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Die Welt steht auf mit euch

Jetzt wir es Zeit, dafl Gotter traten aus
bewohnten Dingen . . .

Und daf? sie jede Wand in meinem Haus
umschliigen. Neue Seite. Nur der Wind,

den solches Blatt im Wenden wiirfe, reichte hin,
die Luft wie eine Scholle umzuschaufeln:

ein neues Atemfeld. Oh Gétter, Gotter!

Thr Oftgekommenen, Schlifer in den Dingen,
die heiter aufstehn, die sich an den Brunnen,
die wir vermuten, Hals und Antlitz waschen
und die ihr Ausgeruhtsein leicht hinzutun

zu dem, was voll scheint, unserm vollen Leben.
Noch einmal sei es euer Morgen, Gétter.

Wir wiederholen. Thr allein seid Ursprung.

Die Welt steht auf mit euch, und Anfang glinzt
an allen Bruchstellen unseres Mifllingens . . .

Now would be the time for Gods to step forth
From inhabited things . . .
And knock down every wall
In my house. New page. Only the wind,
Flinging such a leaf into change,
Would suffice to blow up the air like soil;
A new breathing-field. Oh Gods! Gods!
You often-come, sleepers in things,
Who resurrect gaily, who at the well
Which we imagine bathe throat and face,
And who easily add their restedness
To that which seems full, our full lives.
Once more let it be your morning, Gods.
We repeat. You alone are the primal source.
With you the world arises, and a fresh start gleams
On all the fragments of our failures . . .
—Rainer Maria Rilke
Trans. Murray Stein, with corrections by author

Ich begreife im Leben der Gétter (das doch wohl im Geistigen immer wieder
sich erneut und abspielt und recht hat) nichts so sehr als den Moment, da sie



sich entziehen; was wire ein Gott ohne die Wolke, die ihn schont, was wire
ein abgenutzter Gott?

I grasp nothing in the life of the Gods (which in the spirit most probably ever
renews itself and runs its course and has its truth) so much as the moment in
which they withdraw themselves: what would be a God without the cloud
which preserves him? What would be a worn-out God?
—Rainer Maria Rilke, Letter to the Fiirstin Marie
von Thurn und Taxis, September 23, 1911.
Trans. Murray Stein
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Introduction

The Problem of Sacrificing Gods

The Mystery of the Berlin Painter

What to make of the strange image of a god performing religious
rituals?

Years ago, while walking through the familiar classical galleries
of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, I was arrested by a detail of Attic
red-figure vase-painting that had escaped me before: an altar (see
Catalogue, no. 29; Figs. 2, 3).! Not an unusual feature. Making offer-
ings to the divine was a potent, ubiquitous fact of ancient Greek reli-
gious life: “The central ritual of Greek religion, from the pouring of
libations onwards, is the offering to the god.” This particular altar is
the organizing axis of the register of a great three-handled kalpis-
hydria, a water-carrying vessel. The vase is ascribed to the Berlin
Painter, one of the great masters of ancient Greek vase-painting. It
dates from about 485 B.C.E., that is, from the very late archaic
period—in fact between the two times of Hellas’s greatest menace
from Persia.

What stopped me was that the altar was not the focus of a sacri-
fice performed by human beings. Instead, six Olympian gods and
goddesses converged on it from either side. The deities appeared to
be themselves worshipers at a sacrifice, forming their own pro-
cession.’ What did this majestic vase mean?

A painted plaque from the archaic Saphtouli cave-site near Pitsa
gives us the elements of canonical Greek animal sacrifice (no. C-27;
Fig. 4). The animal victim, in this case a ram, is led to the altar in pro-
cession, accompanied by the music of flutes. The atmosphere is one
of order, peace, and holiness. The worshipers bear the ritual
implements of wine jug, basket (kanoun), barley (oulai), and woolen
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FIGURE 2. Gods participate in a libation at an altar. Nike or Iris with
oinochoe, Apollo with phiale, Artemis and Leto. Attic red-figure kalpis-
hydria by the Berlin Painter, c. 485 B.C.E.

fillets, called stemmata. The wine jug, or oinochoe, was used to fill the libation
bowl, or phiale, whose contents were poured out as an offering, either directly
onto the altar to the Olympian powers, or into the ground to the chthonian
powers or to the dead—that is, to the underworld.

Despite the contemporary belief that “the normal sacrificial cult is a cult
without revelation or epiphany,”* primary evidence suggests that the Greeks
believed that the gods both attended and responded to sacrifice. In Book 12 of
the Odyssey, the island Phaiakians are described as being so blessed that when
they sacrificed they could actually see the gods” huge, luminous forms superin-
tending. The presence of the deity is often implied in art by a cult statue, as we
see in an archaic belly-amphora in Berlin, in which Athena Promachos re-
ceives a sacrificial procession at a stone altar (no. C—30; Fig. 5) or in a trefoil
oinochoe from the same museum showing a Dionysiac herm presiding over
a flaming altar as two worshipers approach with basket and flute (no. C—31).
But sometimes it is no stiff image that the vases show us at the altar, but the
god’s epiphany in his or her sacred animal or bird—as in a black-figure hydria
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FIGURE 3. Berlin Painter kalpis-hydria, Side B. Athena and Hermes.

FIGURE 4. Canonical scene of animal sacrifice. Archaic pinax from the Saphtouli
cave at Pitsa, sixth century B.C.E.
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FIGURE 5. Athena Promachos with shield and spear receives animal sacri-
fice at a stone altar. Black-figure belly-amphora, c. 540 B.C.E.

in Uppsala (no. C-1), in which an enormous owl just outside Athena’s temple
(as designated by the column) surely stands for the numinous presence of the
goddess herself. The divine bird is the focus for the worshiper, hand raised in a
canonical gesture of awe or reverence at the appearance of a deity, and also for
the sacrificial beasts symmetrically ranged around the altar that is the bird’s
platform. Finally, there are vases like the Louvre red-figure bell-krater from the
classical period (no. C-35) in which the “living god” himself, in this case the
ephebic Apollo with laurel staff and crown, serenely observes a sacrifice to him-
self in full swing with grilling meat, cake offerings, and poured libations upon
an altar behind which grows the tree that is special to him, the laurel.

Except for those anomalous vases like the Berlin Painter hydria in Boston,
the mechanism of Greek sacrifice seems transparent. Socrates is crystal clear on
the subject in the Euthyphro, helpfully articulating those formulas with which we
have grown so comfortable in describing the bargain-driven ancient religious
mentality. “Doesn’t sacrifice mean to give gifts to the gods; and prayer means to
ask (things) from the gods?”® A few minutes later, Socrates quizzes Euthyphro as
to whether piety is not then actually the skill of trading with the gods (éumopuk)
TéYvN).° But what to think when an archaic Athena Polias, a seated urban god-
dess, is depicted with a phiale in her hand (no. 7)?” Or stranger still, when the Del-
phic Apollo beatifically smiles as he tips that phiale pouring out into the ground a
drink offering of wine, energetically painted with added red (no. 59; Fig. 6)?



INTRODUCTION 7

FIGURE 6. Apollo, seated, with tortoise-shell lyre, extends phiale to pour a libation;
raven watches. Attic white-ground kylix by Onesimos?, c. 480 B.C.E.

Are the Greek gods in this vase worshiping some power greater than them-
selves? Perhaps the younger Olympic gods are making offerings to Zeus. If so,
why does Zeus himself, who cannot be beguiled and whose mind “it is not
possible to overreach,”® grasping his thunderbolt, pour wine from a libation
vessel on a column-krater now in St. Petersburg? (no. 44; Fig. 7). Zeus should
be the recipient of worship, not the worshiper. Yet his ritual gesture, pouring
from a god-sized phiale, clearly implies sacerdotal action, unavoidably convey-
ing multivalency. What are we to make of a sacrificing Zeus, whose fixed de-
cree, in the ancient Greek religious imagination, orders heaven and earth, and
who by the fifth century B.c.E. had acquired in Hellenic philosophy the role of
First Cause and virtual apex of justice? Who could possibly be the recipient of
the libation of Zeus? The high gods who pour out wine have turned us into a
classical game show: “What is wrong with this picture?” The answer I propose
will be a radical one: nothing.

“They Cannot Possibly Be Sacrificing”: Methodological Questions

In “a new breathing-field,” when a paradox emerges in the history of religion,
theoretical premises are challenged and established theologies dissolve and
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FIGURE 7. Zeus, standing, with name inscribed, holding phiale with cas-
cading wine. Athena, standing, with helmet, holds oinochoe. Attic red-figure
column-krater, the Diogenes Painter, late archaic.

reform. Or so they should, in productive encounter with the paradox. Despite
scholarly preoccupation with theory, theory can only illumine religious data; it
can never “explain” human religiousness—not because religiousness is inher-
ently mystifying, but because it responds to mystery, and because its data are
always proliferating and changing the landscape of what can be known and
hence interpreted.’

Religious thought is an irreducible form of thought, which always, in the
end, stands beyond the reach of any explanatory formulaic thought that does
not entirely share its epistemological premises and operations. The religious
imagination, which Henri Corbin, following Ibn “Arabi, calls imaginal knowl-
edge, “apprehends its proper object with as much right and validity as the
senses and the intellect do theirs.”*® Thus while theory about religious experi-
ence based on either the methods of senses or those of the intellect may par-
tially illumine, it will always be inadequate.

The mutual exclusivity of the “history” and the “phenomenology” of reli-
gion is no longer defensible. As Jonathan Z. Smith wrote over two decades ago
of the pan-Babylonian school, whose exponents “saw clearly the need to
ground comparison and patterns in a historical process,” “the two chief options
followed by students of religion since then have . . . been either to continue its
diffusionist program shorn of its systematic and theoretical depth . . . or to cut
loose the pattern and systematics from history. . . . We have yet to develop the
responsible alternative: the integration of a complex notion of pattern and sys-
tem with an equally complex notion of history.”*!
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It is my belief that it is virtually impossible to solve the hermeneutical
problem of the “libating gods” in ancient Greek vase painting by staying within
the evidence afforded by the tradition. One needs to look elsewhere, and to sub-
ject these images to the multiple recombination afforded only through com-
parative analysis. Such a survey reveals examples of the “religion of the gods”
throughout history and across the globe.

We cannot solve a paradox, yet we can consider how to ask whatever ap-
propriate questions it may elicit. The approach that makes this work different
from the previous, often painstaking work done on this iconographic theme is
that I assert our knowledge of Greek religion, such as it now stands, cannot
fully illumine the mystery of the divine scene on the Berlin Painter’s hydria.
Rather, as W. Brede Kristensen suggested, the ancient Greek religious mental-
ity is so alien to us in the present, so unsystematic, so apparently sui generis,
despite its many Near Eastern and other influences, and, outside of the philo-
sophical traditional, so chronically non-self-reflective that we are forced to look
outside its boundaries.'? We do this to locate an Other, that which will hold up
a mirror to the original perplexing image, even if that image is reversed.’® Jean-
Pierre Vernant's chastened statement still holds: “The era is past when one
could believe that it was possible to develop a theory of sacrifice embracing all
centuries and all civilizations.”™* I believe, however, that to understand these
ancient Greek images, the approach of comparative religion is the most fruit-
ful. What other religions express in analogues both ideational and in praxis
possibly represents something fundamental in the divine nature itself, or, if
one prefers, its human construction.

With the exception of the Vedic hymns and Brahmanical commentaries,
where it is impossible to deny that “the gods sacrificed to sacrifice with the sac-
rifice” (Rgveda 10.90.16; 1.164.50) because the texts are so explicit, legends or
iconographic evidence of gods engaged in ritual performance are inevitably at-
tended by conflicted interpretive responses—both ancient and modern." Tradi-
tional theological reaction within the closed system of religious thought to the
paradoxical “ritualizing deity” tends to focus on the issue of the ways in which
ritual actions, oriented to a higher entity as they are assumed to be, imply infe-
riority and contingency. Omnipotence, or at least ultimate hierarchical superior-
ity in the cosmic order, is intelligible as a defining attribute of the gods. The cru-
cial restriction is that gods, since they are omnipotent, hence at the top of the
scale of worship, cannot themselves worship. Ritual, worship, and in particu-
lar “sacrifice” implies contingency, dependency, and hierarchically based action
originating at the subordinate level of a relationship: do ut des, “I give so that you
might give [i.e., in return].” The religion of the gods, that is, the divine capacity
to perform rituals, is traditionally “unintelligible,” in that it seems to unequivo-
cally compromise omnipotence. It is unseemly and unbefitting a god, or, as one
of the conversants exclaims in a discussion imagined by Plutarch at Delphi
about Apollo’s expiatory libations after slaying the Pytho, “terribly strange and
paradoxical.”

Modern scholarly objections to ritualizing deities, expressed from outside
the tradition’s closed thought-world, often encode these assumptions about
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divine omnipotence and its compromise by the unacceptable idea of divine rit-
ual: “this cannot mean what it seems to; gods cannot sacrifice.”*® Contemporary
scholars who do believe that the gods in Attic vase paintings should indeed be
interpreted as pouring libations, or Odin as sacrificing “himself to himself ” in
Hdvamdl, or Allah and the angels as performing salat for the Prophet, often do
so from a stance that assumes that the human activity of religious action is be-
ing projected onto the deity.

The fountainhead of this idea might be located in the philosophy of Lud-
wig Feuerbach, who, in his most important works The Essence of Christianity
and The Essence of Religion, rebelled against the theistic thought of his teacher
Hegel. In contrast to Hegel's notion of divine self-realization, Feuerbach’s the-
ory viewed religion instead as a product of human self-consciousness, which,
beyond “mirroring,” can and does create its own “other,” its own object of con-
templation and relationship, the deity: for example, “the source of Monotheism
is man, . . . the source of God’s unity is the unity of the human conscience and
mind.”"” Eventually characterized as a paradigm of “projectionism,” Feuer-
bachian ideology, passionately albeit somewhat inconsistently expounded in
his lifelong writings, informed the philosophical platforms of Nietzsche, Marx,
and Freud (Ricoeur’s “suspicious thinkers”), but also, in its insistence upon
relationship between self and other, shaped the theological schema of Martin
Buber and the central preoccupations of Emmanuel Lévinas. At issue for
Feuerbach was the nature of that transcendentalized other, whose origin and
teleological function, pace Hegel, was solely comprised in human attainments:
“God is essentially an idea, a model of man; but a model of man does not exist
for itself, it exists for man; its sole meaning and purpose is that man should be-
come what the model represents; the model is simply the future man, personi-
fied and conceived of as an independent being. For this reason God is essen-
tially a communist, not an aristocrat; He shares everything He is and has with
man; all His attributes become attributes of man; and with full right, for they
originated in man, they were abstracted in man, and the end they are given
back to him.”*8

Hence the image of worship by God or the gods must inexorably represent
the human activity of worship, and it must do so for human ends. Typical of
this approach, for example, are the remarks of the Islamicist Shelemo Dov
Goitein, who in his consideration of Islamic prayer wrote in 1968, “Finally,
God himself'is described as praying. ‘(The pious), from their Lord (are) prayers
upon them and mercy.’ Since God is addressed in prayer, it seems strange that
he himself should be engaged in this pious work. Therefore, salat, while refer-
ring to God, has been rendered in modern translations by ‘blessings’ and sim-
ilar phrases. This is a misunderstanding of religious psychology. Since prayer
is the most significant occupation of the pious, it is unimaginable that God
should not pray himself.”** Through a Feuerbachian application, Gotein pur-
ports to have said all that is necessary about the religious imagination.

The classic work on sacrificial typology, Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss’s
Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function, has exerted a profound influence on the phe-
nomenological study of sacrifice. Yet it is driven by the same assumptions. As
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Elizabeth Pritchard observes, “despite the authors’ assertion that sacrifice is
only possible if there must exist for the sacrifier outside entities or forces to
which the sacrifier believes his/her existence is owed—indeed outside entities
that are so powerful that the intermediary or ‘victin? is destroyed by the power
of intense contact with these ‘outside forces’,” they nevertheless collapse at the
end with the assertion that the “‘outside forces” are really only a hypostasiza-
tion of the community and that sacrifices play a functional role in maintaining
the strength of the societal bonds.”?°

Not only unfazed by the apparent radical anthropomorphism of an obser-
vant god but rather embracing it as an axiomatic explanatory device, exponents
of such theories reason as follows: Human beings as ritualizers tend to create
ritualizing gods. The human religious imagination, because it so consistently
anthropomorphizes deities, is untroubled by the paradox that gods are tradi-
tionally the focus of ritual orientation and the recipients of ritual action, not
themselves the instigators of ritual—for where then are focus and recipient?
The logic goes that the gods are projected constellations of human nature, “big
people”; hence they do everything that people do, including worship, no matter
how theologically self-contradictory such an idea might appear.

It is this second contemporary view about what is “really” operating from
within the religious traditions that will interest us most in this book. This view
starts from particular philosophical premises about the nature of the divine be-
ing that are so embedded in the study of religion since Feuerbach, Marx, Freud,
and Durkheim as to be accepted as sine qua nons, without internal problema-
tization. It is not my purpose in this book to challenge the projectionist theory
of religion. Rather, I want to show that it is quite often set forward as an ade-
quate explication of divine religious activity, as though there were nothing
more to be said. On the contrary, in the cases we will explore in these pages, it
is entirely inadequate. Even if we concede its premises (which I do not, but
these cannot be debated here), what projectionist theory fails to do is to describe
how the phenomenon of the ritualizing god manifests itself, functions, and is under-
stood from within the tradition. Such a descriptive effort, rarely undertaken, is
worthwhile because it can illumine both the subtleties and religious results of
the relationships between ritual and theology that emerge in each of the cases I
will consider. Among the subtleties is the fact that divine ritual almost invari-
ably does not exactly resemble human ritual, as a purely applied Feuerbachian
model might have it. Why not? Among the results “on the ground” are the ways
in which divinely performed rituals, as represented textually and iconographi-
cally, often have the historical effect of reinscribing and reinforcing particular de-
votional forms at the expense of others. Why?

Anticipating Feuerbach, wandering pre-Socratic thinker Xenophanes of
Colophon famously wrote, “The Ethiopians imagine their gods as black with
snub noses. The Thracians imagine their gods as blue-eyed and red-haired.
The Egyptians imagine their gods as light-complexioned with black hair. If ox-
ens and horses and lions had hands, and could paint with their hands, and pro-
duce works of art just as men do, horses would paint the forms of gods like
horses, and oxen like oxen. But the divine is one and has no countenance and
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no colour.”* The critique of the gods of antiquity as anthropomorphizing pro-
jections of human desires and behaviors was to resonate millennia later in
Western philosophy and psychology, but during the late archaic period in an-
cient Greece stood as a radical critique of both religious and civic structures of
thought.?> The ritualizing deity, counterintuitive as it was, was perhaps the
most extreme example of projection Xenophanes might have imagined. Yet the
idea clearly existed contemporaneously in the ancient Greek religious imagina-
tion, namely, in the form of hundreds of vases, the majority of them painted in
dark red and bright black between the years of 510 and 440 B.C.E.—not only by
the marginal vase-painters of Attica but also by its masters. The iconography of
the over three hundred classical vases treated in this work is troubling at best if
we retrace the steps of those scholars who have considered them. The Olympian
gods, including Zeus, are shown pouring libations onto altars, and even tearing
animals or roasting sacrificial meat. As I hope to show, however, these represen-
tations of ritual are not anomalous within the context of ancient Greek religion,
but are rather a paradigmatic intensification of its categories of theological
thought.

In many other religions of the world, some dead, some alive, some histor-
ically related to or interactive with ancient Greece, and some utterly remote
from it in time and space, other “high gods” were also portrayed as themselves
engaged in worship. Therefore, we may have to rethink the category of ritual
worship itself. In the self-understanding of religious traditions that portray the
gods as religious actors, is ritual, when performed by gods, understood to be
the same thing as when it is performed by human beings?

Certain categories of the modern study of religion such as “worship,” “sac-
rifice,” and “ritual,” have been reformulated over the past century (e.g., by Max
Miiller, Edward Tylor, James Frazer, Foustel de Coulanges, Robertson Smith,
and Jane Harrison), and almost depleted through exhaustive definition (e.g., by
Hubert and Mauss, and Karl Meuli), redefinition (e.g., by Clifford Geertz,
Georges Bataille, Victor Turner, René Girard, Walter Burkert, Bernard Malam-
oud, and Jean-Pierre Vernant), and most recently, deconstruction (e.g., by Frits
Staal) or anthropological critique (e.g., by Nancy Jay).

I have found that despite the riches they offer in their variety, existing
theoretical models cannot help in the interpretation of these vases, nor any
other cases of what I will call “divine reflexivity.” This is for the simple reason
that these models only “work” when God or the gods are the object, and not
the active subject or agent of ritual. When ritual has a divine, rather than a hu-
man subject, these categories appear to be unusable. In the special but not
rare image of an enthroned Zeus clearly pouring a wine offering onto an altar
in a sanctuary, previous definitions and deconstructions lead to theoretical
paralysis.

To whom are the gods sacrificing? The vases show that the Greek gods, an-
thropomorphic to an extreme, could participate in every human behavior—not
excluding worship itself. I ask in this book whether some mystical identification
of roles between devotee and deity should be inferred, or whether this is better
understood as an ideal paradigm for human worship. Ultimately, solutions such
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as the “humanization” of the gods; sacrifice to a higher, absent deity; and atone-
ment for the overthrow of a previous divine generation prove inadequate. I pro-
pose that a new phenomenology should be imagined, one that combines theol-
ogy and cult and, I believe, solves the paradoxical deployment of normal
sacrificial categories. I argue that the gods were seen in ancient Greece as the
source of cult, rather than exclusively as its object. Not only the instruments of
cult but also cultic actions—in other words, religious behaviors—were attrib-
uted to the gods. Appropriate theological description must embrace that aspect
of the divine nature that self-referentially and self-expressively engages in wor-
ship. I call this concept “divine reflexivity.”

“Divine reflexivity” I will define for the moment as the ritual performance
by a deity of an action known as belonging to the sphere of that deity's human
cultic worship. What I wish to stress initially in this coined phrase is the word
“divine,” carrying with it the notion of “transcendent’; “immortal”’; “other than
human’; “superhuman”; “godlike.” Whatever we may think about gods as
social constructions or as metaphysical entities, what must be clear is that they
are not generally understood from within their given traditional context as “big
people.” Gods are different. Exegesis of their represented actions, then, re-
quires a nuanced balance between emic epistemology and etic knowledge, with
an eye to humility in deploying the latter, and an awareness of the limitations of
the very distinction. The history of religion does not survey religious phenom-
ena from a superior vantage point, but rather as a discipline with its own as-
sailable premises, which are to some degree impoverished by the continuing
ideal of “objectivity” and “detachment.”?

I hope to show in comparative context that gods who are portrayed as per-
forming ritual actions are not, within the framework of the religious traditions
that envision them thus, imitating mortals. Nor is it even accurate, in my view,
to say that mortals are imitating them. I have come to believe that when the
high gods pour out wine, they are in fact acting religiously through, on behalf
of, and because of themselves. Their religious actions, even those such as sac-
rifice that on a mortal level would certainly require a recipient, are not directed
to a being higher than themselves.

Religion itself is a part of the gods’ essence and domain; when they prac-
tice human-type religious actions, they do so as gods. The causes and effects of
the cultic mechanism in their case is, as Rudolf Otto termed it, “wholly other.”
A ritual performed by a god is not aimed outside the god’s self as a human rit-
ual would be. Instead, it refers back only to the god. The ritual emanates from
and is reabsorbed into the numinous parabola of his or her own inexhaustible
energy. Humans practicing the same ritual are undeniably participants in this
parabola, which then return ritual energy to the gods. But human beings are
not the source of religion. The gods are.

Furthermore, as Hegel has argued on the level of philosophical theology,
particularly in “The Concept of Religion,” self-containment and self-referentiality
are some of the most persistent attributes of divine nature, closely related to its
autonomy, self-subsistence, and self-expression.?* Religion, itself directed to the
divine, is in Hegelian axiom revealed, in Dale Schlitt's words, as “God’s own
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coming to self-consciousness . . . a movement of self-positing divine inclusive
subjectivity.”?> Hegel's concept of religion may help to explicate the ways in
which, since gods are not only superior but also ultimate beings, their actions
tend indexically to refer to themselves, not to spheres of action outside them-
selves. This self-referentiality, this divine reflexive nature, is called in Islam
“Ipseity.” The actions of the gods express divine motivations, strategems, and
nature, and are the basis for any human constructions, institutions, or actions,
including religious ones.

Let me illustrate with a case of divine reflexivity from a tradition other than
ancient Greek. In at least five notable points in the Babylonian Talmud (formal-
ized c. 400-600 C.E., but containing material centuries older), God himself
seems to practice Judaism. He observes mizvot, wears ritual garments, and ab-
sorbs himself'in scripture. As in the vase-paintings of Olympian gods who oddly
pour libations, a divinity is associated not only with cultic objects but also with
cultic actions. According to Berakhot Ga, the incorporeal Hebrew God wears
scroll-bearing phylacteries. He wraps himself in the tallit, worn by the Ba’al
Tefillah, the leader of prayer at the synagogue—the prayer shawl symbolizing
submission to God’s will—in order to instruct Moses in a penitential service in
Rosh Hashanah 17b. Tractate Abodah Zarah discovers him studying and reflect-
ing on his own Torah (oseq battorah) for three hours each day.?® In the com-
mentary to the first tractate of the first order of the Mishnah, Berakhot (Benedic-
tions), God offers a heartfelt prayer that the attribute of his mercy may overcome
that of his justice, which starts with the variant formula, “May it be My will that
my mercy overcome my justice and all my other attributes.”?” Challenged by
one of the minim in Shabbat 30 as to where God ritually bathed to purify him-
self after burying Moses, a rabbi retorts, without hesitating, not that God, the
source of ritual purity, had no need to purify himself after contact with a corpse,
but rather that he bathed in a mikveh of fire.

Do these nonphilosophical sermonic images indicate a clear-cut case of ex-
treme anthropomorphism? In other words, when God performs a specifically
Jewish religious action, is he still acting as Master of the Universe, or simply as
a larger and more powerful Jew? Anticipating the reductionist arguments of
Karim W. Arafat on the Greek case, one early twentieth-century scholar calls
these examples of God’s practiced religion “the humanizing of the Deity and
endowing Him with all the qualities and attributes which tend towards making
God accessible to Man.”? Ts this really sufficient? Or does God maintain a spe-
cial role as the theurgic performer of ritual action by dint of his quintessential
holiness? If in the Talmud he is in fact still acting as God, does that in any way
affect how he practices his own religion? If so, to what end?

Similarly, talmudic translator and editor Arthur Cohen insists, “However
these passages may be explained, it is impossible to maintain that their authors
actually believed in a corporeal God Who actually performed the actions as-
cribed to Him.”?® But why is this protest made, and is it at all helpful? Even one
of the most compelling new frameworks for the study of ritual, provided by
Catherine Bell in two successive books, is theoretically applicable only when
one assumes that religion begins in one place and moves in one direction:
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from earth to heaven (or to wherever the gods are conceived as dwelling),
from the mortal realm to the immortal. Bell tells us that “the deployment of
ritualization, consciously or unconsciously, is the deployment of a particular
construction of power relationships, a particular relationship of domination,
consent, and resistance.”*® But what happens to this “deployment of power
relationships” when God, than whom there is nothing higher or more power-
ful, wears a prayer shawl, or even more disconcertingly, prays to himself? Are
these not also ritual actions, performed in the context of Jewish piety, and fa-
miliar from the realm of human worship? If we are to turn to Bell's method-
ology for help in understanding these playful and yet pointed fantasies of the
amoraim, who dominates? Who consents? Who resists? Like so many others,
Bell's analysis of “ritual” requires a hierarchy. When the hierarchy is removed,
we are adrift with the gods who are continually and cryptically practicing
their own religion.

In other words, how can God or the gods worship, sacrifice, or perform
a ritual? I will show that in the case of the divine libation theme on Attic
vases there can be no logical explanation other than that the gods are indeed
offering—practicing religious acts. I will also show that once this interpretive
possibility is accepted without prejudice, far from being anomalous, these im-
ages are entirely consistent with other theologically meaningful artifacts from
the same historical and cultural milieu. Ancient Greek religion itself provides
the context for the images. The problem was always and only ours as religion-
ists. If, in the historical evidence we will encounter in the traditions to be con-
sidered, the divine is not the object (the recipient) but the subject and agent of
the religious action (the sacrificer or devotee), I would suggest that it is heuris-
tically unhelpful to persist in the idea that there is something peripheral or ex-
ceptional about this phenomenon. Rather, we must rethink how we understand
“religion.”

The performative or devotional aspect of religion is conceived of from
within the religious perspective itself not as the realm of mortals but rather as
the appropriate sphere of the gods who are its object. As early as the Enuma El-
ish, where we hear that “Marduk established his sanctuaries,” it is clear that
gods are often intimately involved with the establishment and many ongoing
aspects of their own worship. In the “Comparanda” section of the catalogue
presented here, it will become clear that the Greek gods are no exception. They
hover over their own altars with reverent gestures; they bring flowers and carry
incense burners, libation bowls, and even animals. Why then should it be
such a surprise when in iconography they lay the flowers onto the altar, burn
the incense, or pour out wine from the libation bowls? Perhaps cultic action is
as much an attribute of the divine as other attributes with which we are more
familiar and comfortable, such as holiness, flight, kingship, a conch shell, or a
scroll.

The work of Mircea Eliade has shown that within religious frameworks,
humans are theomorphic; that is, their religious acts imitate those of the gods:
“A sacrifice, for example,” he writes in The Myth of the Eternal Return, “not only ex-
actly reproduces the initial sacrifice revealed by a god ab origine, at the beginning
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of time, it also takes place at the same primordial mythical moment; in other
words, every sacrifice repeats the initial sacrifice and coincides with it. All sac-
rifices are performed at the same mythical instant of the beginning.”*! When
described as the actions of deities, religious actions surely have a didactic
and also a stabilizing effect on human behavior—an Eliadean pattern or divine
paradigm. However, I hope to nuance Eliade’s beliefs, and to expand on them:
Divine religious actions also have an intensifying effect on human cult, which
sets up an ongoing parabola of worship between the transcendent and imma-
nent realms, having its source in the former. In other words, human cultic
actions are far more than copies of a blueprint drawn long ago by master
architects.

Undeniable is the relationship between the libation poured out by Apollo
on his Delphic omphalos on the tondo of a classical vase (no. 204; fig. 8), and
that poured out by the mortal priest standing in Apollo’s sanctuary in fifth-
century B.C.E. Delphi: This iconography implies profound reciprocity. Yet these
cases of divine reflexivity mean even more than this; in some cases, they inten-
sify and elevate certain forms of observance. The gods do not sacrifice merely to
instruct human beings on proper religious observance; in other words, the ef-
fect of the performance is not merely mimetic; it is, rather, generative and at-
tributive. The gods sacrifice, rather, on their own behalf—in effect, because of
themselves. They originate, perform, and thus ratify their own cults. Hence, in
the case of ancient Greek divine epithets, for example, as Walter Burkert observes,

FIGURE 8. Apollo, with lyre, pours from phiale onto omphalos decorated
with fillets. Artemis, Hermes; Leto with phiale. Attic red-figure bell-krater,
manner of the Dinos Painter, 420-400 B.C.E.
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“Many [divine epithets] are taken from sanctuaries . .. or from ritual, as if the
god himself were performing the ritual act—Apollo Daphnephoros [laurel-
bearing Apollo], Dionysos Omestes [Dionysos the raw-eater].”*? Greek gods thus
were often called by the cultic functions that human beings practice in their
honor. Apollo wears his own laurel, as one would in worshiping Apollo; Dionysos
eats torn animal victims raw, as the Dionysos-possessed maenads were said to
do. The god performs the ritual that is his.

Burkert’s discussion of divine epithets makes it clear that a Greek god, like
most gods in pantheistic religious systems, is only one dimension of a multidi-
mensional cosmos of power, but is also at the center of a sphere or domain of ac-
tivity that is particularly dedicated to him or to her—and hence is susceptible
both to human imprecation and to the theurgic activity and intervention of the
god: “Many [divine epithets] are formed spontaneously to denote the domain in
which divine intervention is hoped for; in this way each god is set about with a
host of epithets which draw a complex picture of his activity. Zeus as rain god is
ombrios or hyetios, as centre of court and property herkeios and ktesios, as guardian
of the city polieus, as protector of strangers hikesios and xenios, and as god of all
Greeks panhellenios.”** In other words, in the view of its adherents, practiced reli-
gion may belong to the sphere of, and have its source in, the divine. The gods
practice religion because religion in its essence belongs to them.

Relying on the evidence of the history of religions, one may observe the re-
ligion of the gods, driven by a cultic dynamic that I call divine reflexivity, is not
simply human ritual carried out on a cosmic plane. It is rather in some sense
unique to the gods, and has unique cultic features following existentially and
naturally from their special status. “The religion of the gods” is also not always
foundational, carried out once in primeval illo tempore, although it can have
that dimension; nor, on a related note, is it invariably some kind of memorial
celebration of that foundational act to be reenacted over and again. It is rather,
frequently, ongoing consecrated action continuously occurring in a kind of paral-
lel time in which the mythical past and ritual present collapse. This is a differ-
ent kind of time; it is “cultic time.”** The gods’ ritual actions are synergistic
happenings in the still vacuum of the other, suprasensible world, paralleling
and perhaps even inspiring participatory religious action on earth, but still re-
moved from it.

The painted image of the classical god who sacrifices is not ritual itself but
rather the representation of ritual. It is not injunctive of ritual action in the
same way that a ritual text might be; it does not prescribe the sequence of steps
in the choreography, but rather freezes and represents an idealized moment in
the offering, one that encodes the proper aesthetics of ritual. However, the telos
of the representation goes beyond selection and elevation of a moment of
power. Because the god is portrayed performing the sacrificial ritual—pouring
out the libation—the ritual itself is inscribed with a kind of ultimacy, even ur-
gency, which in turn necessarily energizes human ritual orientation and activ-
ity. The vase-paintings show that cultic time is imagined as a multivalent ma-
trix in which two communities of very different entities practice religious
action that mirrors but does not mimic.
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As Coenraad van Ouwerkerk says, Hans-Georg Gadamer postulates in
Wahrheit und Methode that a representation “enhances [and, we might add, in-
tensifies] the ontological reality of what is represented.”* “A representation . . .
could not only reveal and throw into relief certain aspects of an object, other-
wise hidden or unobserved, but could also make personal and intimate, what
in reality is distant and alien. Rendering an object present in a representation,
is a specific way of having access and relating to it.”*® The application of this
idea charts both intention and effect of such representations in ways that man-
age to transcend simplistic notions of the god as human writ large.

If, for example, we take the talmudic evidence cited above as neither mean-
ingless nor as mere anthropomorphizing, we see that on its own terms, power
flows with a far more centrifugal force: from and around the deity. Then our
interpretive task has become different. It would be to determine why religion is
not just consecrated to but also ascribed to God during this particular period in
(in this case, Jewish) history. That is, what is the particular and special value of
these types of religious observance that would occasion the need for their in-
tensification using the paradoxical idiom of an observant God? I will show in
chapter 8 that possible answers lie in the particular ways that God is observant,
central as they are to Rabbinic Judaism in the first to sixth centuries c.E. after
the destruction of the Second Temple.

Within the parameters of this inquiry, I will allow the term “sacrifice” to re-
tain its primary meaning, namely, “the act of offering something to a deity in
propitiation or homage, especially the ritual slaughter of an animal or person.”’
The word’s etymology comes through the Old French and Middle English from
the Latin sacrificium, which comes from sacer, meaning “sacred,” +facere, “to
make.” By no means has the practice of sacrifice been confined to slaughter
alone. Anything can and has been offered to a deity in propitiation or homage.

In a larger context, [ will view sacrifice as part of a larger sphere of human
religiosity, namely worship, having as its primary canonical meanings “the
reverent love and allegiance accorded a deity, idol, or sacred object and a set of
ceremonies, prayers, or other religious forms by which this love is ex-
pressed.”® The term “worship” comes to us through the Middle English from
the Old English weoroscipe, meaning “honor,” from weoro, “worth” and scipe,
“ship.”

Both of these terms, sacrifice and worship, describe a dynamic transfer,
within a religious context, of something to a numinous object or energy. One of-
fers gifts (sacrifice) or ceremonially enacts a feeling (worship) toward a god or
goddess—at the very least, a power greater than oneself. Something of worth is
transferred from a lesser to a greater being. Note that our usual use of these
terms seems to assume the mortality, and in a sense, the inferiority of the donor.
The divinity, and implicit superiority, of the recipient sharply distinguishes it
from the humanity and finitude of the donor.

In light of the evidence to follow, I hope these definitions will begin to
resonate ironically. What if the sacrificer—or, on a more general plane, the
worshiper—possesses the quality of omnipotence? What becomes of this dy-
namic, which we take so much for granted when we reflect on religious
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thought, encoded in ritual, from its most exteriorized to its most sublimated
forms? For example, would the motive for sacrifice continue to be propitia-
tion or homage? Of whom or what? What is worship if a deity, especially a
supreme deity in a hierarchical system, performs it? Does it remain the “rev-
erent love and allegiance accorded a deity”? Is it self-reverence? Or is it some-
thing else?

Are these very questions culture-bound? As Veena Das has noted, “what
are considered universal features of the sacrificial process draw rather heavily
from assumptions about man, society and God in Semitic traditions.” As an ex-
ample, she gives one of the assumptions of anthropological discourse on sacri-
fice as the concept that “the sacrificator is a bearer of pollution, sin, or guilt and
the sacrificial cult provides the means for cleansing the person or the social
body of these moral stains. Further, the immolation of the victim becomes the
central moment of the sacrifice since it constitutes the renunciation of a signif-
icant object by the sacrificator to bring about a sudden and violent cleansing of
sin, the separation of that which has been wrongly united, and a release of pow-
erful forces (Hubert & Mauss 1964; Evans-Pritchard 1956; Turner 1977).”*
Sacrifice as a mechanism of renunciation and cleansing may be seen to oper-
ate, if on a very muted scale, in ancient Greek sacrifice, especially in accor-
dance with Meuli's and Burkert’s theory of the sympathetic identification of
hunter and hunted, which had its genesis in the Neolithic Central Asian
steppes. But surely it cannot be said to operate if the gods themselves bring the
sacrificial offerings to the altar.

With these questions in mind, let us turn to some of the puzzling situa-
tions in which hypothesis does indeed become reality. What does it mean for
the Greek gods to pour libations in the fifth century B.c.E.? For the ancestors of
the Vedic gods, the Sadhyas, to sacrifice Agni, god of fire? For Indra to drink
Soma in texts from 1000 B.C.E.? For the God of Israel to demand the death of
Isaac in patriarchal times, then substitute a ram for Abrahant’s firstborn so that
the sacrifice might be accomplished? For the same God to immolate his own
firstborn son in first-century Christian scripture, and for Christ simultane-
ously to act as high priest and offer up himself in the Epistle to the Hebrews?
For Odin to hang on the World-Tree as his gallows, having pierced himself with
his own spear in the same manner that sacrificial victims are hanged on tree
limbs as dedications to Odin? And in the larger sphere of worship, what does it
mean for the Talmud to portray YHWH as reading the Torah three hours a day,
or as wearing a prayer shawl? For the Qur'an to describe Allah as ritually inter-
ceding for Muhammad?

In his Religious Worlds, William Paden posits, “Religions create, maintain
and oppose worlds. Their mythic symbols declare what the world is based on,
what its oppositional forces are, what hidden worlds lie beyond or within ordi-
nary life.”*® A “world,” then, is the self-contained and self-validating realm cre-
ated by a religion, which does not make it impervious to comparative thematic
inquiry. “The idea of a world helps mediate the ideas of difference and com-
monality. In spite of their differences, religious worlds have in common
certain general forms of mythic and ritual behavior. . . . The content of this



20 INTRODUCTION

behavior is always specific and historical. But the form of the behavior shows
typical cross-cultural categories at work. . . . So the idea of worlds deals with the
realm of particular historical matrices, yet also allows us to see typical or analo-
gous ways by which worlds are constructed.”*

If we accept this both/and approach, then we do not have to make the arti-
ficial and, in my opinion, bitter choice between a historical or a phenome-
nological approach to the study of a religious question. For in making such
a choice, we are robbed. The methodological approach guiding this work is
based on the belief that religious evidence is at the same time culturally and
historically specific as well as part of a larger picture in which common struc-
tures emerge, and can be talked about interpretively. It is essential to start with
primary religious evidence, and equally essential that we assume that it was in
fact meaningful to those who created it. This may seem obvious, but in fact it
has by no means been conceded by scholars who have interpreted the sacrific-
ing gods, as chapter 4, a history of previous scholarship, will show. It is espe-
cially important in dealing with material evidence when no texts are available
to aid in interpretation.

According to Turner, Paden, and others, all such worlds maintain what is
sacred, and maintain the integrity of their own views. Through acts of lan-
guage and observance, through configuring activities, through gods and sym-
bols, these worlds are made credible. Religion is as much encoded action as it
is doctrine or accumulated belief. Religious action is represented repeatedly as
practiced by the gods. If we assume that the gods are “configuring activities,”
then their worship becomes, to the “impartial” observer extreme anthropomor-
phism. I will argue that this leads to distortion even within the framework of
the traditions themselves.

If, as Nancy Jay has said, sacrifice is a way to ingrain and differentiate sub-
ject and object, sacred and profane, divinity and humankind, how should we
understand sacrificing gods? What is the intended meaning when in the scrip-
ture and religious art of a culture, the gods themselves configure and sacralize
the world through that ultimate world-shaping system, ritual, and especially
sacrifice? Objects correlate to subjects. Things are sacred in relation to some-
thing. Do these specific and apparently anomalous phenomena negate a tradi-
tional understanding of the devotional relationship between divine and hu-
man? Or do they deepen it?

On a related plane, when do sacrificing or worshiping gods appear in the
chronological development of a religion? Do any factors appear to be shared
between the sociological situations of the religions considered, or the internal
pressures it might have faced at the time? In other words, is there a time at
which the notion of the divine itself engaged in an act of worship seems more
likely to occur in a given history of belief and practice—whether in art, scrip-
ture, myth, oral tradition, or creed—than at some other time?

This book proposes that the gods are as much the originators as the ob-
jects or recipients of cultic action and that human religiosity falls into the di-
vine sphere—rather than divine ritual falling into a range of human religious
phenomena, or as Jay puts it, “a god stands for the concept of a sacrificer’s
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object . . . sacrificial religions cause what they signify.”* Jay calls for an “active
purifying of the gods through the recognition of them as human.” Contrary to
this, I call for a counteractive purifying of the gods through a cleansing of the
intellectual prejudices of the past century’s insistence on religion as a human
projection, for in the case of “religious gods,” it actually obstructs the process
of interpretation from within. As Firozi Kotwal and James Boyd assert, “ritual
practices . . . have their own meaning and value as actions, not only as ‘sym-
bols’ of concepts. A defensible hermeneutic demands an understanding of rit-
uals on their own terms.”** The present work essays a defensible hermeneutic
of what are in the most powerful of ritual actions—those performed not by hu-
mans but by their creators, the gods—*“on their own terms.” Normally “human”
ritual actions can thus have the divine as their subject—in fact, as their engine.

How can we see the images of the gods who pour out wine on classical
vases as the Greeks saw them? How can we respond to the challenge set forth
by Folkert van Straten, who writes—in particular of the puzzling images of the
“god’s portion” on the altar, but applicable to sacrificial iconography in
general—“It is not wise to try to identify the object by establishing what it looks
like to us. We should not try to recognize it, taking the visible world as we know
it as our frame of reference. The Greek vase painters painted these scenes with
their contemporary compatriots in mind. It is their frame of reference we must
try to reconstruct.”*

Who, then, were the ancient Greek gods to the ancient Greeks? They were
not big people, nor were they ever thought of as such. Classicist Mary
Lefkowitz insists on the value of this simple but crucial methodological point
in her recent Greek Gods, Human Lives, and in the process highlights one of the
important biases in the classical scholarship of the last century, when she ob-
serves that “Modern writers and readers often find it very hard to imagine that
the ancient Greeks could have believed in their own very different gods. They
are sympathetic to the ancient thinkers and writers who themselves were criti-
cal of how the gods were portrayed in epic, and they are comfortable with the
portrayal of the gods in the works of later poets, where they appear to behave
more like human beings than like deities, without concern for the common
good or for justice.”* Lefkowitz shows how the Greek gods have been distorted
in modern presentations, as for example in Edith Hamilton's Mythology, pub-
lished in 1940 and often reprinted, which renders the gods “more approach-
able, more humane, and more closely involved in human life than they actually
were in the tales the Greeks told. The gods were ageless, immortal, and power-
ful.”4¢ Lefkowitz writes of the authors of Greek and Roman literature, “I start
from the assumption that the narrators of these works of literature composed
them primarily for audiences that believed those gods existed, and that the
myths conveyed, however literally or figuratively, essential truths, even though
those truths are often harsh. That is not to say that ancient writers did not allow
the characters in their stories to question the motives and even the existence of
the gods. I simply make the observation that they wrote about the world as if it were
controlled by the gods, and as if action on the part of the gods was normal and not in
any way artificial.”*’
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Part of the thicket ensnaring previous scholars is the conception that gods
were in fact big people, so their ritual actions were simply human actions writ
large. The other, diametrically opposed prejudice has been a rigid and hierar-
chically based notion of what is and is not appropriate for a god to do so as to be
consistent with his or her god-nature. If, as scholars of the history of religion,
we venture into the evaluation or even the description of phenomena, we are
also reluctant theologians. As the critique of phenomenology has shown, com-
plete objectivity is an impossible telos. We are then left to attempt what Smith
invokes: “the integration of a complex notion of pattern and system with an
equally complex notion of history.”

In part I of this book, “The Ancient Greek Gods in Ritual Performance,”
I hope to provide an overview of the Hellenic evidence for this problem. With a
few startling exceptions (see “Comparanda”), our vase-paintings depict gods
and goddesses using the vessels of libation, the oinochoe or phiale, or both.
They are engaged in pouring what we might call drink offerings. In chapter 1,
I consider the question of how best to understand the ancient Greek ceremony
of libation within its religious context. What kind of an offering was libation,
and to whom, in anyone, was it offered? How did it reach its recipients? In
what sense is libation “sacrifice”? In chapter 2, I discuss some of the more im-
portant iconographic issues pertaining to the Greek evidence for the theme of
“gods pouring libations,” namely, that of red-figure vase-painting. This chapter
refers to a representative catalogue of such vases from the late archaic, classi-
cal, and Hellenistic periods of antiquity, and includes an analysis of their cultic
features. Chapter 3 treats the known ancient literary evidence that may bear
upon the question of divine libations in classical art. Chapter 4, a history of in-
terpretation, explores what has been said about the problem of the sacrificing
gods, and the implications of each commentary. Chapter 5 addresses the intel-
lectual reasons for why the Greek god with libation bowl in hand has been so
problematic. I analyze the common theoretical stumbling blocks I have ob-
served in the secondary literature, both religionist and archaeological. I then
suggest a workable theoretical solution, based in what I believe to be an ancient
Greek understanding of the relationship between their gods and their practiced
religion. I describe a new descriptive category, “divine reflexivity,” which can
dissolve some of the previous hermeneutical obstacles, in that it comprises
rather than avoids paradox, and allows religious worlds both self-referential
and self-organizing potentials. The chapter concludes with seven characteris-
tics that are the signifying characteristics of divine reflexivity.

Part II, “The Wider Indo-European World: Polytheism,” treats divine re-
flexivity in three polytheistic religious systems that share an Indo-European
genesis with ancient Greece. The gods’ habit of sacrifice in a civilization that is
demonstrably historically related to that of ancient Greece, that of Vedic India,
provides the backdrop for the two close studies presented here in chapters 6
and 7. The extant corpus of Vedic literature offers two important features
which, while not exactly the same, are surely similar in outline to this particu-
lar ancient Greek religious situation: sacrificing gods, and a strong focus on
libation—on the offering of consecrated liquids in order to sanctify. These two
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features are found nowhere else, either in such force or in conjunction with
each other. Chapter 6 examines an ultimately heretical but historically influen-
tial Zoroastrian creation myth, the thousand-year sacrifice performed by the
high god Zurvan. Chapter 7 analyzes the self-immolation of the hanging god
Odin, self-told in Norse skaldic poetry.

In part III, “The Peoples of the Book: Monotheism and Divine Ritual,”
I consider a complex of related issues among three monotheistic faiths of
Northwest Semitic origin. I will not treat intensively, but will refer to, the cultic
prescriptions set forth in the Pentateuch, the exegesis on the agedah (binding
of Isaac) in Christian theologies of the crucifixion, and Christ's multivalent sac-
rificial and sacerdotal roles in the Eucharist. Chapter 8 treats the talmudic pas-
sages mentioned above concerning God’s piety, and chapter 9, the problem of
the God and the angels’ sallat for Muhammad described in Strah 33:56 of the
Qurian.

As students of the history of religions we need to learn to tolerate, rather
than to seek to rationalize or to reconcile the paradoxical when we encounter it.
For encounter it we will, again and again. Epistemology alone bears out this
prognosis. Here, in what I call divine reflexivity, we have the apparently irrec-
oncilable clash of theology (the omnipotence and ultimacy of the gods) and cult
(the actions of contingent or lesser beings made in propitiation of noncontin-
gent, greater and usually greatest ones).

I hope that the issues I raise, summarized in the conclusion, will be seen
as specific to the cultural context of each religious tradition and at the same
time more phenomenologically universal. My goal is to show how the paradox
of a god who practices religious action, which we understand as a seeming con-
tradiction, does not imply religious deviance, heresy, or anomaly, but rather re-
veals a deep, ubiquitous structure within the history of religions.
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PART I

Ancient Greek Gods in
Ritual Performance
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Is Libation Sacrifice?

Before it is clear why a religious image is exceptional or unorthodox
(“marked,” to borrow the Prague School term used in Indo-European
linguistics), we need to know what the norm is—the “unmarked”
case. The unmarked ritual case in ancient Greek religion would be
the basic mortal gesture of libation, that is, of pouring out liquid of-
ferings in a gesture of reverence or of giving to the divine. The
marked case would be when a divine figure pours out an offering—
on our vases, an urgent paradox. The immediacy and vividness of the
spilling wine depicted in added paint in these scenes offer a strong vi-
sual retort to any doubt as to whether the gods are receiving or offer-
ing in their phialai. Depictions of both unmarked and marked cases
proliferated in the fifth century B.c.E.! Drink offerings brought by
both mortals (to obtain the good will of the immortals) and by the im-
mortals themselves (for reasons of their own) appeared in art with
more frequency than ever before. Occasionally, as the next chapter’s
evidence will show, mortal and immortal libation scenes were painted
on opposite sides of the same vase—perhaps signaling, in the cultic
realm, a kind of mirroring, reciprocity, or other relationship.

Before seeking to comprehend the paradox that the Greek gods
perform ritual, we might pause to consider what kind of ritual it is
that they perform. Overwhelmingly predominant in the corpus of
vases showing “sacrificing gods” is the performance of libation. Al-
though there are several known examples of gods leading animals to
the altar or actually involved in their killing or cooking (see “Com-
paranda,” nos. C—36 to C—43), these comprise only a handful; on the
other hand, there are at least several hundred scenes of divine liba-
tion. But there may be more than this to the emphasis on libation as
a divinely performed ritual. Regally enthroned with offering-bowl
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outstretched, standing above a flaming altar as they deliver its contents of red
wine onto the fire, or simply pouring the liquid into the ground, the gods are
time and again depicted in the act of libation. What is libation, and why is it the
primary ritual featured in these artifacts?

“A Peculiar Way of ‘Giving’”

0V Ydip poi woTe Poudg £deveTo daTodg Elomg,
MoBiic Te Kviomg Te' TO Yap Adyouev Yépag Muels.

Never yet has my altar gone without fair sacrifice, the libation and the savour,
since this is our portion of honour.?

In vain Zeus defends Ilion's faithful worship at his altars in Iliad 4.48-49;
Hera remains hell-bent on the city’s catastrophic destruction. Although the
great sky-god praises sacrifice in general, using the revealing Homeric term
daig (meal), he then specifies certain elements of blood-sacrifice as the gods’
vépag: “our portion of honour.” These are neither blood nor entrails nor meat;
for in Greek animal sacrifice these serve, respectively, to mark the altar, to
honor the attending priests, and to feed the participants.® Rather, they are “the
libation and the savour”; these specifically belong to the gods. We know from
the aetiological sacrifice of an ox by the Titan Prometheus to Zeus in Hesiod’s
Theogony (535—561) that the gods inhale the sweet smoke, smelling it as it rises
from the meat grilling in the altar-flames. But why is libation especially re-
served for the gods on Olympus, and how can it ever reach them? Simply put,
the offering goes down while they are always up.

As Walter Burkert remarks, “the libation is usually accepted without ques-
tion as a drink offering, a gift of food. That the earth drinks is said explicitly
enough. Mythology must then admittedly attribute curious needs to the dead
and subterranean beings, and why wine is poured straight into the ground for
the Heavenly Ones remains unexplained.” According to this line of reasoning,
the phiale is put into the hand of the god so that the deity can “catch” the pre-
cious stuff before it is lost. But then why do these gods pour out the liquid with
such abandon onto altars? Why do they not seek to conserve and consume it?

In the most general of terms, libation is that liquid which is poured out as
an act of consecration. As an accompaniment to simple prayer or at a sympo-
sium, a little is spilled out on the earth and the rest is consumed. In chthonian
sacrifice it sinks into the ground—if honey, milk or oil, literally understood as
nourishment for the dead, or if water, their bath; it may also head to the un-
derworld in honor of the powers who dwell below—Pluton, Persephone, the
heroes, or the Semnai Theai.’ In animal sacrifice it is poured midway through
the ceremony onto the toiling flames, making them leap higher and, accord-
ing to the testimony of Euripides’ Jon (1032—-1033), libation also concludes the
proceedings, as wine is poured onto the smoldering altar. But the heavenly
conceit that wafts the smoke offering to the sky-dwelling ones is absent in the
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case of libations at an altar, where Zeus speaks of them. There is no way in en-
acted cult that liquid offerings seem to reach the gods on Olympus. As Burkert
complains, “Libation is quite a peculiar way of ‘giving’: you pour out wine on
the soil, and there it stays: How are the gods in heaven to get any of it? Myce-
neans and Greeks tried to evade this problem by putting a libation bowl into
the hand of the god, or by pouring libations into the fire on the altar; but this is
secondary, as especially Hittite evidence shows; and the Greek god with the li-
bation bowl in his hand, as if pouring offerings to himself, becomes a new
problem of interpretation.”®

Burkert suggests that the libation bowl wielded by the gods themselves,
hundreds of examples of which we shall encounter in the next chapter, was an
iconographic solution to an awkward problem. It was hard to envision “giving”
to the gods by pouring wine into the ground or, we might note, even onto an al-
tar, where as alcohol it evaporated in the fire or rolled onto the ground. Con-
sider, for example, a cult scene like that shown on an archaic black-figure vase
from Athens where Athena or her statue receives a libation poured directly by a
worshiper onto her flaming altar (marked AOENAIAZ, belonging to Athena)
(no. C-14; Fig. 9). In a fascinating stamnos by the Eupolis Painter in the Lou-
vre depicting a festival—perhaps that of the mysterious Lenaia held in Game-
lion, or of the better-known Anthesteria—maenads bring oinochoe and kan-
tharos with wine-offerings to the cult image of Dionysos standing on a base
(no. C-25).” According to Burkert, the Olympians stretch forth their phialai to
receive the libation directly; and this solves our iconographic problem. The
gods hold these vessels because this is how they get their drink-offerings.

There are a number of examples from vase painting where mortals seem
to offer the libation to the god without the intervening step of pouring it out

FIGURE Q. Athena receives a libation poured onto her altar, inscribed AGE-
NAIAX “belonging to Athena.” Attic black-figure vase fragment, late archaic.
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onto the ground. In a red-figure amphora from the early classical period by the
Sabouroff Painter in the British Museum, Athena, clearly not a statue, holds
her doffed helmet and contemplates a libation extended to her by a woman
with the ritual paraphernalia of oinochoe and phiale (no. C-17). In an amphora
in Munich by the Waterkeyn Painter (no. C—23), she even stretches out her
hand as if to take the proffered phiale from a female devotee. Astride a hurtling
panther, Dionysos is greeted by a maenad with phiale and oinochoe in a fourth-
century pelike in the British Museum (no. C-20). And the same god, “the one
with the black goatskin,” consistently extends his kantharos with great interest
to someone who can fill it with wine from an oinochoe, as in the well-known
amphora by the Amasis Painter (no. C-21) in Munich, where the god is at-
tended by young men.®

These are not numerous, however, and they do not begin to aid us in our
efforts to interpret the vase-paintings of the years 510 to 450 B.C.E. This is be-
cause far more frequently than receiving “a drink” of wine in a shallow bowl,
the deity depicted in vases does the opposite. With a sacrificial assistant hover-
ing nearby with the oinochoe that has been used to fill the bowl, the god or god-
dess pours the wine out onto the ground or onto an altar. Lest there be any
doubt that the high gods are themselves performing libations rather than re-
ceiving them, the Catalogue clearly shows in many examples that the wine as it
rolls out is unmistakably depicted in added red—red as vigorous as that used to
show the leaping flames of the altar. These are not images of cult statues, but
those of real gods participating in vital cultic activity.

It is to Burkert’s initial perplexity that we first turn our attention. Libation,
“pouring out,” is quite a peculiar way of “giving”—a mercurial, strange form of
sacrifice. For unlike the case of animal sacrifice, from whose meat the Greeks
made splendid feasts for the whole community, the sacrificer could not recover
any of the substance offered. That seems to have been part of libation's power.
One surrendered something precious forever, in milk, honey, oil, or wine: “the
precious commodities of a society familiar with hearth and hunger were poured
away irretrievably.”® One of the more famous libations in ancient history was
the one made by the intrepid, manic Alexander in the late fourth century when,
on his march through Asia, he poured a helmetful of scarce water into the
Gedrosian desert sands.'® By “discarding” the liquid to the earth where it would
be lost, except to those powers for whom it was intended, the king underlined
his faith in his mission and his arrogant freedom from human limitation. He
also revitalized the hope of his troops, showing that if they could not drink, nei-
ther would he. This renunciatory aspect of libation points clearly to ritual’s
larger function of transforming anxiety. As Burkert puts it, “what happens . . .
is a concentration and shift of anxiety from reality to a symbolic sphere, and
this makes it possible to handle anxiety to some extent. . . . Religious ritual, by
producing anxiety, manages to control it.”!?

Hans Dieter Betz comments on the question, “If at the beginning libations
were gift offerings, they were most likely understood as gifts to the deity in return
for benefits received. By the seemingly wasteful giving up of some vital resources,
libations constituted fundamental acts of recognition and gratitude as well as
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hope for future benefits. Thus they were part of the communication with the
divine sphere of life through the exchange of gifts. This may also explain why
the gods themselves are often shown offering libations.”*? Frustrating is Betz's
vagueness concerning how libation's “communication” function explains why
the gods offer libations. And since the liquid disappears into the earth and can-
not be visibly divinized, transformed, or redistributed, should libation even be
called “sacrifice” at all? The question is a challenge to historians of ritual, and
also highlights a thorny conundrum in two of the main scholarly languages in
classical studies: German and English. In German, the verb opfern (to sacrifice)
and the noun Opfer (sacrifice) have their roots in the Latin operari, “to work”
(hence, “to perform [religious service]; to worship”). This reflects an ancient
tradition of using a more general verb as a euphemism for animal sacrifice,
which was ritualized slaughter. That the Greeks used péCeiv (to act) to mean
“to sacrifice” is confirmed by Plutarch when he writes of the ancients that “be-
ing frightened and alarmed, they use the terms ‘to accomplish’ (€pdetv) and ‘to
act’ (péCewv) when they are doing a great thing, namely live sacrifice (that is, the
sacrifice of living things).”*?

Erika Simon entitled her 1953 study of gods who pour libations on Attic
vases Opfernde Gdtter (Sacrificing Gods). Martin Nilsson took strong exception
to this, which he considered an imprecise and inappropriate extension of the
German term Opfer.'* Among other severe criticisms, he suggested that she
change the title to Spendende Gotter (Libating Gods). However, Nilsson's was a
losing battle. The term Opfer has been (and will likely continue to be) used by
many German scholars in the same way that Paul Stengel did when he titled
his comprehensive Opferbriuche der Griechen—as a general term encompass-
ing any kind of religious offering, including both animal and liquid votives as
well as that of cakes, boughs, and other gifts for the gods." Thus, Krister Hanell's
treatment of ancient Greek libations in the Real-Encyclopddie der klassischen
Altertumwissenschaft is found under the general term “Trankopfer.”'¢

Among English-speaking scholars, since it is more closely scrutinized and
often deconstructed, the general term “sacrifice” has been increasingly restricted
to the specific meaning of “animal sacrifice,” used exclusively to designate the rit-
ual killing of animals, whether consumed or not. As a category, “liquid offerings”
are excluded from the term “sacrifice,” the latter no longer being allowed to serve
as an umbrella term for this sphere of religious action. But the discussion leaves
open certain fundamental questions about libation. As Jean Rudhardt asked of
libations, “in what sense are they sacrifices and what is their value or utility for the
gods?”"” Into what category of religious action does libation fall? Is it an offering?
If so, how does it reach or even benefit its target? Are the gods who pour from
phialai really sacrificing gods? If so, for whom is their sacrifice intended?

An Ancient Ritual

The act of pouring or drinking a liquid offering is one of the oldest, most ubiq-
uitous, and least understood forms of religious action in the world. The Iranian
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cult of the consumed liquid of immortality, haoma, is very old, and predates the
traditional dates of Zoroaster, who, according to tradition, was at first vehe-
mently opposed to it. That it became such a foundation of the cultic structure
of Zoroastrianism attests to later, atavistic reforms that reappropriated the an-
cient drink—and external sacrifice in general. The corresponding Vedic soma
is both a plant from which juice is pressed and mixed with water and milk to
make the elixir, and a deity (King Soma in the Rgveda). Calvert Watkins has
suggested that there is a strong linguistic and thus, by inference, a religious tie
between the Indo-Iranian usage of cereals in both martial and magical ritual
texts and the mixed potions of barley, honey, wine, and often cheese or milk
prepared in Greek epic literature and archaic poetry.'® These range from the
drink of wheat and wine that Andromache gives to Hektor’s horses," to
Hekamede’s drink of hospitality filling Nestor’s famous cup and those of his
guests,? to the potion which Circe instructs Odysseus to prepare to summon
the dead.?! These are all strangely reminiscent of the Eleusinian kykeon drink
of immortality first made up by Metaneira, at the behest of the grief-wracked
Demeter, out of water, fermented barley, and pennyroyal,? which some claim
may have contained a hallucinogenic pharmacologically related to the effective
element in Soma.?

Babylonian and Assyrian texts seem to indicate a dual function for liba-
tion. The king, as heaven's regent on earth, was obligated to pour libations to
the gods, in propitiation or thanksgiving. However, libation was also used for
purification and magical purposes. This ancient Near Eastern function is re-
flected in Egyptian magical papyri as late as the Hellenistic period.?*

That libation was a vital form of proto-Greek religious behavior, dating
from as early as 2000 B.C.E., is attested by the numbers of elaborately carved
rhyta, libation vessels, from Minoan Crete. The shapes of those that are
known range from seashells to bull's heads to beautifully polished conical
stone vessels with curved handles. Several of them, such as the Late Minoan
I Peak Sanctuary Rhyton from Zakros (1550-1500 B.C.E.), have revealed im-
portant religious information.?® Wall paintings from the Palace at Knossos
show a rhyton bearer advancing in ceremonial procession, presumably to-
ward the throne of king, queen, or goddess. Many seals and rings show sac-
rificial scenes including libation pitchers set out with bread and fruit of-
ferings.

The initial temporal or functional separation that seems to have existed in
the Minoan period between drink offerings and animal sacrifice was later erad-
icated. A combination of the two forms occurs as early as the important
fourteenth-century painted sarcophagus from Aghia Triadha in Crete with a
rare depiction of animal sacrifice, in which a procession of men and women
carry large buckets, while the priestess is shown pouring a container of liquid
into a large krater.?* However, vestiges of this ritual separation remain in Asia
Minor up through the archaic period, notably at shrines of citadel goddesses
whose worship also preserved an older fertility cult, like that of Athena Lindia
at Rhodes.
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Types of Libation in Ancient Greece

Libations, of wine pure or mixed, of honey, oil, milk, water, or blood itself cas-
caded in and punctuated virtually every private prayer and every public sacrifice
in ancient Greece.?” At least four technical names characterize drink offerings,
with deployment depending on their composition and religious context—hoiad,
yoai, ortovdal, and vidaira. In the private sphere, libations were poured as part
of every prayer. The term “libation” is derived from the Latin libatio, “sacrificial
offering of drink,” which in turn is related to the Greek Aoi1}. Aeifeuv is an ar-
chaic word at least as old as Homeric times meaning “to drip; to pour out drop
by drop.”® Simple libation had three steps: one prepared the liquid; one
poured out a few drops of the liquid, usually accompanying the libation with a
prayer;? then one drank what remained of the liquid. In the Homeric epics,
sometimes a special cup is reserved for this purpose, such as Menelaos’s gift of
the goblet to Telemachos “so you can pour libations to the immortals,”*° and
even sometimes only for a special god, such as Achilles’s cup with which he
only poured to Zeus father.>* Aoipy] is a poetic word, virtually unused in in-
scriptions, where it is replaced by omovdm. But the union of this kind of liba-
tion and spontaneous, often personal prayer remained throughout historical
times,*? with perhaps its most poignant instance coming in the Phaedo 117 B-C,
where Socrates asks if he might pour a few drops of his poison (dmoomeioo)
as a libation to the gods before he drinks the whole draught; he is gently pre-
vented by the prison official, who apologetically tells him that only just the dose
required to kill him has been prepared.

The two more frequent words for libation, omovdal and yoal, present a
challenge for sacrificial typology. The dichotomized thinking of the earlier half
of the past century posited an Indo-European cult of “sky-gods,” to whom be-
longed ritual omwovdai, which merged during the Bronze Age with an oriental-
Minoan matriarchal “earth cult,” featuring yoat to form a later “synthesized”
Greek religion. Contrary to this vision, the chthonian cult, and hence the liquid
offering poured into the ground, was extremely important in the Indo-Europe-
an heritage. Possibly entering Greek culture from Anatolia during the Bronze
Age (cf. the Hittite cognate Sipanti), omévoetv-omovon, “libate”-“libation,” has a
specific range of meanings limited to the legal and sacral field; it appears in
Latin as spondere.** The terms yéw and yo1), cognate with the Vedic hiitar, come
from the Indo-European root *gheu, “pour.” Whereas omévdeiv is primarily
a religious term, xelv has a number of attested secular uses as a verb of
pouring.**

In general, omovdai are assumed to be offerings to Olympian gods; yool
to appease the deities of the underworld, or to summon the dead from their
grim slumber.®® Zmovdai moistened altars, whereas it was into the earth that
one poured yoai, and the animate earth was said to drink them.*® Zmovdai
were often were poured out in short drops, with the remainder consumed en-
tirely; yoal were poured out entirely, corresponding with holocaust sacrifices,
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where the animal was slaughtered (undivided and uneaten by human beings),
burnt whole, or thrown into the sea.’” Usually, omévoerv implies the pouring of
wine.*® In the cult of the dead and of the x00viol, so much in need of soothing,
one frequently poured milk, honey, gruel, and oil; these were the main ingredi-
ents in funerary cult and were called vnpdha.®

In the private sphere, libations were closely associated with actions of hos-
pitality, and with communal eating and drinking, all of these sacralized to
some extent. One poured libations to Zeus as a sign of hospitality to consecrate
a new friendship.*° Drink offerings commenced a meal,* and as the meal was
ending, one let a drop of unmixed wine fall to the Agathos Daimon (no. 15), then
took a small sip oneself.*> At drinking-symposia, one sang a paean and poured
three times to the gods: The first drink belonged to Olympian Zeus and the rest
of the Olympians, the second to the heroes, the third to Zeus Soter.” Ancient
Greek symposia were highly ceremonial gatherings in which almost all wine-
drinking took place. They were a time-honored institution of the upper classes,
as Herbert Hoffman writes in his recent monograph on the corpus of the clas-
sical vase-painter Sotades, largely consisting of decorated drinking-vessels,
phialai and rhyta.** Not only the participants drank: The gods and the dead were
ritually included by pouring out libations for them. Thus drink offerings to the
powers above and below flowed into the drinking of the living, functionally unit-
ing the multiple worlds of existence, just as drinking wine dissolves normal so-
cial boundaries: “To the Greeks it was the most noble form of social activity, a tra-
dition that combined the pouring of solemn libations (spondai) to the gods and to
the dead with manly fellowship, music, and other entertainment. . . . Even from
earliest times, the table fellowship of the banquet, with the libations that were
poured, was aimed at establishing links between the living and the gods, as well
as with the heroes and the spirits of the dead.”*

In both legendary and historical worlds, one poured libations before voy-
aging or engaging in a perilous enterprise, as for example, a sea voyage.*® No
traveler embarked on a journey (no. C—9)*” and likewise no warrior departed
for battle (no. C-1o [Fig. 10], and C-11) without first pouring libations or having
them poured by a friend on one’s behalf.*® Beloved in vase-painting since the
sixth century B.C.E., the theme of the departing warrior often took some inter-
esting twists: The saddened wife who assists her husband’s libation is chroni-
cally replaced by the goddess Nike herself, as in nos. 131 (Fig. 11) and 132. It is
not only for a mortal departure that drink offerings are accomplished. In a
common tableau, the Eleusinian goddesses Demeter and Persephone pour for
the departing divine hero, Triptolemus, as he mounts his winged chariot on his
mission to teach mortals the cultivation of grain.* In the public sphere, liba-
tions accompanied by paeans expressed joy at victory or signified the reestab-
lishment of peace.*® Oaths were sealed with liquid offerings—in the case of the
gods themselves, the waters of the Styx.’! Contracts and peace treaties were so
commonly concluded with libations, signifying a mutual entry into obligation,
that such agreements came to be called, simply, covdai.>

Although they could be poured as autonomous offerings, “libations have
their truly significant meaning for Greek cult as (an) accompaniment to other



FIGURE I0. Warrior in armor leaving home, extending his phiale to his
wife, who raises her veil and pours from an oinochoe. Attic red-figure am-
phora by the Kleophrades Painter, late archaic period.

FIGURE II. Libation scene at a warrior's departure; Nike pours from
oinochoe as he extends a phiale. A woman (his wife?) holds his helmet and
shield. Drawing of an Attic red-figure krater by the Niobid Painter, c. 460
B.C.E.
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sacrifices.”>® Drink-offerings accompanied even the smallest gift offering, in-
cluding nonbloody ones.>* In Homer, no animal sacrifices take place without
libations. That there were sacrifices without libations (Gomovdor Ouoion) is
attested by the scholiast to Oedipus at Colonus 100.5 But sacrifices without li-
bations are infrequent as a rule. To each type of sacrifice a particular form of
libation was attached, which was one of the cultic features that gave sacri-
fice its special character.>® Perhaps most important for this inquiry, libations
were performed at the beginning of what is often termed “Olympian” sacrifice,
poured once during its progress onto the flames surrounding the cooking
meat, and once onto the remains to conclude the rite. On a white-ground
lekythos from the early classical period in London (no. C-6), a wreath-crowned
priest demonstrates such a omwovdn as he pours from a libation bowl onto
a burning altar. And on a later red-figure amphora by the Phiale Painter, one
sees all of the human counterparts of the divine scene of the Berlin Painter
vase in Boston: A woman, pouring wine from an oinochoe into the phiale
held by a man, makes a libation offering with him onto a blood-stained altar,
above which a boukranion, the skull of a sacrificed bull, is suspended (no.
C-—s; Fig. 12).

FIGURE I2. A man with phiale and a woman with oinochoe make a liba-
tion offering at a bloodstained altar. Attic red-figure amphora by the Phiale
Painter, c. 430 B.C.E.
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The Phiale: The Sacred Bowl of Libation

Although some oai often called for large vessels that were tipped by hand into
the ground,*” most libation rituals had a special bowl dedicated to them: the
phiale. The phiale could be used for drinking; it appears in symposia scenes,
including those of the gods themselves, such as the Kodros Painter’s red-figure
stemmed cup with a reclining Pluton raising a phiale, accompanied by Perse-
phone in the tondo (no. C-13; Fig. 13).°

This usage, which as Heinz Luschey has emphasized, is particularly charac-
teristic of the gods, the uppermost echelon of a striated society. Hoffman observes
that “Banqueting . . . was the pastime of the gods, who were thought of as en-
gaged in an eternal symposium on Mount Olympus.”> At their symposia, the
images show us, the gods drank from phialai.

The role of the hand-held phiale in the human realm is charged with nu-
minosity; it is first a libation bowl, a drinking bowl for gods, and only second-
arily a vessel for humans. It is this bowl from which the gods are always shown
drinking. And it is this bowl from which they are almost always shown libating,
except for those scenes depicting Dionysos and certain divine figures with
chthonian aspects such as the hero Herakles, who all prefer the wine-god’s em-
blematic kantharos.®® Luschey has argued on the strength of this evidence that
the phiale has a sacramental character and is sacred to the gods; it “belongs” to
them and not to mortals.®! By extension this would imply that every sympo-
sium on earth replicates a divine symposium held by the gods.

Arguing from the antiquity and efficacy of the ritual complex of drinking
and libations at symposia, and from the mirroring image of the celestial
banquet—the “metasymposium” of those who never have to return to quotidien
lives—Hoffman has proposed an intriguing solution to the statistical frequency
of ancient Greek vases in tombs and in sanctuaries: “The reason for the extraor-
dinary importance attached to pottery vessels as temple and funerary offerings
has to do with banqueting . . . drinking vessels were conceived by the Greeks
to possess the same magical power to establish a link with gods and heroes for
the benefit of the buried dead as they did for the benefit of the living in their own
ritual observances on earth.”®? In other words, if Hoffman is right, the gods and
the dead received from human devotees votive drinking vessels—charged ob-
jects that were special to them—at their special places; the whole ancient Greek
cosmos was in some sense a great drinking party, and the vases we now prize,
and whose aesthetic values and purpose we continually debate—represented an
effort to keep the wine flowing between its various existential constituencies.

Some have universalized the “banqueting” interpretation to other, far more
ambiguous scenes where the gods hold phialai. Paradigmatic of this approach
are the observations of John Kroll on the archaic black-figure kalpis on the Ro-
man art market in the early part of this century, mentioned in the Introduction
(no. 7). The vase depicts Athena, seated, holding her helmet, extending her phiale
toward a sanctuary with a flaming altar attended by a priestess. A serpent rears up
from behind the throne of the goddess; a sacrificial bull is depicted at the right. In



FIGURE I3. Symposion of deities with phialai. I: Pluton, on couch with
phiale and Persephone. Attic red-figure kylix by the Kodros Painter, classical
period.

FIGURE I4. Zeus on couch with phiale, and Hera (both with scepters),
Ganymede; Poseidon, on couch with trident, and Amphitrite.
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FIGURE I5. Dionysos, on couch with thyrsos, and Ariadne; Ares, on couch
with spear, and Aphrodite.

arguing against the identification of the vase-image with the archaic cult statue of
Athena Polias on the Athenian Acropolis, Kroll writes, “there is no statue base be-
neath Athena’s stool nor any other detail of style or iconography to suggest that
the Athena is a statue. . . . On the contrary, the circumstances that she is seated at
the altar outside the temple and on a portable stool rather than a throne imply
that it is Athena in person who has come to partake of the offerings; and, as any
banqueter would, she has sat down, removed her helmet, and extended her cup,
the phiale, the normal drinking-cup of the gods.”®® That it is Athena herself and
not a statue who sits on the stool is almost certain. On the other hand, whether
she extends her phiale to receive a drink or to pour one is far from certain. Many
of the vases in the catalogue presented here show Greek gods seated exactly as
Athena is; and out of many of their extended phialai spill wine libations.

Although not exclusively a sacrificial utensil, but rather an élite drinking
vessel, the phiale was primarily and almost exclusively used in libations.®* The
bowl was an evolved form of libation vessel, different from other drinking ves-
sels such as the stemmed cup and skyphos. It was flat and shallow, with no lip,
no handle, and no foot. It had a raised boss in the center (omphalos), so that one
could grasp it from below for pouring (see, for example, the pottery example by
Sotades, no. P-6; Fig. 16).°° In the more delicate of the vase-paintings, we can
observe how both mortals and gods held the bowl, with thumb on the edge and
middle finger underneath at the center (see no. C-2, a white-ground lekythos
in London by the Aeschines Painter, showing a standing man pouring a liba-
tion from a phiale into the ground; the wine, in added red, is visible as it falls).
If metal, the phiale was often multiply lobed, and the lobes are often clearly vis-
ible in the vase-paintings. As was typical of libation, unless one was offering to
the dead, in which case the entire contents of the phiale were poured into the
ground, some of the liquid was spilled onto the ground or altar and the rest was
drunk (as in no. C-12, an amphora at Oxford that depicts a man drinking from
a phiale after pouring a libation).
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FIGURE 16. Athenian terracotta phiale by the potter-painter Sotades, mid-
fifth century B.C.E.

Although one could simply pour libations from the phiale, often a more
elaborate ceremony took place, and it is this that we often see in the vases that de-
pict libating gods. The wine was poured into the phiale from another sacrificial
vessel, a wine jug called an oinochoe. The phiale and oinochoe became an
iconographic formula repeated endlessly in classical vase-paintings. They were
either wielded together by one individual, as in the scene on a late archaic
stemmed cup by Douris of a youth making an offering at an altar using both
vessels (no. C—4), or else the wine was poured into the phiale of the sacrificer
by an attendant or another participant, as in the red-figure amphora in Boston
where a woman and a man offer libations at a blood-stained altar (no. C—3).*
This familiar mortal tableau, then, is the model for the scene we observe in the
Berlin Painter vase now in Rome (no. 29; Figs. 2 and 3), where the winged fig-
ure Iris (or Nike) holds the oinochoe for the god Apollo, who is in the process
of pouring a libation at the wreathed altar. But the mortal scene has been trans-
figured: The gods are doing the pouring.

Why are the Greek gods represented in Attic art holding phialai in their
hands from the early to the mid-classical period? At least one suggestion has to
do with the image of the Orient, the home of the vessel, in the ancient Greek so-
cial mind. The phiale came to Greece as early as the ninth century B.C.E. from
Asia Minor and the Near East, where fine examples in precious metals have
been found such as the bronze examples from excavations at ancient Sanal (no.
P—2) and Karkemish (no. P-3).” In the great lion-hunt relief from the North
Palace at Nineveh, the Assyrian king stands before an offering-table; he pours a
cascading libation from a phiale over his dead prey, heaped up in leonine splen-
dor (no. P-1; Fig. 17). However, starting at around 500 B.C.E., there is an explo-
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FIGURE I7. The Assyrian king, standing before an offering table, pours a
wine libation from a phiale over dead lions. Stone wall relief from the palace
at Nineveh, 645-635 B.C.E.

sion of phialai in vase painting and in temple dedications. Hoffman strongly
suggests that the phialai dedicated in Greek temples, conforming as they did to
the daric standard, were Persian: spoils of war (aristeia: “rewards of valor”), gifts,
bribes.® Following Luschey, he notes the vessel’s lineage: “The shape was intro-
duced to Greece from Persia, where gold and silver phialai were used for ritual
drinking and where such objects were traditionally presented by the Great King
as royal gifts to faithful vassals and to ambassadors from foreign states.”®

Phialai in their fundamental ancient Near Eastern form were ideally ren-
dered in metal, and many phialai in precious metal are mentioned as votive
offerings in sanctuary inventories, including the treasuries of the Athenian
Acropolis. Dietrich von Bothmer contends, “The function of the phiale made
it a vase of and for the gods, and almost demanded that it be made of noble
metal.”’® Most extant metal phialai are silver; very few gold bowls survive. The
Museum of Fine Arts in Boston owns a rare and beautiful example from the
site of the original Olympic games, dating from the late seventh century B.C.E.
(no. P—4).”! Chapter 3 presents evidence suggesting that the libation bowls
held by the gods in our vase-paintings were, in the artists’ imaginations, gold:
the superimposed painting of metallic lobes, for example, or embossing.”?

Most of the surviving classical Attic phialai are not metal at all however,
but terracotta, as is the signed example by Sotades (no. P—6; Fig. 16) in Athens
or the ivy-leaf decorated phiale from the Kanellopoulos Collection in Athens
(no. P—y). In addition to images of precious metal phialai on red-figured clay
vessels, there is also the highly complex art historical problem of whether
the clay pots themselves substitute for golden phialai in votive contexts, and
if so, why.
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The Role of Xwovdoi in Animal Sacrifice

What kind of libation are our deities performing? An initial survey of the icono-
graphic evidence seems to point to the probability that the Olympians are prac-
ticing their own version of Olympian cult. What arguments support this
hypothesis? The first is the presence of altars, often with built fires and the
blood stains of habitual cultic use, in almost a third of the catalogue entries (71
out of 247). Together with the ubiquitous oinochoe and phiale, the altar is an
indispensable element at the highly orchestrated Ouoia. But this did not stop a
scholar of the stature of Walter Otto from asserting that all of the libations
poured by the gods, even onto altars, were ultimately intended for the primor-
dial earth, their ancestress Gaia.

The second argument for Olympian sacrifice by the gods is the fact that
when the liquid offering is visible in the vase-paintings, which, as mentioned
earlier, it often is, the divine libations are almost certainly all offerings of wine.
A bold crimson stream, added in red by the pot painter, falls from the lip of the
libation bowl. The liquid offering par excellence of blood sacrifice was wine; in
Olympian cult, milk, honey, and oil were almost completely obscured except as
ingredients to bind the crushed grain for sacrificial cakes. However, the liba-
tions of yoai (for the dead) and those which were part of opayr (the ritual
slaughter of an animal for the underworld powers) employed not only propitia-
tory or nourishing liquids such as milk or honey, or purifying liquids such as
the water that Oedipus must pour as a kaBapuog for his trespass in the grove
of the Furies, “daughters of earth and darkness.””® Wine was also used in such
sacrifices. According to Lucian, wine for the dead was unmixed’*—as it was in
odayn’*—perhaps because, in its purer potency, the dark, crimson flood was a
homologue for the blood of the victim as it rolled below.”® As a rule, the wine
used in Ovota was mixed with water, a consecrated drink-offering reflecting
quotidian ancient Greek drink.

Zrtovdai have a fixed place in animal sacrifice (voio, literally, smoke), ap-
pearing at the very outset and in ritual repetition thereafter. Aristophanes’
Peace shows how the cry sponde, sponde! inaugurated the sacrificial action.”
Wine was poured onto the meat as it was roasted on the altar’s flames. Liba-
tions also concluded the sacrificial meal, as Euripides reveals in Ion, when
wine was poured over the flaming remains.” “Thus the sacrificer with the liba-
tion bowl in his hand above the flaming altar became a favorite iconographical
motif.””® Vase-paintings do indeed show people (and gods) in the process of
pouring a cup on a piece of meat burning in flames on or above the altar—as
in, for example, no. C-8, a red-figure oinochoe from the Louvre by the Kraipale
Painter that shows a youth roasting viscera over a sacrificial fire, while a priest,
left hand raised in reverence or prayer, pours a libation from a cup held with
his right hand into the flames. No. C—35 also shows a libation in progress dur-
ing the cooking of the meat. On a shattered red-figure stamnos in London from
the Polygnotan group (no. C-33), Nike herself appears above the sacrificial
scene like a holy little helicopter, energetically pouring wine from her oinochoe
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onto the flames as they consume the spitted meat and pelvis with the ox-tail
(60009

Animal sacrifice in Greece was an elaborate, festive affair, and its scripted
action as revealed by the Homeric epics and classical tragedy has been de-
scribed in sequential detail by Burkert in his Homo Necans, and recently illus-
trated by Folkert van Straten in Hiera Kala.*® Here I offer a skeletal summary,
largely following the schemata of Burkert and von Straten, with representative
references to the iconographic catalogue in this volume.

Preparations for the Ouvoio focused on purity—the participants bathed
and dressed in clean clothes,®! and adorned themselves with ornaments
and wreaths.®? They formed a procession (wousnn) and led the animal victim,
bound with woolen fillets, horns covered in gold.** The worshipers carried cer-
tain paraphernalia, some of which are visible in the archaic Saphtouli pinax
mentioned in the Introduction (no. C-27): a basket filled with grain (kavodv)
which hid the knife (udyoipa), a water-jug, and an oinochoe for wine liba-
tions.®* An incense burner, called a thymiaterion, was also often carried in the
procession, set up and lit to fill the atmosphere with scent.?> The destination of
the sous was the altar, already stained with blood from previous sacrifices—
as we so often see it in our vases (see, for a gory example, no. C—32, a cult scene
of Apollo on a bell-krater by the Hephaistos Painter in Frankfurt).®® A large re-
ceptacle (o¢payetov) was set before the altar to collect the blood, and the table
(TpameCa) for the division of the animal’s body.

As is the case with simple depictions of libations, vase-paintings often
imagine the cult image of the deity, with or without hierophant, receiving the
procession for an animal sacrifice. Examples are Athena Promachos on an
archaic black-figure cup (no. C-29) and on a belly-amphora in the Pergamon
Museum in Berlin (no. C-30) or the Dionysiac herm on the oinochoe (no.
C—31) in the same collection. Musicians accompanied the procession; all was
festivity. “Nothing here suggests the coming death of the animal which is cen-
tral to the ritual act’®’; except, perhaps the great ropes that visibly restrain large
animals as they were led in procession on the vases. Durand and Schnapp ex-
tend Burkert’s nation of ritual as controlled anxiety further: Sacrifice euphem-
izes, marginalizes, and even suppresses the anxiety—producing the violence
that is at its core. “The human order, etc. . ..” “The human order guaranteed
and required by the gods is thus established, around a dangerous act which
contains within it the seeds of a violence that could destroy that very order. This
violence, then, must be kept at a distance to prevent it from contaminating or
insinuating its way into the ritual procedure. The act of sacrificial killing is
treated with discretion, being omitted, for example, from the depictions of the
ritual.”®®

The priest washed his hands in the water of a lustral basin (xépvuy). It is
this moment that is captured in a krater in Boston in the manner of the
Kleophon Painter, dating from around 440 B.C.E. (no. C-28). As his assistant
leaned over the sheep victim, steadying the animal with two hands on either
side of its head, the priest dipped his hands into the water to sprinkle the sheep,
which caused it to shake its head—taken, euphemistically interpreted, as its
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willing assent to the sacrifice.®® After a brief silence and prayer (e0¢nuetv), the
participants flung unground barley grounds (oUAai) onto animal, altar, earth.

The knife was then uncovered in its basket.”® The iepevg stepped toward
the sacrificial animal, cut a few hairs and threw them into the fire; the victim
was no longer unblemished.”" As Burkert observes, “This is another, though
more serious, act of beginning (Gpyeo0aui), just as the water and the barley grains
were a beginning.”*? The victim was stunned with a blow to the head. At the
death-blow, the women screamed, which in Seven against Thebes Aeschylus calls
“the Greek custom of the sacrificial scream.”®® The animal’s throat was swiftly
cut, and, as was the case in ancient Israel, the altar was splashed with the blood
of the animal (atpudooerv ToUg Bwuovg) caught in the bowl. This ritually manip-
ulated blood is often emphatically depicted in vases with added red, in many
cases also apparently splattered by the artist onto the vase-picture of the altar,
rather than carefully painted, in order to reproduce the effect in lived cultic ar-
chitecture.>

The animal victim was carved up on the TpdmeCo. The viscera were gath-
ered first; the priest plunges his hand into the opened chest and pulls out the
organs (16 omAdyyvo.): heart, lungs, liver, and kidney in an order dictated by tra-
dition. The heart was put on the altar, the lobes of liver examined by a seer. The
entrails were roasted and eaten, with the priest receiving the choice portions, the
vépag. That which would not be eaten, the thigh-bones (unpio) and pelvis with
tail (6o Ug) were put on the altar “in their proper order (e00eTioag)” as estab-
lished by the archetypal sacrifice of Prometheus at Mecone.* The fire consumed
these remains.

Libations formed the coda of the Quoia. The remainder of the meat were spit-
ted and wrapped in bundles, and seared in the flame; prayers to the gods were
made and at this point, libations poured upon the altar, as in Odyssey 3.459—460:
“The old man burned these on cleft sticks, and poured the gleaming wine over”®®
(see nos. C-8, C—33, and C-35). “As the alcohol causes the flames to flare up, a
higher reality seems present. Then, as the fire dies down, the pleasing feast grad-
ually gives way to everyday life.”®”

The body was spread out on the same table, which was used in the second
division of the meat.”® The rest of the meat was cut into portions and boiled;
“[t]he pictures show cooking, but never eating, since nourishment itself is not the
main point.”®® Often, everything must be eaten on the spot (00 popd); but the
meat was sometimes brought to table and threaded on spits, whereupon it was
carried away to be eaten outside the sacred zone.!® The same rite took place at
the end of the sacrificial meal—one detached the tongues of the victims, threw
them on the fire, then proceeded to pour the prepared wine onto the flames.!
Then one drank the wine.'®

Intelligible on one level, then, is the late classical bell-krater at the Louvre
in which Hermes, bearing a garlanded caduceus, festal wreaths, and a deco-
rated phiale, leads a ram to sacrifice at a small altar (no. C-42), or the red-figure
oinochoe by the Carlsruhe Painter of an earnest little Eros splanchnoptes, carry-
ing off spitted meat from a sacrifice (no. C—40). Also apparently status quo
would be the scene on a black-figured olpe in Ferrara of Athena holding two
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FIGURE I8. Athena roasting the entrails of a sacrificed animal. With her
right hand, she pours a libation from a phiale onto the fire. Drawing of an
Attic black-figure olpe, 480-470 B.C.E.

spits in her left hand on which are wrapped sacrificial entrails roasting over a
low altar-fire, while with her right hand she douses the flames with a phiale
(no. C—37; Fig. 18). With the exception of Dionysos, who tears apart a hind in
an ecstatic dance on a famous stamnos in London (no. C-39; Fig. 19) and, on a
pelike, before a flaming altar in no. C—38, the gods do not themselves kill ani-
mals in vase-paintings. However, this is entirely consistent with the visceral re-
luctance on the part of ancient Greek artists to treat the moment in sacrifice
when the animal is slaughtered.'® As Jean-Louis Durand writes of the vase-
paintings, “Death and sacrifice are separated without exception. The gesture
which opens the death-passage in animal throats is never depicted.”'** On an-
other level, though, we are in very strange cultic country indeed. These sacrifi-
cers shown at various stages of sacrifice, are gods—the very gods to whom ani-
mal sacrifice is dedicated. The gods are most frequently depicted pouring
libations onto the leaping flames of blood-splattered altars. But these vase-
paintings are not scenes of epiphany; no mortals assist the gods in their sacri-
fice, or appear in the vicinity of the divine rituals, hands raised in reverence.
The omovdal of the gods take place in a realm wholly other than that of mor-
tals, and although the gods may appear at mortal sacrifice, there is apparently
no disturbance here of their timeless offerings by their worshipers. Only the re-
verse sides of these vases, where people sometimes pour their own offerings,
hint that the gods’ ritual acts are or should be imitated in the world where
things perish.
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FIGURE I9. Dionysos, in ecstasy, tearing a hind in half (sparagmos). Attic red-figure
stamnos by the Hephaisteion Painter, 480—460 B.C.E.

XOAI

Not all of the vase-paintings of divine libations are obviously scenes of Olympian
cult. Some do not include altars, but show the gods sitting or standing, pouring
from the phiale directly into the ground. Could these be intended to represent
yoal rather than omovdai? What would be the implications of such an inter-
pretation? While yetv had a wide application as the verb “to pour,” o1 was the
technical term limited to those below, as, for example, it is used in Odyssey
10.518: xoNV xetobal vekveoot, “to pour libations to the dead.” One honored
and cared for one’s dead by pouring drink-offerings for them directly into their
graves.'® As we have noted, offerings of honey, oil, milk, or grain gruel (rtéLovog)
were given to the dead as part of ordinary funerary cult. These were generally
referred to as vipaha, literally “sober things.” Whereas omovdai are usually
wine, they can be any liquid; most yoai are vnpaiiol or éorvor (wineless). For
example, the Erinyes are harangued at their slumber party at Apollo’s temple by
the ghost of Clytaemnestra about the yodg T doivoug vidpdilo pethiynoTa
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(wineless libations, a sober appeasement) which she faithfully brought them
while she was alive.'* However, this alone does not rule out yoai as the libations
depicted by some of our vases; one could also pour wine for the dead, a practice
that had already taken root in epic tradition.’®” One could even pour a o1 in the
middle of drinking from a cup.'®®

Just as omovdai are completely interwoven into Olympian sacrifice, so
yoal are part of all aspects of ordinary funeral cult. The ceremony of making
solid offerings at cremation (évayiCewv) and liquid offerings after burial (yetv)
were often confused; Hesychios’s definition of évaryiCewv includes the pouring
of yoai. And cathartic yoal of pure water, called AovTpd,'* are encompassed
as part of the more general verb épayviCetv—*to make offerings on a grave.”!1°
Such libations clearly have a purificatory function; but they are intended for the
dead to achieve purity (Gyvela), not the living who pour them. The Greeks
spoke of all kinds of libations as the “bath of the dead”; they both functionally
and symbolically repeat the bath of the corpse, as is implied in the Oedipus at
Colonus.!

Apart from catharsis, a primary role of xoai is alimentary. The libations
are a necessity for the dead—they literally feed on them, according to Lucian:
TpépovTtar Tols xoais (they are nourished by the libations).!'? The mwéhavog,
a kind of gruel of grain, honey, and oil, could be offered to both the dead and
to the gods. It is the méhavog that Electra brings to her dead father in Libation
Bearers 92.''* Poured out with a prayer, it offers a bond between living and
dead; in pouring it from the realm of light and air, the living both feed and de-
mand the protection of those who lie below. Attic graves and monuments were
equipped with a number of contraptions to facilitate libations.!**

Beyond their alimentary role, yooi were apotropaic. When they were
made up of soothing liquids such as honey or milk, libations could appease
volatile and dangerous powers of the netherworlds (the pewhiyworo of Eu-
menides 107). Such xoal can exorcise the evil brought by a vexatious presence,
such as a nightmare or the apparition of the dead person for whom one pours
the libation.'"

Within the realm of yoai, beyond those ordinary liquid offerings which
seek to bathe, feed, calm, or distance the dead, there is also a special group
whose purpose is necromancy. These are libations that counterintuitively seek
to attract the dead—to reinterest them in the world above, and to summon
them back into communication with the living.!'® Mighty examples are the
libation prepared by Queen Atossa to raise the dead Darius in Aeschylus’s
Persians 609—618, of milk, honey, oil, and wine,''” and the Chorus’s plea made
directly to the ghost of Agamemnon in Libation Bearers 150-163 both in con-
junction with and in condemnation of the atrocious funerary libations offered
by Clytaemnestra.

Various spoken or sung rituals accompany libations to the dead. Atossa offers
“chants and threnodies” as she makes her offering (Persians 619—620). In Libation
Bearers 22-23, the chorus comes “sent forth from the palace . . . to convey liba-
tions to the accompaniment of blows dealt swift and sharp by my hands”;**® songs
of vengeance will follow at the tomb of Agamemnon (Libation Bearers 158-164).
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Even Electra wonders what to pray when performing the rites prescribed by
Clytaemnestra for her dead husband; libations are offered with heyouevo.'

What was the function of yoai, and what were they intended to achieve?
Betz notes of “the more magically oriented libations for the dead, of which we
possess literary accounts” that “their specific role and function, despite ancient
attempts at explanation, remain somewhat ambiguous.”'?° In Odyssey 11.34-50,
the blood of the sheep slaughtered by Odysseus enables the “strengthless dead”
to speak; they are otherwise mute. But the ritual logic of the blood of victims
sacrificed on behalf of the dead, such as that of the twelve Trojan captives slain
by Achilles on the bier of Patroklos (Iliad 23.23—-24),'*" is difficult to determine,
that is, what did such sacrifice do for the dead? Did such blood bathe or norish
them as did water or milk? The answer again seems to lie in the potency of de-
struction, of loss that cannot be recouped. Spilled blood is a good offering for
the dead because like them it is poured out, never to return.

The utter irretrievability of libations to the dead seems structurally tied to
the nature of funerary customs of destruction.'?? In prehistoric warrior burials
in the Central Asian steppes and Asia Minor, we find destruction and burning
of the dead one’s possessions, almost as a way of uniting him irretrievably with
the next world.'>* At Marathon, the tholos grave of a king or warrior dating
from the fourteenth century B.C.E. features the symmetrically opposed skele-
tons of two horses placed at the mouth of the dromos; they were sacrificed with
him when he died.’** Similarly, libations are completely lost—*“destroyed,” as it
were—as they soak into the ground.

[s it conceivable that the Olympian gods on our vases are pouring libations
to the dead or to the earth? It is true that ancient Greek religious practices as-
sociated with sky and earth, respectively, seem divorced from, rather than mar-
ried to, one another. This was true even in the dichotomy between the sacrifi-
cial blood of the holocaust animal, which was allowed to drain down, and that
of the Olympian victim, which gushed up toward the sky and onto the raised al-
tar. However, symbiosis between remote Olympian gods of the sky and hero-
ized ancestors occurred at sanctuaries throughout Greece; some well-known
examples are the worship of Athena and Erechtheus on the Acropolis, or that
of Zeus and Pelops at Olympia.’** In fact, although the shining splendor of
the Olympian realm depends on its very remoteness from death, the eternality
of death strangely mirrors the eternality of the gods: Neither the dead nor the
gods can ever change.'?

Depending on the interior logic of both ancient Greek myth and practiced
cult insofar as we understand them, we would have to ask to whom or on whose
behalf would the Olympian gods pour yoai? The ascendant generation of Greek
gods, consisting of Zeus, his siblings, and offspring, gained power di&t kpa-
Tepag Voulvag (in cruel battles)!'?” by overthrowing a previous divine genera-
tion, that of the voracious patriarch Kronos and the race of Titans, children of
Ouranos and Gaia (Theogony 453—-88s). The Titans were driven to the nether-
world, a place of misty gloom at the ends “of the dark earth” held fast with walls
of bronze. Are the sacrificing gods pouring apotropaic or propitiatory libations
to neutralize or appease their outraged ancestors, confined to the netherworld?
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There is no indication from myth that the generation of Zeus felt remorse at
the outcome of their battle with their older relatives, or that these deaths required
ritual expiation, and it is uncertain just how dangerous the Titans are. Unlike the
Norse Ragnarok, Greek mythology does not anticipate a time when the primor-
dial forces—even those of Chaos, who first came into being (Theogony 116)—will
burst their fetters and destroy the divine order. Nevertheless, in Vedic mythic
literature, this is exactly the scenario. Sacrifices are performed by the current
generation of gods for the Sadhyas, an ancestral generation of gods who have
retreated from the universal playing field.

T'aia, the Earth herself, is also a likely recipient for the gods’ libations, if a
recipient there must be (and this is a very important “if ”). For she is ances-
tress of all generations of the gods, both old and new. Who really received
yool? That the earth was thought to drink them is indisputable. We know this
from Libation Bearers, where the libation is twice called ydmoTog, “to be drunk
by the earth,” in 977 and 164; the phrase is repeated in Persians 621. That the
offerings were thought actually to reach the dead is also clear, as Electra’s
words reveal: €yel pev 1101 yomoToug xodg motp (my father has by now re-
ceived the libations) (Libation Bearers 164). In Persians 219—220, the chorus
even distinguishes them as two separate recipients: “Next thou must libations
pour to Earth and dead.”'?® Jean Rudhardt notes, “The earth receives them [li-
bations] in a manner so evident that sometimes one expresses oneself as
though they were destined for it.”"?* Chthonian offerings were utterly bound
to the realm of the earth and the symbolic movement downward into the
ground that is their telos.

The Identification of the Drink-Offering with the God

We asked at the outset why the Greek gods are so often represented in the act of
pouring libations rather than performing some other ritual, and whether there
was some special relationship between the god who receives libations, the god
who pours them out, and the poured-out liquid itself. Throughout the history
of libation pouring in the ancient world, intimations of the liquid offering as a
conveyer of divine identity continually surface. This has not been the case with
animal sacrifice.

The correlation of ancient Greek libation with the “pouring out” of human
identity—that acquired during a lifetime—is made by Burkert, who perceives the
dying Oedipus’s prescribed libation to the Eumenides at the grove at Colonus
(Oedipus at Colonus 461-492) as an augury of and parallel to the king’s final exit,
uniquely symbolic of his passage from life to death.’° As he is to empty out the
required vessels of their pure water and honey into the earth, so, according to
Burkert, the ritual anticipates Oedipus’s mysterious death, where he will be liter-
ally “swallowed up by the earth,” like a libation. Ismene and Antigone are told by
the messenger that their father’s body, like a draught for the dead, is unrecover-
able: GMN 1 TIg €K Be®V ToUTTOG 1) TO VEPTEPWYV €D VOUV SLOGTAV YTig AAOTTNTOV
Pabpov (either it was some messenger of the gods or else the painless base of the
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infernal earth opened itself by separating).’®' Oedipus’s body, and thus his
continued identity on earth, is gone for good; his daughters may perform no
funerary cult for him. “The act of ‘pouring’ is a paradigm of the state of non-
reversal.”’3?

The argument that can be made against Burkert’s thesis is the fact that it
is not Oedipus at all but his daughters who must carry out the initial libation
for him, as he is too old and weak. Furthermore, even they do not accomplish
the ritual, since they are captured and held by the evil Creon. Whether or not
Burkert's analysis is valid, the concept of the libation as a religious conveyer of
identity is far older than the Greeks. Not only was the ceremony integral to an-
cient Indo-European religious ritual; “that which is poured out” also seems to
have been strongly associated with divine power itself. This is most striking in
the relationship of the various verbs for pouring.'** The Vedic sacerdotal title
for an important priest was hotar (hotr), which in the Avesta was zaotar."** Both
of these are derived from the Sanskrit verb hiitar, meaning “to pour a sacrificial
offering.” Calvert Watkins suggests that the English word “god” comes from the
same stem; he proposes the following etymology: hiitar gives us the participle
hutdh (the god Agni, for example, is often called d-huta-, “the libated one”)."*s
The corresponding Greek verb yetv has the verbal adjective yv70dg; the “libation
root” is observable in proto-Germanic languages in forms such as the Gothic
giutan, finally becoming the German “Gott” and the English “god.” Thus, rather
than only meaning “the one to whom offerings are made,” the word “god” may
also mean “the one who is poured out as a libation.”*3¢

Controversial Hittite texts apparently speak of pouring the libation wine
that is the god from a large vessel into a drinking cup. An example of this is a
Kumarbi text, KUB 10.69.4.2—3: “The king [and] queen, seated, drink Simesu
(a Hittite god).” In an effort to avoid Eucharistic connotations, this verb has of-
ten been rendered as “gives to drink.” For example, H. Craig Melchert supports
the view of Jaan Puhvel that the verb should be translated “drink to the honor
of,” based on the argument that the verb Sipant-, “to libate” takes either the da-
tive or the accusative, and that the verb “to drink” (eku-) should be translated
similarly.®” However, Harry E. Hoffner, professor emeritus of the Oriental In-
stitute at the University of Chicago, notes that these phrases alternate with “he
drinks the cup of God X,” which, according to Hoffner, “shows that the cupful
of beverage actually represented the god.”**® And according to the late Hans
Giiterbock, a phrase such as “they drink the god” means “that the liquid, pre-
sumably wine, is the god, and [a] passage which says ‘they pour him into the
cups’ seems to clinch this.”*3°

Where the ancient identification of liquid with deity cannot be disputed—
because it is unequivocally stated—is in the case of the wine-god Dionysos. In
Euripides’ Bacchae, Teiresias says of his divine lord, oUtog Ogotol omévdeTon
005 yeyms, doTe dud TobTov TAYAO™ AvOpwmovg Exewv (he is poured out to
the gods, being a god himself, so that through this [action], good may be the lot
of human beings).'*° E. R. Dodds comments on these lines, “He, being god, is
poured out in offering to the gods, so that to him men owe all their blessings
(because the libation of wine was part of a prayer). ZmévoeTaul is quite certainly
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passive (not middle as L.S.%) nor is there any play on the middle sense (as Paley,
etc., fancied). The statement that Dionysos ‘makes a truce with the gods’ would
have no meaning in the context. The thought is curious, recalling Paul's mysti-
cal &y yap 10m omévdouar (2 Timothy 4.6), ‘I am poured out as an offer-
ing.” "' Dodds finds a “closer parallel” in “the Indian belief in the identity of the
god Soma with the Soma-libation,” quoting the observation of Charles Eliot that
“some of the finest and most spiritual of the Vedic hymns are addressed to
Soma, and yet it is hard to say whether they are addressed to a person or a bev-
erage.”'*? Citing the Thracian cult of Dionysos oTpug, Dionysos the Vine-
Cluster,'*® Dodds concludes: “It is tempting to see here not merely the redis-
covery but the survival of an ancient religious idea.”’** Tempting indeed, and
the ancient idea continues to survive in different guises, as a poster outside the
Kaiser Wilhelm Cathedral in Berlin might illustrate (see O—3; Fig. 20): the Holy
Spirit is represented as a great pitcher in the sky, pouring out its contents onto
humanity.

Libation: Common to All Rituals; Offered to All Gods

In the catalogue of a 1991 show at the Antikensammlungen in Munich on the
sacred and secular usage of wine in ancient Greece (Kunst der Schale, Kultur des
Trinkens), Susanne Pfisterer-Haas notes the archetypal, generalized nature of

;ﬁ,;a» GOTTES GEIST
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FIGURE 20. Poster at Kaiser Wilhelm Cathedral, Berlin: God’s Spirit as a
pitcher pouring itself out onto humanity. “Gottes Geist weckt Freude und
Hoffnhung” (God’s Spirit Awakens Joy and Hope). Contemporary.
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the depictions of libations in classical art. “Wine offerings in vase-images are
never to be related to a specific situation, but rather reproduce in a paradig-
matic, exemplary way important moments in the life of a human being.”'*
Such scenes are timeless and nonhistorical. The vase-paintings of libation are
in a sense generic ritual scenes just as libation itself is in a sense a generic rit-
ual, not especially associated with any one type of petition, ceremony, or sacri-
fice, but performed as an integral part of all ceremonies in which human be-
ings interacted with the other world.

Not all ancient Greek gods received honey-cakes or slaughtered animals; not
all received their sacrifices by day, by night, on a foudg or on an éoydpa. But li-
bation is also the generic offering of ancient Greek religion—all gods received li-
bations. Furthermore, it was common for libations to be addressed not so much
to one particular god as to all of the gods, as in the Odyssey’s tale of the Phai-
akians’ send-off of the wanderer Odysseus: ot 6¢ Oeolov €0TELO0V LOKAPEDOL,
Tol 0Vpavov evpLV Exovoty (they poured a libation to all the blessed immortal
gods who hold wide heaven).'*® The scholiast to Iliad 9.158 says that only Hades,
whom Achilles calls “among all the gods the most hateful to mortals,” receives
neither libations nor sacrifices.

Libation is often dismissed as a simple ceremony whose only ritual role is
as a mark of deference to supernatural powers. However, legend indicates that
the ritual had more efficacy. Serving an apotropaic role, libations could be a re-
sponse to bad omens and to the “green fear” that ensues, as in the trembling
Achaeans’ response to the thunder of Zeus in Iliad 7.480—481: “They spilled
the wine on the ground from their cups, and none was so hardy as to drink, till
he had poured to the all-powerful son of Kronos.” Drink offerings from goblets
highlight the sacrifice made by Chryses to Apollo to alleviate the plague in Iliad
1.462—474. “Libations and savour” seem to have a peculiarly persuasive power
over the gods, and can even weaken their Olympian resolve. In Iliad 9.497-501,
the aged Phoinix, begging Achilles to recover from his dangerous sulk, tells us
that even “the very immortals can be moved; their virtue and honour and
strength are greater than ours are, and yet with sacrifices and offerings for en-
dearment, with libations and with savour men turn back even the immortals in
supplication, when any man does wrong and transgresses.”'*

The singling out of “libations and savour” resonates in Iliad 9.500 with the
statement of Zeus in Iliad 4.49. These are the aspects of sacrifice, drink and
smoke offerings, which are specifically consecrated to the gods, and which, if
we are to believe Zeus, they especially like. Indeed, drink offerings and animal
sacrifice are often mentioned in tandem, as if of equal value, in great festival
offerings.'*® In his ode in honor of Aristagoras of Tenedos, Pindar celebrates
the devotion to Hestia of the people of Tenedos wolhd pev hoatowv &ryalo-
uevol TpmTov Oedv, Tohhd 0¢ kviog (honoring you [Hestia] with libations as
first among gods, and with much sacrifice).'*

To recapitulate, the act of libation, and the very liquid poured out in its per-
formance, were special to the gods. Libation was a ubiquitous ritual in ancient
Greece, associated with every form of sacrifice and appropriate for every kind
of ceremonial transition. Libation had its own vessel, the phiale, which was
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also singled out in art as the special cup of the gods. As we have seen, ancient
Indo-European religion may even have identified the liquid poured out with di-
vinity itself, an idea preserved at least in the case of the wine of Dionysos through
the fifth century B.C.E. and beyond, perhaps expressed in the consumed wine of
the Christian Eucharist, where the wine becomes the blood of Christ and by ex-
tension, of God himself.

Ironically, this universal quality of the ritual may be part of the reason why
it has been so hard convincingly to decode the scenes of sacrificing gods, to of-
fer an iconology rather than just a description of iconography. When the gods
pour libations on vases, the search for “invisible recipients” of the divine drink
offerings may be a distraction. Libation is, to use Pfisterer-Haas’s phrase, “par-
adigmatic and exemplary” of the rituals that are consecrated to all the gods.
However, libation is by no means the only ritual the gods perform in late archaic
and classical vase-painting. As will be dismissed later, other, unique scenes of
particular gods engaged to varying degrees in particular ritual actions—in fact,
actions that are specific to their own individual cults—belong, I believe, in the
same “force field” as the original vases of divine libations.

Is Libation Sacrifice?

Let us return to our original question. Can we speak of the Greek gods who
pour libations in fifth-century Attic vase-paintings as “sacrificing gods”? What
kind of a ritual is libation? Is it sacrifice, which is defined as “primarily, the
slaughter of an animal as an offering to God or a deity’?'*° This is certainly not
the case; in libation, nothing is killed.'s* Does libation even carry the implied,
secondary meaning of sacrifice, namely, “the surrender to God or to a deity, for
the purpose of propitiation or homage, of some object of possession”?'5? It is
particularly tricky to imagine an accurate taxonomy for the ritual of libation. It
is debatable to whom libation is surrendered, and for what purpose.

Two modern scholars have offered highly divergent theories on exactly
what it is that libation accomplishes. In one of his more daring forays into
sociobiology, Burkert suggests that libation is a kind of reinforcement of iden-
tity in sacred topography, whose chief purpose is not to “give” something to the
gods at all, but to make a “mark” that the worshiper has been there, at a certain
place. In considering the frequent nature of libation, he reiterates the conserva-
tive nature of ritual, which “seems to bear rather a high survival value for the
pious community.”** Along these lines he writes, “ ‘Ritual’ is something atavis-
tic, compulsive, nonsensical, at best circumstantial and superfluous, but at the
same time something sacred and mysterious.”*** The actions of ritual, those
things that Plutarch and Pausanias call dpopeva (things that are done),'* in-
volve, according to Burkert, a strong similarity to ritual behavior in biology—
namely, a “stereotyped pattern of action, independent of the actual situation
and emotion; repetition and exaggeration, theatrical effect; and the function of
communication.”’*® Stressing the communicative function of libations, Burk-
ert notes that libation produces a result; there is a solidarity among those who
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drink as among those who eat together. For that reason, it is a ceremony closely
associated with hospitality, alliances, peace treaties, departures, and separation.
In other words, libation is deeply conservative in that it stands against anything
that threatens to dissolve a valued bond of community.

Burkert maintains that “once we adopt the biological perspective, we can-
not overlook the fact that marking a territory by pouring out liquids is a ‘ritual
behavior quite common in mammals, especially predators; we are all familiar
with the dog’s behavior at the stone.”**” Although he concedes that “to connect
this with libation seems to be an outrageous joke,” he also claims that some as-
pects of twentieth-century folk “ritual behavior” at frontiers or boundary stones
are quite similar to what the dog does, namely, “the marking of ‘familiar, con-
spicuous objects’ and ‘novel objects'—functioning “to maintain the animals’ fa-
miliarity with its environment.”**® That is, pouring out liquids from metallic
or clay vases into the ground or onto altars to douse sacrificial flames is gener-
ically related to the marking of stones and objects by dogs on their rounds. Pre-
sumably, then, libation is a way of reinforcing the status quo of the relationship
between human community and sacred territory. Hence, “the similarity to li-
bation ceremonies, from Hattusa to Delphi, seems to be more than super-
ficial.”?%°

Many objections might be raised to this potentially specious approach, not
the least of which is the fact that male dogs, when involved in territorial mark-
ing, do not urinate on the ground; they urinate on bushes, trees, and stones.
Burkert's analysis, while it might seem to hold for omwovdai, eclipses an entire
category of ancient Greek libations which are every bit as central as libations
onto altars and herms, namely earth-bound yoai. Burkert's reference to biolog-
ical comparanda seems to offer very little understanding of the solemn and ex-
tremely diverse nature of libations. As we have seen, liquid offerings accom-
plish many functions, some of which have very little to do with territory. For
example, Burkert says that even funerary libations make marks at the tomb of
the deceased, which, he maintains, is “a signal communicating that the family
of the dead person is still alive and flourishing.”**® This can hardly be the pri-
mary motive for grave libations, which are clearly meant as gifts for the de-
ceased; white-ground lekythoi show family members, oinochoe in hand, ap-
proaching the deceased who waits sorrowfully, seated at his or her tomb. But as
we have also seen, Burkert is particularly troubled about how the gods get any
of the liquid of libation. By reducing the ritual to a simple ceremonial mark of
respect (that actually camouflages its even simpler role as a mark just made for
the sake of marking), Burkert resolves one of his more profound problems
with Greek cult in general: “There is no direct correlation with beliefs; wine for
the Olympian gods is poured onto the ground.”**!

Jean Rudhardt takes a very different view of this problematic religious act.
He accounts for the interjection of libation in so many rituals by seeing the drops
of liquid dedicated to the divine powers as a kind of numinous catalyst that
“mobilize[s] the religious force that operates the subsequent rites.”**> For Rud-
hardst, this activation of power is central to the sacral action of libation. Free of
the literalistic concerns of Burkert about how the gods get the liquid, Rudhardt
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concedes that a poured libation does not constitute an actual gift for them. In
fact, he asserts:

Nothing indicates that the poured liquid is offered to the divinities;
not only is it the case that the texts mention libations, ignoring their
destined recipients in silence (II. 2, 341; 4, 159; Soph. El. 270;
Aristoph. Wasps, 1216-17; Xen. Hell. 4.7.4; 7.4.36, etc.) but one
should note above all that the texts which are the most precise, distin-
guishing between libation in the narrow sense of the word, the act of
pouring the liquid and the prayer which is associated with it, render
the gods as auditors of the prayer but do not portray them as directly
interested in the poured liquid (Xen. An. 4.3.13-14; Cyr. 4.1.6-7;
Thrasymachus fr. 4 Muller).13

Rudhardt finds, however, that the ritual has another role: “the dispersal of
liquid establishes a specific rapport between the divine world and that of hu-
mans, and creates a situation favorable to the efficacy of prayer.”*** He also sug-
gests that when a part of the liquid is poured out in omovdai, the remainder of
the contents of the vessel is also consecrated. Thus drinking the remainder of the
wine unites the devotee to the divine forces evoked by the absorption of the lig-
uid, and ensures his protection by them.*

In Rudhardt's view, an anthropomorphic relationship with the gods is
superimposed over this basic mechanism of activated power. Libation is a
perquisite of the gods, as much as the smoke of the sacrifice. This is a way, as
one invokes the gods, of interesting them in “the poured-out liquid” as in an of-
fering.'®® Thus libation is associated with other rites to which one accords effi-
cacy and prayer. “Libation plays a role favorable to the events which it inaugu-
rates.”!®’

Rudhardt’s interpretation takes Greek religion far more on its own terms
than does Burkert’s. But it contains a perfect internal contradiction. Because
the recipients of libation are sometimes not mentioned as it is performed, it is
Rudhardt’s belief that the gods are interested in the prayers made to them
rather than the liquid that is simultaneously poured out. The liquid is a kind
of magical conveyer of power, a catalyst that ensures that the ritual will “work”
and the prayer will be heard. However, one then has to contend with Iliad
4.48-49, Nemean Ode 11.6, and other passages that stress that libations are
indeed treasured by the gods—not to mention some of our vase-paintings that
show the gods happily stretching out phialai to receive them! In Rudhardt’s
proposed framework, this can be dismissed as “an anthropomorphic overlay”
of meaning.

Literary, inscriptional, and iconographic evidence tell us that libation func-
tioned independently of animal sacrifice; the ritual established boundaries,
sealed oaths and treaties (especially treaties of peace), bathed, nourished, and
summoned the dead and propitiated the powers of the underworld. No warrior
would leave for battle without first offering a libation to the gods. But neither
would any sacrifice be undertaken without first bringing the wine jug in solemn
procession to the altar. In classical Greek religion, the two types of ritual, the
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pouring of liquid and the slaughter of animals, were structurally intermingled.
Wine was poured on the altar, inaugurating the sacrifice, and doused the flames
at its conclusion.

Libation may indeed be a marker of crucial limits, a supernatural medium
that attracts the gods and the dead, fueling the efficacy of all rites. It is perhaps
the remnant of an earth-oriented Indo-European offering ritual that began as
pure ancestor worship. The argument against libation as sacrifice is that it is
purely a sign of reverence, and not an actual gift. However, what else would
it be? We can easily imagine how the Eumenides might receive water at their
grove in Colonus, or Demeter Chthonia receive oil in the soil at Phigalia.’*® The
problem in our limited imagination arises purely in the case of the Olympian
gods. We cannot imagine that the Olympian gods were thought of as receiving
the wine of sacrifice directly, except in those numinous vase-paintings where
they hold out their bowls; but “in reality” libations are “lost” in the altar-flames
or in the earth. But this is perhaps too literal-minded, and religion, while often
concrete, is seldom literal. Neither do the high gods receive the meat that is
cooked on their altars, and yet they miss it mightily if it is absent. Zeus’s words
are clear enough: The libation and the savor are not only part of animal sacri-
fice but they are also the special part that belongs to the gods who live on high,
their “fair portion of honour.” Ancient Greek libation of any sort is performed
not in a vacuum but for the sake of divine powers, to importune or appease
them. Libation, when poured, belongs to the gods. It thus should be considered
as part of the larger sphere of ancient Greek religious action of sacrifice. It
would be easier to interpret the vases if we did not classify libation as “a pos-
session surrendered to a deity,” since deities are represented as doing the sur-
rendering. But the paradox of gods who pour out libations cannot be so easily
resolved.
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Iconographic Evidence

Let us return to the characteristically noble vision of the Berlin Painter
as it is expressed in the vase in Boston (no. 29; Figs. 2, 3).! MFA
1978.45 stands (max.) 40.2 cm in height, its kalpis shape bringing to
the hydria form a lower, fuller appearance. It has three handles, two
symmetrically placed on the shoulder and one connecting neck to
shoulder. Below the symmetrical handles appear exuberant horizon-
tal palmettes caught up in spirals with two lotus buds. In vogue for
several decades during the subarchaic period of vase-painting, the
shape probably has its genesis in bronze vessels.

The entire decorative field of the vase, called the register, is in-
volved in this sacrificial scene. Although palmettes, lotus buds, and
spirals above and meanders below frame the gods, the Berlin Painter
does not conventionally limit the actual field of depiction for the
kalpis shape with ornamental designs. The Swiss connoisseur Her-
bert Cahn, into whose hands the vase came, probably from an Etr-
uscan grave, remarks: “[N]ew to this hydria is the concept of covering
the whole body of the vase with large figures.”? It was one of the char-
acteristics of the Berlin Painter that his divine figures tended to be as
large and majestic as the shape of his pots would physically allow.
The upper bodies of the gods fill the shoulder of the vase; the actions
of their sacrifice circles and encompasses its entire field; the sacrifi-
cial scene is thus very difficult, if not impossible, to photograph with-
out distortion. In the detail, strength, and resolution of the work,
Cahn finds in this vase “the master at the apex of his artistic career, in
his finest script.”?

We see that Apollo, the god of music and light, is closest to the
altar. In an apparently sacerdotal role, he bears his seven-stringed
lyre, the kithara, over the altar, and with his right hand tilts a libation
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bowl directly downward, at an angle perpendicular to the ground. He holds the
bowl outward, facing the viewer, so that we can see its interior and central boss—
the mesomphalos. The god turns back to Iris, one foot—the one closest to the
altar—facing the viewer, with toes only visible, and the other visible lengthwise.
Apollo appears to be about to pour the contents of his bowl, which Iris holds
her oinochoe to fill, onto the altar. The god’s hair is long, and a broad decorated
band attached to his lyre reaches almost to his feet. Like Athena and Hermes,
Apollo wears a laurel crown; Iris, Leto, and Artemis wear diadems. Apollo
flanks the altar with his sister Artemis and mother Leto. Artemis, in chiton and
beveled cloak, may well hold another phiale in her left hand; that section of the
painting has disappeared.* In her right, she raises part of her garment. Her quiver
stands behind her. Her mother Leto, with lighter hair, brings in her right hand a
lotus bud to lay on the altar. Upon the altar itself a wreath has been laid with two
blossoms;® it is decorated with a frieze that has an ornamental band of Lesbian
cymations.

The messenger goddess Iris stands behind Apollo, proffering her wine
vase as if to fill the god’s phiale. Her wings extend well beyond the handle
where, to her left, the intermediary god Hermes, conductor of souls, hurries
away with petasos (traveling hat) and winged boots; his hand is raised in the
gesture of reverence or awe associated with epiphany.® On the right, behind the
mother and daughter who so frequently appear in tandem in other examples of
this scene, strides Athena, daughter of Zeus and goddess of war and wisdom.
She approaches the sacrifice in grandeur, spear thrust in front of her. Her hel-
met, removed and held at arm’s length, reveals disc-shaped earrings. The cen-
tral scene of the composition breathes peace and sacrality; at its periphery, all is
urgency, motion, and perhaps even ambivalence in the counter-moving figure
of Hermes.” Hermes'’s gesture will occur elsewhere on the vases in this cata-
logue: It is the mortal gesture at the presence of numinous power, such as oc-
curs at an epiphany or is concentrated in a sacrifice. We see it, for example, in
the reaction of the woman to whom Nike displays an oinochoe and phiale at an
altar in no. 167, a red-figure lekythos in the early classical period from the Ash-
molean Museum.

Four of the gods have their names written in conventional retrograde Attic
Greek script above their heads: AETQ APTEMIZ AOENAIA EPMHZ: Leto,
Artemis, Athen(ai)a, Hermes. Interestingly, Apollo and Iris, the most active par-
ticipants in the sacrifice, are not named. Perhaps, to a contemporary eye, such re-
dundant labeling renders the tableau more of an elegant cartoon than a great
work of art. But this is not an uncommon feature of ancient Greek vases, and
makes identification of the principals in this startling scene indisputable. They are
indeed the high gods, and they are indeed worshiping—or at the very least, taking
active part in the performance of a ritual.

As we have said, the motif displayed on the Berlin Painter vase is not
unique. It is an outstanding example from a corpus of several hundred icono-
graphically related vase-paintings, some black- but mostly red-figure, most of
which date from between 510 and 450 B.C.E.—that is, from the late archaic to the
early classical period. With so many remaining examples, we can only wonder
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how many more variations on this theme have been lost to religious history.
Although Erika Simon’s groundbreaking work (see chapter 4) offers a partial
catalogue, it has not been updated since 1953 in light of new discoveries. Nor
does Simon analyze these vases in specific sacrificial categories, other than anec-
dotally.

To illustrate the theme of divine libations in antiquity, I include in the cata-
logue 247 artifacts, only a few of which can be illustrated. Vase-paintings are
primarily represented, but I have also included marble and bronze sculptural
evidence, including stone votive reliefs; I do not treat numismatic evidence.®
The catalogue is arranged chronologically, with the period between 510 and 450
B.C.E. divided by decades. Within the time period divisions, I have arranged the
catalogue entries by media, and within each medium, by deity. The artifacts are
designated by the portrayed sacrificing deity who has primacy—so, for example,
the vases where Athena attends with an oinochoe the libation of Herakles are
grouped under Athena, as are those where she herself pours from a phiale; but
those where she attends Zeus are grouped under Zeus.

An exception to this rule is the case of Olympian sacrificial scene featuring
multiple divine libations on a relief or vase such as no. 35 (Figs. 21, 22), a red-
figure stamnos in London by the Berlin Painter from his middle period (circa
480 B.C.E.). A thematic companion piece to the Boston hydria, the stamnos, like
the hydria, features a group of gods encircling the vase, in this case in a pro-
cession of eight, culminating in the throne of Zeus. Hermes is there; Demeter
with her torches; Dionysos with the sacrificial vessel characteristic of him—not
the phiale, but the kantharos; at the handle, a winged Iris or Nike; Apollo with
his lyre and holding a tipped phiale; Artemis with an oinochoe; and Zeus, with
scepter and libation bowl held up to his own eye level, parallel to the ground.
These are grouped under the heading “Assembly of Deities.” Whenever possible
and relevant, I show photos of the front and back of the vases. Some of the scenes
are obviously connected to mythical stories, such as Herakles’s entry into Olym-
pus (e.g., nos. 5, 14, 25, 54, 55, 182), the birth of Erichthonios (e.g., nos. 92, 210),
the presentation by Zeus of the infant Dionysos to the nymphs of Nysa (e.g., no.
144) or the mission of Triptolemos (e.g., nos. 24, 173-175, 177-181, etc.) Others
seem to bear absolutely no relation to myth, a fact that cannot be minimized in
any hermeneutical efforts of these images: Instead of a sacred past, even a reen-
acted one, they seem to represent a religious present.

Iconographic examples of “sacrificing gods” appear much earlier than the
vases, virtually exclusively in sculpture. Typical of the archaic period is the bronze
cult or votive statue of Apollo, a graceful kouros found in Piraeus in 1959. He
steps slightly forward; in his left hand he is restored, on the basis of contempora-
neous statues, holding a bowl. In his right, palm upturned, he extended a liba-
tion bowl, of which a fragment remains (no. 2). He may have looked like the cult
statue represented on an early fourth-century Apulian fragment from Tarento
(no. 218). A combination of threat and benevolence, the Piraeus Apollo with
phiale dates from around 525 B.C.E.

One may compare the even earlier votive male head of a statue of the mid-
sixth century at Delphi from the Halos deposit; this work in ivory is part of an
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FIGURE 2I. Libation scene on Olympus (compare to Figs. 2 and 3). Iris;
Apollo with lyre and tipped phiale; Artemis with oinochoe; Zeus, with
scepter and phiale. Attic red-figure stamnos by the Berlin Painter, middle to
late, c. 480 B.C.E.

extant chryselephantine statue of an enthroned figure, almost certainly Apollo
(no. 1; Fig. 23). The statue has a gilded silver plate on its head, and two large
curls of hair on the breast. The lost right hand of the statue was restored by
Pierre Amandry with a fluted gold phiale, part of the same hoard. It was ac-
companied by an also nearly life-sized ivory head of Artemis, wearing a golden
diadem. Ionian in origin, these votives have been speculatively associated with
Croesus’s dedications at the oracle in Herodotus Histories I.47.°

Apollo is the most frequent libation bearer in ancient Greek art; perhaps
this is understandable. From his role as the prophetic mouthpiece of his father
Zeus at Delphi, and from his power as purifier (central to Pythagorean mysti-
cism), Apollo's priestly function might seem natural.’® One of the more powerful
Delphic images from antiquity is the one already mentioned, found on the tondo
of an Attic white-ground kylix from 470 B.C.E., discovered at the shrine itself (no.
59; Fig. 6)."" It shows the sacrificing Apollo, surrounded by his own particular at-
tributes of laurel crown, tortoiseshell lyre, and raven, solemnly watching. The in-
terior of his embossed phiale is visible as he pours; the vigorously painted red
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FIGURE 22. Hermes; Demeter with torches; Dionysos with kantharos and
thyrsos.

wine of the libation falls toward the ground. We may compare this scene to one
on the tondo of a cup by one of the followers of Makron dating from the decade
470—460 B.C.E., now in London (no. 106; Fig. 24); a laurel-crowned Apollo sits
alone holding a kithara and a phiale, this time at an altar. The altar’s reference
to human cult is reinforced by the mortal libation scenes on the outside of the
cup: Around the interior column of a sanctuary stand a man with a scepter and
phiale, a woman with oinochoe, and a man wearing a wreath-crown with a staff,
also extending a phiale (Fig. 25). These are scenes comparable to the British Mu-
seum’'s two Dionysos figures mid-sparagmos (nos. C-38 and C—39), discussed
in chapter 1, one of which dances in sacrifice with no altar, the other of which
includes it.

Artemis, Apollo’s sister who appears on the other side of the altar in the
Boston hydria, can also be a solitary sacrificer; in no. 277, a white-ground lekythos
from around 490 B.C.E. by the Pan Painter at the Ermitage, she graciously ap-
pears with quiver and phiale, feeding a swan. In no. 60, the Oreithyia Painter
renders the goddess, accompanied by a fawn, visibly pouring a libation into the
ground; in the Louvre’s white-ground lekythos (no. 109; Fig. 26), she runs ac-
companied by a bull, carrying a flaming torch, her phiale overflowing and



FIGURE 23. Seated Apollo, reconstructed, holding gold phiale. Chrysele-
phantine statue from Delphi, sixth century B.C.E.

FIGURE 24. Divine and mortal libations on same vase. Tondo: Apollo
alone, sitting by altar with staff and phiale. Attic red-figure cup, followers of
Makron: the Painter of London E 80, 470-460 B.C.E.
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FIGURE 25. Mortal libation scenes.

FIGURE 26. Artemis running with bull, bearing flaming torch and over-
flowing phiale. Attic white-ground lekythos, manner of the Bowdoin Painter,
early classical period.
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spilling onto the ground in her flight. But like Apollo, Artemis can also engage
in cultic observance at an altar. In no. 108, another white-ground lekythos, this
time dating from the early classical period and shattered in the shelling of a
bunker in Berlin in 1945, Artemis stands at an altar with a flaming torch, her
oinochoe held to pour. One of the simplest and yet perhaps most compelling
scenes of Artemis in ritual performance is a classical black-figure lekythos in
Wiirzburg's Martin von Wagner-Museum by the Bowdoin Painter (no. 110).
The goddess holds a branch in her left hand that ends in volutes; with her right
hand, she pours a libation from a phiale onto an altar on which sits a fruit. A
bird perches on the altar. A fawn, one of the animals sacred to the goddess,
steps delicately behind her. Beazley, who originally called the female figure por-
trayed on this vase “a woman,” later admitted the view of Mébius—that she
was Artemis, and that the bird was indeed a raven.'?

But Apollo and Artemis seldom pour libations in solitude. Because the
brother and sister, in relation to one another—or together with their mother
Leto—are such a frequent iconographic grouping in the paintings we are con-
sidering, it has been suggested that these vases emphasize a cult with its roots
on Delos, birthplace of the twin gods. This idea is supported by an amphora af-
ter the Nikoxenos Painter in Hannover which shows a vigorous palm, growing
from or behind the altar, symbolic of the palm tree on Delos on which Leto
leaned for support while giving birth to the divine twins (no. C-55). No divine
libations occur here, but the group is familiar enough, and believed by many
scholars of iconography to be the prototype of the “the Delphic triad” at liba-
tion. The Berlin Painter rendered such a scene (one of the first) very early on
in his career, soon after 500 B.C.E., on a hydria in Vienna (no. 17); As late as
470 B.C.E. he treats the scene again in no. 64, an amphora from Richmond, Vir-
ginia, in which Apollo appears at an altar on one side of the vase with kithara
and phiale, and Artemis on the other, with quiver and oinochoe held out for her
brother beyond the handle. In the Getty's Bareiss Collection we find a classical
example on a beautiful trefoil oinochoe attributed to the Richmond Painter; the
vase depicts the two deities offering a libation (no. 191; Fig. 27).

In contrast, however, Athena, who is not a Delian, pours libations, too:
One of a pair of small bronze statuettes discovered on the Sparta acropolis
shows her holding a libation bowl as if pouring; the angle of the phiale is such
that the liquid could not be retained if the goddess were meant to receive it (no.
3; Figs. 28, 29). The way in which the phiale is held is comparable to that of a
terracotta of Athena with polos from Rhodes (no. 202), a helmeted Athena with
phiale from the Kanellopoulos collection in Athens from the late classical pe-
riod (no. 239), a bronze Hermes from the same collection (no. 241), and a
bronze Zeus or Poseidon in Munich (no. 200), where the angle of the bowl is
extreme.

Scenes of divine libation on vase paintings begin in earnest in the years
510—500 B.C.E., the decade of the restoration of the Alcmeonids and the demo-
cratic reforms of Kleisthenes. Most common in these scenes of divine libation
is the enthroned god. A superb cup in Tarquinia shows Zeus enthroned with
thunderbolt and phiale, and attended by Ganymede with oinochoe (no. 4). Hebe,
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FIGURE 27. Apollo, with laurel and branch, pours libation (in added red)
from large embossed phiale onto flaming altar; Artemis with oinochoe. Attic
red figure trefoil oinochoe, attributed to the Richmond Painter, c. 440 B.C.E.

Hermes, Athena, Hestia, Aphrodite, and Ares are present, all with names in-
scribed. The central libation scene is similar to the one on no. 13 (Fig. 30), a pe-
like by the Geras Painter in the Louvre, where Zeus, with eagle-bearing thunder-
bolt, extends his phiale to be filled by Ganymede, and no. 40, a later calyx-krater
by the Eucharides Painter. Douris gives us a kylix now in the Getty, which shows
the pair making a libation at an altar (no. 41).

Although Ganymede is undeniably identified with Zeus, it is not necessary
to attach any particular erotic significance to the figure of the boy in these
scenes. Ganymede’s role in pouring for the libation of Zeus is defined by his
role on Olympus as cupbearer for the gods. In that capacity, he joins Iris or
Nike and Athena to him or to Hera, Artemis to Apollo, Aphrodite to Ares, and
Ariadne and maenads or satyrs to Dionysos as frequent sacrificial attendants to
the gods. For example, on a kylix from about 480 B.C.E. by the Castelgiorgio
Painter from the British Museum (no. 46), while Ganymede pours from an
oinochoe for an enthroned Zeus on the left, Iris or Nike is attending Hera’s li-
bation on the right; Ganymede is one of two attendants for the libating royal
pair. And in no. 10, an amphora in Munich, it is Iris, with winged boots, who
attends the royal couple with phiale and sacrificial vessel. The libation scene
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FIGURE 28. One of two archaic bronze statuettes of Athena from Sparta;
she extends a phiale with a central boss downward.

per se does not have an erotic connotation; Ganymede is a logical addition to
the retinue of sacrificial attendants.

Is the ubiquitous winged female, the sacrificial attendant par excellence,
identifiable as the messenger goddess Iris, or is she Nike, the “goddess” of per-
sonified victory who is so closely associated with Athena that she perched on
the hand of Pheidias’s colossal Parthenos?'* The winged messenger goddess is
more likely to be Iris when she carries a caduceus, or wears winged boots.
These attributes tend to appear on the figure in the late archaic period, and to

FIGURE 29. Drawing of libating archaic Athena statuette from Sparta.
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FIGURE 30. Zeus, with eagle-bearing thunderbolt scepter, and phiale;
Ganymede pouring from oinochoe. Attic red-figure pelike by the Geras
Painter, late archaic period.

taper off in the early classical. A minority opinion sees her as Eos, the dawn
goddess, as for example in no. 97, a kalpis by the Niobid Painter known only
recently to the public, although some inscriptions (e.g., nos. 39, 166) tell us
that this cannot be true in every case.

In no. 10, the very early amphora by the Nikoxenos Painter where the fig-
ure brings the vessels of libation to the throne of Zeus, she has winged boots
just like those of the other messenger deity Hermes, who is also pictured be-
hind the throne of Poseidon. In a similar scene from the late archaic period ap-
pearing on the fragments of a pelike in Berlin by the Argos Painter (no. 39; Fig.
31), an enthroned Zeus extends his phiale to the winged female figure, who
holds up a caduceus, and lifts up a metal oinochoe. Poseidon is seated to the
right with his own phiale. All three figures are identified by inscriptions: ZEYX
ITOZEIAON (retrograde); and, in a partial inscription, IPIX or NIKE. How-
ever, an early classical pelike in the British Museum by the Villa Giulia Painter
portrays a god with white beard and scepter, gesturing with outstretched palm
above a flaming altar while the winged goddess, with oinochoe and phiale held
over the altar, faces him, and here the inscriptions are clear: The god is ZEYX
and the ministrant, NIKE (no. 166).

Although the cult of Athena Nike is attested as early as the archaic period,
the gradual distinction between the goddess Athena and her attribute happened
gradually over the course of the fifth century." With the growing popularity of
the figure due to the Persian War and the bellicose decades that followed in
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FIGURE 3I. Zeus with phiale extended to Iris or Nike, with caduceus and
oinochoe. Poseidon with phiale extended to right. Attic red-figure pelike
fragment. The Argos Painter, late archaic period.

Athens, she was more readily identified as Nike, taking over the role of the mes-
senger and sacrificial attendant Iris, who recedes in iconographic importance.
They may in fact overlap, but perhaps only during the late archaic period. By
460-450 B.C.E., Nike is the divine sacrificer.

Except for Ganymede, who stands, all the deities in the Tarquinia cup (no. 4)
are enthroned. So rare is it for a mortal to be represented as seated while pouring
a libation (in one of a few exceptions, a seated Phoinix is served wine into a phiale
by Briseis on a kylix by the Brygos Painter (no. C—3), but we do not see him actu-
ally pour) that the seated condition of the figures on an early classical Acropo-
lis fragment (no. 36) was enough for Graef and Langlotz to identify them as
divine."

There has been vigorous debate over whether enthroned gods on vase paint-
ings represent cult statues or “living gods.” Those who argue that they are cult
statues (as some undeniably seem to be, such as the much later Apollo on an
Apulian fragment in Amsterdam (no. 218) or Sabazios and Kybele, who are
shown on a base, depicted on the classical Polygnotan krater from Ferrara [no.
195; Fig. 32]) have a problem with which to contend. Liquid often spills from the
tipped phialai held by these figures, as it does clearly in no. 36. Even in the in-
stances in which the phiale is held at a parallel angle by the libating deity (89 out
of 247, or 36 percent of the scenes), the liquid is still often visible as it splashes
from phiale to ground, as for example, in the vase from Ferrara. In vase-painting,
any correlation one might hope to make between the staring cult statue and the
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FIGURE 32. Underworld deities hold phialai, libations visible in added
white. Cybele and Sabazios? Dionysos and Semele or Ariadne? Hades and
Persephone? Attic red-figure krater by the Group of Polygnotos, c. 440 B.C.E.

receiving of wine, or between the animate deity and the pouring of wine is contin-
ually contradicted by the evidence. This theme is rather represented in a con-
tinuum of cultic activity, where no clear categories apply, and god and statue
are one.

The apotheosis of Herakles, welcomed by the libations of the gods in re-
sponse, is a popular theme in the early decades of the fifth century; in no. s,
red-figure cup fragments by the Sosias Painter from the Athenian Acropolis,
we reconstruct Zeus seated on a sphinx throne with his scepter, Hera by his
side; Kore, with a high polos, grain ears, and holding a phiale, stands near
Demeter. Iris fills the libation bowl. A second phiale is visible. The same theme
is treated by the same painter in no. 20 (Figs. 33, 34), an extraordinary cup
in which on side A, Herakles is welcomed by the collective libations of the
Olympian deities installed on leopard-skin thrones. Nearly everyone seems to
be in possession of a phiale. On side A (Fig. 33), Zeus and Hera preside with
scepters, both with phialai extended; they are attended by the winged Iris with
oinochoe. Poseidon and Amphitrite, the latter clutching a fish, both hold out
phialai; Aphrodite is present with Ares; with much of her form abraded, but
with her arm visibly extended, as are Ariadne and Dionysos (the latter, again,
with his arm extended as if to pour). Side B (Fig. 34) portrays the three god-
desses of the seasons, standing, with fruited boughs; the enthroned Hestia
(with head veil) and an unidentified goddess, both with phialai; and the tri-
umphal escort of Hermes and Apollo. Herakles, hand raised in the gesture of



FIGURE 33. Entry of Herakles into Olympus, welcomed by the libations of the
Olympian deities on leopard-skin thrones. Zeus and Hera, Iris, Poseidon and Am-
phitrite, Attic red-figure cup by the Sosias Painter, 500 B.C.E.

FIGURE 34. Entry of Herakles into Olympus, welcomed by the libations of the
Olympian deities on leopard-skin thrones. The three goddesses of the seasons, Hestia
(with head-veil) and an unidentified goddess, both with phialai; Hermes, Apollo, Her-
akles, and Athena. Attic red-figure cup by the Sosias Painter, 500 B.C.E.
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reverential awe we have seen in the Hermes of Boston's hydria by the Berlin
Painter, is given an inscription in the vocative as he hails his lord: ZEY
DIAE—“Beloved Zeus.” Athena brings up the rear. And in a more fragmen-
tary version of this scene, no. 86, a red-figure cup by the Providence Painter, an
enthroned Zeus greets Herakles by extending a phiale.

One of Athena’s more ambiguous roles is to pour for the enthroned or
standing hero Herakles, as she does with an oinochoe in no. 6, a black-figure
skyphos in London. Other examples are no. 14 and the tondo of no. 25, by
Makron; in no. 105, a Louvre oinochoe by the Niobid Painter in the early classi-
cal period, an altar is present, clearly making reference to human-style cult.
The recipient of chthonian cult, Herakles holds, almost without exception, a
kantharos. The function of Athena as sacrificial ministrant to Herakles, who is
an ultimately divinized hero, is comparable to that of Demeter and Persephone
pouring for Triptolemos, as in no. 24, a pelike by the Geras Painter, and many
other comparable vases that can be seen in the catalogue. Both are reversals of
the normal hierarchical equation we observe in these vases, where a lesser fig-
ure ministers to a more powerful deity, as Ganymede or Iris do on behalf of
Zeus—although these two examples, interestingly, maintain normal gender
roles for libation. Nike occasionally pours for Herakles, as in a stamnos frag-
ment from Oxford, while Athena looks on (no. 26). Athena also holds the liba-
tion bowl while seated, as in no. 16, a black-figure kalpis by the Athena Painter.
The goddess is painted in her sanctuary flanked by two owls on altars (compare
no. C-1). In no. 56, a small column-krater by Myson, she is also shown seated
with a phiale. But in no. 8, a small black-figure hydria in Mykonos, she has
sprung from her contemplative pose to her feet; wearing a high Corinthian hel-
met, she energetically pours a libation onto a flaming altar.

Dionysos also makes his entrance on the stage of divine libations during
the late archaic decade (510—500 B.C.E.). In no. g (Fig. 35), an intact, very early
red-figure kantharos in Boston by the Nikosthenes Painter, the standing god,
with ivy crown, pours from a kantharos onto a burning altar. A maenad to the
left of the altar seems to extend her hands beneath the red stream of wine and
toward the flames. The scene is framed by dancing maenads. John Beazley
conjectures that the maenad is strewing handfuls of groats (o0\au) on the altar,
which she takes from the kavoUv, or sacrificial basket lying on the ground in
front of the altar.’® This vase in Boston is a miracle of cultic self-referentiality,
for the kantharos is Dionysos’s special vessel, established as his own in ancient
Greek iconography long before the first libating gods appear (as, for example,
in the scene on the archaic black-figure amphora by the Amasis Painter in Mu-
nich, no. C-21). Libations are poured to Dionysos from the kantharos, and he is
virtually never shown pouring libations from any other type of container.
Hence the image renders the god performing a cultic action, within the sphere
of his own cult, which appears on the same cultic vessel that it portrays. In
other words, the kantharos, belonging to Dionysos, porirays the god ritually deploy-
ing the kanatharos. Both vase and god self-represent, and thus self-ratify and in-
tensify the ritual focus.
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FIGURE 35. Dionysos pouring from kantharos onto altar with maenads. Attic red-
figure kantharos by the Nikosthenes Painter, 520-510 B.C.E.

Some Dionysiac scenes occur in an apparently purely mythical context,
when maenads or satyrs pour for the god’s libation, as in the case of no. 30, a
red-figure pelike in which Dionysos with thyrsos and tipped kantharos receives
wine from an oinochoe poured by a maenad wearing the animal skins of the
cult; that of no. 72, an oinochoe by the Dutuit Painter in Paris; or no. 71, an
amphora by the Alkimachos Painter, one of whose sides features a satyr pour-
ing for the god while the other side features a maenad doing the same. In the
vision of the Eucharides Painter, it is Ariadne who ministers to her dancing,
vine-bearing lord (no. 68). And surely the mad one, Jane Harrison's “savage
god,” who tears apart a hind with his hands in a stamnos by the Hephaisteion
Painter (no. C-39) belongs to the realm of religious imagination and not to that
of realized cult.’” But Dionysos also pours libations from his kantharos at al-
tars, a visual reference to the real world of polis cult—as, for example, in the
kylix from Orvieto by Douris in Boston (no. 66; Fig. 36). Unwilling to be shack-
led either by the fetters of Pentheus or the confines of ritual categories, the god
dances with maenad and satyr before a flaming, blood-splattered altar as he
grasps the halves of a severed animal in a pelike from Nola (no. C—38; Fig. 37):
The realms of myth and ritual collide.



FIGURE 36. Dionysos extends his kantharos over an altar, with maenads.
Attic red-figure kylix, signed by Douris as painter, c. 480 B.C.E.

FIGURE 37. Dionysos, tearing bleeding animal victim (hind) at a flaming
altar; maenad dancing; satyr playing pipes. Attic red-figure pelike by the ear-
lier mannerists, undetermined, early classical period.
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Divine libations associated with Dionysos are also associated with his birth;
these may probably be interpreted as religious gestures of welcome. Makron
paints an honorific scene in which Zeus, preceded by Hermes, carries the grape-
waving infant Dionysos toward an altar, where two goddesses or perhaps two
nymphs of Nysa await the pair, one holding an oinochoe and a leafy sprig; the
other, a sacrificial basket (no. 21). Poseidon with his trident and Athena with her
aegis and spear follow in the procession. The illustration of this mythical scene
is recapitulated in the scene on a red-figure stamnos in the Louvre (no. 144),
where Zeus hands the child Dionysos to a Nysa nymph; a mysterious female fig-
ure sits enthroned like a deity inside an architectural structure, holding out a
phiale and the thyrsos, the wand of Dionysos; does she represent a nymph—or
perhaps the heroized Semele and the building, a hergon?'®

The years 500 to 490 B.C.E. saw the continued political authority of Kleis-
thenes, the tyrant-reformer, and the growing menace from Persia that culminated
in the invasion at Schoinia beach at Marathon. During this period Hermes, com-
monly a peripheral observer at these scenes of divine libation (as in, for example,
in no. 29; Fig. 3), suddenly has his own show. In a red-figure cup by the Hermaios
Painter in London, the god appears with petasos and winged boots, earnestly
walking along, spilling wine from his phiale as he goes (no. 18). The Berlin
Painter renders a Nike running (or perhaps alighting) with phiale and oinochoe
on a lekythos now in Harvard’s Sackler Museum (no. 19); a few years later, be-
tween 490 and 480 B.C.E., he creates an airborne Nike with ritual incense burner
(thymiaterion) emptying a phiale onto an altar (an oinochoe in the British Mu-
seum, no. 31, Fig. 38)." She holds the phiale at an angle reminiscent of the one
that her creator gives the Apollo in his hydria in Boston, also comparable to the ges-
ture of the goddess identified as Hera in no. 38, a lekythos by the Brygos Painter.
This decade also gives us the earliest of nine vases included in this catalogue in
which divine libations on the tondo or one side of the vase are mirrored—or per-
haps referenced—by a scene of mortal libation on the outside or the opposite side.
In no. 15, the tondo of a fragmentary cup from the Athenian Acropolis shows a
standing Athena with armband and spear pouring a libation. On the cup’s out-
side, on side B, a hand holds a short-footed kantharos. The inscription, presum-
ably representing what is said by the owner of the hand, says: omtjévdw 7@ daipovt
T dyoO[dL (I am making a drink-offering to the Agathos Daimon).

The threatening years between the Battle of Marathon in 490 and the inva-
sion of Xerxes in 480, the decade of the floruit of Heracleitus of Ephesus, were
those which produced the magnificent hydria by the Berlin Painter in Boston that
has been our starting point. The same artist painted several other scenes of divine
libation at around the same time. On a stamnos by the Berlin Painter in the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art, Athena pours for Zeus and the polos-wearing Hera,
both of whom proffer libation bowls (no. 22; Figs. 39, 40). On the reverse of the
vase is the libation at the departure of a warrior. And an amphora in the Ash-
molean Museum envisions a standing Zeus extending his phiale over a flaming
altar, while Nike pours (no. 23). During this decade we encounter for the first time
the Eleusinian goddess Demeter and the missionary hero Triptolemus involved
in a scene of libation—as in no. 24 (Fig. 41), a lost vase once in Berlin. Seated on
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FIGURE 38. Nike flying with thymiaterion and phiale emptying onto altar.
Attic red-figure oinochoe by the Berlin Painter, 490—480 B.C.E.

his winged throne or chariot, Triptolemos sits ready for departure. “[T]his extraor-
dinary throne is that of Triptolemos, the Eleusinian missionary charged by the
goddesses . . . with announcing the benefits of cereal culture.”? Triptolemos ex-
tends his phiale to Demeter with a high polos, who pours from an oinochoe. Over
the next two decades, this pair and Demeter’'s daughter Persephone (Kore) be-
come an “Eleusinian Triad” to balance that of Delos mentioned earlier; they ap-
pear repeatedly in libation, as in no. 51, a bell-krater by the Oreithyia Painter in
Palermo. These scenes are of an iconographic genre, and seem to represent liba-
tions of departure; but the role of sacrificer continually rotates. Sometimes Trip-
tolemos holds the phiale and offers the libation; sometimes he watches as Deme-
ter or Persephone wields both oinochoe and phiale. It has been suggested that the
vase-paintings depict the closing ritual of the Eleusinian Mysteries.?!

Zeus emerges as a frequent sacrificer on the vases painted in the decade of
480-470 B.C.E., as the walls of Athens were fortified and Pindar composed his
odes in honor of the Olympic victories of Sicilian dynasts. The Syleus Painter
created two similar pelikai of the great god at libation, in one served by Nike
(no. 42) and in one, by Ganymede (no. 43). However, it is to the column-krater
from this period by the Diogenes Painter mentioned in the Introduction that I
wish to call attention (no. 44; Fig. 7).



FIGURE 39. Athena pours from an oinochoe for Zeus and Hera, who ex-
tend their phialai. Attic red-figure stamnos by the Berlin Painter, 490 B.C.E.

FIGURE 40. Libation at the departure of a warrior, made by a woman with
oinochoe and phiale. Seated elder (father?).
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FIGURE 4I. Triptolemus, on his winged throne, extending phiale. Deme-
ter, with polos, pours from oinochoe; wine visible. Attic red-figure pelike by
the Geras Painter, late archaic period.

On side A, Zeus, standing, holds a phiale from which wine cascades;
Athena extends an oinochoe. Zeus is identified by two features of the image: his
thunderbolt, the numinous object which is uniquely his, and his inscribed
name, ZEYZ. Athena is identified by her helmet and aegis, again, only associ-
ated with her godhead; she could not be mortal, and she could be no other deity.
These belong to the first category of the representation of divinity I want to high-
light, that of divine attributes, which are a crucial feature of religious iconogra-
phy from almost all of the world’s religions, whether dead or alive: Certain gar-
ments are worn by particular gods in their visual representations, and certain
objects associated with them. These attributes are not transferable. They “be-
long” to the gods’ sphere, as Visnu holds a conch shell and Kalt has skull jewelry.

There is a second category of religious “ownership” inherent in this image,
however. Zeus holds a phiale, and Athena an oinochoe. These are recognizable
mortal cultic paraphernalia. But because they are associated with the worship of
the gods, they also belong to the gods and are also attributive. To Apollo, for ex-
ample, belong both his oracle, which he himself established on Parnassos, and
any omphalos that represents his prophetic power. The shrine at Delphi is
Apollo's, just as the shrine at Eleusis is Demeter’s: threshold, doors, altar, and rit-
ual objects. The altar beneath the Athena Nike temple says “I am the altar of
Nike.” Sacred and “set apart” as belonging to the gods are places or objects asso-
ciated with the second category, that of the physical elements of religious wor-
ship. We are not so surprised, therefore, when we encounter the cult statue of the
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Hellenistic Isis, for example, holding a sistrum, an instrument of her own cult,
or even a medieval painting of the Madonna and child in which the divine child
Jesus is shown with a gold cross hung around his neck, referencing the crucifix-
ion as yet unrealized—for the cross belongs to him, a timeless and immortal en-
tity, as does its wearing as a religious token. Although this category of divine be-
longing may seem incongruous, a moment's reflection seems to endorse it by
the inner logic of religion itself. The elements of religion are, of course, in a cate-
gory that is “other” than the elements of the secular world. The elements of reli-
gion, building-blocks of meaning, belong to the gods whose worship they serve.

But Zeus and Athena in this column-krater do not merely hold the phiale
and oinochoe, vessels with which they themselves are so often offered libations.
They take action. Athena brandishes her oinochoe as if having poured wine into
the phiale of Zeus. Zeus pours wine onto the ground; the wine is painted onto
the vase. Thus there exists, not only in the case of these vases but also in ancient
Greek religion itself, a natural third category: the actions of ritual performance.
These, also, belong to the gods. When we see a god performing an act of reli-
gious worship, therefore, we are observing that god’s sphere of holiness and po-
tency. Religious actions are no less divine attributes than are distinguishing fea-
tures such as the thunderbolt or aegis, or the physical elements of cult.

This hierarchy might then be understood as follows:

Belonging to the god:  Zeus Athena
Divine attributes beard, thunderbolt, helmet, aegis
name
Religious objects phiale oinochoe
Religious actions pouring a libation ~ pouring the wine for
from a phiale a libation into a
phiale from an
oinochoe

In other words, I suggest a “continuum of belonging” to the divine sphere
which includes religious actions as well as objects that are appropriate to the
specific divinity portrayed. Because libation, as we have seen, is a generic act of
worship, it “belongs” to all the gods, and hence this inclusive line of reasoning
has been overlooked.?

During this decade, Poseidon makes a rare cameo appearance as a sacri-
ficing god, holding a phiale in no. 49, a stamnos in which Nike attends him
with her oinochoe; Dionysos, with his thyrsos, waits holding a kantharos
downward as if having just offered his own libation. An amphora by the Provi-
dence Painter in the Ashmolean Museum gives us a robust Poseidon, standing
with trident and phiale (no. 50). These rare examples of Poseidon as the pourer
of libations are crucial for our overall understanding of these vases. As we have
seen, although some of these scenes can be interpreted according to myth, to
our knowledge no myth recounts libations performed by Poseidon. Thus we
are dealing with religious images that are not necessarily narrative, but per-
haps more theological and descriptive.

In two vases from the decade of 480—470 B.C.E., the theme of Athena as
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sacrificial ministrant to Herakles is notably treated. One is no. 57, a cup from
Munich by Douris, on whose tondo the hero is seated on the folds of his own
Nemean lion skin, with his kantharos extended; his hand is raised in a gesture
of reverence at the epiphany of his divine protectress. Holding her owl, Athena
pours into the kantharos from an oinochoe. In no. 58, an amphora by the Du-
tuit Painter in the Louvre, Herakles leans on his club in the libation scene.

In no. 88, a column-krater by the Mykonos Painter in the Louvre, Nike prof-
fers Poseidon a phiale, and Zeus receives one from an unidentified goddess.
However, the theme of Nike herself making offerings also flourishes in this era.
Flying Nikes pouring phialai at altars are rendered on lekythoi in Athens by the
Bowdoin Painter (nos. 74 and 75); the charming vision of the Dutuit Painter on
a hydria in London portrays her as a whirlwind of wings and drapery, lighting
with oinochoe and phiale (no. 76). In no. 78, a lekythos in London, the goddess
holds phialai in both hands over a flaming, bloodstained altar. The love-godling
Eros, who so often attends Aphrodite with the phiale in vase paintings, also flies
with phiale and oinochoe on the neck of a Dutuit Painter oinochoe in Munich
(no. 85).% Finally from this decade, mention should be made of the enthroned
figures, one of whom holds a phiale, portrayed on the celebrated Locrian reliefs
from Reggio di Calabria in southern Italy (no. 89). These divinities are probably
Persephone and Hades, and might be compared to the similarly chthonian pair
in no. 195, as well as to the much earlier archaic plaques from Sparta that fea-
ture anonymous underworld deities accompanied by serpents and dogs; they
grasp the kantharos rather than the phiale (nos. C—47 to C—49).

The early classical decade of 470-460 B.C.E. began with Sophocles’s first
dramatic victory in 468 and Aeschylus’s Seven against Thebes in 467. It saw the
ascent of Cimon, commander of the operations of the Delian League, and the
return of the “bones of Theseus” to Athens after his conquest of Skyros.?* It
ended with the fall of the Areopagus in 461 and the Athenian breach with
Sparta in 460. Zeus continues to pour libations in the vases of this period, as
in a fragmentary lebes-gamikos by the Providence Painter found in the Athen-
ian Agora (no. 9o), where Zeus extends his phiale to Athena, who extends her
oinochoe in a scene reminiscent of no. 44.

In two scenes, one on a column-krater in Bologna (no. 91) and one on a
bell-krater in Palermo (no. 93), Athena ushers Herakles into Olympus before
the enthroned Zeus, who extends his phiale in welcome; the proud god with
his paternal headache even holds the same welcoming phiale at the birth of his
daughter Athena from his head in a hydria in Paris, as Hephaistos looks on
with his double axe (no. 94; Fig. 42). In a superb stamnos in the Louvre by the
Providence Painter (no. 95; Fig. 43), a bowl-bearing, enthroned Zeus tips his
phiale for Nike, who pours wine into it from her oinochoe; Apollo, standing with
kithara, is the other figure in the center; while Hera, without bowl, is enthroned
opposite Zeus. The composition is comparable to scenes such as those in no.
22 or no. 47—the latter in which Nike, acting as a kind of bridge between the
sacred couple, grasps Hera’s hand with one hand, and with the other pours
into Zeus’s phiale from an oinochoe. One of the most magisterial examples of
this theme from this period is also one of the very most recently known, in the



FIGURE 42. Enthroned Zeus extends a phiale while a miniature Athena is born from
his head. Hephaistos looks on with his axe. Attic red-figure hydria by the painter of
Tarquinia 707, c. 470460 B.C.E.

FIGURE 43. Zeus with phiale; Nike with oinochoe; Apollo and Hera. Attic
red-figure stamnos by the Providence Painter, early classical period.
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FIGURE 44. A winged goddess (Nike? Iris? Eos?) stands holding an
oinochoe between Zeus and Hera, who extend phialai. Attic red-figure kalpis,
newly discovered work by the Niobid Painter, 470-460 B.C.E.

public domain only a little over a decade: the Niobid Painter’s as yet unpub-
lished kalpis, treating the winged goddess with oinochoe standing between
Zeus and Hera with outstretched phialai (no. 97; Fig. 44).

In various ritual combinations, the popularity of the “Eleusinian Triad” es-
calates during the decade 460—450 B.C.E. The Niobid Painter paints a superb
example in no. 101. In one of the vases bearing this theme, a calyx-krater in
Munich (no. 101), Side A shows Demeter with oinochoe and Kore with scepter,
grain, and phiale flanking the empty chariot of Triptolemos; on Side B, a be-
wreathed woman proffers a phiale to a seated man with a staff. And on a highly
unusual stamnos by the Painter of the Yale Oinochoe in Oxford (no. 102), mor-
tal worshipers seem to be present on both sides. On side A, Demeter with
scepter and ears of grain, stands at an altar, served by what seems to be a mor-
tal woman and flanked by two other women; on the reverse, a female figure
who wears Persephone’s customary headdress receives a phiale and an
oinochoe from one of two women who are present with her. The headdress
reappears in no. 103, an Attic white-ground cup in Oxford in which Perse-
phone pours libations at a black-and-white—striped altar.
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But the Delians (or perhaps more accurately, the Delphians) hold their own
in the years between 470 and 460 B.C.E. Examples are the stand of a lebes
gamikos in Athens, where Artemis holds the phiale in a perpendicular display
like that of the phiale of Apollo in our Berlin Painter vase (no. 111); the Altamura
Painter gives us an energetic view of the brother and sister at an altar (no. 113; Fig.
45) in an oinochoe from Sunium; in no. 114, the same painter renders the scene
on a krater in Hamburg, this time showing Apollo’s phiale held parallel to altar,
and showing both Artemis and Leto with oinochoai. And in an elegant hydria in
London (no. 115), the Altamura Painter shows us the triad appearing in a scene of
multiple libations without an altar—Apollo with his phiale tipped toward the
ground; the embossed interior is visible. Artemis, to his left, holds a bow in her
left hand and pours from the oinochoe held in her right hand; the wine is visible
in added red. Leto, bearing a bough, holds a phiale in the same position as
Apollo's; wine also pours from her phiale. An important bell-krater in New YorK's
Metropolitan Museum of Art (no. 119; Figs. 46, 47) by the Villa Giulia Painter de-
picts, on side A, Apollo standing with his kithara and phiale between Leto on the
left with a phiale and Artemis on the right, attending him with an oinochoe. The
deities’ names are inscribed orthograde: AETQ AITOAAON APTEMIZ. On side
B, mortal libations are performed by a woman with an oinochoe.

FIGURE 45. Apollo and Artemis at an altar. Attic red-figure oinochoe by
the Altamura Painter, c. 470 B.C.E.
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FIGURE 406. Divine and mortal libation scenes. Apollo with kithara and
phiale between Leto with phiale; Artemis with oinochoe. Name-inscriptions:
AETQ ATIOAAON ARTEMIZ. Attic red-figure bell-krater by the Villa Giu-
lia Painter, c. 460-450 B.C.E.

FIGURE 47. Woman running; old man with scepter; woman with oinochoe
and phiale.
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Aphrodite, accompanied by Eros, makes her entrance with phiale on a
white-ground pyxis depicting the Judgment of Paris by the Penthesilea Painter,
also in the Metropolitan Museum (no. 120; Fig. 48). Athena is there with helmet
and spear; Hera wears her marriage veil and holds her staft; Aphrodite holds the
phiale as her attribute in the same way that the other goddesses hold their spe-
cial items. Interestingly, divine libations play an important role in what seems to
be another rendition of the Judgment of Paris (absent Paris?) on a red-figure
pyxis from the same decade, this one by the Wedding Painter and now in
Athens at the National Museum (no. 138). The pyxis frontally portrays a seated
goddess, holding a distaff (?); an enthroned Aphrodite, crowned, with scepter
and swan, receiving a flying Eros with oinochoe and phiale; an enthroned Hera
with phiale extended; and an enthroned Athena, who also holds out her phiale
with its interior visible. This iconography of Aphrodite’s resurfaces in no. 209,
a pyxis-lid in Copenhagen from the late fifth century B.C.E., a Judgment of Paris
scene in which Aphrodite’s chariot is pulled by winged Erotes, both with phialai.

The Niobid Painter twice treats Dionysos at his altar during this decade, once
on the reverse of a judgment of Paris scene on an amphora in London; Dionysos
extends his kantharos as a maenad attends him with oinochoe (no. 121). In the
second, another amphora in New York (no. 122; Figs. 49, 50), Dionysos again
pours onto an altar, this time with his kantharos tipped downward even further so
that there can be no doubt as to whether his intentions are to receive or to pour
out the wine, as a bough-bearing maenad attends with an oinochoe. Side B of the
New York amphora depicts a mortal, perhaps, as Beazley suggests, a king be-
cause of his scepter, holding out his phiale in a scene of libation; a woman attends
with bough and oinochoe.

Nike has a new role in the vases from this period; in addition to her fa-
miliar figure standing at the burning altar, pouring wine as in no. 123, a
lekythos in the Athens National Museum, or flying to the altar with oinochoe
and phiale in a vigorous scene on an amphora in Boston by the Alkimachos

FIGURE 48. Judgment of Paris. Aphrodite, holding phiale, with Eros; Athena

with helmet and spear; Hera with veil and staff; Hermes with winged boots and
caduceus; Paris; man with staff. Attic white-ground pyxis by the Penthesileia Painter,
465—460 B.C.E.
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FIGURE 49. Mirror scenes of divine and human libation. Dionysos offer-
ing wine from kantharos onto altar; maenad attends with bough and
oinochoe. Attic red-figure neck-amphora by the Niobid Painter, c. 460 B.C.E.

Painter (no. 127), we find her attending mortal warriors in their libations of
departure. Nike pours for a warrior in a krater from Ferrara by the Niobid
Painter (no. 131; Fig. 11, discussed in chapter 1); the warrior seems unsur-
prised to discover her there in all her glory holding the oinochoe, but patiently
extends his phiale, perhaps as one might approach a large exotic bird that has
landed on one’s porch. The departing warrior’s wife, whose normal ritual role
this would be, stands by soberly holding his helmet and shield; analogous is
the scene on an amphora in London, no. 132. The theme will be reprised later
in the classical period with the Achilles Painter’s rendition on a lekythos in the
Louvre (no. 168). In the meantime, another winged deity, Eros, has grown
from the small boy we have been seeing to a young man in the Charmides
Painter’s amphora in the Louvre (no. 137), where he pours a visible wine liba-
tion onto a blood-sprinkled altar.

In the last decade of the early classical period, 460—450 B.C.E., Pericles
emerged as a radical leader of Athens. At war at last with the Peloponnesians,
Athens added central Greece to its sphere of domination; in 454 the Athenian
tribute lists began. Aeschylus produced Agamemnon in 458; 455 saw the first
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FIGURE 50. Mortal (Beazley: “King”) in libation; woman attends with bough
and oinochoe.

production of Euripides, and traditionally the historian Herodotus dwelled in
Athens. These years also produced the most “libating god” scenes of any time
period in our collection (58 out of 247; the decade preceding it, 470-460 B.C.E.,
is second, with 55; 480—470 B.C.E. has 51).

One of the most extraordinary is no. 145, a red-figure pyxis by the Agathon
Painter in Berlin's Pergamon Museum. A bearded divinity crowned with leaves,
identified by Erika Simon, John Beazley, and Ursula Kistner of the Pergamon
Museum as Zeus, stands with a scepter at a flaming, blood-flecked altar.* There
he pours a libation from a metallic phiale in front of a column marked with
stripes of red (blood?), perhaps representing the interior of a sanctuary. An
offering-table (tTpdmeCa) stands behind him. A female figure proceeds toward
the libation with a sacrificial basket. Another TpdsmteCa appears after her. Hera is
next, running with her scepter, her hand outstretched.?® Next we see a bloodied
omphalos or low rock altar. A sacrificial attendant bearing oinochoe and phiale
hastens toward the central scene. If these figures are indeed divinities, they are
steeped in the ambience of sacrifice, and surrounded by the apparatus of cult.?”

Not as complex, but lovely in their own right, are the two vases by the
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Lewis Painter depicting Zeus and his daughter Athena in libation scenes. No.
146, a skyphos in Leipzig, envisions Zeus standing up from his throne, hold-
ing his long scepter and extending a phiale. Athena, all the way on the other
side of the vase, seems to look back over her shoulder at him as she runs with
her spear, holding her helmet before her. No. 147, another skyphos, this one
found in Cerveteri and now in Vienna, offers a less animated scene; Zeus, en-
throned, offers his tipped libation bowl to Athena, who pours for him from an
oinochoe. But Athena has her own moment in no. 149 (Fig. 51), a Nolan am-
phora by the Achilles Painter in New York. A female who seems to be mortal,
perhaps a priestess, pours from an oinochoe into the phiale of Athena, who
watches with great interest. This vase is typical of scenes that would be readily
interpreted as an offering of wine to the divine being by the human being de-
picted; and this would seem to make absolute sense. However, the iconography
of the vase itself says otherwise. The wine does not stay in Athena’s libation
bowl, as it should; it splashes therefrom onto the ground, following the normal
trajectory from oinochoe to phiale to earth or altar.

The Niobid Painter weighs in heavily during this period, and he is most in-
terested in the grouping of Apollo and Artemis and/or Leto at libations. From
his hand we have an altar scene on a pelike at Karlsruhe (no. 154) and a hydria

FIGURE 5I. Athena spills wine from her phiale onto the ground; a female
figure pours from an oinochoe. Red-figure Nolan amphora by the Achilles
Painter, 460—450 B.C.E.
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in Paris (no. 160), in which Hermes watches as Artemis pours for a seated
Apollo; Leto crowned, bearing another phiale, approaches with laurel boughs
and scepter. No. 161, a majestic hydria from Ialysos, is a personal favorite
of mine, perhaps because I had to go through so much to photograph it—
ultimately, after a long procession involving several celebrants down the ar-
cades of the Rhodes Archaeological Museum, the vase and I ended up in a sun-
lit courtyard used to store cleaning supplies. Two female figures, presumably
Leto and Artemis, flank Apollo, who grasps a kithara and wears a laurel wreath,
at an altar on which blood stains are visible. On the left, Leto extends a phiale
with decorated rim toward her son. On the right, Artemis, wearing a diadem,
carrying a torch, and standing next to a throne, tips a phiale downward. The li-
bation scene on no. 162 (Fig. 52), a neck-amphora in Wiirzburg, seems to take
place in the interior of a sanctuary, indicated by a Doric column behind the al-
tar. Apollo cradles a laurel branch and tortoiseshell lyre as he extends a phiale
over an altar. Artemis appears to his left with an oinochoe; Leto, to his right
with a phiale.

A Boeotian treatment of these gods from this period, on a calyx-krater in the
Athens National Museum, has a decidedly Delphic tone, featuring a wreathed

FIGURE 52. Apollo with laurel wreath and tortoise-shell lyre extends a
phiale over an altar, in a sanctuary? Artemis to left with oinochoe; Leto to
right with phiale. Attic red-figure neck-amphora by the Niobid Painter,

C. 450 B.C.E.
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omphalos and a tripod on a column (no. 150). Apollo, in himation and chiton,
with kithara, holds a phiale, with its embossed interior visible, over the ompha-
los. Artemis, with quiver and torch held downward, pours from an oinochoe
into her brother’s bowl. To Apolld’s left, Leto extends her libation bowl. Two
vases showing the brother and sister gods at divine libation also represent mor-
tal libations on their reverse sides: The Sabouroff Painter’s tableau of Apollo
and Artemis adds emphatic red to represent the liquid of the libation and the
flames of the altar (no. 151); on the back of the vase, a woman runs, holding a
phiale. And on a large volute-krater in Boston from around 450 B.C.E. (no. 153),
Apollo, crowned with laurel and holding a bow, extends a phiale toward his sis-
ter Artemis, who holds a kithara and an oinochoe by her side. An interior col-
umn represents a sanctuary. Leto, to the left of the column, fashions a wreath.
No altar is present at the scene. On side B, three women surround an altar. The
woman to the left holds an oinochoe and laurel branch; the central woman, hold-
ing a scepter (perhaps a priestess?) holds the phiale over an altar. A woman to the
right holds up her hand.

After 460-450 B.C.E., the number of scenes of divine libations tapers off
sharply on extant vases. The first two decades of the classical period proper
(450—430 B.C.E.) encompassed the construction of the Parthenon, and saw the
peace made with Persia in 449 blighted by the invasion of Attica by Sparta in
446. Sophocles’s Antigone was probably produced in the later 440s, and Euripi-
des’s Alcestis in 438. In 437 the Parthenon and chryselephantine statue of Athena
Parthenos were dedicated; her sculptor, Pheidias, was prosecuted for embezzle-
ment and fled to Olympia. In 431, the Peloponnesian War began, a national hem-
orrhage from which Athens would never fully recover.

The classical pantheon is still represented at libation; on an amphora in the
Louvre, Zeus extends his phiale to Nike, who pours from an oinochoe (no. 170);
the scene is repeated with Hera as principal in no. 171, an oinochoe in London.
Poseidon is regally enthroned with his trident, clutching a phiale on an am-
phora by the Painter of the Louvre Symposion (no. 172). In no. 177 (Fig. 53), a
hydria depicting the departure of Triptolemos on his magic chariot with over-
flowing phiale extended, and a crowned Demeter pouring from an oinochoe,
gives us name-inscriptions for the deities: TPIITOAEMOZ AEMHTHP. The
theme is also treated by one of the classical period’s vase-painting masters,
Polygnotos (no. 178). Athena, too, continues her duties pouring for Herakles
and his kantharos, especially clearly on an Attic white-ground lekythos in London
(no. 182); the goddess is labeled AOENAIA. No. 183, which also treats the Athena-
Herakles libation, is a Boeotian lekythos found in the polyandrion (mass grave) in
Thespiai.

A perfect example of the kind of mirroring of divine and mortal cultic ac-
tions we sometimes encounter in these vases, a Boeotian skyphos in Athens by
the Painter of the Argos Cup depicts Apollo holding a lyre and maenad holding
thyrsos, both with phialai (no. 184). She pours into his bowl, from which the
liquid spills. The earthly libation scene on the reverse shows two women mak-
ing a libation at an altar; a boukranion (bovine skull) is suspended overhead.
And in a perfect example of how there is always something new under the sun
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FIGURE 53. Departure of Triptolemos, on winged chariot with overflowing
phiale; Kore; Demeter pouring from oinochoe. Attic red-figure hydria by the
Painter of London 183, classical period.

in ancient Greek religious art, a bell-krater, also Boeotian and also in Athens,
gives one a start (no. 188) if one turns it around (as I did, under the eyes of a
watchful ANM guard who did not appreciate my exclamation). Side A is a
canonical scene of divine libation, the type with which we have become (more
than) familiar: The god Apollo, holding a tortoiseshell lyre, holds out his phiale
for Artemis, with quiver and bow, who pours for him from her oinochoe. But
side B is the home of what seem to be two Apollos, one seated, and one stand-
ing, each with lyre and laurel wreaths. Are they Apollo's priests? Music stu-
dents? A round disc shaped like the interior of a phiale is centrally suspended
above them.

In no. 189, an oinochoe in Berlin, the stances of Apollo and Artemis and
the positions in which they hold the libation vessels reprise almost precisely
the scene on the Berlin Painter’s hydria in Boston (no. 29; Figs. 2, 3). Apollo
gains other attendants as well in this decade: on the delicately rendered frag-
ment of a cup from Orvieto in New York by the Calliope Painter, the god is ac-
companied by a female divine figure—perhaps Artemis, holding her bow in
her lost right hand; perhaps a Muse, even Calliope herself; each hold phialai
parallel to the ground (no. 192). In no. 193, a bell-krater in Syracuse, Italy,
Apollo with kithara offers a visible libation poured for him by Ganymede,
whose oinochoe still drips wine from its lip.

But this is also the era of the “foreign” gods, as the religions of Asia Minor,
Syria, and Thrace begin to make their way into mainland Greece, the islands,
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Etruria, and Sicily. As discussed earlier, two enthroned deities with phialai pre-
side over a krater from Spina, which seems barely able to contain its subjects
(no. 195; Fig. 32). Hades and Persephone have been suggested as identifications
for the deities, but their divine attributes point further east; the god wears a
snake headdress, and the goddess has a lion on her shoulder who helps her to
grasp her scepter. Beazley, who once believed these deities to be Dionysos and
Ariadne (a reasonable choice, given the krater’s iconographic programme), has
since ceded to Erika Simon'’s identification of the gods as Sabazios and Kybele.?
An altar, piled with wood, stands before the pair. A priestess approaches with a
covered basket on her head, as does a votary playing the double flute. A cele-
brant approaches with a tympanon, a musical instrument sacred to Kybele’s
cult. Around the register of the vase, an ecstatic dance explodes.

Are these gods dead or alive? They sit on a kind of pedestal or base in an in-
terior or sanctuary scene; these elements suggest that they are cult statues. Yet
confusingly, liquid pours from their phialai, delineated in added white. Claude
Bérard and Jean-Louis Durand see in this scene a kind of participation mystique
between the divine and human figures. “This group [the two deities] cannot be
separated from the right-hand section of the frieze. In fact, the libation cups are
not merely decorative accessories or attributes; they are functional: liquid flows
and spreads to the foot of the altar in front of the pedestal. (This essential detail
is scarcely visible in the photographs, since it is painted in added white, which
is extremely fugitive.) Although static, this mysterious couple thus participates
in the general action, carrying out a libation, as if in response to the musicians
and dancers who frame them.”?

At the start of the last thirty years of the fifth century, Attica was devastated,
first by the plague and then by the Peloponnesians. Sophocles presented Oedi-
pus Tyrannos around 430; Pericles died the next year, and Kleon rose to power.
The peace of Nikias in 421, the year Aristophanes composed his Peace, gave
way to the perilous rise of Alkibiades, culminating in his doomed Sicilian Ex-
pedition in 415 and the flight of its leader, charged with sacrilege, to Sparta. Of
Zeus or Hera we see no more until the marble reliefs of the fourth century,
but on a lekythos in the British Museum (no. 203), Athena or her statue with
a phiale sits on a rocklike formation in a sanctuary designated by a column,
a pouring lion spout, and a perirrhanterion (lustral basin). A horseman ap-
proaches from the right on foot, leading a rider on horseback. Apollo is himself
the rider on no. 205, a fanciful oinochoe from the late fifth century in the British
Museum. Astride a griffin, perhaps returning from the Hyperboreans, the god
is greeted by Leto and his sister Artemis, holding a phiale. A superb bell-krater
after the manner of the Dinos Painter in London from 420-400 B.C.E. portrays
Apollo, with lyre, pouring from a phiale onto an omphalos decorated with fillets
(no. 204; Fig. 8). Artemis, with quiver and torch, holds an oinochoe. Hermes
approaches from the left with caduceus and winged boots, and to the right, Leto,
crowned, holds a phiale parallel to the ground. But a red-figure pyxis from
Spina by the Marlay Painter in Ferrara’s Museo Nazionale adds some unexpected
elements, both Delian and Delphic, to the usual libation scenes of the triad (no.
200). The personified Delos herself appears identified by an inscription:
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AHAOZX. She is seated on an omphalos with phiale extended. The central
scene of divine libation, framed by an olive or laurel tree to the right (repre-
senting Delphi) and a palm tree to the left (representing Delos) shows Apollo
with his lyre, extending his phiale over a smaller, filleted omphalos. Artemis,
with her quiver and torch, holds the oinochoe. On the far right, Hermes
watches near a tripod. Leto approaches from the left with phiale.

A decidedly stiff-looking cult image of Aphrodite from circa 410 B.C.E. holds
two phialai in a squat lekythos in Oxford (no. 207). The goddess is flanked by a
pair of thymiateria (incense-burning being a special aspect of her cult), two
erotes, and two women. The curators at the Ashmolean speculate that the vase
may depict the sanctuary of Aphrodite and Eros on the north slope of the Athen-
ian Acropolis. In no. 208, a calyx-krater from the Louvre, Dionysos is less cir-
cumspect than ever, running with his thyrsos before a rider wearing leafy crown
and holding his own thyrsos, signaling his participation in the god’s cult. As he
runs, the god spills out wine from his kantharos.

The scene on a calyx-krater in the Schloss Fasanerie focuses on the divine
inhabitants of the Erechtheion (no. 210; Fig. 54). The “living” Athena and the ag-
ing king Kekrops, with a snake tail, bring liquid offerings at the birth of Erichtho-
nios; Eros attends them with an oinochoe. The basket of Erichthonios stands
closed, covered with a cult rug, next to the sacred olive tree of the Acropolis. The

FIGURE 54. The divine inhabitants of the Erechtheion: Athena and aging
king Kekrops, both with phialai, bring liquid offerings at the birth of
Erichthonios. Nike with oinochoe. Basket of Erichthonios, sacred olive tree
of Acropolis. Attic red-figure calyx-krater by the Kekrops Painter, late fifth
century B.C.E.
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scene is superintended by a seated cult statue of Athena. Poseidon with his trident
is stretched out on a couch (kling); the enthroned Zeus is present at the bottom
left. Hephaistos, above the right handle, holds his tongs. Aphrodite and Eros
watch from the other side. Erika Simon suggests as an interpretation for this
scene the Deipnophoria, the “bringing of food” celebrated for the daughters of
Kekrops, in which Hephaistos takes part.>

The end of the fifth century B.C.E. sees the beginning of an important
iconographic trend: the portrayal, on votive reliefs, of deities with libation ves-
sels. The reliefs do not quite pick up from where the vases leave off. The libat-
ing gods of the reliefs are not so lively, nor do they operate in a world so rarified
as that of the vases, where few mortals are ever present. In the reliefs, the gods
are often approached by devotees intelligible as mortal by their much smaller
size; human religiosity, then, plays a much larger role than on the vases. Most
frequent is the depiction of a deity actually presiding at his or her altar, greeting
worshipers as they approach, showing them a phiale as if to reinforce their de-
votion. In no. 212, for example, a Pentelic marble relief from Attica from
around 400 B.C.E. and now in the Louvre, a seated Zeus extends his phiale to a
veiled goddess, presumably Hera, who holds an oinochoe. A helmeted god,
perhaps Hermes, is also present; but so is a small male worshiper who enters,
hand raised, at the right. This relief shares some common iconographic ele-
ments with no. 213, a relief in the Vatican. A relief in the wall of a primary
school in Megara shows Ares, an almost unheard-of sacrificer up until now,
holding a phiale to Aphrodite’s oinochoe (no. 214). Once again, a small male is
included, as is the case in a far more evolved and better-preserved version of
the same scene on a relief in Venice (no. 215): Ares with chiton, chlamys, hel-
met and shield, holds a phiale toward Aphrodite, who pours wine into his
bowl, held over an altar. In the Venice relief, the worshiper raises his hand in
reverence as he observes the scene. A relief from Corfu depicts Asklepios and
Hygieia at an altar (no. 216); the ubiquitous mortal worshiper beholds their li-
bation. But in no. 217, a relief from Tegea, the god of healing and his daughter are
frontally depicted, holding, respectively, an oinochoe and phiale; also present are
snakes, sacred to Asklepios.

The years 400 to 100 B.C.E., the centuries when Athens passed from Spartan
domination and the rule of oligarchies through the ascendency of Philip of Mace-
don to the era of increasing Roman influence, offer two vase-paintings of gods
with phialai, both of them Apollo, both of them apparently cult statues; the Apu-
lian fragment of Apollo in his temple, now in Amsterdam (no. 218; Fig. 55) and
a tiny statue of the god on a column who oversees the horrific scene of Medea
slaying one of her children, depicted by the Ixion Painter on an amphora in the
Louvre dating from the first quarter of the fourth century (no. 219).

But the evidence of vases slips away at this time, and reliefs are in the as-
cendency. Zeus Meilichios with phiale appears on two reliefs from the Piraeus:
no. 220 (Fig. 56), in which a procession of devotees approach the seated god
bearing a sacred basket, and no. 221, which includes the god’s altar. In no. 222,
a fourth-century relief in the Athens National Museum, the same scene occurs,
but in this case, the devotee brings Zeus an ox directly. Demeter, enthroned



FIGURE §5. Gilded cult-statue of Apollo in Doric temple, holding bow and phiale. The
“living god” appears outside. Apulian red-figure krater fragment by the Painter of the
Birth of Dionysos, 400-385 B.C.E.

FIGURE 506. Seated Zeus Meilichios (or Asklepios) with phiale; kneeling worshiper.
Attic marble relief from Piraeus, fourth century B.C.E.
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FIGURE 57. Demeter, with polos and phiale, greets her worshipers leading a boar
to her altar; Kore holds a torch. Attic marble relief, fourth century B.C.E.

with a phiale and accompanied by Hekate or Kore with two torches, receives
the gift of a pig in a votive marble relief also in Athens (no. 223); in no. 224
(Fig. 57), a relief in the Louvre, the standing goddess majestically displays her
phiale to the human couple and their child, who bring a boar to her altar.

Extremely puzzling is the strange group of marble votive reliefs from the
Athenian Acropolis published by Olga Palagia.’! The reliefs date from around
the second half of the fourth century B.C.E.. In no. 225, Athena, wearing a polos
and snaky aegis, is shown as a half-figure, holding a phiale downward to the
ground, and a pomegranate. Three oversized phialai are suspended above her;
one to the left and two, with mesomphaloi, to the right. Palagia suggests that this
and two other similar reliefs (absent Athena with phiale) may be associated
with the cult of the Graces “before the entrance to the Acropolis” mentioned by
Pausanias, who says that the figures are “allegedly works of Socrates, son of
Sophroniskos.”*? She therefore identifies the three female figures to the right
who hold their hands to their chests as the three Graces; like Athena, they are
also shown as half-figures in polos and high-girt peplos.

Apollo and Artemis dominate the reliefs. In no. 226, in Athens, a god-
sized figure, probably Apollo, pours from a phiale onto an altar as a raven
watches from a tree and a group of mortals approach with a small animal; a
woman carries a kovobv on her head and a jug in her hand. In no. 227, the
seated Apollo holds a palm branch in left hand, and extends a phiale in right; a
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tiny girl touches the god’s knee. The goat-footed god Pan holds an oinochoe;
this is the first but not the last time we see him in this role. A marble relief of
about 330 B.C.E. from the sanctuary at Brauron portrays a procession of men,
women, and children bringing offerings to the altar, the most prominent of
which is a bull (no. 228). Artemis waits at the altar, twice as tall as her devotees,
wearing a high-cinctured peplos. She holds a bow in her left hand, and a large
phiale in her right, which she seems to pour over the altar, near the head of the
bull. But the dynamic duo still appear together; on the stone plaque from Attica
from the beginning of the fourth century B.c.E. found in Sparta that I referred
to in chapter 1 (no. 231), Apollo extends his phiale over an omphalos between
two doves as Artemis attends with her oinochoe.

In a marble relief from the fourth century B.c.E., Aphrodite leans on a tree
as she extends her phiale toward a small male, who raises his hand in aston-
ishment or awe; Delivorrias suggests that it represents the original cult statue
of Aphrodite from her sanctuary at Daphni (no. 232).** On a Parian marble vo-
tive relief in the Treviso Museum, a long-haired Dionysos wearing a himation
holds the thyrsos in his left hand and the kantharos in his right toward a small
Pan (no. 233). Pan holds oinochoe in his right hand, with which he fills the kan-
tharos of Dionysos; Hermes stands next to Pan.

As deities from Asia Minor and Thrace began to infiltrate Athenian wor-
ship in the fourth century, so their images acquired libation bowls from the
Olympians. A marble relief from the fourth century B.C.E. in the Athens
National Museum represents a daunting divine crowd at the throne of the regal
Kybele, who holds a phiale, while her lion rests at her feet (no. 234). A retinue
of chthonian deities attend her, among them Dionysos with thyrsos and kan-
tharos, Pan; Demeter, Hekate, or Persephone with two torches, Asklepios with
his snake, and the Kouretes with their shields. A number of much smaller
mortal worshipers enter to the right of the offering table with food gifts. In
Berlin is an equally spectacular Pentelic marble relief of the “Mother of the
Gods” with phiale and signature tympanon dating from 390 B.C.E. (no. 235).

The Thracian goddess Bendis even makes an appearance (no. 236) in a mar-
ble relief from Piraeus, now in Copenhagen. Wearing a Thracian cap, Bendis
carries her attribute of two spears and extends a phiale toward two small male
devotees, much like Artemis in the relief from Brauron. Serapis and Isis, dis-
playing phiale and oinochoe, respectively, are represented from Delos (no. 237).
And a votive plaque in Athens (no. 239) dating from sometime between the
fourth and second centuries c.E. in the National Museum at Athens has always
intrigued me: It features an unidentified goddess, on a throne decorated with a
griffin, with a phiale on her knee. She gazes as a mortal approaches an altar
bearing a cake offering. The plaque’s inscription reads TEAETH (initiation; a cel-
ebration of the mysteries).

A stone relief from Kyzikos in an architectonic frame from the first cen-
tury B.C.E., now in Istanbul (no. 243; Figs. 58, 59), presents a crucial graph of
religious activity in the dual realms. On the upper level, a standing Zeus, iden-
tified from his scepter and the eagle at his feet, pours a libation onto a flaming
altar. The lower register displays a scene of mortal sacrifice with a heifer tied to
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FIGURE 58. Stone relief in architectonic frame, from Kyzikos, first century
B.C.E. Upper register: Standing Zeus pours libation onto flaming altar.
Lower register: Scene of mortal sacrifice, with heifer tied to ring at the base
of a flaming altar, worshipers.

a ring at the base of another flaming altar, to which devotees bring offerings.
Celestial and mundane scenes of sacrifice take place simultaneously and are
clearly related. Yet the worlds above and below are definitively separated.

From the Imperial period, a rectangular stone base in the museum at
Corinth (no. 245) from the first century c.E., a male figure representing Zeus
Chthonios holds attributes of chthonian power, a cornucopia in his left hand
and a phiale in his right. From second-century Lydia comes a votive stele to the
Phrygian god Mén Tyrannos, who holds a pine cone; the Mother of Mén, iden-
tified in the inscription as Tekoboa, appears with a phiale for libations (no.
246).>* Numerous reliefs and coins of Mén show him pouring libations. Fi-
nally, in a splendid floor mosaic from a house near the Temple of Bel at
Palmyra (no. 247; Fig. 60, circa 160-260 c.E.), Asklepios sits enthroned with
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FIGURE §59. Drawing of Kyzikos relief.

his snake-entwined staff, his name spelled out in tesserae. As if to emphasize
that divine libations are real, even in stone, the red wine of the god’s libation
spills onto the flaming altar.

Analysis of Cultic Features

What overall patterns emerge from this evidence? Is a given sacrificing god en-
throned or standing? Is the phiale tipped downward, held parallel to the
ground, or held perpendicular to the ground? Is the libation visible (that is, can
we see the liquid as it falls)? Is there an altar or omphalos present in the scene?
If there is an altar, is it flaming, blood-marked, or garlanded? Are mortals pres-
ent at the scene of the divine libation?** Finally, in the case of vases, is a mortal
libation scene depicted on the reverse of the vase?

I have broken down the results in longer overall periods of time than I use
in the catalogue, combining the decades and centuries into units that seem to
make historical sense.
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FIGURE Go. Asklepios enthroned, with name inscription and snake-entwined
staff, pouring from a phiale onto flaming altar. Hellenistic floor mosaic from
Palmyra, 160-260 C.E.

The results are shown in the charts given in n. 36.%° The majority of the di-
vine libation scenes (71 percent) portray the gods as standing while pouring, al-
though close to a third show the gods as enthroned. Of the portrayals, 52 per-
cent show the phiale held by the deity as tipping down far enough for liquid to
spill out; 36 percent represent the phiale as parallel to the ground; and 11 per-
cent show the phiale held perpendicular to the ground, like a pie plate, as we
saw in the case of Apollo in the hydria in Boston (no. 29; Figs. 2, 3). No conclu-
sions can be drawn about whether or not the god is meant to be seen as offer-
ing libations based on enthronement or on the angle of the phiale; in a number
of cases, as we have seen in the catalogue descriptions above, even though the
phiale is held parallel by either a seated or a standing deity, the liquid is still
shown spilling out of the bowl and falling to the ground. The presence of cultic
actions and elements is significant: The liquid of the libation is actually visible
in almost 17 percent of the images, and close to a third (28.5 percent) feature al-
tars as part of the libation scene. Of that number, 41 percent are either flaming,
blood-marked, or both; these are altars in active use. Mortals are present at the
scene of libation in only 14 percent of the scenes, but that number is inflated by
the votive reliefs of the late classical period, which account for 6o percent. Mortals
are virtually never present in scenes of divine libations on vases, or their identifi-
cation as such is controversial. But in at least nine cases, scenes of mortal libation
are found on the reverse of vases that depict sacrificing gods. Divine cultic activity
is mirrored by its human counterpart.
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“Terribly Strange
and Paradoxical”

Literary Evidence of Sacrificing Gods

Is there anything in ancient literature that might shed light on how
the vases we have contemplated in chapter 2 can portray the gods as
pouring libations? Nowhere do the Greeks themselves explicitly tell
us what religious meaning they attached to these images. Contem-
poraneous written interpretations of Olympian gods who pour out
wine offerings from cultic bowls are lost, or never existed. However,
two sets of written evidence may have some bearing on the ques-
tions before us. These comprise both descriptions of actual cult stat-
ues and a more nebulous category, spanning multiple centuries,
made up of classical passages in which gods take part in the perfor-
mance of ritual—with or without editorializing on the part of the
ancient author. The latter evidence is not a definitive body that testi-
fies to a particular interpretation, but is instead a collection of liter-
ary occurrences that perhaps afford some insight into the vase-
paintings.

Descriptions of Statues

Even though the statues themselves are gone, ancient authors have
left us several descriptions, both eyewitness and hearsay, of Greek
cult statues that were said to have held libation bowls. These consti-
tute perhaps the simplest category of literary evidence, representing a
kind of extension of the catalogue. Because a historical literary de-
scription does not have the value of an extant artifact, however, I have
not included this evidence in the analysis of iconographic features at
the end of chapter 2.
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Athena Polias on the Acropolis of Athens

Classical inscriptional evidence attributes a hand-held golden libation bowl to
the archaic wooden statue (E6avov) of the Athena Polias, which was ceremoni-
ally clothed every four years in the Great Panathenaia. Although the date of the
Polias has never been established, it is believed to date from the early archaic
period; Plutarch thought it remarkable that the Athenians still preserved it to
his day, and Philostratos cites the Polias in his list of the most ancient images
of the gods.! Pausanias says that the Athena Polias was venerated long before
the synoikismos of Attica and that it was said to have fallen from the sky.?

Was the Polias enthroned or standing? Among the four vase-paintings upon
which Frickenhaus based his reconstruction of a seated Athena Polias holding a
phiale is no. 7, mentioned in chapter 1, a scene in which the goddess sits before
her altar, and in which she clearly holds a phiale.®* No base indicates that she is a
statue, however, and, as mentioned earlier, John H. Kroll, in his 1982 study of the
ancient image of the Athena Polias, has challenged this idea.*

Inscriptions rendered by the “Treasurers of Athena” in the late 370s and
early 360s B.C.E. list the statue’s precious ornaments.® These are catalogued
among the treasures kept in the dpyatog vemg (the Erechtheion), and are listed
as oTepavn, fv 1) Beog Exer mAdoTpa, 6 1) Be0g Exel. OyBolfog, Ov Exel Emi TML
TpoyNAwL Opuot TEvTe: YAOUE Ypuot]: alyig xpuoi]: YopyOvelov xpuootv: dL-
ahn xpuod), Rv &v T xepl €xel (a diadem that the goddess wears, the earrings
that the goddess wears, a band that the goddess wears on her neck, five neck-
laces, a gold owl, a gold aegis, a gold gorgeoneion, and a gold phiale that she
holds in her hand).® Kroll notes that “the phiale is said to be of gold and held in
the goddess” hand specifically to distinguish it from several, predominantly sil-
ver phialai that were deposited in the cella of the Erechtheion as votive offer-
ings.””

We know from Plutarch and Pausanias that the visible external elements of
the Athena Polias (helmet, arms, gold ornaments) were later additions. There-
fore, according to Kroll, “This leaves only one component that could antedate
the sixth century: its body or core, which was hidden beneath the peplos and
may very well have gone back to the time of the Bronze Age kings of Athens, if
not much earlier still. If the nucleus of the image was indeed as ancient as the
sources insist, we may readily envisage it as a primitive, aniconic, or quasi-
iconic fetish of wood.”® But can a truly primitive, aniconic image hold a phiale?
Since this was a common feature of large images of divinities in antiquity, at
least as early as the middle archaic period—as in our catalogue nos. 1-3, perhaps
the phiale was added as the Polias acquired accessories—at that time, or even
later, much as very old Roman Catholic statues such as the Black Madonna or
the Infant of Prague have done.’

Nemesis at Rhamnous

Pausanias describes Pheidas’s statue of Nemesis as holding a phiale in her
hand. Nemesis, “the most inexorable of all the gods towards mortals of wanton
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violence” (1] Bedv pdhota dvBpmmols VPPLOTALS . . . AapaiTTOC)”, Was
the subject of this image “along the road by the sea to Oropus,” about sixty
stades from Marathon. Pausanias tells us that the statue had a potent associa-
tion with the battle of Marathon. Greek legend had it that the Persians who
landed on the beach at Schoinia in 490 B.C.E. were so confident of victory that
they brought with them a piece of Parian marble with which to make a trophy."!
Years after the Athenians crushed the Persians on the plains of Marathon, Phei-
dias is supposed to have made the statue out of this marble.’> On her head,
Pausanias says, was a crown with deer and “not-large statues” of Nike. “In her
hands, in the left she holds an apple branch, and in her right a phiale; on the
phiale are fashioned Aethiopians (Taig 8¢ yepotv €xel T uev kAadov uniéag,
T 6eELd 6¢ Prdhnv, Aibiomeg 6¢ Emi Tj GLadn memoinvTar).”'* An extant ana-
logue to this wonderful bowl is the gold phiale also decorated with heads of
Ethiopians from the Panagiurishte Treasure in Sofia.™

“Bonus Eventus” (Tuym)

In Historia Naturalis 34.77, Pliny the Elder (23/24-79 c.E.) describes the “Bonus
Eventus” (presumably, the Tyche; like Nemesis, another concretized abstraction)
of the painter and sculptor Euphranor as having a phiale in her hand. Dated to
364 B.C.E. by Pliny’s placement of him at the battle of Mantinea, Euphranor also
created the Apollo Patroos found in the Athenian Agora.'®

Apollo at Daphne

The rhetorician Libanius (314393 C.E.) gives a description of the Apollo
Kitharoidos of the sculptor Bryaxis at Daphne near Antioch in his Orationes
6o. Bryaxis was an Athenian sculptor who worked on the Mausoleum of Hali-
carnassus in 350 B.C.E. Antiochus Epiphanes appears on the the obverse of
coins that feature the statue.'® Libanius was quite transported by this Apollo,
which held a phiale: “Imagination brings before my eyes the countenance, the
phiale, the lyre, the tunic reaching to the feet (0 pdowmov, TV GLainv, THv
KlOapav, TOV modNpn xLTdva) . . . the delicacy of the neck in the marble, the
girdle about the bosom which holds the golden tunic together, so that some
parts fit loosely and others hang loose. . . . He seemed as one that sang (&pket
yap GdovTL uErog).””

The Dionysos of Ptolemy Philadelphus

In his Deipnosophists, written around 192 C.E.,'® Athenaeus of Naucratis quotes
Kallixeinos of Rhodes’s report of an ostentatious procession staged by Ptolemy
Philadelphos.’ The Hellenistic ruler was carried along in a decorated wagon
with a cult image of the libation-pouring Dionysos: “émi 8¢ TavTng &mijv
dyaluo Aovioou dekdmmyu omévdov €k Kapynoiov ypvool (upon this
[float] there was a statue ten cubits high of Dionysos pouring libations from a
golden drinking cup).”
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It seems more than probable that like the koapyrowov of the massive
Dionysos, the vessels held in actual statues of the gods were usually gold. Gold
was believed to belong to, and to be appropriate for, the Olympians. Although,
as we noted earlier, Athena had silver phialai dedicated to her in the
Erechtheion, the Athenian temple inventory specifies that the phiale held by
her cult statue was gold. A survey of the phialai dedicated during archaic and
classical times at Hera sanctuaries indicates that they were, without exception,
made of gold.** Pieces of an archaic chryselephantine Apollo statue, together
with a related find—a splendid gold phiale—were discovered in 1939 under
the Sacred Way at Delphi, in trenches below the Stoa of the Athenians and the
Naxian Sphinx. The statue’s fragments were reassembled by Pierre Amandry;
on display with a sister statue of Artemis in the Delphi Museum, the Apollo is
shown holding the phiale (see no. 1; Fig. 23).>* And in the satirical libation
scene of Aristophanes’ Peace, Hermes is especially susceptible to the manipu-
lations of Trygaeus because the libation bowl offered him is gold; he comments
that he has “always had a real weakness (soft spot) for gold (plate) (g Eenuwv
elp’ diel TV xpuotdwv).”?

The phialai of cult statues, as Rice has it “probably just positioned to sug-
gest the action” of pouring libations, were actually gold; we probably even have
one in the archaic Delphi Apollo.?* Similarly, the frequently embossed shapes
in the libation bowls of the catalogued vase-paintings indicate that they were
thought of as metal, not ceramic. It is at least likely that these gods and god-
desses, frozen serenely in black and red, are pouring from golden phialai—
with the action no longer suggested but realized in painted streams of wine.

Early Literary Episodes of Gods in Ritual Performance

Ancient literature also includes several important if stylized testaments in
which divine entities do indeed take part in a variety of cultic activities. These,
in turn, occur in a variety of literary genres. One of the most important and
controversial (the libation of Hermes in Aristophanes’s Peace) is from comedy,
and the Hymn to Hermes, wherein the infant god sacrifices twelve cattle in an
Olympian dailg, also contains comic elements that call into question how seri-
ously we can take these divine characters. In some cases where the gods ren-
der offerings, there is no explicit recipient; in others, the gods “sacrifice to other
gods,” or to themselves. Each is unique and irregular in its own way, whether
due to the god’s disguise, the absence of cultic language, or the absence of a
clear motive or context for the act. In all cases, the god’s apparently anthropo-
morphic behavior may serve as a strategem of reduction—an effort to make
him or her more “manageable” and accessible, either to the other protagonists
or to the audience.

These passages are grouped according to the more general cultic categories
into which they fall. The first group of passages shows the gods in the perfor-
mance of divine dpwueva: “things done,” or ritual performance. Some treat li-
bating gods; some deal with gods who offer animal sacrifice. In another category
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are literary episodes of gods who engage in cultic behavior, using ritual gestures
or disguised as hierophants; included in this group are gods who serve as the
eponymous priests of their own cults.” Then there is the category of divine
Aeyoueva, “things said.” Oaths, as we have seen in chapter 1, are sworn in a rit-
ual context and are frequently accompanied by libations; this is no less true of the
oaths of the gods. Finally, there are instances in literature of deified mortals who
render offerings to themselves, and related ancient commentary on this exalted
narcissism.

How strange is a god who worships? I have characterized the “offering
gods” theme as surprising, even troublesome. We may also assume that our re-
action is due to the chasm of years that separate us from those who made and
saw these vases. It is true that our understanding of the religious world of an-
tiquity will always be imperfect. Yet the first recorded “editorial comments” on
the idea of a god who pours libations—also reactions of confusion or even
revulsion—come from ancient rather than modern sources. These passages
are not without insight. Occasionally (but not exclusively) in satire, we are
made to feel through the eyes of the ancient author the conceptual peculiarity
of a religious god—or the irony, if the god is presented as actually worshiping
himself or herself.

APQMENA: Ritual Actions Performed by Deities

Episodes of Divine Libation

In the only clear-cut Homeric episode of divine libation, a disguised Athena
pours out wine and prays to Poseidon (Odyssey 3.55-61). When she visits the
palace of Nestor in disguise as Mentor, the companion of Telemachos, Athena
is handed the golden goblet by Nestor’s son Peisistratos, who charges the dis-
guised goddess to pour a libation and pray to Poseidon:

My guest, make your prayer now to the lord Poseidon,

for his is the festival you have come to on your arrival;

but when you have poured to him and prayed, according to custom
(adTap Emny omeiong Te kol eVEeau, 1) BEug 07TD),

then give this man also a cup of the sweet wine, so that

he too can pour, for I think he will also make his prayer

to the immortals. All men need the gods. But this one [i.e., Telemachos]
is a younger man than you, and of the same age as [ am.

This is why I am giving you first the golden goblet.?®

“Having spoken in this way, he put in her hand the cup of sweet wine (ig
elmav v yepol TiBeL O¢mag 10€og oivov).”?” An honored guest (although how
honored is unsuspected!), it is now incumbent on her to do the same. The dis-
guised goddess is happy at his wise prudence “because she was the first to
whom he gave the golden cup (ypVUoelov dheloov).”?® And so “straightaway she
prayed to the lord Poseidon (adTiko & eDEeTo molha [Tooetddwve dvakTt)”.2
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Hear us, Poseidon, who circle the earth, and do not begrudge us

the accomplishment of all these actions for which we pray you.

First of all to Nestor and to his sons grant glory,

and then on all the rest of the Pylians besides confer

gracious recompense in return for this grand hecatomb,

and yet again grant that Telemachos and I go back

with that business done for which we came this way in our black ship.

This passage raises a number of intriguing ritual and theological prob-
lems. Athena prays to Poseidon just as Peisistratos did, and she pours a libation
just as he did. But unlike Nestor’s son, Athena knows that Poseidon is in the
land of the Aethiopians; can he hear her? She is in disguise. Does that affect her
standing as a petitioner? Does her prayer to him have mortal or divine status?
Which identity is paramount? Line 62 is highly revealing. “So then she prayed,
and she herself was accomplishing everything (g dp” €merT paTO KAl O™
navTo. TehevTo).” The verb TeheuTav is in the imperfect, conveying the sense
of an ongoing process which seems to be happening in a universe parallel to
what is expected and visible.

The scene apparently depicts a mortal guest of Nestor’s house praying to
the sea god on behalf of the assembled community. But the prayer is not what
it seems, because in reality it is a deity who prays it, and so neither is the result
what it seems. We do not next learn that Poseidon grants or denies Mentor’s
prayer, which would be the usual Homeric sequence. Instead it is clear that
while Athena is at an equal level in entreating the power of Poseidon, she her-
self is also fulfilling the demands of the prayer through the efficacy of her own
power, summarized by the narrator in the word adT).

The Berlin Painter shows the god Hermes fleeing, as if in awe, from the
central scene of libation in the hydria in Boston (no. 29). In Aristophanes’s
Peace, written in 421 B.C.E. in anticipation of the ratification of a peace treaty
with Sparta, the Attic comic poet portrays the one and only surviving case of a
god who unmistakably pours libations in Greek literature: Hermes.

The citizen Trygaeus begs Hermes to help the chorus, Greek farmers, in
“hauling up Peace,” that is, the great statue of the goddess Peace, from a deep,
rocky pit. Trygaeus claims that the Sun and the Moon, fattened because the bar-
barians sacrifice to them, are growing obstreperous and plotting to take over
Greece and the cults of the Greek gods for themselves. If Hermes will do this,
“we will hold the great Panathanaea in your honour, and also all the other cults
of the gods—the Mysteries, the Dipolieia, the Adonia, in honour of Hermes:
and the other states everywhere, released from their troubles, will sacrifice to
you as Hermes the Averter of evil, and you will have many other benefits as
well.”3* Without a gram of compunction, Hermes’s greed and vanity inspire
him to take the bait.

To accomplish this, Trygaeus persuades Hermes to offer a prayer for the
collective desire for Peace: “To begin with, I give you this as a present so that
you'll have something to pour libations with (p®Tov 8¢ coL / d@pov didwut
™V, tva omévdey €xng).”? The “something” turns out to be a wrought gold
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phiale; Hermes bursts out, “Dear me, what a soft spot I've always had for gold
plate! (oip’ g Eleuwv el dei TOV xpvoidwv).”3

Seeing that Hermes will comply and publicly pray for their cause, Trygaeus
orders the chorus to begin their construction work as soon as possible. The
chorus-leader flatters Hermes: “And you, cleverest of gods, you be in charge of
us and tell us, like a master-builder, what we need to do (oU & fjutv, ® OedV 0o-
doOTOTE,[ATTO YPY) TOEWY EPEOTMS PpAle dnuovpyikdg).”** Then Trygaeus
pressures him: “Come on, hurry up and hold out the bowl, so we can get boldly
on with the job after praying to the gods (Gye d1, oV TayEwg Vmeye TV GLaAny,
dmmg Epym ‘brakoduev edEduevol Totowv Oeolc).”*® Hermes complies:

Libation, libation!

Speak fair, speak fair!

As we pour libation, let us pray [or: we pray] that this day

may be the beginning of many blessings for all the Greeks,

and that every man [who zealously assists with the ropes] may never
again take up a shield.

OOV OTTOVOY

eVPNUETTE EVPNUELTE.

otéVOOVTEG eVYOUEcHO TV VOV fiuépav
“EAMmotv dpEat taol ToAMDY K'ayo0dv,
XOOTIS TPoHVUWS EVALALOL TOV TYoLVIimV,
TOUTOV TOV Avdpa. un hafelv ot domida.

A repartee between Trygaeus and Hermes ensues about the evils of war
and the joys of peace, including curses on those that would make war (for
example, “May he, Lord Dionysus, never-endingly be extracting arrows from
his funny-bones!”)*” until Hermes at last takes on the role of the chorus
leader:

(453) HERMES: But for us may there be blessings. Strike up the paean:
hail!

(454) TRYGAEUS: Leave out the striking: just say “hail.”

(455—456) HERMES: All right, I simply say: hail, hail, haill To Hermes, to
the Graces, to the Seasons, to Aphrodite, to Pothos (Desire).

(457) TRYGAEUS: But not to Ares.
(458) HERMES: No!
(459) TRYGAEUS: Nor to Enyalius either.

(460) HERMES: Nol

A bona fide god in Greek literature, undisguised and unabashed, who pours
libations! But what a complicated type he is, and how complex is his situation.
Some exegetes have utterly ignored the religious problem; Cedric Whitman, for
example, provides a lengthy summary and analysis of the play without even
mentioning the fact that Hermes pours a libation; he simply says that the god
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“has been bribed . . . with a gold cup.”*® But lines 435438 undeniably represent
the common prayer accompanying libation. Here, according to Oxford editor
Maurice Platnauer, the reader is in very hot water and must be rescued. Plat-
nauer refuses to let Hermes act as the sacrificer. While conceding that the first
two lines (the ritual formula omwovon omwovdn |/ edPnuette eddnueite) are Her-
mes’s, at the omévdovTeg evyoueoda (as we pour libations, let us pray), the edi-
tor stops cold, and gives the difficult lines to the choregos. This even though, first,
the entire, tightly knit dialogue up to the enactment of the libation has taken
place exclusively between Trygaeus and Hermes and, second, the entire import
of the scene is that Hermes has been persuaded by Trygaeus to pour a libation
and pray to the gods that the goddess Peace may be hauled up from her pit, in re-
turn for which he will receive exclusive honors at festivals previously dedicated to
other gods: the Great Panathenaia (Athena), the Dipolieia (Zeus), the Mysteries
(Demeter and Persephone), and the Adonia (Adonis and indirectly, Aphrodite).
“Hermes can scarcely himself pray,” Platnauer reassures us. “The lines are best
given to the coryphaeus; see app. crit.”** But the scholion on line 433 (TouTto
aElovot Tov ‘Epuijv Aéyewv, They claim that Hermes says this is the speaker of
this) says the opposite.*

The dilemma that Hermes’s libation presents the religious historian is
complex. Hermes acts as a mortal by pouring out the libation on behalf of the
community, but then names himself as a recipient. At least one editor specu-
lates that he drinks from the bowl when he says his own name, then pours a li-
bation to the Graces, to the Seasons, and to Aphrodite, and to Pothos.*! Is he
then acting as a mortal celebrant or, despite his narcissistic motives, as a god
importuning other gods? Brigitte Eckstein-Wolf, whose interpretation of sacri-
ficing gods we will consider in chapter 4, claims that if Hermes pours, “he
pours with Trygaeus and his associates to “the gods,” that is, all the gods except
for himself, [since he has] already placed himself on the side of the
mortals. . .. The entire (construct of an) ambitious and therefore libation-
pouring Hermes is thus a joke on the part of Aristophanes . . . therefore the
situation is to be rejected in any attempt at an interpretation of the divine liba-
tion scenes.”*? Gerhard Neumann takes just the opposite view, rebutting
Eckstein-Wolf: Hermes most appropriately pours as a god to other gods: “The
situation in Aristophanes Pax 423 ff. gives us to understand the cultic sphere
as the central domain of the association of the gods with one another, at least
in the classical period, if one does not take it as a joke of the author like Brigitte
Eckstein-Wolf.”** Ironically, this discussion clearly circles back to one of the
central problems set forth by the vases: When the gods pour libations, are they
acting like people or like gods? It should be evident by now that to come down
on either side brings with it a swarm of theoretical difficulties. Let us then
leave Hermes with his cherished golden phiale and press on to another divine
offering in comedy.

In Latin literature we find the sacrificing god as the catalyst of domestic up-
roar and the focus of satire. A raucous Jupiter, in disguise, pours libations and
performs sacrifices to himself in Plautus’s Amphitruo, written in the early sec-
ond century B.C.E. The premise of the play is that the father of gods and mortals,
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lusting after the matron Alcmena, assumes the shape of her absent husband
Amphitryon while he is away defending Thebes. This predictably leads to an up-
roar between the cuckolded mate and his wife, now pregnant with Herakles,
when he returns. At lines 931934, Jupiter, in disguise as Ampbhitryon, takes an
oath by Jupiter (himself ); and at lines 966-983, the bogus “head of household”
is obliged to perform the rites which he says he promised (at lines 946-947) if
he returned home safely from battle.** These sacrifices as well will be offered
to—whom else?>—Jupiter. The irony of this is not lost on the jolly deity as he am-
bles around stage amid the wreckage of his mortal subjects’ lives. Jupiter tells
his gleeful servant Sosia (actually his son the god Mercury, also in on the fun), “I
will perform that sacred offering inside which I vowed (ego rem divinam intus fa-
ciam, vota quae sunt).”* He then commands Sosia to divert Amphitryon during
his dalliance with Alcmena, and orders him to manage this as the servant
knows he would want it; Sosia should “minister to me while I am sacrificing to
myself (atque ut ministres mihi, mihi quom sacruficem).”*¢

The comic mechanism of this particular scene revolves around an absurdly
self-conscious portrayal of divine reflexivity. But it also underscores the point
that, at least in comedy, the ancients regarded the imagined “sacrificing god”
with the same ironic awareness that we might today. Rather than accepting offer-
ings from groveling mortals while watching from an apex of remote splendor,
a deity is caught up in a routine cultic action as it is performed on earth. He
seems to manipulate the action, to pull the very strings that facilitate his own gift-
getting. Plautus’s play is the only instance in which it is specifically stated that the
god is pouring libations to himself, and that occurs in disguise as part of a farce.

An explicit ancient comment on what was not appropriate for a god to do
in the sphere of ritual appears in a short tractate by Plutarch called De defectu
oraculorum (On the Obsolescence of the Oracles), dating circa 100 c.E. The reader
overhears an imagined symposium between five young intellectuals. In a
quasi-doctrinal commentary thinly disguised as debate (an exegetical tech-
nique favored by its author), they discuss an apparently burning issue in the
Greece of their time: Why had so many long-hallowed oracles lost their power
and become moribund?

Among the shrines of interest to the speakers is the famous temple of Apollo
at Delphi, where the discussion takes place and where Plutarch himself served as
a priest for thirty years. The character Cleombrotus angrily criticizes the tradi-
tional aetiology of the Pythian oracle on the slopes of Mount Parnassus. He
also expresses his disgust with the tradition that Apollo had to flee and purify
himself by pouring libations after the slaying of the Python: “For it is altogether
absurd, my dear companion, for Apollo, after having slain a beastly creature, to
flee to the ends of Greece needing purification (Gyviopod deduevov) and there
to pour certain libations (xodg Twvag xelobot) and to perform those [rites]
which people perform in order to make expiation and soothe the wrath of spirits
whom they call ‘the tormenting ones’ and ‘the blood-avengers,’ as if (those spir-
its) were prosecuting the memories of some unforgotten, bygone acts of pollu-
tion.”*” Cleombrotus waxes even more scornful: “And the tale which I've already
heard about this flight and the removal from one place to another is terribly
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strange and paradoxical (GTomog uév €oTL detvidg Kal mapddotog) indeed; but
it it contains any particle of truth, let us not suppose what was done in those
times about the oracle to have been any small or common affair.”*

On the basis of the antiquity and ubiquity of this myth, and the common
occurrence of tales in which the gods slaughter other creatures,* a strong case
can be made that it is not the concept of a divine murder that outrages the
young philosopher but rather the need for divine atonement in the form of li-
bations. In the passage immediately preceding his outburst, Cleombrotus
speaks of the ritual reenactment of this tale, a poorly attested festival known as
the Septerion. A small boy, accompanied by the torch-bearing “Labyadai,” must
set fire to a wooden structure on the “threshing-floor” at Delphi, endure “wan-
derings and servitude” across the wastes of Greece just as Apollo did, culmi-
nating in “the purifications that take place at Tempé (ol T& yLyvouevol mepi T
Téumn kabopuoi)”—the valley of Tempé in Thessaly. This was where Apollo
was supposed to have fled after slaying the snaky Python.>°

Perhaps even more sharply than on the murder itself, Plutarch’s attention
is focused on the unacceptability of the idea of divine atonement for blood-
guiltiness. Cleombrotus implies that a god does not himself require purifica-
tion. Certainly he does not need to pour expiatory libations. Finally, he insists
that if this unimaginable sequence did in fact occur, then one ought never con-
sider it normal divine behavior. Thus at least one ancient source testifies that
the idea that a god might enact a religious ritual typically performed by a mor-
tal seems profoundly strange.

Or does it? Perhaps it is not Apollo’s libation itself, but the one-time atone-
ment for a “historical murder” that is problematic. This will become a crucial
distinction when, in chapter 4, we encounter the theory of Erika Simon, who
holds that virtually all depictions of the libating Apollo in the second half of the
fifth century had as their aetiology this myth. One objection emerges immedi-
ately: Cleombrotus refers to Apollo’s alleged libations as yoai, blood-guilty of-
ferings poured into the ground to appease the underworld powers. Yet the ma-
jority of vase-paintings depict Apollo pouring from a phiale onto an altar or
occasionally an omphalos: Apollo is pouring Olympian cmovdai, ritually the
polar opposite of yodai.

The Plutarch passage is also important on another level: It indicates a
point of myth concerning the gods beyond which the character in the discus-
sion simply will not go; it violates his theological threshold. It is too absurd for
him to stomach. This repulsion has to do with his own understanding of the
nature of a god, and what is appropriate (or even possible) for any god to do. It
is a theological dilemma that spans both ancient and modern worlds.**

Animal Sacrifice by Gods
Most notorious of Greek sacrificial aetiologies is the archaic account of the sac-

rifice of the trickster god Prometheus in Hesiod’s Theogony 535—561. The Titan
retains the meat of an ox for himself while setting before the supreme god
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Zeus its bones, covered with fat, “and since then the tribes of men upon earth
burn white bones to the deathless gods upon fragrant altars (k T00 & d0avdt
Towov émi yBovi GON AvOpomwv/ Kaiovo doTéa Aevkd Ounévrwv Emi
Poudv).”? Prometheus is, of course, a Titan, one of the older generations
overthrown by Zeus.

Zeus is enraged by Prometheus’s sleight-of-hand, yet the story becomes in
Greek religious history the prototypical sacrifice, explaining forevermore why
the gods get only the savor of the roasting meat, while the mortals get the meat.
But does the narrator understand this event as cult, or Prometheus’s actions as
a sacrifice? Curiously, except for the concluding word foud®v (altar), the ac-
count contains no language that is explicitly connected with cult.

Analogous to the sacrifice of Prometheus, although perhaps not as aetio-
logical (and certainly more generous) is the sacrifice of the newborn Hermes to
the twelve Olympians in that god’s Homeric Hymn at 128-133. Dating from the
mid-sixth century B.C.E., this text offers the biography of a divine child. The in-
fant Hermes invents the tortoiseshell lyre, and sings upon it; he steals the cat-
tle of Apollo, and discovers fire in the course of slaughtering two of them,
“clearly a Twelve-God sacrifice of a kind later recorded at Olympia.”** When the
“curved-horned bellowing cows” have been pierced in the spine, and their fatted
meat hacked out, Hermes roasts their meat, the chine, and dark blood together.>*
The skins were stretched out on hard, dry rock, then

Hermes, rejoicing in his heart, dragged the rich cuts

onto a smooth, flat stone and divided them into twelve portions,

distributed by lot. And he added to each a perfect special portion
of honor.

“Epuiis xopuodpwv eipuoaTo miova Epyo
Aelw & mhaTau®dve kai Eoytoe dmdeKa Noipag KANPOTaAETS:
TéheOV O Yépag TPooEONKeV EKAOTY.

The passage continues,

Then glorious Hermes craved for the meats of the cult,

for the sweet savour made him weary, even though he was a god.

But not even so was his bold heart persuaded

even though he longed very much to pass them down his holy throat.>

&vO’ 60ing Kpedwv NpdooaTto kVdWos “Epuijc:
0N yap wv ETelpe kKol A0AvaTov mep EovTa
NOeT™ &AX 008 Hg ol EmeifeTo Buuog dyfvop,
KOl T€ LWAN inelpovTy, Ttepfv iephi koTd delpiic:

Hermes’s behavior seems clearly sacrificial; and he is clearly divine. Unlike
the generic language of Prometheus’s sacrifice, the hymn makes explicit use of
religious language: The noun 00in (sacred rite) gives the episode definitive cul-
tic import; this term occurs in specifically ritual contexts in Greek literary and
inscriptional evidence.’” Human custom does seem to imitate his actions, but
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not with the treacherous overtones of the swindling of the gods implied by the
Theogony episode. In mundane Olympian sacrifice, as in this supramundane
offering by Hermes, the gods get their portions, are assigned “perfect honour,”
and deeply inhale the burning aroma.

How, if at all, are the actions of the Titan Prometheus and the infant Her-
mes related to the human choreography of sacrifice? It may be obvious to us
that extant practices created the shape of the story; in other words, that the shape
of mortal worship influenced that of its contructed immortal form. But does the
story know that? How self-conscious is the myth? Karl Kerényi comments on
these two divine sacrifices, “a sacrifice presupposes sacrificers as well as re-
ceivers, and Hesiod proceeds on the assumption that men are already in exis-
tence, participating in the sacrifice. In the Homeric Hymn to Hermes (1-137), no
mention is made of men as sacrificers. Often the sacrificers and the beneficiar-
ies of sacrifice are identical. In . . . [Hermes), the identity is not even yet mystical,
for the sacrifice is invented before the existence of men. Hermes did not repre-
sent mankind, but Prometheus did.”*

Nowhere does the Hymn to Hermes state that human beings have not yet
been created. It is true that Hermes acts like a mortal by sacrificing the cattle
and roasting their meat. His hunger seems human enough. There is no
question of his piety.>® But Kerényi's comments are germane in the sense
that we are reminded that no human beings are in fact involved in this sac-
rifice, as they were at Mekone. Do the sacrificing gods represent humanity?
Or do they, like Hermes, present their offering in a golden vacuum, elevat-
ing the act to a higher plane, much as they raised battle and its wounds in
the Iliad?*® Are they overgrown devotees, or are they as remote from the
mechanisms of earthly sacrifice as Artemis is from the death throes of her
once adored Hippolytus?®!

Hermes is a deity with chthonian associations. But this is an Olympian sac-
rifice. As Apostolos Athanassakis has observed, since this sacrifice takes place in
the morning, and involves slabs of sheer meat, with no grains or fruits, and as it
is “both propitatory and expiatory,” it cannot be called a chthonian sacrifice. Su-
san Shelmerdine maintains that the Hermes episode emerges with features that
are more those of a daig (feast) than a sacrifice. Shelmerdine sees Hermes'’s
“preparation of this feast for the twelve gods” as “another part of his plan to win
a place of equal honor among the gods through a challenge of and reconciliation
with Apollo.”®?

As a god, Hermes is even greatly affected by the “sweet savour” of his feast
or sacrifice. Athanassakis ponders, “[SJome scholars have thought that Hermes
does not eat the meat that he roasted to conform with the chthonian side of his
character. We know that victims were offered to him by Homer (Odyssey 14.435;
19.396-8). That Hermes does not eat meat is very strange, since it was a crav-
ing for meat that made him steal the cattle. I am afraid that the reason behind
this curious behavior will elude us for quite some time.”%

Might it be possible that Hermes does not eat the meat because, as one
of the gods, he knows that his portion is only the smell of the sacrificial
smoke? Hungry as he is, Hermes actually behaves like a god in abstaining
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from consuming the meat, but rather savoring the smoke—just as Zeus told
us in Iliad 4.48-49 that the gods love to do. This highlights one of the central
tenets of the present work: the religious actions of the gods resemble but
slightly differ from those of mortals and are appropriate to their other, divine
status.

Ritual Gestures Used by Deities

At least part of the iconographic problem of gods holding phialai in Greek art is
that it is unclear whether in the case of cult statues and certain of the images on
vases, particularly those of Zeus, the gods stretch out their bowls so as to re-
ceive the wine, and not to pour it back out again in a libation. Aristophanes’s
Birds makes reference to the custom of placing a piece of sacrificial meat into
the outstretched hand of the god—that is, the hand of his or her cult statue.**
Peisetaerus explains that when Zeus has an eagle on his head, Athena an owl,
and Apollo a hawk, “It's so that when someone sacrifices and then offers [lit.,
gives] the entrails, as is the custom, into the hand of the god, they [i.e, the birds]
themselves can take the entrails before the god [does].”®® The question of
whether the gods ever stretch out their hands to give or confer rather than
receive something comes up in a later Aristophanic effort, Ecclesiazusae (As-
sembly Women), written around 392 or 391 B.C.E. Athenian women take over
running of the city and introduce community of property. When cajoled by an
enthusiastic enforcer to bring his property in for distribution, Citizen refuses,
saying that it is unlikely that anyone with common sense will comply and sur-
render their goods. “That is not the custom; rather, it's incumbent on us only to
take, damn it! The gods are the same way. You'll know from the hands of [their]
statues, [that] whenever we pray [to them] to give us good things, they [never-
theless] stand holding out their hands turned up, not so that they can give, but
rather so that they can take something.”®®

The Disguised God

The gods depicted pouring libations on classical vases are most naturally seen
as having not simply a mortal but more explicitly a sacerdotal function. Al-
though private citizens could and did sacrifice animals and pour libations to
the gods, the majority of these functions taking place at altars (as in our vases)
called for the services of members of an institutionalized priesthood. Priests,
dedicated to a particular god, conducted the services of both urban and rural
cult; priesthoods were sometimes hereditary and/or made for life, but far more
frequently were periodic appointments or elections from the prominent citi-
zenry of a given community. In effect, when Apollo or Athena pours a libation
at a flaming sacrificial altar, the deity is acting like a mortal priest. It is not sur-
prising, therefore, that one of the dominant themes in literary testimonia for
gods performing ritual actions is the “god in disguise” as a mortal, and frequently
as a priest or priestess. The divinity plays the part of an intermediary on his or
her own behalf, performing the actions of his or her own cult or carrying cult
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implements. Rarely do things bode well for the mortal who meets the super-
natural hierophant, as the god is often bent on destruction, revenge, or at least
some kind of mischief.

The theme of the disguised god appears in the Odyssey passage considered
above in which Athena as Mentor prays to Poseidon and pours a libation, and in
the Plautus comedy featuring a hidden Jupiter. It becomes far more common
later on, especially in the Hellenistic period, when with the advent of the di-
vinized Macedonian rulers, the lines between human and divine status gener-
ally underwent a metamorphosis. We know of the Hellenistic phenomenon of
the Oelog dvip; the following passages treat the fpdTelog Oedg.

A fifteen-line fragment of Aeschylus’s play Hydrophoroi, also called Semele
(part of a tetralogy with Xantriae, Bacchae, and Pentheus, produced with the
satiric The Nurses of Dionysos), preserves a Hera disguised as her own priest-
ess, who collects offerings for the river nymphs of Argos.®” Semele was in-
duced by Hera (disguised as an old woman) to persuade her lover Zeus to ap-
pear in his true form, as a thunderbolt. The Theban princess was incinerated,
and Zeus snatched up the fetal Dionysos from her womb, sewing it into his
thigh until the god was ready to be born. These are later versions of the myth;
in Aeschylus’s time, as Hugh Lloyd-Jones points out, it would be natural for
Hera to appear disguised as a priestess, arriving in Thebes from Argos, the
center of her worship.®® Her speech praises the nymphs, “glorious goddesses
for whom I gather [offerings], / the life-giving children of Inachus the Argive
river k[udpai Osali, ooy dyeipw, / Tvdyov’ Apyeiov moTapwod mawoiv Pro-
dwpoi[g].”*

In one of the more haunting instances of divine disguise, Euripides’s Bac-
chae, the god Dionysos arrives as the missionary leader of a band of Asiatic
maenads at his maternal home of Thebes. Thus, unbeknownst even to his
faithful maenads, the god masquerades as the chief celebrant of his own mys-
teries, and leading the women in roaming celebrations on the mountains—the
opelfaoto. He comes to establish his worship in the polis, and to prove to the
hubristic king Pentheus “who now revolts against divinity (Deouayel), in me””°
that Dionysos is “god indeed.””* And thus “[t]o these ends I have laid my deity
aside and go disguised as a man (v olivek’ €idog OvnTOV GAMGEQS EYw
wopdnv T gunv uetéfarov eig dvdpog dpuowy).”’? This ruse proves to be the
dramatic engine of the play, and its unmasking the climactic religious revela-
tion at the end when Dionysos returns to pronounce sentence on the sacrile-
gious Thebans.”

Self-conscious literary pieces meant for recital to a select audience rather
than devotional hymns meant for use in worship, the Hymns of Callimachus
(305240 B.C.E.) nevertheless contain important religious information. In the
Hymn to Demeter (40—56), the goddess suddenly metamorphoses into her own
priestess in order to defend her magical and beloved grove of trees in “holy
Dotium.””* Erysichthon, the brash son of the king Triopas, tries to destroy the
grove with twenty man-servants armed with axes. When the first tree “reaching
to the sky” (aiBépL kDpov) is struck, it shrieks in pain to the others.”> Demeter



“TERRIBLY STRANGE AND PARADOXICAL”  II§

hears the tree and asks with fury, “ “Who is cutting [down] my beautiful trees?”
The hymn's narrative continues, “At once she took the appearance of Nicippe,
her public priestess appointed by the city, and took in her hand fillets and a
poppy, and she held the key on her shoulder.””®

In an encounter reminiscent of the warning that the priest Chryses deliv-
ers to the hubristic Agamemnon in Iliad 1, Callimachus’s Demeter-in-disguise,
a “priestess” holding symbols sacred to her own cult, thrice warns violent
Erysichthon to desist. He looks at her with the fierceness of a lioness who has
just given birth, and threatens to kill her, claiming that he wants the tree to
build a great banquet hall, where he plans to sate his comrades continually with
delicious feasts.”” “Unspeakably angry,” Demeter changes her form back to
that of a goddess (ysivato & v 0eig).”® She curses the leader of the tree-
murdering tribe with a Mpov aibwva, a “hellishly burning hunger” that drives
him to feast continually—a hideous parody of his original arrogant desire—
and literally to eat his parents out of house and home.

The religious reciprocity between gods and human beings during the
Hellenistic period produces a curious phenomenon in inscriptions from that
period found in Bulgaria, Edessa, and in Asia Minor: Gods are listed as hold-
ers of their own eponymous priesthoods.” A fourth-century B.C.E. inscription
from Dionysopolis in Thrace, initially misunderstood as listing Bacchic initi-
ates (uuoTan or Oloo@®Tan), is instead a list of eponymous priests of Dionysos,
if one accepts the reconstruction of G. Mihailov for its title: [olde i€pnv]TaL
Aovioov petd Tovg lepnoauévoug Oud Biou (these are priests of Dionysos
after [i.e., replacing] those who are priests for life).®° On a partially preserved
pair of columns of names that give names and patronyms (for example, Col-
umn B, Line 6 gives [[1]edievg “YyiaivovTog), one reads the single name At-
ovvoog. Gods are known from other cities to hold eponymous magisterial
office as king, archon, hipparch, prytanis, demiurge, and hieromnamon (the
sacred recorder sent by each Amphictyonic state to their collective council).®!
But in this case, “the god was—in an undoubtedly difficult year—his own
priest.”#?

Other examples exist: In the case of the otepavndopol, the “crown-
wearing” magistrates at Miletos, Iasos, Amyzon, and elsewhere, “the epony-
mous magistrates have a very apparent sacerdotal character and one could say
that in these cities the eponymous Apollo is his own priest.”®* Robert believes
that the list of priests of Dionysos in Dionysopolis is also a list of eponymous
magistrate priests, and that is why, since a mortal could not be found to fulfill
one of the slots, the god himself was named. When Akornion finally filled the
priesthood “after many years,” he was taking the place on the list of Dionysos
himself. This phenomenon cannot be separated from the deities serving as
eponymous archons and such, but the sacerdotal nature of the appointment
deserves special attention for this inquiry. Perhaps this may be seen as the nat-
ural development of the mentality that allowed the “sacrificing gods” in the
fifth century: If the gods can act like priests, then they can also hold priest-
hoods.
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AETOMENA: Ritual Oaths and Prayers Spoken by the Gods

Greek literature from the epic, archaic, and classical periods reveals several in-
stances of gods who paradoxically use formulaic religious expressions—
sometimes invoking their own power, and sometimes naming powers other
than themselves. These divine oaths represent, and like the preceding pas-
sages, effectively cast the gods in the role of “pious” individuals. But what kind
of piety is the gods’ own?

In the Iliad and the Odyssey, the Olympians swear by each other, the head of
Zeus, and the waters of the Styx. In Iliad 14.271-279, Sleep demands that Hera
call on Kronos and the gods below to witness her oath that she will grant him
Pasithea, one of the younger Graces, as his wife:

So she spoke, and Sleep was pleased and spoke to her in answer:

“Come then! Swear it to me on Styx’ ineluctable water.

With one hand take hold of the prospering earth, with the other

take hold of the shining salt sea, so that all the undergods

who gather about Kronos may be witnesses to us.

Swear that you will give me one of the younger Graces,

Pasithea, the one whom all my days I have longed for.”

He spoke, nor failed to persuade Hera of the white arms,

and she swore as he commanded, and called by their names on all those
gods who live beneath the Pit, and who are called Titans.®*

In the Homeric Hymn to Pythian Apollo, Hera actually prays to the Titans for a
child apart from Zeus, and both before and after the prayer “lashes the earth
with her stout hand ({paoe x00va yewpl mayeln),” a standard gesture of suppli-
cation to the underworld deities.®® The text of her prayer hearkens back to Iliad

14.271-279:

Then forthwith mighty, cow-eyed Hera prayed

and with the flat of her hand struck the ground and spoke:

“Hear me now, Earth and broad Sky above,

and you Titans from whom gods and men are descended

and who dwell beneath the earth round great Tartaros.

Harken to me, all of you, and apart from Zeus grant me a child,

in no wise of inferior strength; nay, let him be stronger

than Zeus by as much as far-seeing Zeus is stronger than Kronos.”*¢

In Iliad 15.36—40, Hera swears to Zeus (that she has had no part in afflicting
Hektor and the Trojans) by earth and heaven, and “the dripping waters of the
Styx, which oath is the biggest and most formidable oath among the blessed
immortals,” the sanctity of Zeus’s own head, and their marriage bed.*” In
Odyssey 5.184-186, Kalypso swears that she is not plotting against Odysseus by
earth and heaven and the waters of the Styx, using the same formula. In the
Homeric Hymns, the gods also swear by earth and heaven and the waters of the
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Styx (Leto in the Hymn to Apollo 83—-88, Demeter in the Hymn to Demeter
259—262, Hermes in the Hymn to Hermes 518-520); the head of Zeus (Hestia
in the Hymn to Aphrodite 26—28, Hermes in the Hymn to Hermes 274); and the
“well-adorned doorway of the immortals” (Hermes in the Hymn to Hermes
383-384).

The underworld stream that Hesiod’s Theogony calls the ZT0E ddpOiTog
(imperishable Styx)®® and whose water is also G¢0OiTog® is the quintessentially
binding current. As Gregory Nagy has expressed it, “the waters of the Styx are
an elixir of life.”*® We come to the heart of the matter in Hesiod's Theogony
793-805, where we hear of the high cost of oath-breaking among the eternal
ones; the poet tells us that “whoever of the deathless gods that hold the peaks of
snowy Olympus pours a libation (dmolheirypag) and is forsworn, lies breathless
until a full year is completed.”' The perjur