (|,4(pbopa EU 

OTpAEb XbdbVEb xab OTnoab EU Tip bEp fwl 

b Tils @EOD.

There is no doubt because the female figure on the right is Indisputably 

Bendis and therefore the goddess referred to in lines six and twelve is 

almost certainly her. Besides,this decree can be fitted into the known 

pattern of decrees issued by the Orgeones of Bendis. The only question 

arising is about the healing hero/god standing next to her. Originally 

he was thought to be Asklepios himself:

'Wenn wir also auf unserem Relief Asklepios neben Bendis stehen 

sehen, so wird dadurch sicher auf eine locale Verbindung ihrer 
Heiligthtimer angespielt.'^^^

207
Then a new inscription was found which led to the strong suspicion 

that the healing figure was not Asklepios but a hitherto unknown hero 

called Deloptis. The new inscription, another decree, links Bendis and

Deloptes:

AeAdx^ctb T»is opYE- 

mobv ETiabv^dab Zr^tpavov Tps te 

npos THV B^v6bv xab tov AnX<?itTri~ 

V xab Tous aXXous -^eous EUoegEbas 
. 208
EvEXEV
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After the publication of this decree it was simply assumed that the 
209 

male deity next to Bendis is Deloptes . Deloptes alone had been
210 

found on a votive relief on Samos with the inscription: "Hpmg AnX(5itTn pj . 

The anaglyph was described as:

'Die einfache Darstellung isteingerahmt von zwei Parastaden und 

einem horizontalen Gebalk mit Ziegeldach. In der Art des 

Asklepios auf seinem Stab (der nur gemalt war) gesttitzt, steht 
211 

Deloptes N. R. vor einem Altar. Davor rechts ein Adoranv

The representation of Deloptes in a form which nearly everyone would 

have had no trouble in recognising as Asklepios has sometimes been seen as 
212 accidental . Surely, however, when a foreign deity had to be portrayed 

by Greek sculptors, inscribed with a Greek inscription and displayed for 

aliens and Greeks alike to view, careful thought must have been given to 

the image of that deity so that the citizens would have some inkling as 

to his or her role? The coincidence that Deloptes looks like a mirror 

image of Asklepios cannot be accidental:

'Das stSrkste Argument fUr die Identifizierung des Deloptes mit 

Asklepios BZW. ftir seinen Charakter als Heilheros ist das samische 

Relief... Da Deloptes mit Bendis verhunden war, wurde der Asklepios 

neben ihr schon in alter Zeit wie jetzt als Deloptes aufgefasst, 
213

so dass dieser seine Gestalt von jenem entlieh'.

Therefore, it is not unfair to argue that Bendis and Deloptes could 

be seen as healers and probably of women's and family complaints in 

particular.

Bendis was closely associated with Artemis and the association was 

such that the assimilation process continued for some time after the 

arrival of Bendis. Those attributes which had originally been particularly 
214 

distinctive were softened to accord with the then current picture of Artemis. 

Some goddesses more or less lost their own characteristics in this process 

of assimilation:

KaX0UOL...Tnv "ApTEpuu Sp^XES PEU B^\^bV, KpRTES 6E AbXTUvav, 
\ 215 AaxeSaupdvic'b 6e O^nuv

If Callimachus is to be believed^^^ Diktynna was no other than 
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Britomartis, the Cretan goddess. Her name was probably derived from 

Mt. Dikte where Zeus was born and her relevance to a gynaecological healing 

cult is that she was probably a kourotrophos of Zeus. She was certainly 

regarded as such during the Roman period . 05kls or ^Qtils may never 

have been a separate figure but, if she had been, she certainly lost 

her identity. Bendis retained her identity while having the 'edges 

smoothed out'. One deity in no danger of being assimilated was Men. 

His masculinity prevented his assimilation by Artemis. Originally Men 

seems to have been an Iranian moon-god. Further west in the Mediterranean 

the moon was generally regarded as feminine. His cult became very common, 

especially during the Empire, in Asia Minor. Antioch-near-Pisidia seems 
219 

to have been regarded as his chief sanctuary . He appears to have had 

strong links with local communities and this led the Romans into suspecting 
220 

his cult of having a nationalist flavour . With good reason he was
221 

identified with Apollo or Asklepios for he was a healing god

The best evidence of his healing powers probably comes from the 

Lydian inscriptions and anaglyphs. These have provided evidence of 

requests or thanks for the healing of eyes, feet, breast and legs as well 
222 as animals and relatives . He appears to have been quite popular in 

Attica with finds associated with him found not only in Athens and the 

Peiraieus but also at Thorlkos and Sounlon. In this last spot he had a 
223 

temple and a complex cult

In Athens we have already seen an anaglyph of Men in the healing shrine 

of Amynos. This helps a little to negate the statement that evidence 'is 

exasperatingly silent concerning the reasons that people may have had for 
224 

worshipping Men' . At the very least, the finds from Athens and the 

Peiraieus 'show Men as a god manifest and as a protector of family life, 

as well as a god with more general fertility powers, particularly connected 
225 with rainfall' . Immediately we are given this general description 

we can fit Men into the picture of family-oriented gods. As a moon god 

he would be an ideal deity to care for the weather and rainfall, fertility 

and the human family. The centrality of the human family among his 

concerns is apparent from the material found in Athens and the Peiraieus. 

In a fragment excavated in the Athenian Agora in 1936, although Men himself 

is badly damaged, we can see that he was seated on a large crescent moon 
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and was holding a staff in his left hand. Below him is a table with 

offerings, probably of cakes. To his right stands a male devotee 

making an offering to the god while on his left is a woman with, rather 
Indistinctly, her three children^^^. The relief from Thorikos is similar 

and can be used to reconstruct the relief just mentioned^^"^. ^^"*^SSere^2re 

some obvious dissimilarities. Men is seated on a rooster not a crescent 

moon and he is not. holding a staff; the two devotees are together and have 

no children with them. That last fact may be the salient point of the 

votive offering for the inscription makes it clear that they are man and 

wife. There is a general pattern belonging to the Athenian pieces which 

follows along the same lines as the two just described. One broken 

relief, discovered in 1894 between the Areopagus and the Pnyx, shows Men 

on a ram. He is holding a patera towards a male and a female worshipper.
228 

Beneath the god is a table with offerings and below that a rooster 

Another relief, sculpted on both faces, shows on one side the remains of 

a ram and slight signs of the drapery belonging to Men sitting on it.

In front of the ram is a table with the usual offerings while under it 

there are a rooster and a hen. Beyond the table are four worshippers. 

These appear to be two older, bearded men, a younger, beardless man and a 
229 

child all holding out the right hand in adoration . Similar again is 

a piece whose exact provenance is uncertain although apparently Athenian. 

Again it shows Men on a ram, a young man standing and an older man and a 

woman kneeling either side of an offerings table with the rooster and hen 

underneath

Those pieces form a pattern. Not fitting into that pattern, largely 

because they served different purposes, are three contiguous bricks from 

a well-head in the Kerameikos, bearing the inscription 6 Hdv, o Mnv, 
231 XCtCpeTE vi5p(pab MaXau, ue xde uii^pxue ; a relief showing Pan, Men and 

232 a female figure found apparently in Athens although exactly where is 
233 not known ; and finally an inscription beneath a seven-pointed star 

234
in a crescent . The inscription reads:

'lepeus aToXbOTns "icbdos

MUb lepaiibdog A^P- ’Enctcppddeb-

Tos Tw Oupavbw Mpvb euxot-

rplbOTiipbov av^^nxa.
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There are traces of some letters, perhaps added later, at the end of 
this inscription. This must be a late piece^^^. The rank of uepeus 

OToXbOTils in the cult of Isis and Serapis is a regular feature of the 

Egyptian religion. Its holder would have been a free man. The worship 

of Men in Athens and the Peiraieus seems to have had strong links with 

other cults. The piece, mentioned above, which showed the figured relief 

within an aedicula may have been intended to indicate that there was a 
shrine to Men in Athens^^^. On the other hand, as we shall see and have 

237 
already noted , Men seems to have been associated with the Metroon in the 

Peiraieus although he may have had his own shrine as well. In Athens, 

therefore, couples may have had to go to a section of an Egyptian shrine. 
238 

There was one just north of the Acropolis and possibly a second south- 
239 

east of the Acropolis in Agrai . Is it coincidence that both sites had 
an adjacent shrine of Eileithyia, the goddess of childbirth?^'^^

The information about the worship of Men in the Peiraieus is 

unfortunately scanty. There are only two pieces, each with an Inscription. 

The first is a marble altar which seems to have been found in the Metroon. 

Its inscription reads:
Aripnipbos Hat n yuvn ’Epwrcov Mnvu eitu Cephas FAauxou^^^.

The husband and wife, to judge by names, are not Athenian citizens. 

One would think that the priestess mentioned would be one serving the 
242 

cult of Men but a good argument has been made that this Glaukon was
2 

the priestess of the Great Mother whom we know from another inscription 

The date of this latter inscription is 213/2 B.C. If this argument is 

correct, and all the evidence seems to favour it, we have a date for the 

Men inscription and the strong link between the cult of Men and that of 

the Great Mother confirmed.

The other piece of evidence for Men's worship in the Peiraieus is an 

Inscribed marble statue base. The inscription reads: Alovuolos xau 
Ba^uXca xm Mqvl to tepov ctve^eoav^^'^. Babylia has been thought to be a 

245 
Phrygian name . This is certainly not unlikely. It looks as though 

we have yet another husband and wife. This has been true of nearly all 

the votive offerings in Athens and both from the Peiraieus. The problem 

with this inscription is to know whether to tepov refers, as it so often 
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does, to a building - the shrine or sometimes the whole temenos - or to 
the statue which the inscribed base originally supported^^^.

We have a picture of a strongly family - especially husband and wife - 

oxinted cult of Men. The material from Sounion is outside our purview 

but it is interesting to note the link between several of the regulations 

for ritual cleanliness which that material contains and the sexual 

relationship of husband and wife. Worshippers apparently had to wash 

after sexual intercourse before they entered the sanctuary but no delay 
247 248 

in time was enforced . This was a fairly standard regulation

More informative is the regulation that a woman had to wait seven days, i.e. 

a quarter of a lunar cycle, after her menstrual period, then wash and come 
249 

in on the same day . This is probably an Indication of the nature of 

this cult with the importance of the moon for the menstrual cycle being 
250 

reflected in cult regulations . Finally there was a forty day delay 
251 

imposed after what the inscription calls cp^opas . This word probably 

includes what are termed these days as miscarriages and abortions. Forty 

days would be a very long exclusion but is not unknown in other laws about 
252 

pollution . Within the cult of Men it may well be that it is such a long 
253 

period because, voluntary or not , a cpdopd runs completely counter to 
254

the essence of the Men’s meaning: ue, mi3e, uk^pxue
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6. Aphrodite and the Genetyllides.

In an earlier inscription which was noted in connection with the Great 
255

Mother it was seen that the Mother of the Gods was closely linked with 

Aphrodite: MnTpL Qeuv euavTiKTqs) LaTpuvri ’AcppoSCrri. This association, 

Incongruous at first sight, rapidly appears quite natural when one realises 

that the Aphrodite is either ’Atppoduxri OupavLU or is closely linked with 

her. We have good evidence for Heavenly Aphrodite in the Peiraieus in the 

form of inscriptions . In Athens Aphrodite Ourania had two if not three 

separate shrines. There was one ev Khkols near the Ilissos not far from 

the Olympieion and probably a twin sanctuary on the north slope of the 
257 

Acropolis while the third was not far from the Hephalstieion: 

TtXno^ov 5e LSpdv eoTUV ’Acppodurns Oupaubots. ixpwTObs 5e 

avQpmnmv ’AcdupbObs HatdoTe a^geaOab thv Oupavbav, psTot 5e 

’Aoauptous KuTtpLMV IlacpbObs Mau ^ouvbMmv Totg ’AaxcxAmva 5e 
258 

$obVbxuv Ku^npbOb paddvTES odgouobv.

Almost certainly Pvausanias is preserving some ancient and apparently 

accurate tradition for it would appear that Aphrodite Ourania was how the 

Phoenicians abroad termed their own goddess whom at home they called Tanit.
259 26 

Venus Caelestis was her Roman counterpart . Tanit was a lunar goddess 

and Pausanias gives us a clue as to one of her roles: 

’Adfivatobs 5e xaTECTTilaaTo ’AbyEus^acTtp te oux stvab nubdag 

vopbCmu - OU ydp uw t^te ?iaav - xub xatg otXSEXcpabg 
YEvdo^ab rnv oupcpopav ex pnvbpaTOg Tns Oupavbag^^^

If we did not know that Aphrodite Ourania was the goddess being 

spoken of, we might assume that it was Artemis, the goddess who can cause 

or solve women's problems. The lunar link is there and the role is 
the same. She performs her role at healing shrines^^^ and was very popular 

in and near Athens. We can not say that all dedications to her, even 

when made by women, were performed for gynaecological and healing reasons. 

Very often we are left in ignorance of the motive . Nor can we be sure 

that Aphrodite Ourania is meant in dedications of a known gynaecological 

nature where simply Aphrodite is mentioned.

In Athens any of her three shrines could have been the centre of a
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healing cult of Aphrodite. It may well be that 

that the Genetyllides, minor goddesses of birth, 

are indications that these may have had a shrine 

it was at such a centre 
were worshipped^^^. There

265
in Athens . A likely

candidate for such a shrine is the sanctuary of Aphrodite ev Ktikols on the 

north slope of the Acropolis if the votive offerings, including genitalia 

and parts of an ex-voto depicting the atSota YUvabKeta, are anything to go 

by. This latter piece is a very common feature of gynaecologically
266 

healing cults

Aphrodite had two other healing shrines on the outskirts of Athens.

One was at Cape Kolias:

KmXbado's 6e eoTbV evTau^a ’A(ppo6bTTiS ayaXi-ta hul FeveTuXAbSes
267 

ouopacdpevab &eab ,

The Genetyllides were minor birth goddesses "^ but the shrine here 

was obviously important^^^ for the priestess had an inscribed seat in the 

270Theatre of Dionysus . It is thought that Cape Kolias is what is now 

called the promontory of Aghios Kosmas. Excavations on the promontory
271 

found no remains of this sanctuary, indeed no classical remains at all 

Surely the remains are to be found under the church of Aghios Kosmas from 

which the peninsula got its name? It would not be the first time that a 

Christian healer took over from a pagan one.

The other shrine of healing Aphrodite was at modern Dhafni whose very 

name, of course, derives from the former abundance of the bay trees sacred 
272 

to Apollo. Pausanias saw this shrine too but he gives us no clue as 

to Aphrodite's role there. He mentions an unusual wall:

...'Afpo5^^ns va^s eoTb xat %p6 auiou teuxos aPY^^ XbOwu O^ay a^bou.

What he did not mention were the niches cut into the rock nearby with 

votive statuettes and numerous inscriptions. The gynaecological aspect of 

these votive offerings, or at least some of then, is revealed by those 
which have an anaglyph of the mons veneris^'^^./^teere^a^e numerous other 

. 274 inscriptions
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7. Eilelthyia and Demeter

The Genetyllides, who were associated with Aphrodite, were adjutants 

rather than principals in gynaecological matters. The same is true of 
275 

the Nymphs. Eileithyia, who has already been mentioned , was, on the 

other hand, a very important goddess for women. Apparently there was a 

tradition which conflated Eileithyia and Aphrodite for the legendary poet, 

whom Pausanias calls the Lykian Olen, said that Eileithyia was the mother 
of Eros^^^. Eileithyia was closely linked with Artemis and also Hera from 

whom she se^is to have taken over gynaecological matters leaving the 
277 

wedding side of marriage to Hera . Eileithyia seems to have been 

descended from a Minoan or even earlier goddess of childbirth and she seems 

to have retained a prominent position in Crete where she was commonly called 
278 279 

’EXedduua . Apart from the two shrines that we know she had in Athens 
we have a certain amount of epigraphic evidence^^^ but the chants have been

281
lost and we often do not know to whom statuettes, for

282
dedicated . (plate 28)

example, were

Eileithyia* s Cretan name, ’EXeuduua is cognate with ’EXeuat5vuos and 
283

may well be a link with Demeter . Just as Eileithyia could be a healing 
goddess^^g^ gRltSgige*}^ %^gfs^ig g^gg&r goddess and there was a 

tradition that the phrase ue M\5e un^pyue, which we saw earlier in connection 
285

with Men, was used at Eleusis . We have several inscriptions to Demeter 

and sometimes Kore as well which have been found in Athens although usually 
they throw no light on any healing role^^^. Just occasionally we have a 

piece of evidence which indicates their gynaecological role as in an 

inscription of the fourth century B.C.: $lXti Tab5^’[^ u^cxp^vri

x 287
UTcep tou taudbou • The goddesses are not named but the inscription 

almost certainly refers to Demeter and Kore. We do know, however, that 

Demeter had a proper shrine which she appears to have shared with Gaia - 
288

eoTb 6e HUb Ffis KoupoTpdq)OU xab AnpriTpos bepov XXons • Demeter Chlo& 

had much in common with Aphrodite ex) KT^uobs- Their role was to assist in 

vegetative fertility and by analogy in that of humans. At the shrine shared 

by Gaia and Demeter, Kore seems to have shared in the child-rearing role 

and mother and daughter seem also to have used dreams as part of that role: 
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AHMHTPI XAOH 

KAI KOPH 

THN KOYPOTPO 

$ON EIZIAOTOZ 

ANH8HKEN
289 KATONEIPON

(Plate 29)

This inscription is on a tapered column which originally held a 

dedication of some sort on the top. It confirms the gynaecological role 

of Demeter and Kore who may in fact have had an even wider healing role 

to judge by the evidence from other sites. Eleusis is outside our brief 

but it is Interesting to note that in addition to the ordinary ex-votos 

at Eleusis there are signs, not only of a gynaecological slant but 
290 

occasionally of a more general healing role . Perhaps, therefore, 

Demeter performed much more of a healing role than we now have evidence for 

in Athens and the Peiraieus.
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8. Conclusion

An attempt has been made in this chapter to show that women suffered 

from a large number of both real and imaginary ailments and that it was 

believed that these were possibly caused by and certainly curable by various 

deities. These were mainly goddesses but we have seen that the god Men 

was associated with them and there is evidence that even the Tritopatores 
291 

were prayed to for children on the eve of a marriage . These deities 

presided over women’s ailments partly because they were generally lunar 

divinities and thus presided over the cycles of a woman's life and partly 

because they were maieutic and thus assisted in the bringing of children 

into the world. Since most gynaecological problems were thought to be 

solved by a successful pregnancy these maieutic deities were automatically 

also healers. The cluster of these divinities centres around Artemis 

and they are each linked to her by their lunar or fertility role or their 

function as a kouxtrophos. Many of them were foreign or had foreign links 

but all became acceptable and accepted by a wider range of worshippers 

although the Peiraieus predictably remained the centre of alien cults. The 

evidence for these cults is sometimes literary but is usually to be found 

in an interpretation of the inscriptions and their accompanying anaglyphs. 

Almost certainly much of the evidence which would indicate an even wider 

range of deities invoked in gynaecological problems has disappeared. 

Luckily, what remains gives a reasonable idea of the variety of deities 

whom women could invoke and ask for help although the nature of the problem - 

disease, menstrual complications, sub-fertility, bleeding during pregnancy, 

miscarriage, etc. - is not usually specified.

In Hellenistic times especially, the goddess Isis took over the roles 

of giver of fertility, guardian of women, the healer of women's ailments, 

midwife and rearer of the young in the hearts of many living in Athens and 

the Peiraieus. Athens, however, tended to be conservative to a certain 

extent and most of the older cults continued. Isis and Sarapis also catered 

for a much wider clientele than women and healed much more than gynaecological 

problems. Dreams were particularly important and incubation was practised. 

In spite, therefore, of the strong links between Isis - especially in her 

lunar and maternal roles - and the other maieutic deities, she and sarapis 

will be looked at separately.



Chapter V. The Egyptian healing deities in 
Athens and its environs.
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Z21g_Sa%Etian_JiealJji2_deities_jji_^thens_and^j±s_^^

1. Introduction

This chapter sets out to look at those Egyptian deities renowned 

for their healing role who had shrines in and around Athens. It starts 

by looking at the origins of the Greek contact with Egypt especially in 

the field of medicine and that area of healing where medicine and faith 

worked together. In particular cures by sacred water and incubation 

are shown to be the best documented methods of healing by the Egyptian 

deities.

The introduction of these gods into Athens and the Peiraieus is 

then charted and linked with Delos. Delos had a very important religious 

complex dedicated to the Egyptian deities. Healing practices there are 

well attested. Since Athens had such strong links with Delos, the healing 

practices there are described in detail so that they can be used to 

illuminate the much smaller amount of evidence from Athens.

The evidence from Athens mainly attests the practice of incubation 

followed by dream-interpretation. An attempt is made to unravel the 

procedures involved in this type of healing. Finally, the Egyptian healing 

deities underwent a process of syncretism with other major healing deities. 

This process is looked at in Athens and compared with the similar situation 

in Epidauros.
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2. The Egyptian healing deities - the background

It is difficult to be certain how early the first influential contact 

between Greeks and Egyptians was. There is no proof that the Aqlyawasa 

who assisted in an invasion of Egypt during the reign of the Pharaoh 

Merneptah (c.1212-1202 B.C.) were Achaean Greeks nor that the Danuna who 

Invaded Egypt during the reign of Ramesses III (c. 1182-1151 B.C.) were 
DanaSns^. It is certain, however, that Psamtik I (664-610 B.C.) used

2 
Greek mercenaries for his expulsion of the Assyrians from Egypt . 

Psamtik I thought highly of the Greeks and Kpds te ’A^nvoctous moil XLvas 
Tmv aAAmv EAAgvmv auppaxi^oiv enoLnoaxo^. it may well have been during his 

reign that trade was regularly established between Greece and Egypt for 

the archaeological evidence from Naucratis, the Greek trading settlement 
on the Canopic branch of the Nile, would seem to indicate such a date‘s 

even though Herodotus says that it was Ahmose II (570-526 B.C.) who 
gave Naucratis to the Greeks as their commercial headquarters^.

The link with Athens is confirmed archaeologically by the presence at 
Naucratis of Athenian fine ware, some as early as 620 B.C.^. During 

the sixth century Greek, including Athenian, pottery indicates that 

Greeks settled not only at Naucratis but also at Daphnae - Tell Defenneh - 

in the north east and that they penetrated the south of the country -
7 

Memphis, Thebes, Edfu and even Nubia .

The extent to which the Greeks were indebted to the Egyptians has 
in the past been a matter for debate as far as medicine is concerned^.

As early as 1873, however, Le Page Renouf realised that much of the 

gynaecological section on pregnancy testing in the Hippocratic Collection 
9

was derived from Egyptian sources . These sources are mainly the so-called 
KahDun Papyrus VI^° Ramasseum Papyri IV and V^^, Berlin Papyrus 3038^^

13 14 
the London Medical Papyrus and the Hearst Papyrus , the Ebers Papyrus , 
the Edwin Smith Papyrus^^, Carlsberg Papyrus VIII^^ and the Chester Beatty 

17
Papyrus VI. One specific example of this Greek dependence on Egyptian 
originals was pointed out some years ago by Erik Iversen^”. The Hippocratic 

version of one pregnancy test is:

"AAAo" pmAu^av OMOpdSou ireptMa^npavTa, rnv xecpaAnv diroKvioavTa, 

Kpoa^e?vaL npos rnv uatdpnv, xaL op’^v xp ucTepauri, nv 6'^9 Sta 
OTopaTOs" Mat nv o'cip, xudhef n'v 5e pn, ou.^^
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The Egyptian version is to be found in the so-called Kahoun papyrus 

dating to about 1950 B.C. and also the Carlsberg Papyrus VIII of somewhat 

later date. This version reads:

'Another |^ recipe j to distinguish a woman who will conceive

from one who will not. You shall let a clove of garlic (...) 

remain the whole night in her womb until dawn. If the smell 

is present in her mouth, then she will conceive, if (... Jnotj), 

she will not conceive.'^^

There is now no longer any doubt about the Greek debt to Egyptian 

medicine. The aXAo which commences so many remedies is frequently an 

exact reproduction of the Egyptian method; the aphoristic style of the 

remedies; the pregnancy tests and gynaecological treatment by fumigation 
21 

and many other sections of the Hippocratic Corpus : all of these are 
22 

sure signs of the reliance of Greek writers on Egyptian originals

The Egyptians realised at a very early period that to cure a disease 

or disorder is not merely to administer a physical remedy. All illness is 

^chosomatic at least to the extent that the right mental attitude is 

required if the patient is to cope with the problems arising from the 

illness and/or its cure. The mental state of the patient was most 

frequently opened to the likelihood of a cure by religious means. 

Religion and medicine were inseparable for the same gods and goddesses 

who caused disease could also remove it and the priests of those divinities 

were the doctors although there were also some lay physicians. Thoth, 
23 the god of wisdom , was the inventor of healing remedies. Sekhmet both 

sent and healed diseases and her priests, w^bw (Wabau), were the most 

important of the medical priests. Her figure, carved on the walls of 

Sahure's mortuary temple at Abousir (c.2491-2477B.C.) became famous for 

its healing miracles^'^. Isis was the great enchantress who had power 

over life and death and had cured her father and her son as well as 

restoring her husband to life. Eye diseases were the special province of 

Thoth, Amen, Douaou and Horus. Horus also had a much wider role as an 

averter of evil and a healer. Pregnancy and gynaecological matters were 

the domain of Tapert, or Apet as she was known at Thebes, Neith and Heket. 

Isis and Hathor also had a part to play in gynaecological healing as did 

Bes. Animal stings and bites were cured by Meret-Seger, Isis or Horus. 
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Many other gods, who had as their primary role some non-medlcal function, 

such as the ithyphallic god Min,could be called upon as physicians. Sages 

and priest-physicians could be deified and/or thought of as continuing their 

healing work after their death. Of these Imhotep, later known as Imouthes 

and identified with Asklepios, and Amenhotep were the most famous but there 

were others such as Djed-Hor who will be mentioned again later.

Apart from the scientific medicine best exemplified by the Edwin 
25

Smith Papyrus , there was a complete spectrum of medico-religious healing.

Lay doctors, swnw , worked as state employees on the huge pharaonic 
building sites, with the army and elsewhere^^. The higher grade of doctors 

the w^bw, however, was attached to temples. Temples had as part of them 

a pir-ankh, a 'house of life'. To this establishment belonged the priests 

of the god or goddess. The House of Life usually contained a library used 

to train new priests in the known arts, sciences and theology. Medicine, 
27 

of course, was one of the subjects taught . The pastophoria were 

apparently the quarters of those priests, pastophors, 'whose task was to 
28 

master the medical texts and all the traditional magical lore of Egypt*.

The healing methods of these priests might Involve simply the invocation of 

a deity's name or they might require specific prayers, the assumption by 

the priest of the deity's identity, forms of homoeopathy, recollections of 

hard times in the deity's life-history in order to elicit help from the 

deity for a patient enduring similar problems, the use of amulets, spells 
29 

and drugs , operations, manipulations and other more 'scientific' 
remedies, threats against the deity^® and specific healing rituals of which 

the best substantiated are water cures and incubation.

It would be surprising if water had not been used as a healing 

medium in view of the life-giving role of the waters of the Nile. It 

is likely that most Iseia had basins of sacred Nile-water and certain that 

Nile-water was distributed to the faithful in amphorae marked Z^pants 6mpa 

although whether the contents were always genuine Nile-water or simply 
31 

believed so because of some pious fiction is a moot point . Nile water 

had always been sacred to the Egyptians. In early times it was sacred to 

the god Hapi and in later times it was linked to the life-cycles of 

several deities. It was probably Nile water that was used for the water 

cures. At Denderah, the only place where the remains of such a water cure 



147

centre can still be seen, the water could have been obtained from an 

adjacent well-cum-Nilometer whose level rose at the time of the annual 

inundation. To effect the cure, the water had to be imbued with divine 

power. At Denderah this was achieved by letting the water run over 

divine statues mounted on pedestals inscribed with healing texts. The 

water then ran along channels, possibly via a reservoir, to a set of 

basins. Some of the water was probably drunk to effect a cure. The 

remains of several of the basins, however, indicate that immersion of the 
32 

affected parts of the body or possibly the whole body was also practised 

(Plate 30)

The Denderah healing centre in all probability dates from the 
33Ptolemaic period . The whole site is basically dedicated to Hathor 

along with her consort Horus of Edfu and their child Ihy or Hatsomtus. 

However, especially in Ptolemaic times, Hathor and Isis were closely 

associated and it is Isis along with her husband Osiris and their son 

Horus who are the gods Invoked in thg/^^^^Wl^ s formulae 

(Plates 31-32)

Horus was the god perhaps most commonly found, along with his mother 

Isis, healing people from everyday dangers of ill-health such as stings and 

bites. Isis had been the first to cure from a serpent's bite when she 
healed her father Re^^. Later she cured her son and he came to share her 

power^^. Horus was not infrequently shown on slabs of stone, known as 

Cippi or Stelai of Horus upon the crocodiles. These were often set up 

in private homes to ward off danger, that is, they were by nature apotropaic 

but occasionally they were mounted on a flat slab with a groove around 

the perimeter and a basin. Again water was poured over the stele showing 

a youthful Horus with his distinctive sidelock of childhood and holding 

venomous creatures. Hieroglyphic formulae added to the power of the water 

which collected in the basin and was then drunk as medicine to cure the 

illnesses of the family living in the home . An unusual example of such 

a stele is that held by Djed-Hor who was a prlest-doctor. Wanting to 

continue his healing work after his death he had made a black granite 

statue of himself holding a stele of Horus upon the crocodiles. Both 

the statue and the base are covered in healing formulae . (plate 33)

Sacred water was thus a common form of healing and appears to have 

been closely linked to the worship of Isis and Horus. The Sanatorium at 
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Denderah, however, probably also offered another type of cure: the 

therapeutic dream. The rooms around the central area are small but large 

enough for a couch. Niches contained statuettes of the goddess Isis/ 
Hathor. The probable use of these rooms for therapeutic dreaming^® fits 

in with our knowledge of how Isis cured people elsewhere for the dream was 

her most special form of cure:

5>aaL 5’ AbYuitTLOL tnv ^lauv (papudxmvxe koXAmv tpog uYbetav 

eup^Tbv Yeyov^vab xub Tns bUTpbxhs etbOTiluns peYu^nv eyebv 

epKEbpbav' 5bo xaL Tuxouaav rfis ddavaobus ekL tabs depaitebabs 

Tmv dv^pmnmv pdAbOTa xxbpebv, xaL xatd tous utivous rots 

d^boucb 5b6dvab pon^fipaTa, cpavepms CKbdEbXvup^vnv ti^v te 

b6bav EKbcpdvEbav xai, to npos tous Seopevous tmv dv^ptonmu 

euEpYETbxdv. dnoSeb^Ebs 5e toutwv (paoL cpepebv EauToug ou 

pudoAo-ybUg dpobwg TObg "EAAnobV, dAAd Kpd^ebg evapYCbg' 

naoav y^P oxcdov Tn\) Obxoup^vnv paptupebu eauTObg, Ebg tag 

Tat5Trig Tbpdg (pbAoTbpoupdvriv 5bd tnv ev ratg depaitebubg 

eitb(pdvebctv. xatd ydp Toug uKVoug ecpbOTap^vnv 6b5dvab robg 

xdpvouob 8on9i1paTa itpog tag vdooug, xotb TOUg uxuxodoavTag

auT^ napaSd^mg uYUCt^ea^ab* xub KoAAoug pev uitd tmvbUTptijv

5bd Tfiv duoxoAbuv Tou voodpaTog dKeAitboddvTag uno tauTTig 

omCea^ab, oux^oug 5e TtavteAmg KnptoddvTag Totg opdoebg n Tbva 

Twv aAAwv pepmx) tou ompaTog, otav npog xadtnu Tpv dedv 

xaTapuYmobV, ebg Tpv Kpouttdp^aoav dtoxadbOTaodab td^bv. 

eupEbV 5’auTTiv xab to Thg dSavaobag (pdppaxov, 6b’ o5 tov 

ubdv "^fipov, UTCO Twv TbTdvmv eKbgouAeu^duTa xaL vexpov 

eupe^evTu xati’ uduTog, pn pdvov dvaoThoab, 6ouaav Tpv (Jjuxnv, 

dAAd xa'b Tf|g ddcivaobag tobnoab pETaAagebV. 5oxeb 6’ uoTUTOg 

Toiv Oemv oStog PaobAeOoab perd triu tou itaTpdg ’Oobpbdog eg 

dvOpmuwv peTaoTaobV. Tov 6E ^Opov peOeppnveudpevdv (paobv 

'AxdAAmva uxapyeuv, xab tdv te batpbxnv xab Tnv pavTbxpv uno 

Thg PHTpdg "lobSog 5b6ax^dvTa 5bd Trnv xPhopwv xab tmx) depanebmv 
euepYETEbV to tcov dv^pdiimv yduog^^.

Though other gods and goddesses performed cures in Egypt and had 

healing sanctuaries even in the Ptolemaic period Isis, Horus and

Sarapis, as her husband tended to be called from the third century B.C. 

onwards, dominated the healing scene. The Sarapleion at Alexandria was
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probably the single most famous healing centre in Egypt although the temple

of Isis Medica at Menouthis came a close second. Christian zealots made

a special point of destroying both in the fifth century A.D. since they 

were still retaining the devotion of numbers of people largely because of 
42

the healing role of both centres . St. Cyril, the champion of the dogma

of Panagia Theotokos, led the demand for the closure of the healing centre 
43

of Isis at Menouthis in the fifth century A.D. Is it any coincidence

that on or near the site of the Sarapieion in Athens there stood a church
44

dedicated to Megali Panagia until the excavations of this area?
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3. The^2y2ti^in2iealiJig dei±ies 2n^thens2 the Peiraa^eus aiid 2elos

Isis had been famous as a healer in Egypt as early as the Old 
45 

Kingdom. In the Pyramid Texts she is described as a healer. Not 

long before the conquest of Egypt by Alexander she is called the 'Great 
Sorceress who heals' on the Metternich Stele^^. Her reputation, and that 

of her husband and son, must have been great when Greeks had their first 

in-depth contact with Egypt in the seventh and sixth centuries B.C. 

It is interesting, therefore, that it was not one of that triad but Ammon 

who first gained official acceptance in Athens at some date in or before 

375/3 B.C. This was no doubt due to the fact that his oracle at Siwah 

had long been famous. About the same time or at least prior to 333/2 B.C. 

the Egyptian community living in the Peiraieus was given permission to 

build a hieron of Isis. This is the implication of an inscription dated 

to that year giving permission to the merchants of Kition to erect a 

temple to Aphrodite in the Peiraieus:

. ..douvab TObS epKOpdbs tuv KbXb^mv evMxnobv xt^pi^ou ev Sb 

bdpuaovxctb xo L-epov xhs ’Aippodbxris MaSduep xab ob AbyunxbOb 
TO xns "lobdos bEpov bdpuvxab^^.

The mover of this decree was AuHOUpyog Auxocppovog Bouxddrig whose 

famous grandfather Auxou^ovog AuxopT^Soug Bouxctdrig was well known for and 
49 

sometimes laughed at for his Egyptian leanings . There is a probability 

or at the very least a possibility, that this man may have been involved 

in the popularisation of Isis in Athens at the end of the fifth century B.C. 

To what extent, if any, citizens were allowed to take part in the cult of 
. . . . SO

Isis as established by the decree in the Peiraieus is unknown

Virtually every other piece of evidence for the Egyptian gods in 

Athens and the Peiraieus is Hellenistic or later. This must not allow us 

to underestimate the reputation of Isis, Sarapis and Horus as healers before 

this time. They were obviously no strangers in the world of Demetrios of 

Phaleron who was cured of blindness by Sarapis in whose honour Demetrios 
then composed a hymn which thereafter became famous^^. One major reason, 

however, for the Hellenistic flowering of the cult of the Egyptian gods in 

Athens is doubtless the close contact between that city and the Island of 

Delos. Because of its very position on trade routes, Delos had for 

centuries been open to foreign cults but from 315 B.C. Egypt was probably 
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the most influential power in the eastern Mediterranean and a self-governing 

Delos was eager to attract trade. The trade helped the prosperity of the 

Island economy and benefactions poured into the sanctuaries. In 166 B.C. 

the Roman Senate allowed Athens to regain control of Delos. The CKtiaeAnTns 

the city put in charge of the Island found three main sanctuaries dedicated 

to the Egyptian gods in the south and west sections of the area dedicated 

to foreign gods. Within a few years the Demos of Athens was making lavish 

gifts, Including total rebuilding programmes, to these sanctuaries. From 

166/5 B.C., or very soon after, an Athenian citizen was appointed Priest of 

Sarapis. This annual appointment was often taken up by distinguished men 

and no doubt this helped the position as Priest of Sarapis to gain in 
52 

importance especially during the first century B.C.

We are very fortunate in having a great deal of information about the 

dream-cures which took place in the Sarapieia on Delos. Sarapieion A seems 

to have been unusual in its organisation Insofar as it had a special 

official who seems to have acted as some sort of intermediary between those 

seeking a cure and the gods from whom they hoped to obtain it. It is not 
53 

unknown for someone to undergo incubation on behalf of a third party .but 

the Intermediary in Sarapieion A is unusual. Most of our information about 

this official comes from one inscription:

SevdTbpos SevoT [ upou xjat NuMaow 'Ikkompotou Ai^Alol ukeq tou 

uLou EevocpmvTos CaTpeta ^eots eitriM^obs Eapaitbdb, ’'Icl5l, 

’Avo\56u5l xo‘PL,cri’1P^'O'^5 etcl tep^ms AnpnTpuou (t)ou Mat 

TeAeoapxbSou ApAbou, enbpeAop^vou fie tou bepou HUb Tas 

depaTtefos abTouvTOs “Qpou tou "^2pou KaobmTou

55
The official is Horos, son of Horos, from Kasion in Egypt . The 

fact that he is an Egyptian is a very interesting Indication of the close 

ties maintained in Delos with Egypt. Not only does this man have the 

responsibility of looking after the sanctuary but he also seeks cures for 

and on behalf of the sick. Some have seen his role as involving incubation 
56 

replacing such participation by the sick themselves. Not everyone, 
57 however, accepts this view . It is dangerous to make comparisons with 

contemporary customs but such comparisons, if used wisely, can be 

illuminating. In the present discussion one interpretation of Horos' 

role could be that those seeking cures asked Horos to Intercede for them; 
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perhaps they even wrote their requests for healing and he included them in 

his prayers to the gods. It is precisely this procedure that is employed 

at this time by the sick who flock to the healing shrine of St. Nektarios 

on the island of Aegina only a few miles from Athens. The sick and those 

who want some other favour write their request on paper available at the 

shrine. At intervals the requests are collected and handed to a priest 

who includes them one by one in a litany of prayers chanted in front of a 

reliquary containing the saint's head. This Intercession by the priests 

does not preclude other activities undertaken by the sick such as drinking 

the healing water^°. Something similar would certainly explain the 

abTouvTOS ^epaKEuas in our inscription.

The sick certainly succeeded in their attempts to persuade the 

Egyptian deities to heal them through the intercession of Horos. The 

baTpEba mentioned in the inscription are probably the religious equivalent 
of the doctor's fee^^ and they are being given as a xapboxnpbov since the 

cure has been accomplished.

Sarapleion A is also interesting for another reason: it had a 

subterranean reservoir fed by a channel linked to the Inopos. This stream 

originated on Mr. Kynthos and was probably seasonal. It may have been 

this variation in its flow, the similarity of the local lizards to baby 

crocodiles or some quite different reason but the Delians certainly believed 

that the waters of this stream came originally from the Nile . The fact 

that the other Sarapieia were also built close to the Inopos would add to 

the litiihood that this sacred 'Nile water' was employed for healing along 

with its other uses since we have plentiful evidence of healing practices 

there too, especially in Sarapieion C. The most unusual evidence to link 

the water with healing there is an inscription:

I^Znc^p j bos? ETEpTbVtof ZKOpbou 'Pmpabos ’Y5pe(b)m eunHoub 

XUpbOTilpbov, Ecp’ b(E)p^a)S Qeopvn'oTot) KuSa^rivabems, ^axopeuovTOS 

Nuobou

The deity is 'YSpebOg meaning "OobpbS 'YSpEbOg and contains an 

obvious reference to a uSpEbOV. Whether this uSpebOV is the cultic pitcher 

containing the sacred 'Nile water' which was regarded as the embodiment of 

Osiris or the related Osiris Hydreios jar-like statue is open to question . 
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The inscription calls 'YSpetos eutIhoos which is a term with strong healing 

overtones . There is thus a probability that the Nile water as the
, 64 

embodiment of Osiris is being thanked - xapGOTnpbov - for a cure

There is, however, no doubt at all about the practice of incubation 

in Sarapieion C even though it may have been organised differently to the 

method employed in Sarapieion A. The priest in C held his appointment 

annually and was appointed from Athens from 166/5 B.C. or soon after. 

Being a non-specialist he needed skilled assistants. One of these was 

an oveupOMpLTbg. We have no hint from the evidence in C that the 

oneirocritic did anything other than interpret the drams of the faithful 

who had undergone incubation in search of a cure for themselves. The 

oneirocritic naturally regarded him or herself as acting on behalf of 
the healing deity: ’Evxjkvlc Hpbvm, Tou 9eou itpooTCtYV™ ext^v^^. We know 

of five oneirocrittesby name who worked in Sarapieion C: 
working c.l60 B.C. : ’ApbaTOHi55ns AnpcepKtou^^ 

working 129/8B.C.: Sapatbas^'^ 

working 115/4B.C. : IlToXEpabOS Abovuobou IloXuppnvbOS^^ 

working C.9OB.C.: Mnvddmpos ’Aylou NbxoynSeus^^ 

70 
working 1st Century B.C.: Mbv6ba

It is very interesting in the last of those Inscriptions to see a 

woman holding the post of oneirocritic. The same inscription tells us 

of women also holding the offices of canephor and lampterophor. In 

addition to these five oneirocritics known by name, we have two inscriptions 
71 

where the names are missing

Incubation by the sick and the interpretation of the resultant 

dreams by the oneirocritics must have been highly successful. Not only 
,72 

do inscriptions record the payment of baTpeCa but we are extremely 

fortunate in having some almost intact, as well as some fragmentary, 

inventories. These contain references to the numerous ex-votos donated 
73 

by those cured. These include eyes in large numbers and normally made 

of silver. Anyone who has been to a shrine of 'Ayba Ilapaoxeun in modern 

Greece knows exactly what these ex-votos look like since that saint 

specialises in healing eye-disorders and her shrines.are full of little 

silver plaques bearing one or two eyes in high relief. Other offerings 

in the temples of the Egyptian gods on Delos included little figurines - 
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avSpcavTbSbcx - which also have their counterparts in contemporary healing 

shrines in Greece where little silver plaques with either a man or a 

woman in high relief act as general purpose x“Pi-hTnpba for acts of healing 

where plaques showing an arm, leg, genitals, breasts etc. would be 

inappropriate. Reading these inventory lists one knows exactly what these 

shrines of Sarapis, Isis and Anubis looked like, filled as they must have 

been with hundreds if not thousands of little ex-votos just as many a 

centre of pilgrimage for the sick still is to-day in Greece. Delos 

must almost certainly have been a centre of pilgrimage rather like Tenos 

is to-day. Instead of Isis there is now navayba EuaYyeXbOTpba. On the 

feast of the Annunciation on March 25th and the Assumption on August 15th 

thousands of sick people travel by boat to see her icon and spend the 

night in and around the church praying and hoping for a cure. That many 

have not been disappointed is attested by the thousands of gold and silver 

ex-votos which festoon the church. The deity who receives the act of 
74 

faith in her power to heal is different - although perhaps not by much 

but the nature of the act of faith is the same. Isis, and the other 

Egyptian deities to a lesser extent, must have been close to the hearts of 

many and the presence of an Egyptian official in Sarapleion A and the 

presence of Anubis among the deities indicate a strong Egyptian influence.

In the Sarapleia on Delos, therefore, the Athenians encountered the 

healing role of the Egyptian gods in something like its native form. 

The syncretistic tendency of Athenian religious beliefs soon showed itself 

in the dedication of a statue of Isis Hygieia on Delos by an Athenian priest 
75 

of Sarapis in 112/1 B.C. . This was an interesting way of bringing 

together the Egyptian healing goddess and their own eponymous goddess under 

her healing title. This is a theme to which we shall return.

We have seen that a hieron of Isis was built by the Egyptian 

community in the Pelraieus before 333/2 B.C. Athens did not receive a 

temple dedicated to the Egyptian deities until some years later. This 

temple was termed a Sarapleion like those on Delos and again its cult was 

not just that of Sarapis but the other Egyptian deities as well. Pausanias 

tells us that on the way down from the Prytaneion to the lower city one 

passed the hieron of Sarapis ov ’AdnvubOb tapa nioXeuabOU &e6v eonyayovTO . 

Unfortunately Pausanias does not tell us which Ptolemy! The Sarapleion 
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may have stood on or near the site of the former church dedicated to 

Megali Panagia inside the Library of Hadrian or it may have been further to 

the east on or near the site of the small metropolis known as Panagia 

Gorgoepikotis. Both modern names could point to an Isiac origin for the 

site. Unfortunately we have no literary or archaeological evidence to 

pinpoint the site any more accurately.

The cult of Isis, Sarapis and Harpocrates, as Horus came to be 

called, expanded rapidly during the third and second centuries B.C. Some 

time before 215/4 B.C. a society of worshippers, possibly dbaomTau, 
77 

established themselves as ZapaitbaoTac . From the mass of evidence it 

is to our purpose to select only those things which shed light on the 
78 

healing role of the Egyptian gods in Athens from this time onwards.

A small but interesting sidelight is the use of theophoric names. 

The Olympian deity whose name was most frequently employed during the 

Hellenistic period was Zeus and during the Roman period Dionysus . Of 

’imported'gods during the Hellenistic period Asklepios, after a slow 

start, became by far the most popular. As far as the Egyptian gods are 

concerned, there was a Sarapion and an Isigenes in the fourth century B.C., 

a few names derived from Sarapis and Isis during the third and second 

centuries B.C. and then a massive explosion during the Roman period when 

Isis outshone all foreign deities. Only Apollo and Aphrodite just outdid 
her while Dionysus comfortably topped the list®*^. It clearly emerges, 

therefore, that Asklepios in the Hellenistic period and Isis in the Roman 

period were the most popular immigrant gods by a massive majority. Now it 

cannot be coincidence that these two outshone the others. There was 

a conventional way of choosing a child's name but this was breaking down 

during the second century B.C. ^ Gods and goddesses who healed, helped 

women to conceive and gynaecologically assisted were surely the obvious 

choice when it came to naming a child. Names such as lobyevris and 

'Iob6mpos also indicate the likelihood of such a surmise.

Our evidence for the organisation of the healing side of the 

Egyptian cult in Athens is meagre. Almost certainly it was run along the 

same lines as in Delos. The proof of this lies in an inscription 

found near the beginning of the last century at Ila Philothea Street :
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"labSb, ZapaKbdb 

’Avox5Bb5b 'ApnoMpaTn [ b]

MEyaXAbs Mcxyct

MapaAoiVbOu duya

Tnp UKEp TTis ^uya

Tpos .Anyapbou xctlbl
Ttov uoiv MaT&
KpOOTaypCX, EKb bE

PEUS MEVCXVApOU

Tou ’ApT^yuvog 

’AAtiJTtEHnAEV, xAej^bj

5ouxouvtos ’Aoo)

noxA^ous OAu^oJS,

CCtXOpEUOVTOS Zw

ObxpcxTOU Aao5bx^

UJS, XpbVOVTOS TCt 6 

l^pj ayaTOt Abovuobou 

'AVTbOX^US.

This very interesting and informative inscription was originally 

thought by some to have been moved to its find-site from Delos because 
of its similarity to inscriptions found there^'^. Now, however, it is 

accepted as Athenian because it was found only forty-five metres from 

the square in which the Metropolitan Church stands, because the mason who 

carved it worked in Athens and because in fact the inscription has marked 
differences from those from Delos®^.

The information about healing practices Implied in this inscription 

lies in the two phrases xara rpdorayya and xpbVOVTOs tot opdyaxa. It is 

extremely likely that the rpdoTayya was given to the dedicant in a dream . 

The dream-interpreter is not usually described participially and neither 

are the visions generally called opctyaxa on the Delian inscriptions where 

this post is mentioned. On Delos the one word ovEbpoxpbXbS or ovEbpoxpbxns 
.87 

sums up the position of the interpreter of dreams, healing and otherwise 

Yet the phrase xpbvovxog xct opdyaxa is in some ways more revealing of the 

work of this dream-interpreter who was not an Athenian but a native of 

Antioch and who was employed at Athens presumably because of his training 

and/or experience in dream-interpretation.
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The evidence of a dream - interpreter in this inscription is 

reinforced by a mention of a second such official in a much later inscription . 

This lady had paid for a statue of Aphrodite and some architectural 

replacements or additions in a temple to the honour of a goddess whose name 

was presumably mentioned at the beginning of the dedication which is missing: 

Xbdvba KUb TO abTrnpa [m ] ab tus xbUxAbSag xaL Tnv pA ] (pPoSebTnv

t'q 9e(p EX Twv bdi^mv (%v^0rixev, Etbcxeuaoaoa xab cturnv Tnv 6eov

xa'b Ta Ttepb auTilv o5cra xab XuxvcxitTpba auThs xaL ovEbpoxpbTbs.

It may appear odd that a dream-interpreter and lamp-lighter of Isis 

should be dedicating a statue of Aphrodite but the mention later on of 

other officials such as stolistes, a zacoros and a hagiaphoros make it 

certain we are dealing with an Isiac inscription. Also, of course, in 

Hellenistic and Roman times especially, Isis was identified with Hathor 
.89 

and Hathor with Aphrodite . Just to add to the confusion, in the same 

year - because the priest and the stolistes are the same people - a man 
90 

called Eukarpos the son of Dionysios dedicated a statue of Asklepios 

It may possibly have been dedicated in the Asklepieion and yet the priest 

and stolist are known Isiac officials. The close connection between Isis 

and Sarapis on the one hand and Asklepios on the other is an aspect of this 

dedication that will be looked at shortly. For the moment it is the fact 

that Eukaapcs dedicated this statue xut’ eubTayya which is of interest 

since this injunction too is most likely to have been given in a dream. 

The place might have been the temple of the officials, that is the 

Sarapieion although it could conceivably have taken place in a private 

house or even the Asklepieion.

The presence of dream-interpreters in the Athenian Sarapieion is, 

therefore, an established fact for dates as far apart as 116/5 B.C. and A.D. 

126/7. We have no reason to suppose that the post did not exist before 

116/5 B.C. or after A.D. 126/7 or that the post remained unfilled between 

those dates. By analogy with what we know happened on Delos and in 

Sarapieia and Isiac temples in Egypt, a large number of people undergoing 

the rite of incubation in the Athenian Sarapieion must have been seeking 

cures. What evidence have we of how the therapeutic dream was organised 

and interpreted?
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4. The therapeutic dream and its interpretation.

Dreams were collected,sometimes grouped in some logical sequence and 

then written down for future reference. The oldest known written collection 

of dreams dates to between 2000 and 1790 B.C. and, of course, comes from 
91 

Egypt . Such dream books were eminently suitable for medical purposes, 

especially for diagnosis and prognosis, in view of what was thought to 
92 

take place during sleep. It seems likely that the Ba of a human being 

was originally thought to be as free during sleep as it was certainly 
93 

believed to be after the death of its human embodiment

'Sleep, like Death (in Greek mythological thinking, Hypnos, 

sleep, was brother to Thanatos, death) was, according to their 

conception, a reversible state during which the soul delved in 

the Nun, the dwelling of the Dead, as the sun dives at night in 
94 

the primordial Ocean.' '

Whilst in this state the Ba could approach the gods and ask favours 

of them, notably cures but also frequently, knowledge of the future. 

During the time of sleep when his Ba was in the realm of the other world 

the sleeping man could receive the information ascertained by his Ba in 

the form of dreams. However, the time of sleep was also very dangerous. 

This danger lay partly in the sheer physical risk of being in the hands 

of others during a time of unconsciousness but largely the danger lay in 

the possibility of being deceived or exposed to the attacks of evil forces. 

It was to protect the unconscious man that the Egyptians employed a 

special head-rest carved with sympathetic deities and endowed with 

apotropaic properties. Aelius Aristides, a great devotee of Asklepios 

and Sarapis, writing about A.D. 170-171, tells of a time when he lay on 

the wrong side of his body during incubation and his dream messages were 

untrue, foretelling immediate death:

__ ETUXOV pev elsTO euao) TETpapp^vos tris mAlutis, e6o5ct 5e 

us ovap* auto 6£ ?iv apa n Aunts' eSo^a 5e xat 5n ekL teAel 

Tou 5papaTos etvat, xat tous £p$dtas omoTt^Eo^at, xat tds 

xpmt^6as pEtaApcJjEo^at tou KUTpos. xdv T0i5T0ts ovtu orp^tpet 

pc 6 outnp 'AoxAqxtos tqv Ets to Egu otpo^nv E^at^vns

It is possible that as early as the classical period this Egyptian 



159

view of the journey of the soul being responsible for dreams was modified, 
96 

probably under Greek influence , so that a physical connection between 

the nature of the dream and possibly its cause and certainly its significance 

was presumed to exist. Yet the earliest Greek dream book and one which 

was used for medical diagnosis certainly retains evidence of the earlier, 

Egyptian view:

OTOV 5e TO ompct noux^O’^j n <i'Uxn MLVeopeun nab SYpnYOp^ouoa 

Slolmel tou emuTfis otnov, xaL rag tou ompaTog Kpn^cag 

aKotoag auTn SbaKpijooerab. to pev y®P owpct xa9eu5ou oux 

abodavETab, 13 6e EYPHYop^ouau YivVmoxEb TtdvTa, xub opy te to 

opuTa xab dxouEb Ta dxouoTd, gaSb^Eb, (JjauEb, AuitEbTab, 

EvdupEbTab, EUb Adym, oxdoob tou ocDpaTog vJHnpeobab n''

Ths tpuxnS) TtctUTa TauTa n tpuxil EU Ty uitvm 6baKphooETab. ooTbg 

o5v EUbOTaTab xpbvebv Taura opSoig p^yQ pepos EHbOTaTab 
, 97 

oocpbns

What is certain is that a physical - as well as psychological and 

spiritual - significance was attached to the dream. Dreams could signify 

good health. In the ITEPI ENYIINIfiN the general principle for such a 

significance was that what was dreamt should correspond, generally closely, 

to normal, waking reality:

"Exeb 5e nepb toi^twv $5e: oxdoa tmu exjUKUbrnv rag ppepbuag 

Tipi1i;bag TOU dv^pmitou n" 5bavot^ag eg rnv Eucppdvpv otKodbSmob 

xata fpdxou yuvop^vag moxep Ths fip^pas exphx^Ti n' egouAed^Ti 

Eitb 5bxab(jj TtphypotTb, TaUTa tw dvdptSKm ayaOd

We know that dream-interpreters had categories of such dreams, as 

well as those signifying ill-health, and they listed them, in writing or 
99 

pictorially, on boards Ttbvdxba . It would seem most likely that the 

dreams so listed were not recorded in any very complex fashion but in a 

simplified, outline form along with their significance. No doubt they 

were placed in a schematic arrangement so that adjoining itbvdxba dealt with 

cognate material varying, for example, in intensity or detail. The HEPI 

ENYITNIQN shows signs of the author having drawn on one or more sets of 

Ttbvaxba. The evidence for this lies in the presentation of the dreams as 

short, static, almost pictorial items rather than the literary presentation 
one might expect^*^*^:
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"HAbov xab ocA^vnv xab oupavov xab aOTpo xa^apa xab euay^a, 

xaia Tpi^xov opedpeva EXOtoTot, aya0a' uybEbnv yap Ttp owpaTU 

onpabVEb ano navTuv twv uitapxovTwv . .. 6 Tb 5' av Tciiv oupavuwv 

5(?5i;i aob e(p^^£adab xadapov pEV xaL uypov EOP pybabvcbv onpabVEb... 

8 Tb 5' ap xapa eEOu/bxg Xapgd^Ebv xoOapoO xoAapdp, ayaSop 

KPOS UyEbAP ...XTA.

The general principle is clear. Many more examples are given of 

items where the prognosis is unequivocally one of good health. The list 

of dreams in which things are seen in a manner contrary to the way they are 

perceived in everyday life or dreams in which there is a struggle, an 

imbalance or a disturbance - this list is much longer since these dreams 

indicate present or future ill-health. The main function of the JIEPI 

ENY^ION was to record such dreams, indicate their significance and then to 

prescribe the remedies.

Just as a theory was postulated to explain the relationship between 

a dream and its significance so too there had to be a theory underlying 

the connection between the disorder and the remedy. Obviously the gods 
102 

could help directly — xab to pev euxEO-Bab . . . ayaSov but the purpose 

of healing dreams was that the patient should receive information which 

could be converted, often by the dream—interpreter, into practical remedies — 
103

6eb 6e xaL auTOV auXXapgavovTa tou deous eKbxaXebodab . The remedy 
might be made explicit by the deity in the dream^’^'^ in which case the 

patient had no need of a dream-interpreter. More often, perhaps, the
105 

remedy was not clear. The patient could interpret the dream but what 

criteria could he or she employ? Lack of knowledge must often have 

impelled such people to dream-interpreters many of whom were regarded as 

quacks^®^. However, there were dream-interpreters who specialised in 

looking after patients who underwent incubation for healing dreams. The 

dream—interpreters attached to the Sarapielon were such specialists. The 

question still remains, however, as to what criteria were employed in 

.selecting specific remedies based on the patient's dream.

One

corpus is

of the most important ideas underlying much of the Hippocratic 
that man is composed of pairs of opposites : Hot/cold, dry/moist 

These have to be in balance for good health as do the blood, phlegm, yellow 
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bile and black bile^*^ . If a dream indicates a struggle, imbalance or 

disturbance then some similar Imbalance is taking place in the body - this 
109

is basically the conclusion drawn by the author of nEPI ENYnNinN . Non- 

specialist drearn-interprefers, he says, do not understand this and cannot 

draw the right conclusions except by chance . The quacks and non­

specialists tended to advise apotropaic rituals as did those officials, 

such as ESnynTad^^^, whose job it was to decide upon issues and to maintain 

right relationships between gods and men as well as man and his fellows. 

The specialist, medical dream-interpreter, however, knew what dietary 

measures had to be taken, what exercise, massage and bathing had to be 

undertaken or refrained from if the proper balance within the body was 

to be restored:
grav 5E xpos ms nUEpuvas xp^Stos uxcuavTumTab Tu Evdxvba xau 

EYYLvnTOtb HEpb ctuxmv n pcxyn h'vbxn? onpct’^'VEL Tapayov ev T(5 

o^^uTb' xab fN UEV boxupn 9, bdxupov to xaxdv f^ WG\i oSv 

bcxup&v 9 TO EvavTbm0^\s E^Exd^ re oupf^peb xob^^aoOab xab 

TObOb abTObOb Moucpobob irpocaYebV es np^pas kevte, xab tObOb 

TiEpbtuTObOb opdpbobob KoXXobOb xctb o^EObV EX KpoPCtymYriS 
Xpnadab xab TObOb YuP'^otCbObObV, o'oTbs eKbyupva^eTab, oupp^TpobOb 

xpos TTix) xpooaymynx) Twv obTwv

If the imbalance was less severe then the regimen was made correspondingly 

milder^^^. Certain dreams such as ones involving rain or hail in 

unusual circumstances were held to indicate an excess of the moist element 

in the patient. Exercise to increase perspiration or, in severe cases, 

use of a vapour bath, along with a diet of dry, astringent foods and 

possibly an emetic were advised to gain a cure . If the dream involved 
. 115 

excessive dryness, then plenty of bathing and a moist diet were advised.

The repertoire available to the medical dream-interpreter was thus 

made up of ways of increasing or decreasing the moisture level in the 

patient by exercise, types of bathing, diet, emetics, diuretics, laxatives, 

massage and even blood-letting^^^. The purpose was to restore the 

balance within the patient and, linked to faith, a huge variety of 

combinations was available to be prescribed for this purpose.

It is possible that quite different methods were employed by the 
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dream-interpreters attached to the Sarapieion in Athens.but what evidence 

we have would seem to point to those proposed in the REPI ENYnNIQN. 

Firstly, that book is very likely to have drawn on Egyptian tradition. 

Secondly, Aelius Aristides, who at times in his life rated Sarapis as 

highly as Asklepios and even on one occasion described Sarapis as the god 
117 

who possessed the power of every one of the other gods , seems to regard 

Sarapis and Asklepios as interchangeable , therefore, allowing us to infer 

that Sarapis and Isis sent dreams which were similar and were interpreted 

similarly as compared to those sent by Asklepios which Aelius Asistides so 

carefully describes. Thirdly, in Athens and elsewhere we have independent 
119 

evidence of the close connections between the cults of Asklepios and Sarapis.

It may well be that cures other than by dream-interpretation took 

place in Athens - water cures, operations and other forms of treatment 

undertaken either by temple personnel by right of their profession or by 

the same people acting under the persona of the deity but we have no 

evidence of any of them. By analogy with what happened in healing centres

in Egypt and Asklepieia in Attica and elsewhere in Greece, however, we can 

be fairly sure that such a variety of cures was practised in the Athenian 

Sarapieion.
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5. Isis, Sarapis and other healing deities.

Isis and Sarapis were so famous' as healers in Athens that their names 

were associated closely with those of other great healing deities in the 
121 

city. We have already briefly mentioned that a statue of Isis Hygieia 

was dedicated by an Athenian priest of Sarapis on the island of Delos in 

112/1 B.C. Isis was perhaps the most suitable of all deities to undergo 

the process of syncretism since she was all things to all men and her 

aretalogies frequently proclaimed this fact. She was known on Delos as 
, 122

the many-named' - Mav AriXtp KoAutovuyov - which would explain how easy it 

was there to add another, although particularly relevant, cult epithet.

Like Sarapis she too could be regarded as the greatest of the gods - peYbOTn 
123^emv - and was seen as being able to subsume the roles of all the other 

deities. She was Aphrodite, Selene, Hestia, Hera, Maia, Leto, Dictynnis, 
124

Artemis, Atargatis and Hekate . In several places she was also Identified 
125with Athena . It is no surprise, therefore, to find in Athens that the 

amalgam of the city's eponymous goddess in her healing guise as Hygieia and 

the popular Egyptian healing goddess was probably quite common.

We know that the two were Identified in official circles from the 

statue of Isis Hygieia on Delos but there is good evidence to suggest that 

the identification was also popular more generally. Terracotta lamps 

of any one design were produced in large numbers, fairly cheaply and over 

quite a long period of time thanks to the custom of keeping sub-archetypes 

made from the original moulds. Prom these sub-archetypes second generation 

moulds could be formed to prolong the production of a design. We know 

that Isis was a sufficiently popular goddess for lamp designs showing her 

to be kept in production over a long period of time by this method since 

part of sub—archetype, including the disk showing a bust of Isis wearing 

a chiton and a cross-banded scarf tied in front with the 'Isis knot', has 
been found during the Agora excavations^^^. Numerous fragments of Isis 

127 
lamps have been found in Athens especially 'boat-lamps' . One of the 

most interesting lamps shows Isis as an Egyptian goddess seen through Greek 

She is wearing a headdress of three feathers and her body is 

in crisscross bands, like mummy wrappings, decorated with a faint, 

pattern of small circles . For the identification of Isis with 

the evidence lies in two lamps dated to the third century A.D. 

eyes.

swathed 

stamped 

Hygieia
The first^^^ shows the goddess standing and holding in her right hand a 

snake which is coiling about her right arm. She is feeding it from a 
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bowl which she is holding in her left hand^^® (see Plate34). She is 

wearing a chiton over the front of which is knotted her shawl. This knot 

was a symbol of her power to bind or release and give new life. The 

second lamp, the head of which survives, must have been similar to the 
131 

first. It shows Isis wearing a diadem and a veil (see Plate 34)-

The identification of Isis with Hygieia is also reflected in the close 

connection maintained by Sarapis and Isis with the Asklepieion in Athens. 

Just as Asklepios and Hygieia received dedications in Sarapielon C on 
132

Delos so -too the Egyptian gods appear to have received dedications in 

the Asklepieion in Athens in the same way as they received dedications at 
Epidauros^^^. They were linked in Asklepieia elsewhere^^'^. In Athens 

the links between the Egyptian deities and the Asklepieion are clear but 

the precise nature of those links is generally obscure. The earliest 

evidence now surviving of these links is a large block of Hymettian marble 
X K 135 

which was one of several finds ex twv itepu to ’AoxAritbeLOV Toitwv 
The face is cut so as to appear as three conjoined statue bases^^^. The 

left third is inscribed 'Eppoy, ’AcppoSeuTns, Havos: the centre Nupyaiv; 
137 

while the right third is inscribed "Iol5os • Hermes, Aphrodite, Pan and 

the Nymphs are all known from reliefs and dedications discovered on the 
138 

south slope of the Acropolis but since the block is so large it is 

generally agreed that it probably belongs to the place nearest to which 
139 

it was found, the Asklepieion . The precise use to which this block was 

put is unclear. Also unclear are the reason why it was situated in the 

Asklepieion and the relationship between the deities mentioned on it. 

Some light on this last problem may be obtained from a dedication already 
140 

mentioned - that of the lady who dedicated a statue of Aphrodite

The lady concerned was a dream-interpreter and lamp-lighter of Isis and 
141 

she probably dedicated this statue in the Asklepieion . Alternatively 

it is possible that Ty Seu in the inscription refers not merely to the 

goddess in whose honour this statue was dedicated but the goddess in whose 

tenple the dedication was made. In this case there was actually a
142

temple of Isis on the southern slope of the Acropolis and almost 

certainly adjacent to the Asklepieion. Whichever of these two points of 

view is correct, we are left in no doubt that there was a close connection 
between Isis and Aphrodite^^^ on the one hand and Isis and the Athenian 

Asklepieion on the other.

The close relationship between Isis and Asklepios is shown by another
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inscription which has already been mentioned and which comes from the same 
144 

year as the Aphrodite dedication . This inscription records the 

dedication of a statue of Asklepios by a man called Eukarpos. The context 

of this inscription is wholly Isiac since the priest and stolist are known 

officials of that cult. Where this dedication was made is not known for 

certain. It was found rather too far north to be sure that it came from 
the Asklepieion^^^ or the hypothetical Iseion on the southern slope of the 

Acropolis. Did it originate in the Sarapieion near the Roman Agora? 

Either way, the link between Asklepios and the Egyptian deities is again 

obvious.

The last piece of evidence linking the two is to be seen in a anall 

altar found at the Asklepieion. It has the inscription rats t^ MupLip 
Zep^xLdb eug^wevo[s] av^Onxs^^^. This time the provenance seems secure 

and helps to confirm not only the general nature of the connection between 

the Egyptian deities and Asklepios but also a precise connection between 

them and the Asklepieion at Athens.

The link between the Egyptian triad of Sarapis, Isis and Horus and 

the Greek Asklepios, Hygieia and Apollo seems at times to have become a 

virtual identification if a passage in Pausanias' description of Epidauros 

is being interpreted correctly. Pausanias describes how in his own day 

a Roman senator named Antoninus had had built there a bath of Asklepios 

and a sanctuary of the bountiful gods. He then describes another building 

erected at the senator's expense: eKounoE 5e mol Yyeba vaov xau 

’AoxAnitum xaL ’AitoXXmvL eitbxXrinLV AbyuiiTbObS . Certainly the most likely 

interpretation is that these are Isis, Sarapis and Horus . That temple 

may well be the one near whose remains two of the three inscriptions of the 

priest Epaphroditos were found . One of these two is dedicated to Isis: 

"Iob6b 'E%a?p^6bTOS bEpeds^^° while the other is to Sarapis: Zapd^bdb 

"Exafp^SuTOS bspeds^^^. It is very interesting that the other Egyptian 

god for whom we have epigraphic evidence from the same spot is Ammon for 
we have seen that he too, in the Egyptian tradition, could be a healing go^.
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6. Conclusion

By analogy with Delos an attempt has been made to build on the small 

amount of evidence about the role of the Egyptian deities as healers in 

Athens. The situation at Epidauros and elsewhere adds confirmation to 

the picture at Athens. Isis and Sarapis were the main deities who had 

a healing role but there are small hints that Ammon had links with them in 

that regard. Anubis and Harpocrates also shared that role. Isis had 
a big part to play in gynaecological matters^^^ but this did not exclude 

other areas of healing. Along with Sarapis and Anubis she appears also 

to have specialised in the cure of eye diseases. The Inventories from 

Delos mention ex-votos of eyes twenty-three times and they were obviously 

so numerous that one inventory describes the arrangements for displaying 

them along with the figures and bowls that were such common but non- 

specific ex-votos .

Isis and Sarapis in particular exerted a great deal of influence in 

Athens and elsewhere. Their care for the sick has continued to this day 

to be reflected in the iconography and healing practices of Christianity 

in Greece.



Chapter VI. Plagues, healing heroes, nymphs and 
river gods in Athens and the Peiraieus.
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Plagues, healing heroes, nymphs and river gods in Athens 

and the Peiraieus

1. Introduction

In this chapter an attempt is made to look at the variety of heroes 

who had a healing role in and around Athens. The chapter starts by 

looking at heroes in their social context and then continues to see how 

heroes often functioned in combating the social ills of Xupds and Xobpds 

It is seen that a remarkably high number of such heroes were athletes - 

boxers, wrestlers and pankratiasts - before their death, heroisation 

and assumption of a curing role. The role of sages in removing Xbpds and 

Xobpds is also looked at. Plagues, heroes and sages are then dealt with 

in detail as far as Athens is concerned with some attention to connections 

with related healing heroes elsewhere in Attica.

Plagues can be caused by the presence of evil-doers in the land.

The site of a possible purifying and healing shrine in the Peiraieus is 

investigated. Finally, the greatest of all the heroes is looked at - 

Herakles. It is suggested that a recently discovered healing shrine 

of his in Athens was not at all in the mould that at present people presume. 

A reinterpretation is proposed according to which Herakles gained his 

healing powers from winning a shamanistic struggle. In this way he became 

the greatest of the heroes and not only fought the community ills of Xbpds 

and Xobuds but also cured the individual of his personal illnesses using 

water as a major aid in the healing process.
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2. Healing Heroes

Herodotus, writing of the sixth century B.C., gives us two examples 

of how the discovery and re-interment of the physical remains of a 

putative hero were used for political or military advantage. The first 

concerns the war between Sparta and Tegea and describes the one-upmanship 

of the Spartan Lichas who purloins the bones of their hero Orestes from 
2 

under the noses of the Tegeans and re-inters them in Sparta. The second 

tells of how Kleisthenes of Sikyon as part of his anti-Argive policy 

persuaded the Thebans to exhume the remains of their hero Melanippos so 

that he could re-inter them on the site where the Argive Adrastos, who had 

led the Seven against Thebes , was venerated. The purpose of this re­

interment was to replace an Argive hero's cult with that of one of his 

chief opponents.

Archaeological evidence tells us that Bronze Age and earlier tombs 

began to be the focal points of cults probably as early as the latter half 

of the eighth century B.C. The graves thought to represent the resting 

place of the Seven against Thebes by the people of Eleusls were surrounded 

by an enclosure wall and received the veneration of the inhabitants. 

These tombs turned out in fact not to be Mycenaean but Middle Helladic, 

but it is what people believed them to be that is of the greatest importance. 

The belief continued for at least eight hundred years for Pausanias saw 
4 

these tombs and related how Theseus had buried the dead heroes at Eleusis

In rural areas the discovery of an ancestral hero and the 

institution of his cult may well have been triggered by the need to find 

proof to back up a claim of land ownership at a time when the possession 

of land was becoming more widespread and a necessary precondition for 
citizenship ^ . In urban or at least more urbanised areas the reason 

was slightly different. Here the hero cults did not need to prove land 

ownership but in the case of cults involving an urban version of what was 

originally a rural hero-shrine we perhaps have a reflection of the desire to 

bind the x^P^ to the (/aTU. However, there could be other reasons for a 

hero-cult being established in an urban area. The great Athenian hero 

Theseus had reputedly retired to the island of Skyros where he was 
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murdered by King Lykomedes . Kimon the Athenian politician and 

general gained considerable kudos about 474 B.C. for his conquest of 

Skyros and the return of Theseus' bones, as they were believed to be, 

to his home city. Moreover, this was no mere patriotic gesture for 

we are told that there was also a healing aspect: 

uoTSpov 6E Xupou xab Xoipou xataox^VTOS 'A^nvag, xpnopv ^^ 

ooTo Todtou p^Xbs eupd^tes exb K^pmuos Tou oTpatnYo^ 'A@4\)a;e 

PETUTb^EUTab .

Theseus was not only the greatest of the Athenian Bronze Age kings 

but he had been as short a time before as 480 B.C. the symbol of 

temporary defeat and triumphant return when the Athenians evacuated their 
women and children to Troezen ^ . Now in addition he had become a 

healer as many great heroes did. Theseus is partly an heroic warrior 

figure and partly the protagonist of civilisation fighting evil and 

injustice. Like all heroes his death was seen not as the end of his 

career but as the point in time when his powers were intensified and made 

available to help all of his people in whatever needs they chose to appeal 

to him about. His shrine in Athens, which has never been satisfactorily 

located, was a place of asylum and a place of several different sorts of 
9 

meeting - lawsuits, the Boule, armed gatherings, etc

Certain heroes, some of them extremely unlikely candidates for the role, 

became healing specialists after their death. One of those unlikely ones 

is the Thasian Theagenes who showed prodigious strength as a child, became 

famous for carrying off a statue he happened to like, narrowly avoided a 

sentence of death for this act of impiety, became famous as a boxer and 

pankratist and eventually also won fame as a runner. After his death some 

person consumed with jealousy came nightly and flogged the dead athlete's 

statue. One night the statue toppled killing the aggressor. The Thasians 

acting along the lines of Drakon's laws concerning inanimate objects 

responsible for homicide, drowned the statue in the sea. A famine ensued 

and an oracle from Delphi told them to reinstate Theagenes whereupon some 

fishermen by chance recovered the statue in their nets. The Thasians 

re-dedicated the statue and instituted the custom of offering sacrifices 

to it as to a god ^^ . Pausanias records that many Greek and non-Greek 
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towns erected statues of Theagenes and wherever he was venerated he 

cured diseases:

TToXXaxou 6e mul et^pw^g ev te "EAXnotv oE6cx mul itctpa gapgctpobs 

ayaXpara tSpup^va Geay^voug xau vooppaTci te qutov umpEVov.

An interesting variant about Theagenes' parentage is also recorded 

by Pausanias who says that the Thasians maintained that his real father was 

not Timosthenes, the husband of Theagenes' mother. Instead, they recalled 

that Timosthenes was a priest of Thasian Herakles and expressed the belief 

that Herakles assumed the form of Timosthenes and thus fathered Theagenes 
11 

on an unsuspecting mother.

The story of Theagenes became famous. He is referred to by Eusebius 

of Caesarea when he is discussing another famous athlete, Kleomedes, who 
12 

was worshipped as a hero on Astypalaia . Lucian too knows the tale but
13 

seems to think that Theagenes' healing role is restricted to Thasos

On one occasion fairly early in Theagenes' career he fought and beat a man 
called Euthymos in boxing ^^ . This Euthymos also became a hero 

renowned for his powers. Although he was not particularly famous for 

healing but for his more general powers, a mention of his origins and 

most famous contest Is not irrelevant because some distinct similarities, 

with another even more important hero will emerge later.

15
The story of Euthymos is alluded to in a fragment of Callimachus 

and is known by Aelian ^° although the latter's version is a little 

different to the most detailed account which is that of Pausanias.

Euthymos was born in a Lokrian colony in the extreme South of Italy. His 

father was supposed to have been a man called Astycles. However, the locals 

knew better:

eKvau 5e auTOv ou Todtou, itoTapou 5e ol EKLXmpbOb tou KabMbVou

(paobV, 6'g xnv AoMpbda xcb 'Pnybvpv 6pb?wv to eg Toug TETTbyag 
17

TtapexETCxb daupa .

After gaining fame as a boxer in the seventy-fourth, seventy-sixth 

and seventy-seventh Olympics, Euthymos returned to Italy and encountered 
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at Temesa the strange ritual by which every year a virgin of the town was 

deflowered by one of Odysseus' sailors who had been stoned to death for 

his drunken rape of a village maiden. This man's ghost had then gone 

about killing the inhabitants until Delphi ordered them to propitiate his 

spirit by worshipping him as a Hero and by the annual donation of a 

village maiden. Euthymos came just as another young lady was to be given 

to him. Euthymos waited in the Hero's shrine to fight him for the maiden:

6 Eu^uyos eveoMeuctopevos epeve rnv ecpoSov tou facpovos.

evuxa TS 6n T^ pax? .
Pausanias then tells us that Euthymos himself married the young lady, 

lived to a ripe old age and escaped death:

nxouaa 5e xac Toudvds ... us ditoSavebV encpuyuv aSdus 
ETEpdv TLVa £^ dvdpUltUV ditdXdOL TpOKOV^^,

This coy ending to the story of Euthymos is made clearer if Aelian's 

version is accepted for according to him Euthymos vanished into the river 
20 

which Pausanias tells us was his father

Another Lokrian who was an Olympic victor was Euthykles. This famous 

athlete was chosen by the south Italian Lokrians as an envoy but on his 

return from the mission was falsely charged with accepting bribes. The 

Lokrians voted to mutilate his statue and a plague ensued. Apollo 

informed them that the plague was due to their unjust treatment of 

Euthykles and his statue. Again the Lokria.-ns honoured Euthykles 

and the plague ended. It would appear that a cult of Euthykles was 
21 

established.

A final example of an athlete becoming a hero is Poulydamas. This 
22 hero too is known to Lucian but again the fullest account is to be 

found in Pausanias . Poulydamas came from Skotoussa. He won the 

Pankration at Olympia in 408, perhaps there on other occasions and 

certainly at other games. Led by envy of Herakles he also killed a huge 

lion on Mt. Olympos. Other feats included the raising into the air of a 

huge bull with Poulydamas maintaining it there by holding only one hoof, 

the holding stationary of a chariot while the horses tried desperately to 

pull it away and the fighting and killing of three of Darius the Second s 



172

Immortals in a combat of one against three. He died trying to stave 

off the collapse of a cave's roof . His statue at Olympia healed fevers: 

n5n xat 6 IloXuSdiJavTos tou ctdXriTou duSpcds baxab rods 
25 

KUp^TTOVTUS EV ’OXupitbg .

It is fairly clear, therefore that in addition to the heroes of the 

Late Bronze Age, heroes like Theseus, there was a special category of hero 

who came to be venerated as such in much later times and as the result of 

his prowess in athletics. It is noteworthy that the most usual branches 

of athletics to lead to heroisation seem to have been the pankration, 

boxing and wrestling. Theagenes and Euthykles both won in the jiankration, 

Euthymos in boxing and Poulydamas in the penthathlon, whose last and 

deciding event was wrestling. The application of their fighting skills 

to the problems of communities is made explicit in the case of Euthymos who 

used his skills to rid the community at Temesa of their carnal demon Polites. 

With some of these heroes, such as Theagenes, the cult started with an 

appeasement process. With all of them, there is the common Greek idea 

of a hero helping his community and by doing so atoning for the wrongs 

committed during his lifetime for few, if any, heroes led blameless 

lives. Oedipus and Theseus come to mind immediately. Theagenes was 

fined for taking a victory from Kleomedes out of malice and Poulydamas died 

thinking he was strong enougK to hold up mountains.

Even where no obvious character defects are known about and no evil 

deeds ascribed to a particular hero, to become a winner in an athletic 

event, especially the pankration, boxing or wrestling, obviously entailed 

defeating others. To the Greek mind such victories and especially victories 

in war, although glorious, brought dangers because of the damage done to the 

, 27 . 
losers

The healing power of heroes centred upon their mortal remains and could 

be relocated by reinterment. A healing power attached to the hero's 

statue is less Intelligible but healing and oracular statues were not 

unccmnon. We know of a statue of a man called Neryllinus which gave 

oracles and healed the sick at Troy in the second century A.D., a healing 

statue of Alexander of Abonuteichus at Parium and an oracular statue of 

Proteus at the same place. Such strange phenomena were the staple diet of 



173

Lucian's diatribes against superstition and he wrote about both 
28 29

Alexander and Proteus . Neryllinus is even more obscure. We only- 

know of him from Athenagoras who questioned the method by which statues 
healed and poured scorn on them ^^ . Yet the Greeks had a strong tradition 

of matter being a medium of healing or retribution and statues are 

obviously suitable media being representations of the healing or avenging 

hero or deity. Aristotle knew of the statue of Mitys at Argos which fell 
32 

upon his murderer while he was looking at it and killed him while 

another story was told of a lad who disdainfully rejected a would-be 

lover *s advances. The older man committed suicide at the lad's doorway 

but his corpse too was ignored. Going to the baths, a statue of Eros 
33 

fell onto and killed the boy .

Statues, therefore, were traditional means by which both gods and heroes 

could effect their wishes. Another traditional idea was that heroes 

primarily helped communities and only secondarily individuals. This 

community service could take several forms. An obvious example is the 

support given to poleis by their hero or heroes in times of war. Aegina 

took their two heroes with -them into battle and -the Spartans even 

lent their two heroes,the Dioskouroi,to the Lokrians in their battle against 
DC 

the Crotonlans. In such situations the heroes could be recognised 
by their gigantic size. ^^ The other obvious form of community service was 

in the aversion of problems affecting the whole community - Aobpds and 

Atpdg . As we have seen, Theseus in A-thens and Eu-thykles in Locri 

Epizephyrii were both renowned for averting a plague. Athens suffered 

from plagues on several occasions although the great plague during the 

Peloponnesian War overshadowed the previous ones and virtually subsumed 

them. We shall see more of the plagues in Athens later for they are central 

to the role of several Athenian healing heroes.

37
The Olympian gods could cause and avert plagues but the heroes 

had a special role in the aversion of such community disasters. It was 

believed that when all was going well one thanked the gods but a different 

procedure was necessary when things started to go wrong:

. . .ETtL 6e TOLCbV evavTbObOb TObObV (XTtoTpoKabObab, xaL Tij
38

MUb npmobv, aKOTponuba yevda^ab Tct yaAena Ttavra
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The techniques of aversion and catharsis could also be practised 

by others even during their lifetime if they were reputed to be sages or 
mystics. Such people, as Christ said of prophets ^^, often had more of 

a reputation outside their own country than within it. The most obvious 

example of such a sage is Epimenides. The man was real enough and we 

even have fragments of his work . His dates, however, are impossible 

to fix with absolute certainty but he must have been working in Athens 

during the sixth century B.C. and probably at the beginning of that 

century rather than later. He was a well-known figure even in the classical 
41 

period . His visit to Athens seems to have been connected with a need 

to purify the city from some sort of miasma or plague. This ritual 

purification may well have been necessitated by the murder of Kylon's 

associates after his attempted coup. This is the version of the story 

based on Aristotle's account. Aristotle says that Epimenides solved the 

problem by purifying the city - eHctdripe triv TtdXtv
This is the version confirmed by Plutarch ^^ . The fullest account, albeit 

a late one, mentions that one of the results of the miasma was a plague and 

that Delphi required the purification of the city for the removal of the 
44 

plague . His method of purification is of great interest:

xau ds eA^mv ’OAuuTtcddb TeacepaxooT’^ extri exd^npev auxGv

THV koAlv xau EKauoe tov Aotpov toutov tov xpoxov. Actgmv 

KpdgaTa pdActvd re xul Aeuxdt nyaye itpds tov "Apebov ndyov' 

xdxeudEV ecaaev bevat oE gouAobvro, irpooTd^as TObs 

dxoAod-dobs GV@a av xaraxAbVOb aurmv exacTOV, ^uebv tw 
npoodxovTb ^Em* xaL outm An^otb to xoixov*^^.

Epimenides was famous throughout Greece. It is interesting that after 
his death his bones, like those of the heroes Orestes and Melanippos ^^ , 

were fought over, exhumed and transferred ^^ .

Every area of Greece had its own healing heroes. As we have seen, 
these could be the heroes of Epic fame ^^ , heroised local athletes skilled 

in the pankration, boxing or wrestling or sages during their lifetime. 

If they were heroised after their death this last category could continue 
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their role as we shall see. In many parts of Greece the healing heroes 

were members of Asklepios' family. Sometimes these were Asklepios' sons 
49 

Max^wy and no6aXebpLOs whom we first know of from the Iliad . These 

two had cult centres in several parts of Greece . Machaon had five 

sons: Gbrgasus, Nicomachus, Alexanor, Sphyrus and Polemocrates all of whom 
51 

seem to have acted as healers

When we come to Attica we find several healing heroes. In the west, 

at Eleusis, there was a local hero called Oresinios. There appears to be 

nothing known of him except that the local people venerated him because of 

his healing powers:

"Hpms uaTpd^: uuTpog ovopa 'OpeoL^uos sv 'EXeuotVL

' . 52
Tupas eXEb ,
There was also another healing hero at Eleusis. This was Amphilochos 

who was a son of Amphiaraos ^^ . This makes it likely that the cult of 

Amphilochos at Eleusis is an offshoot of his father's famous healing 

centre at Oropos. This was annexed to Attica on its north-eastern 

boundary with Boeotia for most of the fifth century B.C. and was under 

Athenian control spasmodically afterwards. The healing shrine at Oropos 

with its idyllic setting and evocative atmosphere is, unfortunately, well 

outside our sphere ^"^ . Suffice it to say that this healing centre was in 

many ways a miniature Epidauros. It had a temple to the hero, a larger 

than lifesize statue of him — whose remains are still to be seen, an altar 

for sacrifices, a source of pure, running water, a stoa which served as 

a place of eyHObyncbs " several of whose benches are still intact, a 

xaTayrnybov and several smaller structures. The altar holds the clues to the 

complex nature of the cult at Oropos for underneath the large altar whose 

remains are now visible are signs of two earlier and smaller altars and 

Pausanias tells us in an invaluable passage that the altar indicated a 

multiple cult:

TKxp^xE^Tab 5e 6 Pupog y^pn' to yev HpaxX^ous xau Atog xab 

'AxdXXwvds EOTb nabwvos, TO 6E npmob xub np^wv avEbTOb 

YUVUbSb, TpbTOV 6E 'EoTbUS xab 'Epyou xau Aycptapaou xau 

Ttijv nabAwv ’Ay(pbXdxou" AXxyctbmv 6e 5lcx to eg EpbcpuXnv

Epyov odfe ev ’Aycpboipcxou Tcva, ou ynv ou5e Kapot Tm

'ApfbXd^v Tbynv &5(eL. TETapm 6e EOtb ToO gwpoO PObpa 

'AfpoS^tns xoL navaxEbUg, Etb 5e "laooOs xab 'YyEi^ag xab

"A^n v&S nabmvbag' tEyttc 6E tEXObrntab vdy^abg xab Ravb 
\ 55

xab tOTayobg 'AxeXtptp xab Kncptom .
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That these deities, heroes and water divinities were not merely 

decorative is made clear when Pausanias says a little later:

EOTL 6G xaedpOLOV T^ 06^ ^^Guy, Odouob 6E xau aUT$ XQL

xaouy oooLS EOTbV tip Bmgtp ta ovopara •

^e have a variety of Olympian deities most of whom had a clear if 

subordinate healing role. The others mentioned form the basis for this 

chapter’s enquiry. Alkmaion or Alkmeon killed his mother Erlphyle for 

sending her husband — his father Amphiaraos - to his death in the expedition 

of the Seven against Thebes. Chased by the Erinyes he was purified by 

King Phegeus of Psophis but his continued presence in that land gave 

rise to a famine. He was given refuge by the river-god Achelous - ’AxeXmos- 

on land he had recently formed at his river’s mouth and so on ground the 

sun did not shine on at the time of Eriphyle’s murder. The famine ceased 

as a result of Achelous' kind deed. Alkmaion married Achelous’
57 

daughter Callirhoe by whom he had two sons Acarnan and Amphoterus .

This altar at Oropos links the genealogies of the two great healing 

families - that of Amphiaraos and that of Asklepios for JlavaMEba , ’laom 
and 'YytEba were also part of the latter's family circle ^® . The altar 

thus weaves together numerous threads and presents us with an intriguing 

picture of the various healing deities all of whom are to be found at work 
59 

at Athens itself

Pausanias tells us that Amphilochos, whom we have seen as a healing 

hero in Eleusis and primarily at Oropos, was also worshipped in Athens: 

T^ 6E "A^^bX^xV ^^^ %ap' "A^nvubObs EOTbV EV tg ndXEb gmpds , At 

Eleusis he was regarded as a "Hpms ’latpos so he was titled in the same 
way as Oresinios at Eleusis ^^ . However, this title of "Hpms ’latpo's 

seems to have been applicable to anyone of several names we know and 

perhaps to some names we no longer know of. Thus a recently restored 

dedication from Rhamnous tells us that Amphiaraos was also given the same 

title:

Euvopos I^E^ uSu puj 

Mou Tpuxopdobos 
gpub barpm [b] 

, 63 AptpbEpamb
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This inscription, which is dated to about 300 B.C. adds to our list 

of those with the title "Hpws ’laTpds. We find a prominent shrine with 

an incumbent of this title in Athens. Oresinios is not a likely 

candidate but Amphilochos and Amphiaraos are. Just to add to the list, 

however, we are told by one source that the "Hpms ’laxpd's in Athens is 

neither of them:

npmosJouTws exaXetTo npws uaTpds tls Kctpa togs ’A^nvctbots. 

exXd^n 6e npms Suet to pdyedog tou omiJaTOs. to 5e xdpeov 

ovopa auTOu ApLOTopaxos

So who was Aristomachos? He is known from another source as being 

a hero of Marathon, on the west coast of Attica about twelve kilometres south 

of Rhamnous. The size of his body indicates a fighter of some sort. 

Surely he fits into the category of fighting heroes of whom we have already 
seen several. His name almost certainly confirms this ^^ :

“Hpus uuTpds: 6 ’ApbOTopaxog, o's cTatpri ev Mapa^mvb Kapa to 
Abovdobov Mat TbpaTau uko twv eYXb)Pbmv^^.

He is also virtually identified with Amphiaraos on a statue base 
from Rhamnous ^"^ . Aristomachos was almost certainly, therefore, a west 

Attic hero. He seems to have been one of those heroes one saw fighting 

on one's behalf and recognised by the huge size of his body

If Aristomachos was closely linked with Amphiaraos, then it may well be 

that they shared a similar modus operand!. Amphiaraos effected cures 

by dreams in which the hero advised the sick person: vdoou 6e 

axea^eboris dv6pb pavTedpaTos yevopdvou xa^eaTnxev d'pvupov dtpebvat.. .and 

dfiAos de, nvdxa EVopdoOn Oeds, 6b' ovebpaTtov pavTbxpv xaTaoTriodpevos

However, there is a beautiful anaglyph which suggests that Amphiaraos may 

himself in some way have done more. This anaglyph shows Amphiaraos 

performing an operation, presumably on the votive offering's dedicant - 

Archinos. The healing hero, dressed in a long himation, leans on a staff 

supporting him under the left armpit. His left hand is holding the right 

arm of Archinos while he uses his right hand to operate on the arm with a 

curved knife. Archinos remains standing throughout the operation. The 

relief then appears to show the patient recuperating while lying, turned 

to his left, on a couch. A snake is licking the shoulder area where the 
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operation has taken place. Finally, on the extreme right, a fully 

recovered Archinos is shown standing and offering his thanks to the hero by 
71 

the dedication of the votive offering * On the top of the anaglyph is a 

pair of eyes shown very much in the form of the Egyptian wd;t or healing 

eye of Horus. In Egyptian art they are frequently apotropaic. In addition 

"they are often to be found at the top of offering stelae in very 

much the same situation as the relief under consideration.

When thus used the intention seems to have been to allow the 

recipient of the offerings to see what was being brought for 
72 

him

It has been suggested that Archinos had visited Egypt and seen 

the wd;t . When he came to dedicate his votive offering to Amphiaraos 

he remembered what he had seen and "without appreciating its significance 

caused (it) to be carved on his relief in a form that differed somewhat 

from the Egyptian prototype" but, although possible, this is not entirely 
73 

convincing . The Egyptian deities were probably not well known in 

Attica at the date of this relief. However, a hieron of Isis was built by 

the Egyptian community in the Peiraieus some time before 333/2 B.C. and 

there is evidence of the flourishing interest in the Egyptian deities from 

the first century B=C. in the deme of Teithras a little to the south of 

Marathon . It is possible, therefore, that Egyptian ideas had 

arrived at Oropus as early as 362/1 B.C. There is an additional rather 

than alternative reason for seeing the wd;t on top of the relief of 

Archinos if Amphiaraos had been well known for treating eye problems as 
75 

Horus and some of the other Egyptian deities were. If any evidence 

can be found to support the idea that Amphiaraos - or Aristomachus, since 

the latter seems to have been virtually identified with the former at 

the Rhamnous Amphiaraion - specialised in eye cures, if not to the 

exclusion of other types of cure, then there would certainly be extra 

significance to the wd;t.
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3. The "Hpws ’ictTpds in Athens

It seems quite clear that the "Hpws ’luTpds in Athens is 

closely linked with the Amphiaraos circle, being either Amphiaraos himself or 

or his son Amphilochos or identified with Amphiaraos if we accept the evidence 

that the "Hpws ’laTpds was Arlstomachos. His shrine in Athens certainly 

was well known since it was mentioned by Demosthenes as though it was a 

landmark. In one of his speeches he mentions it as being adjacent to a 

place of some very dubious activities!:

. . .n piltrip TOLS pE^npepbvoLS ycxpOLs ev tip xXetOLm 
s "*^76Tip Kpos Ttt MaXapuij "Hpq) ,

A „
Now there is no absolute proof that he is referring to our Hpms 

’laTpds in this passage but it seems overwhelmingly likely. The epithet 

xdXapLTns seems to mean that he was renowned for, or his statue depicted
77 

him as, using a xdAapos- In this context a xdXapos was a surgeon's probe 

and it appears to have been not uncommon to depict healing heroes holding 

some instrument of their profession. The same seems to have been true for 

Sphyros/Sphyromachos and we have already seen Amphiaraos depicted as 

operating with a curved knife. Fourteen years earlier Demosthenes had 

again referred to the ''Hpug ’laTpds but this time without his nickname. 

When talking again of Aischines he has occasion to mention the man's 

father:

. . .Suddcxuv 5’ 6 TtaTTip ypdppaTa, ms eyo) Tmv npeagUTepmv 
79 

axodti). Epos Tw Tou "Hpm tou taTpou ...

Now in the later speech he also mentioned Aischines* father as being 

a humble teacher:

...6 EKTiip oou Tpdpns eSouAeue nap’ ’EXEta Tm Epos Tm 
QnoELy dbddaxovTL ypdppaTa ^^.

Presuming that the school was the same in both cases - a presumption 
that we cannot unquestioningly accept ^ - then the shrine of the Hpms

’laTpds was near that of Theseus. Thinking that we are now on the verge of 

discovering where the shrine of the "Hpws laTpcfe was, it comes as a great 
82 

disappointment to discover that the shrine of Theseus is equally elusive 

It appears to have been to the north of the acropolis and east of the agora 

in an area basically still unexcavated.
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The only other piece of literary evidence which is of help is a 

statement of Apollonios:

...gaob ... YGyov^vab Sc TO xar" apyas 5ouXov xau x^^ag e^ovTC

6b6aoxeL\) yP^^WPO''^^'' Kpos Tiji QqoEbtp xab Tqj Tou 'iciTpou npqxp

Clearly Apollonios had evidence that the two shrines were associated 

but upon investigation it looks as though his source is none other than 

Demosthenes and it seems certain that Apollonios has simply made the 

assumption which we said earlier cannot be unquestioningly accepted.

Turning to the archaeological evidence we find two sizeable inscriptions 

dealing with the shrine of the'Hpws 'laTpdg and a small votive offering. 

Before looking at the inscriptions, it is worthwhile plotting their find­

places and looking at suggested remains of the shrine.

The two large inscriptions were found early in 1873 and first pub- 
lished in the following year ^^ . The publication of the two inscriptions 

was accompanied by a commentary and a survey of the evidence for the Hpmg 

’larpdc,'. Later in the same year the discovery was mentioned in the Greek 
archaeological reports ^^ . The precise find-spot is not entirely clear. 

One account says that the inscriptions were found in 'Hadriansstrasse' ®^ 

while another says:

Inyebu^ilTm Kpos TOi5TObs, oxb xa xepaxba navxa eupednoav ev x^ 

65^ 'A0nvas ox^vavTb x?is Bp^^ems xns xou gop^u xaXoup^vns 

ouyb paxpau xou exxXnob6t^ou xfis ayuas Mai5pns xou d'AXoxe ev xg 
, 87o6(p uxapyoVTOs

Excavations in 1910 in odds npa^uxdXous revealed the foundations 

of a building which the excavator thought was the shrine of the Hpms 

'laxpd^^^^^^^^ ^(^ever, foundations discovered at the intersection of Vissis 

and Voreou Sts. in 1937 are a more likely candidate since they are almost 

exactly at the place where the inscriptions were found whereas the found- 
89 

atlons discovered in 1910 are two hundred and twenty metres to the north 

If the conglomerate foundations found in 1937 to the east of a sanctuary 

of Zeus Phratrios and Athena Phratria are the remains of the shrine of the 

"Hpms ’laxpds then that shrine bordered a branch of the road leading north 

eastwards from the Agora towards the N.E. Gate. It may have been a boundary 
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marker from the shrine that was found a few years ago and carved simply 

TO uepo ^^ • A dedicatory plaque carved with an eye and inscribed 

r T T 91 
pHjpwb ’ let |Tpojb. .. j was found in the Agora excavations in 1947 . <

This certainly came from the shrine and confirms the evidence contained in 

the two large inscriptions. The first of these is a very extensive 

inscription of eighty-eight lines on a stele 1.68m. high, 0.33m.wide 
92 

and 0.15m. thick . The other inscription, unfortunately, is more 
93 

fragmentary with forty-six lines surviving . Both stelai deal with 

the common practice of melting down very old or fragmentary votive offerings 

made of silver and converting them into a utensil useful in the rites 

performed at the shrine. The names of the donors were not lost because 

they were recorded on the stele commemorating the conversion.

Some very Interesting points emerge from these two inscriptions. 
94 

First of all the hero is described as 'he who is in the city' which is 

a clear indication that his cult had a mirror image ev t^ Xi^P9 • This 

confirms the view of the scholiast on Demosthenes who said that the Hpwg 

’latpc^was ’ApLOTopaxos since the latter's home base was Marathon and he 
95 

was extremely closely linked with Amphiaraos at Rhamnous . The hero is 

also called ^eds ^^ which is a salutary warning about hard and fast 

distinctions.. The earlier inscription tells us that the silver offerings 
97 

were to be converted into a silver wine-bowl while the later inscription 
98 

mentions two wine-cups and a libation bowl which had become un­

serviceable. These have led to the observation that wine may well have 
99 

been used in honour of the "Hpms ’latpds . Also mentioned are a basket 

- Kctvouv- used for carrying loaves or wheat/barley-and a censer - or what 
is presumably a censer ^^^ . These too give us a further insight into the 

sacrifices performed by the priest at the shrine.

The votive offerine mentioned are extremely informative. The Boule 

at the instigation of the priest of the “Hpus laTpos appointed a 

commission to oversee the work undertaken on the old votive offerings and 

paraphernalia of the shrine. It ordered that an account of what they did 
was to be deposited in the Metroon ^°^ while the objects removed or 

102 
restored had to be recorded in the shrine . It is these lists which 

give us a poignant insight into the cures performed by the Hpws luTpog , 
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The biggest single category of offerings is tukol - little figures on thin 

silver sheets presumably not dissimilar to the modern ones. These 
103 

are mentioned collectively and are then listed one by one with their 

donors. Twenty four of these Tunouare mentioned. They were given by 

both men and women. From the names mentioned we can deduce that the 

shrine was equally popular with both sexes although Kallistion's total 
104 

of nine tukol skews the proportion of offerings given by women 

These little figures were general purpose thank offerings, as they still 

are today, and could record the healing of any part of the body, the cure 

of a mental problem or the fulfilment of any other request. Being of 

precious metal none of the originals has survived but the contemporary 

examples give us an excellent idea of their nature.

The next most popular votive offering was that of a pair of eyes. 

These had been dedicated by Kteson, Lamidion and Nikostrate - a man, 
possibly a relative of Kallistratos ^°^ and two women ^°® . These silver 

eyes were the counterparts in silver of others which must have existed in 

other materials. We have already mentioned an eye carved on stone and 

inscribed ;

[ pmb la ^pw^ , (Plate 36)

Do we have here the extra clue needed to explain the wd^t on the stele 
of Archinos showing the healing hero Amphiaraos? ^^^

Certainty is not possible but it looks likely that the "Hpug ’laTpos 

specialised in eye problems, although not to the exclusion of other 

complaints. Due to the “Hpug ’laxpos - Aristomachos - Amphiaraos link it 

certainly seems reasonable to interpret the wd;t as having an eye healing 

connotation especially in view of the continuity of the motif in that same 

context to the present time as exemplified by the pairs of eyes to be seen 

today in the shrines of "Ayua napacMeun.

Other parts of the body dedicated in little silver plaques were 
thighs ^°^ , a chest ^^° and a hand ^^^ . These were dedicated by Xenokles, 

Pyron and the last by Nikostrate, a woman. More general votive offerings 

were e little shield and^prestunahly in miniature, a gunwale of a 

ship ^^^ . Both of these probably indicated escape from, on the one hand. 
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a battle and, on the other, a shipwreck.

The shrine of the "Hpug ’laxpog evidently flourished over a 

considerable period of time. It existed at the time of Demosthenes' 

speech On the false embassy in 343 B.C. while of the two long
114 

inscriptions one is to be dated to 222/1 B.C. while the other comes 
115 

from the end of the second century B.C. . The eye plaque is dated 

somewhere between those two. Thus we have certain evidence for the use 

of the shrine over a period of nearly two hundred and fifty years. Lack 

of evidence should not allow us to presume that the shrine was not 

functioning either side of the two termini. It has already been mentioned 

that Demosthenes referred to the shrine rather as one would to a landmark. 

This would presuppose that it was already well known to his listeners in 

343 B.C. The shrine may well have survived in active form until the 

destruction of much of Athens in the Herulian sack of 267 A.D. The broken 

eye plaque, although dated to the late third to early second centuries B.C. 
116 

was found in a late Roman context . This might give an indication of 

the late date of the shrine's destruction and the dispersal of its small, 

non-precious votive offerings. It is possible, therefore, that the 

shrine of the "Hpmg 'latp^s flourished for a period of six hundred years.

We have seen that the'Hpmg ’laTp($s is most likely to have been 

Aristomachos. His name and his great size place him among the famous 

fighting heroes who became healers. His identification with Amphiaraos 

also brought him into a family of healers. Amphiaraos himself, of course, 

had been a warrior hence the ease with which he and Aristomachos could be 

identified. This family had other signs of their importance in Athens. 

Amphiaraos had a statue:

pETa 6e Tas ebxdvas Tmv eumvuuwv ecTtv aydXpaTa demv, Apcpuapaus 

xau EbpT^vn cp^pouoa nXouTov Kau5d •

Although we have no evidence with regard to this particular statue 

we have seen that statues of healing heroes could be the medium for that 

healing. It is quite possible, therefore, that Amphiaraos' statue in 

Athens may have had healing powers.

Another member of the family represented in some way in Athens was 
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his son Amphilochos. He had an altar as has already been mentioned: 

TEp 6e ’ApcpbXdxow Mat Kcxp’ ’AdnvabObs eoTbV ev ly KoXeb gmpds , 

We do not know where this altar was but it is a possibility that it 

was in the shrine of the "Hpws ’laxpds.

The whole family of Amphiaraos was closely linked to that of Asklepios. 

We have already referred to the goddesses laso, Panacea and Hygieia as 
being common to both ^^^. Amphiaraos and Asklepios are also to be found 

combined on a single inscription from Athens:
1 120obs HUb Ttp ‘Apcpbapdm xab Tqj PAj axXnitL-y

The two healing families seem to have retained their separate 

identities but overlapped as regards the goddesses. In art Asklepios 

and Amphiaraos appear to have been portrayed in virtually identical form - 

the bearded, caring physician.
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4. Saviour Heroes and the Plague

The presence of the miniature gunwale in the list of offerings at 

the shrine of the "Hpms ’latpds is a reminder that healing deities 

were Smxnpes. A saviour god or goddess - ZmTtlp or EwTeupa- could prevent 

illness or cure it just as/couid avert a shipwreck or save those involved 

in one. In Hellenistic times the title was conferred on kings such as 

Ptolemy I. Earlier, however, it seems to have been used only for gods 

and heroes. A decree of Orgeones could group Zeus and Herakles along 
122 

with other Saviours . In the plural the word could denote all those
12: 

deities a man saw as protecting himself, his family and his possessions
124

Often, however, it was used to mean the Dioskouroi . In Athens these 

two had their shrine at the foot of the northern slope of the Acropolis 
125 

just to the south east of the Agora . Pausanias says that above it 
was the enclosure of Aglauros ^^^ . We have little proof that the 

Dioskouroi were healers in Athens but we know that they were addressed as 
127 

ZwTnpes • Is it a coincidence that on or by the place where they 

had their shrine there now stands the church of the "Aybou ’Avapyupo-b-the 
128 

Christian healers, the twins Kosmas and Damian?

One of the ills most dreaded, especially in Athens, was plague. No 

doubt many heroes and deities were prayed to in an attempt to persuade them 

to prevent, or bring to an end a plague. The great plague of 430-428 B.C. 

stood out in Athenian history as one of the city's greatest calamities. 

It is arguable that it was the plague and not Sparta which brought about 
129 

the eventual defeat of Athens in the Peloponnesian War . All other 

plagues paled into insignificance by comparison with it. The main bout 
of the great plague was from 430-428 B.C. ^^^ , but there was a further 

131 
outburst during the winter of 427-6 B.C. . Although more than one 

132 
author mentions the plague it is the account of Thucydides which gives 

us the fullest picture of the horror. It is his account that later authors 
133 

refer to and reproduce

Thucydides tells us that it was believed that the plague had originated 

in Ethiopia, spread into Egypt and Libya and had first reached Attica by 

entering the Peiraieus. From there it spread to the upper city. The 
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symptoms were a burning feeling in the head, an inflammation of the eyes, 

bleeding from the throat and tongue and difficulties in breathing. As the 

illness progressed so came a hoarseness of voice, chest pains and coughing 

followed by stomach aches and vomiting or retching. The skin became red 

and broke out into small ulcers. Sufferers felt a burning sensation 

inside their body, had an unquenchable thirst, could not bear any clothing 

to touch their skin and had to put up with insomnia and restlessness. Death 

often came after seven or eight days of this fever but for survivors of 

this stage the disease changed course and went to the bowels. This 

produced ulceration and uncontrollable diarrhoea. Obviously this fatally 

weakened many of those who had survived so far. Even though some people 

did beat this stage too, the waning of the disease left many with the lost 

use of genitals, fingers or toes. Some even had a total loss of memory.

Thucydides tells us that no treatment was of much if any use. As 

people have always done when human treatments fail, so too the Athenians 

turned to prayers in the temples and consultation of oracles , although 

in the end those who were overwhelmed by their sufferings gave up 
reliance in those ^^^ . Thucydides uses this vivid description to lead 

up to his account of the terrifying breakdown in morals and the totally 

selfish behaviour of those who were still fit. However, his account of 

the rejection of religion can only have been true of some people for near 

the end of his narrative he tells how in a time of distress people 

naturally recalled ancient oracles. One of these stated that a war with 

the Dorians would be accompanied by a plague. Thucydides proceeds to 

discuss whether the oracle had said plague - XoLpos - or famine - XtpcJs 

and concluded that people accepted the version that suited their situation 

Thucydides’ religious scepticism, which allowed him to be misleadingly 
sidetracked on other occasions ^^"^ should not allow us to believe that 

piety too was everywhere a victim of the plague.

By a peculiar irony it is another sceptic and avowed enemy of oracle 

mongers who gives us our only account of a hero called upon in a time of 

plague. Lucian ^^^ says that his story is set at the time of the great 

plague - xata Tov Xoupov Tov p^ya^ ^^^ at Athens although in view of 

the fact that the story ends with the successful aversion of the plague 
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while we know that there was no sudden cessation but merely a decline in 

the great plague's virulence , we may prefer to set the story in the 

context of another Athenian plague. Alternatively, the story may describe 

the cessation of the plague in one area of the city.

The story itself is of a dream or vision;

Kara tov Aolpov tov peyav eSo^ev p ’ApytTeloug yuvn, ’ApeonayuTou 

av5pds, EXLOTdvTU OL TOV ZxjBnV XeXEDoOL ELXEV 'A^nvajobs OTb 

xadoovTo Tip Xobp^i Exopevou nv TOt^ OTCvwxous ObV^ xoXA^i pabvmob^^l

She obviously obeyed the instructions for:

TouTo ouxvdxbs yevdwEvov - ou yap np^^nuuv ob 'AQnvabOb 

axodoavTEs - EtauoE pnxdtb Xobp^kTEbv auTods^^^^

Lucian muses over why the injunction worked:

EbTE atpods Tbvas Kovnpous 6 oZvog o$eoas ry 65py,

ELTE aAAo TL TtAdov Ebdrns 6 npmg 6 Td^apcs, qte caTpcMos mx), 
143 cuvepodAeuaev

Whatever the reason, the plague stopped and grateful Athenians 

continued to have resort to him;

6 5’o5v pua^os Tn$LC(oems etc Mac vuv aKoSuSoTau auTm Aeumos

UKKOs xaTa^udpevos gkl Tip pvrfpaTu, o9ev eSeu^ev P AebpaLvdTp 

xpooeAedvTa auTov evTEbXaoOab Excbva ta ^epb toO obvou^^^.

His coming fran his tomb is part of the vision Deimainete had. As 

a result of remembering the tomb she recognised it ou noAu ano tou 
AbndAou, EV apbOTEpg Ebg 'Axa6npdav dxbovTwv^When she found the tomb the 

inscription was only partially legible but the tomb was easily recognisable 

from the carving of a Scythian on the pillar:

EKb Tg OTnAri Zmu^ps dvnp EyMExdAanTo, Tp Aabg pev to^ov eyrnv 
EVTETapdvov, T^ 6Egbg 6E BbgXbov, mg E6dxEb^^^.

Lucian ends this part of his story by adding that Toxaris was still 

curing people at the time he was writing:

ou pdya to ympa xab n OTilAri x“pab' nApv dAA ’ eoTEnTad yE UEb, 

xob ^aob nupETUbVOVTds Tbvag n5n nExauoOab dn' auTou, xub pd 
TOV Ab' ou6EV dxbOTOV, os oXpv noTE bdocTO Tqv ndAbv^'^^
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The purpose of Lucian's story is not to recount this interesting 

tale but to introduce a fellow Scythian, Anacharsis, who came as a 

stranger to Athens in the time of Solon. The moral Lucian wished to 

draw was that he was in the same position as a visitor to Macedon as 

Anacharsis had been in Athens and hoped to be the recipient of a similar 

degree of hospitality.

Lucian's descriptions of shrines and cults usually need to be 

treated very carefully in view of the spleen he vents on them but in this 

account the vituperative tone is absent. He is writing six hundred 

years or so after the plague and well over seven hundred years after the 
148 

residence of Toxaris and Anacharsis in Athens . However, we know 
149 

something of Anacharsis from other sources and the garlanding of the 
150 

tomb along with the cure of plague and fever ring true

According to our earliest source, Herodotus, the Scythians were 

regarded as wise while Anacharsis had a reputation as a man of learning. 

According to his account medicine was not a highly developed skill and
152 

prophets were employed to find the cause of illness Anacharsis

travelled widely outside of his homeland gaining in and displaying his 
wisdom ^^^. One version of his death is that he was killed by his own

154 
brother, the king, for practising the Greek rites of the Mother of the Gods.

155
The reputation he left in Greece was that of a sage albeit a foreign one <

His Sayings were collected and later works ascribed to his authorship

In Lucian's story Toxaris had come to Athens before Anacharsis.

Like the latter, Toxaris was wise - aocpos pev xaL (pbX(5xaAos

His namp obviously refers to the bow - td^ov " commonly associated with 

Scythians. This is confirmed by the tomb's carving of a Scythian holding 

a strung bow in his left hand. Although one cannot be sure, it seems 

possible to detect several layers of significance here. First of all, there 

was a tradition that Herakles was the progenitor of the Scythians or at 
least the Scythian kings ^ . It was the ability to draw one of Herakles 

bows that allowed his son Scythes to establish himself at the start of the 

royal lineage ^ and Herakles was one of the chief gods of his 

descendants the Scythians ^ . As we shall see shortly, Herakles was a 
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major averter of plague and so his supposed link with the Scythians 

generally and, through.the bow, with the name of Toxaris may well have 

had significance for Athenians.

Another link in this chain is the bow Itself. The bow had several 

connotations for the Greek mind. For Athenians especially it could 

have the implication of eastern or specifically Persian methods of warfare 

Again for Athenians the bow was closely linked withoiL to^c^tuu • the city’s 
police force ^^^ , Within our present context, however, there is little 

doubt that the bow denoted plague aversion just as it could also denote 

the infliction of plague. The best example of this is the oldest and the 

one known to most Greeks - the use of the bow by Apollo to inflict a plague 

on the Greeks at Troy. Chryses, a priest of Apollo, begs the Greeks to 

return his daughter, captured in a raid and now allotted to Agamemnon. 

The king rudely refuses and the priest leaves and prays to Apollo to avenge 

him. Apollo is described as eMn$<^Aos ^^‘^ , far shooting and in his 

165 supplication Chryses addresses him as apyupoTO^’ , of the silver bow.

"fis EcpuT ’ euxopevos, tou 6’ exXue <i>ob$os ’AitdXXmv 

gh 6e xut ’ OuXtipTtojLO xapnvmv xf^opevos xfip

T(55’ upOLOLV extiv apcpnpecpea re (pap^Tpnv ' 

ExXaYGa^) &' ap' ouoTOL ex' mpmvx'^oP^^'oi'O: 

auToO xLvn^^vtos. 6 5’ nue vuxtu eobxmg.

eCCT' EXEbT' aXdtVEU^E VEmV, PETO 6" bOV ETIXE'

6ebvn 5e xXayyn Y^vet’ apyup^obo gboto.

ouphas pev xpmTov exmxETO xab xt5vas apyods,

auTup EXEbT’ auTObOb B^Xos exeiteuxes ecpbEbs

gaXX’" abEb 5e xupab vexumv xabOVTO dapEbau.

’Evvhpap pEV otvct CTTpaTov (^x^to xtIXu ^eoto ,

Achilles calls an assembly of the troops to ascertain the cause of 

the plague, Xobpos^^'^ • ^^^ why Apollo was sending it. If Apollo was 

offended by some deed of theirs then perhaps he could be pacified by a 

sacrifice of sheep or goats after which perhaps BovjXETUb avTbaoag pptv 
168 

axo Xobyov apuvab
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The seer Calchas finally plucks up courage to tell Agamemnon of the 

reason for the Archer - King's wrath. After the huge row between 

Agamemnon and Achilles which is the theme of the Iliad, preparations are 

made to return the priest's daughter.

Aaoug 5’ ’ArpeCSris ontoXupauveodaL aumYEV*

OL 5’ aneXupabVOUTo mcxu eug aXa Xupara gdXXou,

Gp6op 6' ’AndXXuvb TeXndocag exaTopgas
169

Tadpmv n6 ’ abyaiv icapa ^bv’ dXdg uTpuyeTObO »

This purification is an extremely interesting part of the procedure 

and one to which reference will be made again. The young lady is escorted 

back to her father and Odysseus expresses the hope that the return of the 

girl and the ceremonial offerings will pacify Apollo. Chryses then prays 

to the god:

^^Xu0d pep, opyupdTog^ 6^ Xpdonv ap^bgdgnxag

KbXXau TE ;a8dnv TeudSobd TE ^^t apdooeus"

npEP dii Kor" EPED xctpos ExXuEg Eugapduobo,

Tupnoag PEP EpE, p^ya 5' b(|jao Xaop ’Axatmv

f|6' ETb xab POP pob Td6' e^bxpdnPOP 6^^6wp'

ndn PUP AotpaobObP aEbxdct Xobyop apupop.'
170 '\2s Stpar" EuxdpEPog, Tou 6’ exXue $obgog ’AKdXXmv

So the Archer god withdraws the plague and the Achaeans feast and 

sing to appease him:

Ob 5e . naPHpdpbOb poXny 9eop bXdoxoPTO

xaXop debSoPTEg itabdova xoupob ’Axatmv,
171 pdXxoPTEg ExdEpyoP" 6 6e ^pdpa rdp^Ei" dxodmp

Dancing and the nabnov or KUbap, the song of thanksgiving for 

healing, should remind us that no artistic form was alien in the context 

of rejoicing over deliverance from an ill as great as a plague.

The role of the bow is clear - it is the symbol of him (or her - 

Artemis) who sends illnesses, often plagues. The symbol continues to 

apply when the same deity or hero withdraws the scourge. This 
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symbolism would not have been lost on the Athenians in the case of

Toxaris.

Lucian tells us that the other symbol carried by Toxaris was a book.
% , 172

He at first expresses some reservation; rr, Se^ua 6e gbBXbOV, ws eSdxeb 

However, he goes on to say that most of the statue is visible %ob to TdGov 

gXov xau TO guBXjov ^^^ . If we accept Lucian's word that it was a book 

his uncertainty might be explained by the rarity of such a depiction. 

Although it was not uncommon in Roman times to be shown with a scroll or 

tablet to indicate a love of learning, it was not common in Greece. The 

only example which comes to mind is the so-called 'Lateran' Sophocles. It 

is a copy of the original which was set up in Athens about 340 B.C. It 

shows Sophocles standing with a look of concentration on his face. By 

his right foot is a basket of scrolls, presumably meant to indicate his 

plays. Whether it was a true likeness of him would not have been 

important. "The point is that the portrait is what Sophocles was and to 

a Classical Greek that was what really mattered". ^^^ The same is true 

of Toxaris. The book was meant to indicate that he was a sage. It is 

interesting that he was in Athens at probably about the^same time as that 

other great sage Epimenides and both purified the city . Epimenides 

used black and white sheep in his sacrifice and Lucian tells us that 
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a white horse was sacrificed to Toxaris

Toxaris was given a title:

’AdiIvriObV au^davEV, xub per’ 

evrepvouobV auTm S^vm ’laTpm

OU TtoXu MUb npms e6o^ev xob
. _ 178Ob Adnubob

This too rings true. If a '■'Hpms ’latpds'^^Y' not a ^^vos ’latpds?

Some authors have wanted to identify these’iatpob and link others with 

them, ^^^ but although the idea behind them all may be at root the same, 

a diversity of individual, heroic healers is to be expected. Even in 

Catholic countries today the healing roles of Christ and!k»Trhave not ousted 

pagan healers although syncretism is always at work trying to assimilate 

them ^^° . certainly Asklepios had an effect in colouring probably all 

healing cults and notably those of Amphiaraos' family but many cults must 

have retained some of their own, sometimes primitive, characteristics, 

seems to have been the case with the healing cult of the c^vos "icTp^s.

Such
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5. The ZnpaYYGOV as a possible healing shrine in the Peiraieus

We saw an interesting purification ceremony as part of the process 
181 

of asking Apollo to avert the plague . The Greeks bathed and then 

threw the Autata into the sea. This was followed by a sacrifice on the 

seashore. This cleansing was clearly no purely physical process. 

Frequently, and always when in a religious context, the word bears the 
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double meaning of physical and moral pollution . The Xupaxa carried 

both of these and had to be disposed of carefully since otherwise the 

miasma could merely be transferred. Melampous was supposed, according 

to one version, to have polluted the river Anigros in Eleia when he threw 
183 

in the Xx5iaaTa from the purification of the daughters of Proitos

The sea, presumably because of its salt content - Homer uses aXs with its 

double meaning to be found in the English 'briny* - was better able to 

neutralise the Xupata- Brine was able to preserve the good against the 
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bad . Aristophanes, for example, could deliberately parody the 

Homeric purification passage at the end of the Wasps. To a background 

of Xanthias' mutterings about plague and madness, Philokleon challenges 

would be dancers to a contest. The three, crabbed sons of Karkinos 

arrive! With a reference to the shore of the unfruitful sea, Philokleon 
asks his son to prepare the salt pickle for the victory celebrations ^^^ . 

This crazy passage must have neatly underlined in Athenian minds the 

connections between plague, purification, sea, salt and preservation.

For any Athenian who had been Initiated into the Eleusinian mysteries 

such a reminder would have been unnecessary. He or she would have had 

clearly in their minds the visit to the sea at Phaleron and the purification 

of themselves and the piglet they were g oing to sacrifice before their 
joyful march to Eleusis for the initiation ^®^ . Not far from Phaleron 

there was an area where healing and purification were also closely linked. 

This area was on the east-facing side of the peninsula which projects south 
westwards from Munichia and separates Munichia from Zea ^^ . ^^iS^&e'^^ 

peninsula's tip was g $peaTTu or OpeatTds. This was the place where 

exiled homicides were tried while on a boat and the judges listened to the 
188 case from the shore . The implication of the accused staying at sea 

was both that they were still technically exiles and also that the land 
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remained free from pollution. The name of the court was linked to the 

numerous cisterns - (ppeaTuai, - along this part of the coast. Further 

north-eastwards there was the Peiraieus Asklepieion and,on the coast, the 
niches with dedications to Zeus Meilichios ^^ . In this same area there 

are many caves and hollows - anpayYES - which seem to have given rise to 

the name Znpayyos • He was a hero who had a shrine and immediately below 

the shrine there was a set of baths called the Enpdtyyuov . We have 

evidence from several authors about the Znpdyycov but the evidence gives 
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us very few facts to go on . There was a set of baths called the 

Enpdyytov ^^ the Peiraieus probably by the end of the fifth century B.C. 

Its nature is unclear from the early sources. The later sources such 

as Alciphron mention it simply as a bathing establishment for ol KapdobTOt. 

The proverb - snippets are dated with difficulty but contain precious 

information such as the parallel with the Anakeion, the temenos of the 

Dioskouroi, and the connection between evil-doers - ol MaMoupyoe.- and the 

Enpdyycov •

The probable site of these baths has been found and excavated. As 

we are told by one of the anecdotes, the heroon seems to have been 

established at a slightly higher level than the baths. This was indicated 
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too by the discovery of a marker inscribed ’Hpyou opos above the spot 

of the subsequently discovered putative Enpdyyuov but not, unfortunately, 

in .situ so its find-spot is Indicative but not absolutely confirmatory.

A few years later a site, perhaps the actual Enpdyybov . was excavated and 
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quite fully published . The shore is to the south-east and it is 

from there that a rock-way leads first north-westwards and then north­

eastwards to a roughly circular room at about two thirds along the length 

of a broad corridor aligned north-west to south-east. At the north-west 

end this corridor opens out into two roughly rectangular rooms. At the 

entrance to these rooms there is a well in the rock - cpp^ap ev Ty 

gpdXY n^VTE p^^pmv 6a0ous ^^^. Just to the south-east of the corridor's 

circular room there is another well along with three hollows in the rock - 
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(pp^ap MUb Tpba xobXmyaTot e\) tw Ppax<? avboopey^^ri • At the south­

east end of the corridor were found the remains of a large, late-Roman 

mosaic showing a young man driving a four-horse chariot over the sea. To 

the north-east of that there was excavated a large circular room with 
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niches round its circumference. This room had two doorways, one at its 

south-west and another at the south. On the threshold of the latter 

was found another, fragmentary mosaic showing what is thought to have 

been Scylla.

The mosaics are late-Roman but the building seems to have had a very 

long history of use to judge from an altar found near the so-called Scylla 

mosaic. The inscription is not clear but probably reads AIIOAAnNOZ 
195 AIIOTPOnAIOY and, on epigraphic grounds, is thought to be hellenistic 

The boundary marker of the associated shrine of Serangos, presuming it was 

the marker of that shrine, is mid fifth century and would therefore 

suggest a contemporary date for the baths. Thus the archaeological 

evidence confirms the literary. In Roman times the Serangion was 

probably not much more than a bathing establishment. This would accord 

with Alciphron's description. A niggling doubt remains, however, as to 

whether its role had always been secular. The altar is indicative. It 

has been thought that the mosaics can be interpreted to show a connection 
197 with Glaukos . He came from Anthedon in Boeotia and became immortal 

198 
by a magic herb or, more relevant to our purposes, a magic bath . 

199 
He then leapt into the sea and became famous for his prophecies . He 
also wooed Scylla ^^^ and so helps us to link the two mosaics in the 

Serangion. This interesting theory would see the hero Serangos as 

obtaining his power from Glaukos or perhaps even being Glaukos but named 

after the oi^payyeswhere he had his shrine.

This theory may well contain some element of truth but does not of 

itself account for the altar. If the reading of the altar's inscription 

is correct, it is dedicated to Apollo the Averter of Evil, whose statues 

often stood outside the walls of cities where he was believed to use his 
201 

arrows to avert plagues . The proximity of the ^peuTTm is another 

factor which may be of significance. A third factor is the connection 

in the literary evidence between the Anakeion and the Serangion and the 

linking of both with evildoers. Can all of these be woven together into 

an intelligible whole?

The Anakeion in Athens was said to be a place where the wicked



195

gathered -
202ELS TO 'AvaxELOM Y^P 0^ Kovnpou auveX^YOVTO

Why the Anakeion should be linked with evil doers is not entirely clear 

but the slave market there certainly seems to have been a major factor 

for those who held the view that slaves were untrustworthy and prone to 

crime if ever the occasion should arise . We have already seen that 

the Dioskouroi were worshipped as Saviours in Athens . The other 
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Saviours with whom they were identified were the Kabeiroi . Indeed 

the title "Avanes - from which the Anakeion, the shrine of the Dioskouroi 

obtained its name - seems to have been shared by both the Dioskouroi and 

the Kabeiroi if the avaxTES itabSes^^ Amphissa were in fact the Kabeiroi 

The Kabeiroi were Saviours but they could also be purifiers. Zeus asked 

them to purify his daughter "Ayye^os “ the Syracusan form of Artemis/Hekate - 

after she had been into the house of a women who had just delivered a 

baby and from there into a funeral procession in order to escape from her 
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mother Hera who was angry at her daughter's theft of some magic myrrh . 

The most famous centre of the Kabeiroi - if the Kabeiroi were the same 

deities as the Theoi Megaloi - was on Samothrace but on mainland Greece 

it was Boeotia which could boast of the two most famous shrines, one near 

Thebes and the other on the coast at Anthedon. We are told that the Theban 

Kabeirion was founded from Athens but it seems likely that the 

priest responsible, Methapos, was a Hellenistic reformer rather than the 

original founder. Whatever the truth of the matter is, unless Pausanias 

is totally wrong, there was a connection between Athens and the cult of the 

Kabeiroi at Thebes. The second Kabeirion was fifteen miles NNE of Thebes 
209 

at Anthedon. Nearby was a spot known as 'Glaukos* Leap' . Glaukos 
210 had his parentage variously described but it was generally agreed that 

he ended the earthly phase of his life by obtaining immortality and jumping 

into the sea ^^^ . The spot called 'Glaukos' Leap' was at the top of a
212 

cliff overlooking the sea and obviously marked the place of his jump 

He was a sea divinity ^^ and could give oracles to those who wanted 

them ^^^ . There was even a tradition that he taught Apollo the art 

of prophecy

Glaukos was evidently a well-known mythological figure at Athens. 

Pindar knew of him either because he was a Boeotian or, less likely, 

from his sojourn in Athens ^^^ . His Athenian contemporary, Aeschylus, 
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knew enough of the myths surrounding Glaukos to write a whole play based 

on them. This play, rXauxos ITovtcos, often seems to be confused with 
21 

another of his plays, TXauxos HoTvceiSg „ Both survive only in fragments.
218 

Athenians would have known Glaukos too from a play of Euripides and 

probably the earlier tales of the Argonauts which Apollonius wove into his 
219 220 

story . The identification of Glaukos with Melicertes would also 

have reminded a Greek mind of the latter's mother Ino, transformed into 

Leucothea. She was depicted by Homer as performing the same role of 
2 

marine messenger and saviour as Apollonius later showed Glaukos performing. 

Melicertes after his metamorphosis into a sea deity was also known as 

Palaimon, the Wrestler - a very suitable name for a Saviour deity struggling 
, / , . , 222 

to help mankrnd

The links in this chain of identification are tenuous. There also 

are tmderlying suppositions which are precisely that and not facts. 

The first of those is that the building known as the EnpaVYtov is correctly 

identified as such. The second supposition is that the male figure in the 
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mosaics is Glaukos . Even if it is, the mosaic's late date meansthat 

we cannot be certain of its significance for the earlier period of the 

building's use. The third supposition is that the building had some 

religious significance. The presence of the altar to Apollo the Averter 

of Evil lends weight to this supposition. It would be foolish to build 

too grandiose a structure on such a series of suppositions. The word 

Er^paYYOS , however is obviously more of an epithet than a name. It is 

possible, therefore, that it refers to a hero or 6aupmv such as Glaukos. 

Although the basic link between Glaukos and the Enpi^TyLOV is unproven 

and, due to lack of evidence, unproveable, the subsequent links between 

Glaukos, the Kabeiroi and Melicertes, Ino's son, are forged more strongly 

by a beautiful dedicatory epigram recording an event for which the 

Kabeiroi and the Dioskouroi were famous - rescue from the sea: 
rXadxtp xaL Nnph'C xaL ' Ivmu) MEXLX^pTT^,/xaL pudtm Kpovudri, 

xub Eop60pagb 0EObS,How0ebS EX xel^YOUg Aouxt^Abos 35e x^^appub/

" 224 II
Tas TpbX“S EX xEcpaXhs* aXXo Y“P ou5ev e/u . fj

The ^npaYYEOV ^ay therefore have been the shrine of a Saviour. Like 

all such saviours he may have healed. Like the Kabeiroi with whom (if the 
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inhabitant of the shrine was Glaukos) he was closely associated, he may also 

have purified those guilty of crimes and so prevented the illness and 

disease that can follow pollution . If fnpaYYOS was only an epithet 

for rXauHOSthen the latter's discovery of a healing herb or a magic bath 

was an obvious reason for venerating him as a healer. The altar to Apollo 

the Averter of Evil, the position of the ^ripayYtov near the (ppeuTTUg 

and the close proximity of the EripayYLOV to the sea all suggest the purifying 

role. The salty water in the wells and the circular rooms would have been 
226 

ideal for the process of tepbMaSapabs

The healing and/or purifying role of the ZnpaYYi^ov would explain 

the presence of the altar. It was this altar which gave rise to the 

niggling doubt about the site's secular use. A religious significance 

and perhaps a healing one is also suggested by some marble tablets carved 

in relief with snakes that were found on the site. It would be 

quite understandable for such a building with its cleansing role to be 

converted into a secular bathing establishment in later times. The whole 

interpretation of the ZnpctYY'^ov has to remain tentative and hypothetical 

but, as one author has pointed out the huge amount of work involved 

in the excavation of such grottoes largely out of the natural rock leads 

one to believe that they had a religious significance. Of all such 

grottoes, because of the altar and the tablets "on doit reconnaitre a 
229 

celui du Piree quelque signification religieuse"
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6. 'HpaxAng ’AAe^Lxaxos.

Fewer problems surround two other hero-gods who acted as purifiers 

and averters of evil in Athens. They were both connected with the 

great plague of 430 B.C. onwards. It has been cogently argued that it 

was the devotion of private citizens - in fear for their lives during the 

plague - which led to the introduction of the Asklepian cult to Zea in 

the Peiraieus in the early to mid 420's before its official introduction 
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to Athens in 420 B.C. • The other great hero-god who was a plague 

averter and a healer in Athens is the one whose name has constantly 

cropped up in connection with hero-athletes. He was the archetypal hero 

and the legendary founder of the Olympic games - Herakles.

Herakles may at first sight seem the most incongruous hero to be a 

healer. However, he is the supreme example of a man who overcame countless 

evils including the Underworld and, by his apotheosis, death itself. Some 

of these evils afflicted communities or individuals whom he saved. Other 

evils affected him most personally like the fit of madness reputedly sent 

by Hera. He himself had to be purified on many occasions as a result of 

his shedding blood . Bloodshed could result in madness and madness 

could result in bloodshed. The madness suffered by Herakles at the hands 

of Hera is well known as is his killing of his children and, in some 

versions, his wife Megaiawhile he was suffering from delusions caused by 

the madness . That Herakles could have been suffering from madness 

as a result of a homicide, even as here a justifiable one, is implied, by 
233 

the remark of Amphitryon about Herakles* revenge against Lycus . Just 

as Apollo had to be purified from the blood he had shed and himself became 

a purifying god, so too Herakles, an infamous shedder of blood, underwent 

numerous purifications and ended up being a purifier. In Athens the 

connection between Herakles and purification was at its most obvious at 

Agrai on the southern bank of the river Ilissos. There were numerous 
shrines here ^^^ including a Metroon which may well have been the site of 

the Lesser Mysteries. Here there was held a preliminary purification 
235 

ceremony in preparation for the greater mysteries apparently Involving 
236 the water of the Ilissos . There was a tradition that these 

ceremonies had their origins in the purification of Herakles from the blood 
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of the centaurs . As has been pointed out this is a somewhat 

illogical aition for a set of ceremonies from which those with impure 

hands were expressly excluded but then Herakles was an obvious exception. 

If such a hero was to be initiated into the greater mysteries a 

purification ceremony as a preamble was essential even if ordinary mortals 
23* 

with blood on their hands were not to be allowed to follow his example.

It may be coincidence but the apparent identification of the Great Mother 

with Demeter at the Metroon at Agrai had another link with madness and 

release from madness. It was believed that the Mother and her corybantes 

could cause madness which might have various symptoms such as a wasting 
240 

away of the body . Participation in the corybantic rites was 

one obvious way of purifying a person of this and other forms of madness 

since Cybele was the xa-dapipua Ths yavbag

Herakles of course recovered from his fit of madness and so 

himself became an ideal candidate for the role of xa^apTilg^ Such a 

purifier was cleansing people of the afflications incurred through guilt 

or througli no fault of their own. Either way, they were being rid of 

Ta xaxa and so the term xayapTilg was interchangeable with uXe^bMaxos 

Herakles was the greatest of the heroic averters of evil because of his 

countless feats fighting monsters.- noXXa yev ev xovim xaia te 6pba Kavia 

xadabpmv as Sophocles has Herakles describe his role, putting the word 

xadabpmv on the hero's lips to describe his cleansing of Greece from 

its evils.

Herakles had numerous shrines in Attica several of which were in or 
near Athens itself ^^'^ . Of course not all of these shrines venerated 

Herakles as a healer or purifier. However, Herakles seems to have played 

a role as protector of youth and in this way, as well as an athletic 

prototype and patron, was linked with the gymnasia which existed adjacent 

to or near his shrines at Cynosarges, the Academy, Melite, Marathon and 
Tetrakomos ^^^, The cutting of hair from the heads of those about 

to become E^nPob and its dedication to Herakles at the festival of the 

obVbUTiipba places Herakles among the xoupoTpdcpob. As such
247 

he could have had a healing role which would have left few traces. (Plate 38)
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We have more certain knowledge about his role as a fighter against one 

of Athens' greatest evils, the plague. We are told that e\) MeXlti^ eotLv 
EXb^av^bTOTOV LCpov 'HpaxX^ous aXeguxd^ou^^^ We are told quite explicitly 

thatn 6G L5puoLS ey^veto xata Tov p^^av Xobpdv" o0EV xau ^^adcuTO n v^oog, 

xoXXwv av^pwxwv axoXXuw^vwv . However we are given the 

Information to 6E Tou 'HpaxX^ous Ay^^P^ 2pyov rEXd6ou Tou 'Apyebou, 
ToO 6b6aoxdXou 4tb6dbu^? If we add to the fact that he was the teacher of 

Pheidias the report by Pausanias that he was responsible for late sixth 
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century and early fifth century statues at Olympia and Delphi , then 

there is obviously a problem about his having made a statue for a shrine 

founded at the time of the great plague. This is not the place to discuss 
this problem ^^^ y but if the Herakles Alexikakos statue in Melite was not 

made by some lesser known artist of the same name then we obviously have to 

bear in mind the possibility that it was either dedicated at the time of 

a much earlier plague which became conflated with the great plague or re­

dedicated some time during the 420*s.

The exact location and nature of this shrine have been disputed. 
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Earlier attempts at a topological evaluation of the evidence were 

re-evaluated after the publication in 1936 of a stele of which two parts 
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had already been found . The stele with its two fragments is 

concerned with the leases of mines and sales of confiscated property. 

At one point the stele mentions two workshops in Melite bounded on the east 

by a house of Philokrates of Hagnous, on the west by a workshop of Hierokleides 

of Hermos, on the north by a house of Philokrates of Hagnous and vord: n 
oFsos n 6x0 TOU "HpaxJXE^o TOU "AXEgbxdxou Ebg uyo^pav ^^pouoaj

This posssibly places the Herakleion somewhere on the so-called "street 

of the Marble Workers" probably to the south-west of that stretch of the 

road which ran in an almost straight east-west direction and on the 
257 

southern slope of the Hill of the Nymphs . What was probably a 

boundary marker from this shrine was found in 1932 built into the wall of 
r 1 r 1 2 58 bjEpov Ito 'HjpaxX^o[s] and its lettering 

is compatible with a date somewhere in the middle of the fifth century.

As to the nature of the shrine we have little Information. The 

scholiast calls it a uEpov and implies by his use of the adjective 
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that it was either very famous or the most famous - euccpaveoTaTov. 

Many years ago it was realised that there was a special kind of Herakleion. 

The original contention that they were heroa was later modified into a 

suggestion that they were constructed at the site of lectisternia held in 

honour of Herakles . Representations in relief or on vase paintings 

survive along with fragmentary architectural remains . One of the 

reliefs clearly has the inscription HPAKAEOE AAE5IKAK0 • Is it 

possible that this relief, which is Attic and possibly Athenian, shows a 

type of shrine erected to Herakles by various demes at the time of a plague 

and it is as a result of this that the shrine at Melite has to be 

described as eKLcpav^OTaTov ?

Unfortunately, we have neither archaeological nor much more epigraphic 

and literary evidence to throw light on Herakles Alexikakos and his role 

vis-a-vis plagues and, possibly, insanity. Pausanias does not mention the 

shrine and so it is fair to presume that it was no longer in existence 

by his time. We know that in his Melite shrine Herakles also bore the 
title MtIXuv 2^^ although we have no secure explanation . One 

particularly interesting possibility is that there was a Boeotian influence 

at work because . Thebans apparently offered an apple with twigs intended 
to look like a ram as part of their ritual in honour of Herakles ^^^ . 

A final piece of information about the more general cult of Herakles is 

that there existed a molvov QuaomTrnv of Herakles in Athens from at least 

the early fourth century B.C. This seems to have been a group of fifteen 
and a priest of Herakles 2^^, Unfortunately their activities tell us nothing 

about Herakles' healing role.

Herakles as an averter of pestilence had ancient origins. Even his 

name may have come from that of the old Babylonian god Eragal or Nergal 

"who sends, and may ward off pestilence, represented with lion, club and 
OCR 269 

bow” . Herakles was polymorphic and healing was one of his personae. 

Herakles was famous as a dream god. We know that he was an auspicious sign 

in dreams and he solved problems by appearing in dreams. In the classical 

period the most famous example of this is probably when he intervened after 

a golden wreath had been stolen from the Acropolis. A talent was offered 

as a reward for its recovery. Herakles appeared to Sophocles in a dream 
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and showed him where to find the wreath. Sophocles thus obtained the 
271 

reward and spent the money on establishing a shrine of Herakles Menytes . 

This shrine may have been on the southern slopes of the Acropolis where it 

would have been in close proximity to the Asklepieion but the site of the 
272 

shrine is not known for certain The

other well known healers seems to have come 

On the great altar at the healing centre of 

border between Attica and Boeotia, Herakles 
273

along with Zeus and Apollo the Healer

association of Herakles with 

naturally to the Greek mind. 

Amphiaraos at Oropos on the 

was shown on the first panel
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7. Herakles Pankrates and ’AxeXuos.

Until a few years ago that was about all that could be said 

concerning Herakles' healing role in Athens. Then in 1953 and 1954 a 

totally unexpected healing cult of the hero was revealed by excavations 

after chance finds had been reported late in 1952. We shall look at this 

cult in detail but before doing so another aspect of Herakles needs to be 

investigated for it seems that it is this aspect of the hero which is 

shown in the recently discovered shrine.

We have seen that there was a whole group of healers who during 

their lifetime were athletic contestants in wrestling, boxing or the 

pankration. Their healing power was derived from their superhuman 

struggle which eventually led to their glorious victory. It was Herakles 

Kallinikos who was thought to come to the defence of those who had been 

treated unjustly and avenged them or helped them. That is why we are told 
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that Herakles Kallinikos was such an auspicious sign in dreams 

However, there was another, strong, Greek tradition about wrestling struggles. 

This was the virtually shamanistic idea that it was only through a struggle 

with a deity that one could force that deity to divulge information or 

pass on some power. Apollo's struggle with the Python is atypical 

because of the death of the creature but what is typical is the transfer, 
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in this case,of power from the conquered to the conqueror . Heroes 

even more than gods wrestled with divine opponents to obtain power or 

information. Peleus had to wrestle with Thetis in order to force her to 
give her consent to marriage with him ^^^ . Although the reason for the 

struggle was to obtain consent rather than information or power, the form 

the struggle took is classic with Thetis using the polymorphic powers so 

particularly possessed by marine deities to frequently change shape and so 

elude her opponent. Of course Peleus wins:

A hero who seems to have been involved in several of these shamanistic 

struggles is Herakles. Perhaps the most famous of his wrestling contests 

took place as part of his labour to recover the apples of the Hesperides. 

In order to discover their location he had to catch and wrestle with Nereus, 

the father of Thetis, and force him to divulge the whereabouts of the apples. 
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During this momentous struggle Nereus transformed himself Into fire, water 
277 

and numerous other shapes before capitulating to Herakles and giving 

him the information he needed. This information was derived from the 

vast wisdom which Nereus was reputed to possess. With the knowledge 

gained from Nereus, Herakles then went on to successfully complete his 

quest for the golden apples. We shall shortly look at another and 

similar wrestling match of Herakles.

The installation of a large drain in the Ilissos river bed was the 

immediate reason for the discovery of a white marble head, probably of 

Sarapis, a second marble head of a bearded man, a large number of late 
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Roman lamps and a votive relief of Herakles . During 1953 and 1954 as 

full an excavation of the site as was possible was undertaken but the dig 

was hampered by the great depth of the work (up to nine metres deep), the 

narrow trenches in which the archaeologists had to work and the continuing 

construction of the drain and the highway above it. The spot is now 

marked by a statue of President Truman - or was until this was blown 

up in the anti-American trouble of March 19861 The excavations were 
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provisionally published at the end of the 1953 and 1954 seasons 

and summaries of those reports were published elsewhere. These reports 

seem to form the basis for the few mentions this cult has received for the 

latter contain information not contained in the former . Professor 

Miliadis was preparing a full publication of all the Herakles material 
281 

from the Ilissos shrine but unfortunately his death cut short the 
2' 

work. Work has more recently been restarted by Ms. Athena Kalogeropoulou 

and a research student from Athens University who is cataloguing the 

material as the substance of her thesis but it may be some time before the 

results of her work are seen. In the meantime we have to make do with what 

we already know. So what do we know?

The shrine occupied the spot on the east bank of the Ilissos where a 

westward turn of the river forms a loop. The extent of the shrine is 

unknown because the excavators managed to work only in the area between the 

river and the drainage channel, which was being installed in a straight line 

following the course of the river ignoring the loop. The shrine was 

obviously quite extensive. Part of what Professor Miliadis describes as
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showing
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altar was found and that there was at least one temple is

284
certain to judge from a piece of pedimental sculpture 

a reclining Herakles. The lifespan of the cult seems to span

least the mid fourth century B.C. until, most likely,the Herulian
285 

destruction in 267 A.D.

The anaglyphs and inscriptions are intriguing. A few are published 

and we have clear portrayals of Herakles, a deity of the Zeus Meilichios/ 

Agathos Daimon type reclining and holding a cornucopiae and a variety of 

oddities along with one which is clearly a healing ex-voto - a leg - 
286 

while another - an arm - is given a passing reference . There is thus 

no doubt about Professor Milladis' conclusion that the shrine housed a 
287 

healing cult - etxe xat uapaTuxas uSbOTriTas 6 npms

It would appear that the following inscriptions are published so far:

a) nayxpaTeb eu^apevos Bongos

Seated god/hero (on left) and worshippers
8) nayxpdT I^Eb J euynv KAijob J^nj kos^^^

Healing ex-voto of leg from thigh downwards
\ 290y) nayxpaTGb NbxapeTTi

Plain slab - part of a base
291

5) rtayxpaTeb ^TpcxTrnv Eb5t5vbos

Plain slab - possibly part of an altar

e) . .. j ^vn Tmb naXubpovb otv^dnxev

Seated god/hero (on right) with cornucopiae, worshippers on left
293

C) netomv euynv ITayxpcxTeb

Standing Herakles on right, head emerging from ground, worshippers on left, 
n) nlayxparnb eu^apevos avd^nxev^^^ 

J . ,on left.
Seated god/hero (on right) with cornucopiae, altar in centre^ worshippers 

Professor Milladis did not always give even these inscriptions in
295 full since he was going to present them all in their entirety in the 

full publication he was going to issue. From his two articles we also 

know in more general terms of some other inscriptions. For example, 

in addition to the fourth one listed above (5) we know that there were 
others dedicated by Inhabitants of Sidon ^^^ , and that there was one which 

297 
linked Herakles and Pankrates
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Ms. Kalerogopoulou informed me that several of the inscriptions were 

decrees dated between 300 and c.25O B.C. and that in addition to the 

Sidonian dedicants there were others from the Pontus region and Thebes and 

a stele dedicated by a foreign bcoTeXiis . Although the stelai are difficult 

to read because of the deposition of salts from the Ilissos on them, we 

thus already have a distinctly foreign and especially Phoenician clientele.

We also know of several uninscribed anaglyphs:

e) A bull to the left and a bearded head rising out of the ground to the 
298 

bottom right.

l) a bearded man holding a cornucopiae in his left hand and facing our 

left. A female figure stands on his right. A worshipper kneels 
299 

before him while other worshippers stand behind.

x) An uninscribed relief to the shrine’s hero/deity seated on the right. 

He is holding a cornucopiae in his left hand and a phiale in his 

right which he is stretching towards three worshippers. A woman 

kneels at the feet of the hero/deity. Behind her is a standing man. 

Between them, in light relief, is a third figure who looks like a 

female child. Also in lighter relief is a heroine/goddess standing 

and facing none of the figures in the relief but straight at 

anyone viewing the relief. She appears to have long hair and to be 

wearing a polos. In her left hand she is holding a sceptre and in 

her right a phiale.

X) An uninscribed relief to the shrine’s hero/deity. He is seated, 

bearded, on the right with a cornucopiae in his left hand and a 

phiale in his outstretched right. At his feet there is a low table 

Covered in offerings - some of them look like fruits. To the left 

of the table there is a kneeling, female worshipper. Behind her 

stands a man and at the extreme left of the relief a girl carrying 

a large cista on her head. As in the preceding anaglyph a fixing 
301 

tenon is preserved on the base.

p) A siibstantial part of an anaglyph depicting the hero/deity seated on 

a rock to the right of the relief and looking towards the left. In 

front of the hero/deity there appears to be an altar and at the 

extreme left edge there are traces of a boy leading an animal. Behind 

the altar is a female worshipper with her right arm stretched out 
302 

towards the hero/deity.
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v) Right side of a votive relief. There are four worshippers facing 

left. The hero/deity would have been depicted on the left. 

On the left of the surviving piece, and so nearest to the hero/deity 

is a kneeling woman. Behind her is a standing man with his right 

hand raised. Behind him come two more standing figures - a shorter, 
. , 303 

presumably younger woman, and a boy

Until the full publication of the complete finds, that is all the 

certain information we have to go on. So what is the current interpretation 

of this material? The interpretations are all based, as has already been 

mentioned, on Professor Miliadis’ observations and comments. He realised 

that Herakles - Pankrates and Herakles - Palaimon formed pairs united by the 
common factor ^°^ . Basing his judgement upon the Sidonian inscriptions, 

the link between Herakles and Palaimon and the known connection between 

Palaimon and Melicertes, he indicated a likely link between Sidonians 
305 

living in Athens and the shrine . Using the evidence of the two 

reliefs ( ^and 9) where a head is shown emerging from the ground he says: 

Ata va pn UKctp^p 6e nXeov xappta otpcpLO gnats 5ta Tnv x^ovtav tpuatv tou 
eVTMuda AaTpeuop^vou npmos 306. /^ . , ,
Then he makes the link with the two reliefs by continuing: n eq) ex tun 

epeuva pag Kpooendptae 5uo axopn ava^npuxtMa avaY^tq)”» g*^S xa oKota 

etxovbCexat n xe^Xn xou Xaxpeuop^vou npmog TtpogdXXouaa uko xpv yn'^

All subsequent authors have followed this view:

"Deux des reliefs montrent le caractere chthonien de Pancrates 

(tete sortant du sol)"

"This Pankrates seems to be a chthonian (underworld) deity, 

with healing powers, associated with Herakles, or even occa sionally 

identified with him (the name then being treated as an epithet).
309

One dedication is made to yet another personage called Palaimon" .

One short descriptions sums up the current view - apart from her omission 

of the healing aspect;

"A chthonic aspect of Herakles came to light in the course 

of I. Miliadis' excavations of a sanctuary on the eastern bank of 

the Ilissos in 1953-4. The sanctuary belonged to Pankrates, a 

deity represented with the attributes of Herakles on many reliefs 

found on the site. Two of the reliefs reveal his chthonian 

character for they show him with his head emerging from the ground. 

A third,dedicated to ’Herakles Pankrates*, proves that Pankrates 
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was a hypostasis of Heracles. Palaimon, who appears on numerous 

other reliefs represented bearded, seated, and holding a cornucopia, 

appears to be another hypostasis of Heracles. The sanctuary, the 

memory of which is preserved in the modern name of the district, 

Pancrati, may have belonged to a small Sidonian colony resident in 
310 

Athens, for three of the dedicants came from Sidon".

31 
Although this is the universally held point of view at the moment 

is it not possible to Interpret the material differently? The reason why 

that question is being asked is because one of the two anaglyphs showing 

a head (?) also shows Herakles. That seems very strange if the head is 

meant to show the chthonic aspect of Herakles - Pankrates. The following 

is a humble suggestion for an alternative explanation.

What did a disembodied head jutting out of the ground as shown on 

an anaglyph mean to a fourth century B.C. inhabitant of Attica? At the 

beginning of this century the cave at Vari in Attica was excavated. The 

excavation produced what was at the time and probably still is, the single 
312 

largest group of reliefs representing Hermes, the Nymphs and Pan . Five 

almost intact reliefs and parts of two others were found. On each of 

three virtually intact reliefs and on one of the fragmentary reliefs there 

is a head emerging from the ground or rocky sides of the grotto which 
313 

surrounds the anaglyphs . On one, the first, the head was shown without 

horns but on the others the head was depicted with smaller or larger horns. 

Such reliefs were already well known from occasional finds elsewhere in 

and around Athens and Attica. Several of these showed the head without 
314 

horns and emerging from the lower part of the walls of a rocky cavern. 

There was never any doubt to whom this head belonged. The National 

Archaeological Museum in Athens now possesses similar reliefs to add to 
those from Vari ^^^ ; from the cave of Parnes ^^^ , from the Peiraieus 

from Eleusis ^^^ ^anS^^rom^Hekale ^^^ . They all show the same scene and 

are mid to late fourth century B.C. By a strange coincidence another 

somewhat similar relief was discovered during excavations in the bed of the 

Ilissos at the end of the last century. This shows Herakles, Hermes and 

a god (whom the excavator linked with Zeus Melichios) sitting over a 

bearded head emerging from the ground! Beneath the head, just to eliminate 
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/Plate 40)320 
any possible doubt, is the name of the deity whose head it is - AXEAQIOE

It is possible that this anaglyph originated from our Pankrates shrine 

rather than one of the other shrines dotted along the banks of the Ilissos. 

Be that as it may, there is no doubt that the head emerging from the ground 

or a rocky side in the two Pankrates reliefs (C and^ ) is that of Axeltpog.

’AxeXtpos belongs to the environment of the Ilissos. He is after all 

a river god and often assumed the role of personification for any great 
321 

river. He was regarded as "the primal river" . Moreover he was the 

father of Kallirhoe and her spring poured water into the bed of the Ilissos 

about three metres away from where the inscribed anaglyph was found and 

not far south of the shrine of Herakles Pankrates. Kallirhoe's waters 
322 

ran strongly until as recently as 1962 . If that explains the 

right of AxeXtpos to be present on the banks of the Ilissos, it still does 

not explain the connection with Herakles. Some such connection has long 
323 

been known although its nature has remained obscure.

When the Herakles-Pankrates shrine was excavated, it was assumed 

that the epithet 'Pankrates* had its usual connotation:

TO EKLxieTOV "KayMpaTiis" uno TO onoLOV peBaoms eoxHliaTLodri to 

ovopa, aiio6b6eTaL els tov Alu, tfiv "Hpav, Tpv Motpav, Tpu 

’A6rivav, tov ’AiK^XXmva, oxo opms eLs tov 'Hpa«X^a, ootus, 

aXXcooTE ouSapou avacp^pETUL els to Eupnpatoi

However, the epithet KU^npaTrls also has another connotation. True, 

it has implications that one would not expect in a religious context, yet 

nonetheless there is no doubt that nayMpUTT^s is cognate with itaYxP“''^oov. 

The root meaning is obviously the same and is shared with the adjective 

xpawds / the verb xpuTem and the noun xpuTOS along with many other 

cognates. The word itaYXpaTijs thus means all-powerful but also contains 

hints of struggles, wrestling and the naYXpaTLOV, This may seem far­

fetched but letxB turn to the other epithet of Herakles at the Pankrates 

shrine - IlaXaLpmv. Is it coincidence that this word is derived from 

naXaLoj along with the other derivatives - naXabaTris, KaXubOTpa, etc.?
325 

HaXaupmv means 'wrestler*. True, as Professor Miliadis pointed out , 
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Herakles and Palaimon are identified on a Boeotian inscription 
326

and this led him in the direction of Melicertes. However, things are 

often more than they seem and one thing can be true without contradicting 

the truth of something else. We know from a source dated to about 295 
327 

to 273 B.C. that Herakles was known as Palaimon although in the same 
328 

work the name is also used of Palaimon as Melicertes . With such 

an obscure source as Lycophron one is grateful for the scholia which 

attempt to elucidate what Lycophron seems to obfuscate'. The exact title 

which Lycophron gives Herakles is, in the genitive of the text, KnpapuvTou 

neux^ms HaXabiJOVOS.
. /HpaxXns
o/Tas xnpas dbwxoiv

epithet we are told:

These titles are explained by the scholia: KnpapuvTns 
, 329 
aXe^bxaxos yap . As for the second

330 
neuxeus 5E 6 autos tv "Agd^^obs Tbpatab . Now 

we come to the third epithet: naXabpmv 6 'HpaxXfiS Sba to naXaboab 

auTov ’AvTabOV ri^ ’Ax^Xmov ev AbTcoXbot xepb tou 'y'aiJOU Apbavebpas tris 

ObVEws duyaTpos

There is the clue needed to clinch the connection between Herakles 

and’AxeXyos - It was a theme well known to Athenians. Not only did they 

have pictures of the great river god in fountain - grottoes but they must 

have known in some detail of his struggle with Herakles:

pvncTTnp yap ?iv yob noTaycSs, ’AyeXipov Xeyo),

os p’ev TpbObv popcpatobv e^i^TCb KUTpos, 

cpobTmv Evapyns taupos, aXXot’ ab(5Xos

6pdxmv EXbxrds, aXXot" dv5pEi^({) xdrEb 

goJi[p(ppos" EX 6E daoxbou YevEbd5os

xpouvob dbEppabVovTO xpnvabou iroTou...

XP^V^ 6" EV UOT^PY PEV, dop^v^ 6E pob,

6 xXcbVos ^XOe Znvos 'AXxp^vns TE xaLs" 
k^'Sk^^,. ^tr.«l. was 

best known to the Athenians but in art. If his head alone or a mask-like 

face was the most usual way of showing him on the many known Attic 

"Nymphenreliefs" ^^^ and the seven or so other types of dedication 

it was on Attic Black Figure ^^^ and Attic Red Figure vases that he 

seems most frequently to have been depicted. Outside Attica he seems to 

have been more commonly portrayed in three-dimensional form, either in 

clay or bronze but he is also well known from cameos and gems * 
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yet there is a peculiarity about the way he is depicted on sixth and fifth 

century B.C. vases when compared to the anaglyptic evidence from the 

Pankrates shrine on the Ilissos. The literary evidence, however, provides 

the solution.

The peculiarity is that on the vase paintings ’AxeAipos is shown in one 

of two ways - either as a bull with a man's head or as a creature most 
338 aptly described as being more Centaur-like than anything else . The 

anaglyphs from the shrine of Pankrates, however, show us only a head (^ ) 

which we know is exactly how he is represented on the "Nymphenreliefs" 

or a complete bull (•&) with a distinctly bovine face! The face of ’AxeASos 

is shown separately on this anaglyph emerging from the bottom right corner. 

This seems to have no parallel in other artistic representations of the 

god but we do happen to know from Sophocles' account of the appearance of 
> 339
AyeAmos , that the river god changed his form in the traditional 

display of polymorphic powers. One minute he was evapyns raupos the next 
atdAos Spaxmx) eAuMxds and the next dv6peb(p Mdreu gouKpwpos ^^^ . Other 

sources simplify the polymorphism and reduce it to only the bull-change; 

TCapayevdpevos 5e 'HpaxAns els KaAudmva xriv Otvdms guyardpa ArtbdvELpav 

EpvncrTeueTo, xub dbanaAabaas UKEp Ttov ydpmv auxns Kp'os ’AxeAmox) 
EbHaopEVov Tadptp KEpbdxAaaE to etepov tmv xepdTmv^^^.

It seems clear that the literary tradition, following the pattern 

of polymorphism exhibited by a contestant in a struggle, portrays ’AxeAwos 

as changing himself entirely into a bull either as his only or as one of 

his several metamorphoses. Therefore the anaglyph from the shrine of 

Pankrates which shows an entire bull, face and all, with a separate human 

face (§), is following the literary tradition in its depiction of the bull. 

The human face is added merely to indicate the significance of the bull and 

follows the convention established by the "Nymphenreliefs".

However, having solved one problem another presents itself. This 

problem concerns the compatibility of some vase painting evidence with 

the literary evidence. It is difficult to give an exact number but 

several vase paintings show ’AxEAyogwith only one horn while others show
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him with the more normal two. It must be noted that the representations 

of him with one horn depict him as such during the contest and not after 

the removal of a horn. Sometimes it is difficult to be sure that only 

one horn is shown because 'AxeX^os is in profile. There is an example 

where there is no possibility of doubt. This is a vase in the British 

Museum, an exquisite example of Attic Black Figure work at the end of the 

sixth century, which shows Herakles grasping the beard of ’AxeA^os with his 

left/while with his right he is grasping a large, solitary horn projecting
from the river god’s forehead ^^^ . Just to add to the oddity of 

discrepancy between portrayals of the number of horns, a literary 

the

source.

albeit a late one, compounds the confusion: 

.... tauro mutatus membra rebello. 

induit ille toris a laeva parte lacertos, 

admissumque trahens sequitur, depressaque dura 

cornua figit humo, meque alta sternit harena. 

nec satis hoc fuerat: rigidum fera dextera cornu 

dum tenet, infregit, truncaque a froute revellit

It is known that different layers of myth were attached to 'AxEl^os 

from Homer, through Archilochos and onwards ^'^^ . The author of the most 

recent study on ’AxeAcpos has worked out that the essential element of the 

contest was not Deianeira but the horn:

"In der altesten Form des

Kampfmythos muss wohl das

Pullhorn, uber welches Acheloos verfugt, 

eine grosse Bedeutung gehabt haben.

Sicher ging es in der ersten Fassung 

des Mythos nicht um den Besitz einer 

Frau, Deiane^iras, allein. Der Kampfpreis, 

der begehrte Gegenstand, muss
34s 

vielmehr das Fullhorn gew esen sein"

If this is tme it explains why we have the odd confusion over 

whether 'AxeX^oshad only one or a pair of horns. Shown with one and the 

depiction is harking back to the "Fullhorn" origins of the story while 

shown with two and the version being shown is the one with the Deianeira 

theme introduced.
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We seem to have come a long way from the initial attempt to 

re-explain the evidence from the Herakles - Pankrates shrine on the 

Ilissos. However, the "Fullhorn" or cornucopiae is in fact the final clue 

to an understanding of the shrine. If there were two stories, one about 

®^ cornucupiae and another about Deianeira, what is the point at which 

they meet? We know that the cornucopiae was the famous x^pag ’ApaXSebas. 

Amaltheia was a goat, or possibly a nymp^h, who had horns flowing with 

nectar and honey . A horn was broken off and its possessor had every- 
347 

thing he could wish for , One account uses Amaltheia to explain the 

constellation Capella a later version describes how the horn was
349 

given to Zeus.

The other story is about Deianeira. Here there is the clash of the 

suitors with ’AyeXipos losing his horn in the fight with Herakles. Obviously 

the loss of a horn is a factor in common with the story of Amaltheia but is 

there anything else? Who was Deianeira? She was the daughter of 
350

"the wine-man", and "AX^aua, "the Healer" . Here is the last piece 

of the jigsaw puzzle. There is a parallel with the time when Herakles 

after the murder of Iphitus, while in a fit of madness, and an 

unsuccessful purification, went to Delphi and asked for a cure from Apollo. 

When the Pythian priestess failed to prophesy for him, Herakles tried to 

steal the tripod with a view to establishing his own oracle. Herakles 

and Apollo fought over the tripod and it was only the intervention of 
351 

Zeus which brought the fight to an end. He then obtained his oracle . 

In the case of the fight with ’AxeXmos we have an even clearer example of 
352 , 

the shamanistic struggle. We have already seen that ’AyeXmos '^as 
353 

linked with purification. He is the "primal river" , his cult was 
354 

propagated by the Oracle at Dodona , he is the father of the Acheloid
355 

water-nymphs who were themselves healers , he is given a place of honour 

in the healing shrine of Amphiaraos at Oropos where the altar was divided 

into panels - it^vitTri 6e iteKObriTab vuytpabs xab Havb xaL noTapobs ’AyeXww 
xoL Kn^bo^^^^, his daughter Kallirhoe provided the water for the bridal bath, 

his daughters the Nymphs were worshipped in the spring house of the 
357 

Asklepieion on the south slope of the Acropolis and he had an 

established cult in Attica wherever there were springs to judge from the 

"Nymphenreliefs" and elsewhere, especially on the Ilissos. Plato mentions
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a cult of ’AxeAwos and the so-called 'Nani Relief links ’AxeAwog 

not only with Hermes, the Nymphs and Pan but also with Demeter, Persephone 

and an unnamed hero . He is associated with what is almost certainly 

a healing, gynaecological cult of the river Kephisos in the Peiraieus 

where he was included as a dedicatee along with Artemis Lochia, Eileithyia, 
Kallirhoe and the Nymphs as genethliai ^^^ . Lastly, his daughters 

the Nymphs along with Hermes and Pan are closely associated with the healing 
cult of Asklepios ^^^ . Is it not quite probable, therefore, that the 

struggle between Herakles and ’AxEAZpogis about the possession or sharing 

of healing powers? In true shamanistic fashion ’AxeAtpog changes shape and 

tries every trick he knows in an attempt to avoid sharing or handing over 

his powers. His opponent, Herakles, however, is stronger and finally forces 

him to submit. The winner, in one version, receives the hand of Deianeira 

in marriage. In the other version the winner receives the x^pag ’ApaAdeuag. 

Apollodorus links the two;

Mau Tnv pev Anutiveupav yapeu, to 5e x^pag ’AxeAipog Aapgaveu, 

6oug avTu toi5tou to Trig ’ApaASeuag. ’ApaAdeua 5e ?iv Aupovuou 

duycxTfip, n M^pas eZ^XE TdJpou. ToOto 6E, mg $epEMu6Tig A^yeu, 

6dvapuv E^eu TouadTqv mote gpmiov n xordv, o^ep (au) eugauTd 
/ » 362TUg, TtOtpEXELV a(p0OVOV

The H^pag ’ApaASeuag, one might add, gave even more than food and 

drink. It gave its possessor the power to grant all kinds of good things 

to those requesting favours. As the name implies, the power of healing 

was also possessed by the owner of the nepag ’ApaA^euag. One would 

expect, if this theory is true, to see the winner of the struggle bearing 

the fruits of his victory and that is precisely what we find. Palaimon 

named on one anaglyph (e) and Pankrates on another (q) are carrying 

particularly conspicuous examples of the M^pag ‘ApaA^euag and the same is 

true of uninscribed anaglyphs ( q mand A). The epithets of Herakles 

thems-el ves point to his struggle while the bull (anaglyph d ) and the head 

emerging from the ground ( Cand 9) point to his opponent. The votive 
offerings of a leg (6) and an arm ^^^ point to the successful use of his 

power in healing those who had come to his shrine to implore his help.
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If this theory.about the nature of Herakles - Pankrates - Palaimon 

is true, then we have no need to postulate a chthonic nature for the shrine's 

occupant. That in turn leaves the way clear to agree with Professor 

Miliadis' suggestion about a Sidonian connection with this shrine 

at least to the extent that it seems likely that Phoenicians identified
365 

the Herakles there with the Melqart of their own country . It has been 

suggested that the shrine "may have belonged to a small Sidonian colony 
resident in Athens" ^^^. If so, there is evidence to suggest that it had 

been sufficiently integrated into the Greek pattern for it not to be 

exclusively Phoenician. There are several Sidonians involved in the shrine's 
367 

inscriptions and one can speculate that for them the shrine's deity 

was both their own Eshmun and the Tyrian (and more widely Phoenician) 

Melqart. As well, a Boeotian connection cannot be ruled out. Professor 
Miliadis referred to the Herakles - Palaimon inscription from Koroneia ^^^ 

and it seems too much of a coincidence that ’AxeASoshad mythological
369 

connections with Koroneia

At this point in time - before the full publication of the finds from 

the Pankrates shrine - it is not possible to be certain about how the 

shrine functioned. However, If the theory outlined above is true, we may 

speculate about some probabilities. For example, being on the Ilissos would 

obviously indicate that the shrine's connection with ’AxeAcBos was central 

to the way the shrine operated. The water of the river was therefore 

probably used for cleansing and healing purposes. Running water was 
370 particularly suitable • We cannot be absolutely certain that the water 

was thus used for at Oropos, we are told quite explicitly, the stream 

emerging from a spring was not so used. Instead, when someone was cured. 

It was the custom for that person to throw a silver or gold coin into the 
371 

spring Ta<5Tp yap aveA-deuv tov ’Aptpbcxpaov AeYOUOtu Ti5n deox>

This amounts to saying that the stream was virtually an epiphany of the 

hero turned god . Since the Ilissos was a river and A x^Atposwas 

the primal river, the waters there too would have been a virtual personif- 

ication of the "AxeX^os. Yet there is another aspect to rivers and their 

symbolism which makes it likely that the Ilissos waters were used in the 

healing process. "Auch der Fluss ist also Ort der Fulle" > and this 

Fulle or abundance comes from the quickening or life-giving qualities of 
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of water and especially flowing water . It was this Fulle that was 

transferred, under the symbolism of the Fullhorn, from ’AxeASios to Herakles 

so that it is the latter who gains the power to quicken and heal. By a 

fortunate coincidence we even know of another healing water shrine dedicated 

to AxeAipos and the Nymphs that was taken over by a different healer - 
375 

that at Lebena taken over by Asklepios . Almost certainly, the waters 

of the river were among the means he used to effect those cures because 

water can bring about change just as water-divinities can change 
themselves ^^®. The nymphs are also water-divinities, bringers of luck and 

377 
fertility, and healers . They share in and help to impart the powers 

inherent in the waters they preside over. Along with the rivers, the 

nymphs and Apollo were given the task of bringing young men to their 
378 

prime . That, of course, is why offerings of hair were made to rivers 
379 as xoupOTpocpoL and why dreams of rivers were a sign of offspring for

, 380 the dreamer

There seems little doubt about a Phoenician and specifically Sidonian 
381 involvement in the shrine and it has already been speculated that these 

382 
Phoenicians saw a reflection of Eshmun and Melqart in Herakles Pankrates 

The Phoenician Melqart has obvious connections with Herakles Pankrates and 
383 

Melicertes - Palaimon . Is it a coincidence that the name Melqart 

is made up of two stems mlk and qrt and means "Ruler of the city" , 

while notyxpaTiis contains the exact Greek equivalent of mlk which is the 

Hpat stem while the nav would admirably express for a Phoenician the 
385 

position of Melqart as a chief deity? . It has for some time been 

fashionable to assert that Melicertes - Palaimon has no Phoenician 

connection and that although his and his mother's story have a respectably 

old pedigree ^^^ the cult of Melicertes - Palaimon is almost certainly 

late ^^^ . It is not possible in all likelihood to prove that the 

Herakles Pankrates of our shrine originated out of a Phoenician cult of 

Melqart but that Phoenicians saw in Herakles Pankrates an almost exact 

equivalent of their Melqart, with Eshmun characteristics added, is, in view 

of the proven Phoenician involvement in the shrine, almost certain.

This is turn lends weight to the proposal that the goddess shown in 
anaglyph(k) ^®® is Leukothea ^®® who was a saviour goddess. In particular 

Leukothea and Palaimon "were invoked as saviors to whom prayers were 
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addressed and dedications offered for calm and safety from the sea in many 
parts of the Mediterranean" ^^^. Is it again coincidence that the 

Phoenician Melqart too had marine attributes? Finally, of course, we 

have seen that for saviour deities salvation from storm and shipwreck formed 
391 

only part of a much wider therapeutic role

The shrine of Herakles Pankrates seems to have had a very chequered 

history. It probably originated as a water-grotto dedicated to Achelous 

and the Nymphs and its waters are likely to have been credited with 

generally beneficial qualities even during the fifth century B.C. During 

the early part of the fourth century, if not slightly earlier, Herakles 

assumes the major role in the shrine which now houses a proper healing cult. 

This Herakles was at the least identified with Melqart by Phoenicians who 

became actively involved with the shrine. Finally there are signs of yet 

a further layer of syncretism insofar as there are indications that the 

cult of Alexander the Great as 'HpaxXns nuYxpdtTns affected the shrine at 
393 

least iconographically.
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8. Conclusion

In this chapter we have seen how heroes, often men skilled in 

boxing, wrestling and the pankration, could become healers working for the 

welfare of their communities after their heroisation.

The main community concerns were ibposand XoLpogand accordingly these 

were the major areas of operation for such heroes. The same two problems 

could also be dealt with by sages, often foreigners, who were reputed to 

have the wisdom and the power to deal with them. We have seen that Athens 

had several fighting heroes among its healing deities and that it was 

helped in times of Icpos and Xoupc^sby more than one sage although only one 

seems to have retained a continuing cult. We have looked at a possible 

site of healing and purifying in the Peiraieus. This site certainly 

involved bathing even if it cannot be proved that this had a religious or 

healing significance. This led to a discussion of Athens* most recently 

discovered healing shrine - that of Herakles Pankrates. This cult 

is generally thought to be chthonic but a new interpretation of the material 

has been put forward.

This new interpretation would see Herakles as the supreme 

pankratiast and his opponent as a river god. Layers of symbolism have been 

suggested. If these are correct, then the shrine of Herakles Pankrates 

incorporates almost all of the other ideas seen in this chapter. Herakles 

was an athletic hero who wrestled in a contest and the prize was the 

power to dispense largesse including cures. Herakles cured the 

community problems of Aoupos and Xupos but he also seems to have gained 

the power to cure individuals. Finally, it is suggested that his 

opponent, a river-god, and the siting of the shrine on the Ilissos indicate 

the likelihood of the life-giving, running water of the Ilissos being an 

important part of the shrine's curing role.



Overall conclusions.
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Overall conclusions

"When the goddess was angry with me, she made me become ill.

...Remove my transgressions (and) I will sing thy praise.

May thy heart, like the heart of a real mother, be quieted toward me;

Like a real mother (and) a real father may it be quieted toward me.'

Seventh century B.C. Sumero-Akkadian 

prayer to every god to claim relief 

from suffering.

Religions of the Ancient Near East - Sumero-Akkadian Religious Texts

and Ugaritic Epics. ed. I. Mendelsohn, (New York, 1955), pp. 176-7.
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In this survey of minor healing cults within the City Trittyes 

several facts have emerged. Seen in Isolation each cult often presents 

no very striking picture. When combined, however, the facts about several 

cults often allow some interesting and profitable conclusions to be drawn. 

One of the most immediately obvious conclusions is the relatively late 

date of the material. The vast bulk of the evidence is fourth century 

B.C. or later. There is a smaller amount of evidence from the late fifth 

century B.C. and the least evidence for any healing cult prior to about 

430 B.C. Upon investigation any evidence earlier than that date seems 

to be different in kind to material later than c. 430 B.C. In the case 

of Zeus Meilichios the evidence for an earlier cult is basically literary 

and not without a certain ambivalence. Yet that ambivalence centres upon 

his nature as a chthonic deity and does not radically affect any discussion 

of his healing role. At most a purificatory and fertility role is all 

that can be argued as belonging to him until about the end of the fifth 

century. From that time onwards there is a detectable change towards 

family concerns and especially health. The archaeological evidence clearly 

shows the process of syncretism by which Zeus Meilichios became closely 

identified with other caring, healing deities such as Zeus Philios while 

the whole group was iconographically Influenced most strongly by the 

Asklepios tradition which took root In Athens in 420.

Of other healing cults which provide some evidence of existence in 

some shape or form before c. 430 the evidence for Amynos lies in the 

architectural remains of his shrine and, less convincingly, in some sherds 

of pottery. The sherds are not convincing evidence because of the lack of 

any secure proof of their stratigraphical position especially in view of 

the overwhelming amount of material of later date. The architectural 

evidence is sound and certainly proves the existence of some sort of 

shrine well before 430. What is worrying is that the epigraphic evidence, 

along with all the other archaeological material indicating a healing shrine, 

indicates a date of post 430. What seems likely, therefore, is that a 

specifically healing role was added to the more general work of Amynos. 

In view of the lateness of the first mention of the hero's name it is also 

distinctly possible that Amynos was not the first incumbent of the shrine. 

Somewhere around the end of the fifth century he may have replaced the 

original inhabitant. Alternatively the original hero of the shrine may 
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have been anonymous and Amynos the name given to him at the later date.

Some of the maieutic deities/heroes and river gods also have a 

pedigree which goes back well before 430. It is noticeable in each case, 

however, that a profound difference exists in the nature of the evidence 

for the cult in the earlier and later periods. In the earlier period 

the cult is that of a fertility deity or a culture hero. In the later 

period there is specific evidence of a healing role. Often this still 

includes a fertility aspect but this seems to have been sharpened from a 

general fertility function to a much more specific, gynaecological role.

The question inevitably arises as to why deities and heroes acquired 

so sharply defined a healing role from 430 onwards. The answer has 

become progressively clearer as a link between one deity or hero after 

another and the Great Plague became apparent. This is not to say that 

all healing deities and heroes acquired their role at that time. Instead, 

what seems most likely is that some few deities and heroes were specifically 

introduced as a result of the plague while the remainder gained their 

healing role as the result of a complex series of changes arising out of 

the aftermath of the plague. There is little doubt that the plague 

must have dealt those within the Long Walls a stunning blow. The sheer 

statistics of mortality are terrifying enough but the utter helplessness 

they must have felt - especially when combined with despair as they noticed 

people they loved and respected rapidly succumbing to the disease - must 

have profoundly affected the whole psychological outlook of many if not 

most of the survivors. Such a change would surely have been consolidated 

by the final defeat and humiliation of Athens at the end of the Peloponnesian 

war.

This evident defeat and humiliation for Athens must also have affected 

the Athenians* confidence in their city’s eponymous goddess. Apollo too 

did not emerge unscathed for his oracle had shown itself far from impartial. 

The Athenians also never regained that pinnacle of importance in the Greek 

world that they could lay claim to from the time of Marathon until the 

beginning of disaster in the Peloponnesian War. After the plague and 

certainly after the end of the war, the Athenian vision must have been more 

Introspective. There is certainly evidence that family and personal 

concerns, especially health, increased in importance. To whom could they 
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turn? Not to Athena nor Apollo - they were largely discredited. There 

were other deities and heroes, however, who could fill the gap. Asklepios 

had been introduced specifically as a personal, healing deity and others 

shared his role.

Asklepios must have been a seminal influence on many deities and 

hereoes who already had or acquired a healing role. The iconographic 

influence has already been mentioned." There are detectable similarities 

in approaches to healing ~ the use of water was a commonplace but the 

series of ex-votos seems to start with those to Asklepios and his family in 

the Asklepieion south of the Acropolis. As far as is known there is not 

a single plaque belonging to any healing cult which can be safely dated to 

before 420. These ex-votos indicate the family care of the healing 

deities, their response to gynaecological problems and their widening 

response to a growing number of problems related to eyesight, unwanted 

growths, varicose veins etc. There is hardly a single case of healing 

illustrated by epigraphic or anaglyptic evidence for one of the lesser 

divinities within the City Trittyes that can not be paralleled within 

the AsJcepian tradition. It looks likely, therefore, that Asklepios 
A 

formed the central strand In a process of syncretism which involved probably 

all the other healing deities. This syncretistic movement wove many 

disparate features from several, different backgrounds into a healing 

pattern that is recognisable in many cults. The use of water, the necessity 

of faith and humility, the presumption that the deity or hero cared for 

human concerns, the promise of an ex-voto after a cure or the making of 

some dedication in the hope of a cure - all of these formed part of a 

general pattern. The bearded, caring hero or deity recurs in the iconography 

of many cults as does some sort of caring mother-figure.

Just as Asklepios' influence seems to have permeated most of the 

healing cults to some degree or another, so too another evolutionary process 

is detectable. This is the gradual diminution of the role of theriomorphlc 

and nature deities and their replacement by anthropomorphic heroes and 

deities who could more easily engage an Athenian's trust that the divinity 

was concerned with human affairs. It is noticeable that the theriomorphlc 

aspects of the Egyptian deities are almost entirely absent among the evidence 

for their cult. The overshadowing of Achelous by Heracles is another 
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indication of the same process.

One of the most remarkable aspects of the healing cults within the 

City Trittyes is the number of occasions upon which the path of investigation 

into the associations and possible origins of a cult leads to Middle Eastern 

regions. Sometimes, as with the Egyptian deities, it is possible to pin- 

point a probable line of ingress into Athens, in this case via Delos. 

Frequently, however, the path peters out leaving us with no clear-cut 

explanation as to the precise origins of a cult or deity. Phoenicia is 

the source most frequently mentioned but Phoenician religion is still but 

imperfectly known due partly to lack of information and partly to problems 
1 

of interpretation .

Of all the influential peoples of the Mediterranean it is the 

Phoenicians of the Archaic and Classical periods who are the most shadowy.
2

We have tantalising glimpses of them in Greek literature going right back 

even to Horner^. As far as religion is concerned we sometimes seem to 

have clearer knowledge of Greek involvement in Phoenician religion than 

vice versa^. However, this in itself is a useful start since it proves 

a connection between the two sets of beliefs.

Recent research has shown that the extensive network of seafaring 

and trading links forged by the Phoenicians, particularly around the Aegean, 

contributed greatly to the dissemination of their cults especially of 

Saviour deities who included the sea and those who sailed on it as part of 

their concern^. We have seen how that particular aspect frequently allied 

itself to a healing role as part of the general, caring function of 

Saviour deities.

The recent work has confirmed what we already knew in embryonic form 

of the spread of Phoenician beliefs across the eastern basin of the 

Mediterranean. We knew of their foundation of Kition (modern Larnaka) in 

Cyprus, their ties with Paphos and from there with Pholnike (modern Finike) 

near Cape Gelidonya in Turkey and from there with Athens and Thebes . It 

had also been known for some time that the ancient god of Cyprus, MKL 

(Mukul), was at a very early period identified with the Phoenician Resef 

and only later with the Greek Apollo and Zeus Keraunios . In Athens 

itself the presence of Phoenicians is illustrated somewhat sketchily by a 
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reasonable quantity of epigraphic evidence. We know of several from 

bilingual inscriptions: an inhabitant of Ascalon mentioned on a bilingual 
tombstone^ of the second century B.C.; a Phoenician from Byzantium on a 

9 
tombstone ; an inhabitant of Kltion mentioned on a tombstone found in 
Athens and dating from the third century B.C.^^; two unplaced Phoenicians, 

11 
one from a tombstone where only the Phoenician inscription survives and 

another, also unplaced, from an altar with only a Phoenician inscription 
12

and found in the Peiraieus ; finally there are the Sidonians mentioned 

on three bilingual inscriptions: a man mentioned on a tombstone found in 
13

Athens and dated to the third or second century B.C. ; a woman from Sidon 
mentioned on a tombstone found in the Peiraieus^'^; and a decree telling us 

15 about an entire colony of Sidonians . Another Sldonian is mentioned 

in passing as the person who erected the tombstone of the inhabitant of 

Ascalon

Other Phoenicians are mentioned in purely Greek inscriptions. From 

non-sepulchral epigraphic evidence we know of Phoenicians from Aradus 
17 18 19 

(modern Ruad In Syria) , Ascalon , four from Berytus (modern Beirut) , 
nine from Sidon^^ and six from Tyre^^. Yet more Phoenicians are known from 

sepulchral inscriptions from Athens and the Peiraieus so the sum-total is 

quite high.

The inscriptions from the Herakles Pankrates shrine, when fully 

published, will extend considerably our knowledge of Phoenician involvement 

with Attic cults. What surely is no coincidence is the number of Sidonians 

involved in the cult of Herakles Pankrates. Firstly, Sidonians seem to 

have formed the single largest grouping of Phoenicians in Athens and the 
22 Peiraieus and, secondly, Sidonians certainly knew of the great healing 

centre of Eschmoun on the outskirts of Sidon. It used to be thought that 

this centre was functioning at a later rather than an earlier date in 
23 

comparison with the start of the Asklepian cult In Athens in 420 B.C.

We now know, however, that the healing shrine of Eschmoun was functioning 

well before that date. This new information comes from a favlssa 

discovered on site in May 1964 which contained eleven statuettes of children 

which 'avaient ete consacrees au dieu en reconnaissance de la guerison des 

enfants qu'elles representaient' . One of the statue bases was dedicated 

by a future king of Sidon named Ba^alchillem whose dates, we know from 

numismatic evidence, fall within the Persian period. His father. King 

Banana, was reigning at the time of the dedication which would probably put 
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its date at about 430 B.C. The actual building of the temple itself goes 
back to the end of the sixth or beginning of the fifth century B.C.^^

Our knowledge of Phoenician shrines, especially any with a healing 

role, could not until recently be pushed back any further. The discovery 

of a Phoenician temple at Kition dating back to about 600 B.C.^"^ and, most 

recently, the excavation of an eighth to fourth century B.C. shrine of 

Tanit-Ashtart at Sarepta in Lebanon, complete with a favissa containing 

numerous ex-votos, many of them Egyptian and Including fourteen 'Eyes of 
28

Horus' , have given Phoenician scholars hope of more information to come. 

Apart from the mass of evidence attesting a syncretistic cult with the 

Egyptian element being particularly strong, the most interesting Sarepta 

votives are the terracotta figurines either of women holding a bird or of 

seated, pregnant women, the latter type being common throughout Phoenicia, 
Palestine and Cyprus and probably being of fifth century date^^.

What evidence have we that Phoenician religious ideas reached Athens 

and the Peiraieus? We have the epigraphic evidence mentioned earlier to 

show that they were well represented from the fourth century B.C. onwards 

but what of the fifth? The fourth century and later material testifies to 

the fact that many Phoenicians must actually have been living in Athens and 

the Peiraieus by that time. Lack of evidence for the fifth century does 

not prove that no Phoenicians were there at that time but may indicate 

residence is unlikely. More likely is that any Phoenicians in the earlier 

period were traders.

'The Invasion of the western mind by eastern religious ideas is 

not something which happened once in ancient history. It happened 

once on an overwhelming scale; but in principle it is a recurrent 

phenomenon, something which reappears like the plague whenever the 

conditions favor its emergence - that is to say, roughly, whenever 

immigration from the East has been sufficiently intense and 

prolongued, and at the same time the western mind is sufficiently 

discouraged to be receptive. These conditions coexisted at 

Athens during the later years of the Peloponnesian war. For 

more than half a century past the trade of the East had been flowing 

into the Piraeus, bringing with it thousands of eastern slaves 

and eastern metics; at the same time, under the cumulative strain 
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of war, faith in reason, faith in progress, faith in democracy, 

faith in the whole fifth century way of thinking and living, were 

steadily ebbing away from the Athenian people. The conditions 

were present, and there is a good deal of scattered evidence which 

indicates that the usual results followed".

That excerpt is from an article discussing the arrival of Sabazios/ 

Dionysos as a possible background to the writing by Euripides of the Bacchae. 

Part of the point of the article, however, is the sheer number of foreign 

cults which seem to have penetrated Athens during the second half of the 

fifth century B.C. It is probably to precisely this period that Xenophon 

is referring in a passage which explicitly links Syrians with the influx 

of Lydians and Phrygians: AuSol xat $pi5Yes xat Et5pou xac aAAou itavToSaKOb 
31. 

gdpgapOL* itoAAob yap TObOUTOb tmv pETObxmv . The general influx of 

cults at the same time was also widely parodied in comedy not just by 

Aristophanes but by Cratinos and Eupolis and then Apollophanes in his KphTes 

at the turn of the century and by Theopompos into the fourth century

One of the major reasons why so many strange deities from foreign lands 

should have been accepted at this time was the result, not just of the 

presence of many foreigners in Athens and the Peiraieus, but of a positive 

search for new deities. This was probably prompted first by a desire to 

find a deity who would bring the plague to an end and secondly, after the 

plague, by a desire to find more effective and caring deities. There are 

some eighteen quasi-hlstorical instances of the Delphic Oracle alone being 
33 

asked for a response indicating a cure for some plague or other . There 
34 

are a further nineteen legendary Instances of the same request . The 

response of the oracle was frequently to enjoin the appeasement of some 
35 

deity as was the case after the murder of the Metragyrtes . Sometimes 

the response was to enjoin the establishment of a new cult as was the case 
with Theseus^^. At the outbreak of the Great Plague the Athenians asked 

37 
the advice of Apollo and were told to set up an Image of the god . The 

establishment of a cult to a god/goddess or hero as a means of bringing a 

plague to an end was extremely common. There was a tradition that the 

Athenians had accepted the worship of Dionysus only as a result of exactly 
such an oracle after an outburst of plague^®. The Romans later reputedly 

39 
accepted Asklepios under Identical circumstances . Apollo at one or other 
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of his oracle-sites continued to be concerned with plague oracles well into 

the Christian era with his oracle at Claros being particularly associated 
40 

with oracles arising from an outbreak of plague

The underlying assumption in many of these remedies prescribed by the 

god, especially in instances of cult establishment, is that the hero or 

deity hag been directly or indirectly offended. The deed which caused 

offence may have been intentional or accidental or perhaps even unknown. 

This was the terrifying aspect of the plague recounted by Thucydides - the 

fact that the apparently virtuous were not Immune: 6bS(p0ebpovTO» xab paAbOta 

Ob apetns Tb pETaitObodpevob . This concept of an offended deity causing 

a plague or illness which could be transmitted by social contact can first 
V _ 42 

be traced in the Stunerian and Akkadian texts known as the Surpu tablets 

and dating from the Middle Babylonian period, 1350-1050 B.C. These tablets 

contain incantations used to reverse a mamitu or curse and were designed to 

be used with a group of incantations known as Ill-ul-Idi, literally ' My 

god, I do not know (what my sin is)

A closely related concept is to be found in Semitic culture where the 
44 

best example is in a passage in the book of Leviticus . Here a guilty man 

is asked to confess and bring a guilt offering. * In effect, the man had 

violated a mSmltu, one of the cardinal taboos of society, and was bringing 

an ’^ offering in the hope of breaking the curse inherent in the oath' 

Mention of the ’^ or ’asam brings us to other members of the Semitic 

group of languages. The word is first found in Ugaritic and continues In 

subsequent Semitic branches including Phoenician. Here too:

'Disease was considered the result of some fault or guilt (’aSam) 

that had first to be identified and then atoned. The patient had 

to have recourse to priests who, by the usual way of divination, 

established what guilt had caused the disease and administered 

for it a sacred fine (also called*asam) to be paid to the 

sanctuary of the god offended by the committed transgression. 

Paying the ’asam was supposed to automatically bring upon a 
, 46 

recovery.

Plague was a particularly terrifying time in cultures where ritual 

purity was important because not only did the first person to catch it feel 

that he must have transgressed some divine law but also because those 
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who subsequently came into contact with him automatically became ritually 

defiled. The defilement would then be seen as automatically leading to 

punishment and so too they would contract the disease. Again a person 

might not have known that he/she had been ritually defiled until he/she 

contracted the disease. This was true of the Leviticus passage too for: 

"Twice in Lev. V the text reads wn‘lm mmnw whw’ yd® w> sm,''It was 

hidden from him, and he knows it, and becomes culpable'. The phrase 

whw’yd' does not mean, however, that the individual knew what his 

exact sin was, but only that he had sinned and was guilty, perhaps 
because he was suffering from some ailment or disease"^^.

The surpu ritual was basically one of sympathetic magic but the 

concept of 'asSm was closer to sacrificial expiation in which guilt and its 

concomitant result, the illness, were removed by the offering of a sacrificial 

victim. The Sumerian/Akkadian surpu ritual may not have been a direct 

and logical progenitor of the*asam concept but certainly 'similar psychological 
processes were at work'^^.

49
We saw earlier that Cyprus was a meeting place for Cypriot, 

Phoenician and Greek ideas and that the ancient god of Cyprus, ''MKL’’, (Mukul) 

had at a very early period been identified with the Phoenicial god Resef 

who in turn was later identified with Apollo and Zeus Keraunios. Resef, 

who was basically a god of light, was also the Phoenician plague god so it 

comes as no surprise that the Delphic oracle, at the onset of the Great 

Plague in Athens, instructed the Athenians to avert the plague by setting 
up a statue of the god ^. Such a procedure would have been common 

practice in both the Greek and Phoenician cultures. It did not work. 

The plague continued unabated.

In the Phoenician world there could have been an alternative solution, 

especially in problems of illness. It has already been mentioned that 
'paying the*asam was supposed to automatically bring upon a recovery'^^. 

What is intriguing is that:

'Therefore the healer-god, too, received the name’Asam... The 
Phoenicial healer-god ’Esmun bears the same name with the suffix-un'^^

It is a strong possibility, therefore, that at the time of the Great 

Plague, when traditional means of ending it failed, the Phoenician god
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Eschmoun, in his Hellenised form as Asklepios, was promoted as the god to 

cleanse Athens of its guilt and to put an end to the plague. His relationship 

to Apollo in the Greek pantheon would have strengthened this role. Perhaps 

his formal introduction into Athens in 420 was the official and public side 

of a promise made less formally during the time of the plague. If this is 

the case it is not surprising that Asklepios/Eschmoun retained the custom 

of ritual purity which required no contact with birth, let alone death, 

even though the health of the mother and child was of great concern to him. 

Such ritual purity would have been essential to a god who presided over 

the purification or healing of those who had become ill through a breach of 

the rules of ritual purity.

oTb 0 ev BipuTip, (pncfdv, ’AoMXmibos ouh 
aXXa Tij entx^ptos Ootvtg^^. Certainly this 

EOTLV "EXAriv ou5e Aly'^htlos, 

was a strong tradition but in

later times when faced with some such Phoenician argument a Greek could feel 

quite justified in replying: eym 6e (xito6^XEo9aL pev xa euprip^va, ouSev 
5e XL $obvi^Mu)V paXXov p muL ^EXXrlvmv ecpnv xov Xc^yov^^.

If the Sidonian healing god was put forward by Phoenician influences 

in Athens and the Peiraieus as a suggested cure for the plague, then the 

plague's cessation may well have been attributed, at least in part, to the 

god's intervention. This would have resulted in the rapid growth of his 

popularity and the appearance of other, specifically healing cults. The 

personal dependence of the sufferer upon the healer and the caring concern 

of the divinity for the believer are aspects of the man/god relationship 

which appear to have emerged most strongly from the Great Plague and the 

Peloponnesian War. The new 'Saviour' deities dealt not only with health 

but a wide range of activities especially safety at sea. It is interesting 

that we have clues to so many of these 'Saviours' that link them with 

Phoenician customs. An example is the ndxabxob, the pygmy figures placed 
55 

on the prow or stern of Phoenician ships . These were almost certainly 

the Kabeiroi who were shown as pygmy figures, the sons of the Egyptian god 
56 

Ptah . Their subsequent role in the Greek world as saviour deities is 

precisely what we would expect to find if their cult had been first 

promulgated by travelling Phoenician merchants. The same is true of 
57 

Melqart whom the Greeks both directly encountered at Tyre and whom they 

could see worshipped on Thasos, where the Phoenicians were the first to 
discover gold^^. Melicertes may simply have been a seafarers' form of 

59 
Melqa rt.
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The introduction of 'Saviour' deities at the end of the Peloponnesian 
War, the continuation of their maritime role^°, the enlargement of their 

role to cover problems of health, the introduction of a powerful, foreign 

healing-deity, the rapid spread of his Influence, the growing concern with 

family and personal health, a massive growth in concern with having 

children after the depopulation caused by the Great Plague, the failure 

of 'home-grown' deities - especially civic deities - to help them, the 

openness to any deities with a history of care for humans, the openness 

to foreign deities after years of cosmopolitan influence, - these are the 

threads that make up the pattern of healing cults in the City Trittyes in 

the aftermath of the Great Plague.




