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… facilis descensus Auerno; 
noctes atque dies patet atri ianua Ditis; 

sed reuocare gradum superasque euadere ad auras, 
hoc opus, hic labor est. 

… the descent to Avernus is trouble-free 
and the doorway of dark Dis stands open day and night, 

but to turn back your course and emerge to the airs above, 
this is the task, this the toil. 

Verg. Aen. 6.126-29, tr. Horsfall  
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Abstract 

This thesis undertakes a diachronic exploration of collections of ideas related to chthonic motifs 

in Ancient Greek thought and follows the extension and treatment of these ideas into the Roman 

period. This thesis defines motifs as recurrent, salient, structural features, around which cultural 

ideas and notions are formed. A cave, as a part of the earth and an opening into the earth, is a 

chthonic motif to which Greeks attached ideas of darkness, concealment, and impressions of the 

mythical underworld. ‘Chthonic’, which simply meant ‘of the earth’, is often considered within a 

framework of death and eschatology, but also encompasses growth. This thesis argues that an 

understanding of chthonic motifs provides tools for interpretation of how people in antiquity 

viewed, and interacted with, the chthonic environment. This is not an investigation of chthonic 

gods, but of integral, recurrent motifs that feature in chthonic landscape and that characterise 

beings that inhabit the chthonic space. 

Common ideas relating to the earth emerge from understanding these chthonic motifs: 

connections to the laws of the universe rooted in the mythical past, communal ties to landscape, 

the earth and its children or occupants as sources of wisdom, and the definition and maintenance 

of moral and eschatological boundaries. These perceptions of chthonic motifs were modelled 

upon the earth and the landscapes that Ancient Greeks and Romans observed and interacted with 

in antiquity. Metaphysical landscapes like the underworld were unobservable and unknowable, 

and so their perceptions and experiences of them, mirrored their perceptions and experiences of 

the landscapes they knew. Thus, the chthonic motifs in Ancient Greek and Roman thought are 

useful interpretive heuristics which reveal maps of the world and the afterlife, and define 

boundaries, limitations, and potential of human morality, capability, and usefulness in Ancient 

societies. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Introduction and research goals 

Religion was ubiquitous in the culture of the Ancient Greeks, and an indispensable element if the 

ship of any Greek state were to sail aright. Part of the Greek religious landscape was ‘chthonic’; 

things of the earth, and by extension, of the underworld. Scholars studying Ancient Greece might 

instantly think of the chthonic gods, like Hades, Persephone, Demeter, and even Hermes. These 

gods each embodied certain ideas. Hermes is known for having a chthonic aspect in addition to 

his Olympian one. These gods existed in a universe inhabited by other chthonic beings, and within 

landscapes which embodied chthonic ideas, such as Hades’ eponymous underworld. Chthonic 

ideas could be associated with relevant motifs. Recurring patterns of chthonic ideas attached to 

the motifs across Ancient Greek mythical, religious, and intellectual discourse show that the 

motifs could be powerful shorthand for latent ideas which structurally underpinned them. As we 

think of honey (as a motif) as sweet, so did the Greeks, and from this we can extrapolate how and 

why ‘honeyed’ speech was thought to have divine origins. But honey comes from bees, and in 

antiquity, bees were associated with the earth; that is something culturally specific. What does 

honey have to do with anything chthonic? How and why could such ideas permeate ancient 

society? 

The goal of this thesis is to illuminate the constellation of ideas around chthonic motifs 

from the myths of Ancient Greece and their treatment into the Roman period. The thesis conducts 

a diachronic exploration of how Ancient Greeks used these motifs, and how they may have 

perceived and responded to these motifs when they were encountered in both narratives and in 

religious practice. This is done by using motifs as interpretive tools for understanding 

characteristics of chthonic ideas, and chthonic space. This thesis is focused on motifs which might 

be considered ‘peripherally’ chthonic. It does not focus on the chthonic gods, nor the dead, nor 

dead heroes. It focusses on motifs which embody chthonic beings, and motifs which embody 

chthonic landscapes. It is argued that to be ‘chthonic’ emphasises a set of ideas. These were 

associated with the antiquity of the earth, and functions of earthborn figures in the conceptions of 

ancient creation myths, and how they have been used in ancient thought and society across time. 

I loosely label these functions as the ‘chthonic role’, which focuses on the maintenance of moral 

and eschatological boundaries to ensure that the universe functions, though responses to breaches 

could be harsh and imperfect. These imperfections allowed for the use of the chthonic sphere as 

a mirror for introspection, which complements a further point: the association of wisdom with 

chthonic ideas. Landscape motifs appear in contexts which reinforce and illuminate these ideas, 

typically functioning without the presence of a chthonic being, though sometimes used to give an 

impression of chthonic ideas where they may otherwise be absent. Analysis will be divided into 
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four sections: a collection of motifs which help orient perceptions of the (chthonic) underworld, 

chthonic motifs related to landscapes, chthonic motifs related to water, and chthonic beings. 

1.2 Definitions 

1.2.1 Motif 

This thesis applies the definition of ‘motif’ as per The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and 

Poetics under its heading: “an overarching theme, often a color scheme within the visual arts; It. 

motivo, "motive," theme, or pattern). Motif often refers to a melodic phrase that provided [sic] 

structure and unity to a musical work. … a salient and recurrent feature, theme, character, subject, 

or image within a work.”1 Since chthonic motifs often appeared in the context of ancient art, or 

in architecture, and artificial or natural sacred space, the following definition of ‘motif’ is also 

relevant: “A (usually recurrent) feature of a composition, esp. a distinctive or salient one; the 

structural principle or dominant idea of a work.”2  

Jean-Charles Seigneuret, who composed the Dictionary of Literary Themes and Motifs, 

distinguished motifs from ‘themes’ using Keller’s assertion that human experiences reappear 

continually in the form of motifs.3 Though Seigneuret was concerned with motif as a narrative 

unit of literature, the same applies to a motif conceived as a unit within a cultural consciousness. 

A katabasis (descent) is a salient motif easily identified within a narrative: Heracles descended 

into Hades to fetch up the hound Cerberus to complete his labour. The theme is the labour; it is 

the décor with which the katabasis motif in this narrative is differentiated from the katabaseis of 

Theseus, Orpheus, and so on. Ostensibly the katabasis is structural – it comprises a unit of the 

mythical narrative. Yet it is an action, because of which the actor finds himself in the realm of the 

dead, since ‘down’ is where the dead exist.  “The motif,” says Seigneuret, “is abstract and reflects 

teleological thinking.”4 When an agent undertakes a katabasis, in a figurative sense he is dying. 

In Homer, the goddess Circe understood the symbolic potential of a katabasis, as she declared it 

to Odysseus when he returned from Hades:  

σχέτλιοι, οἳ ζώοντες ὑπήλθετε δῶμ᾽ Ἀίδαο, 

δισθανέες, ὅτε τ᾽ ἄλλοι ἅπαξ θνῄσκουσ᾽ ἄνθρωποι.  

Rash you are, who have gone alive into the hall of Hades, 

Dying twice, when other men die a single time (Hom. Od. 12.21f, tr. Cook) 

In Ancient Greek and Roman thought, a katabasis replicated the process of death. Motifs recur 

naturally in patterns of human thought and are recognisable and understandable. “When we are 

                                                      
1 s.v. motif in Greene et al. 2012. 
2 OED s.v. motif, n. 1a. 
3 Seigneuret 1988: xviii; Keller 1971. 
4 Seigneuret 1988: xviii. 
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concerned with ideas and notions, born from human life, and illustrative of anybody’s biography, 

we are in the domain of the motif.”5  

This thesis does not take a folkloric approach, though occasionally it is necessary to refer 

to ‘motif’ in the folkloric sense. In the folkloric approach, motifs are defined as actors, items, or 

incidents.6 Dundes identified a problem of overlap in these categories, since an “incident” can 

neither exist without either an actor or an item, nor can it truly be excluded as a folktale “type.”7 

The katabasis demonstrates both problems: it may constitute the overarching narrative of a tale, 

it must always contain an actor, and it often contains an item. I attempt to make clear distinctions 

when referring to a motif in the folkloric sense. 

1.2.2 Chthonic 

This thesis deals specifically with chthonic motifs, but definitions of ‘chthonic’ are contentious, 

not least because the ancients did not seem to require a definition.8 Since this thesis must consider 

the conditions under which something can be considered ‘chthonic,’ approaches to defining 

‘chthonic’ will be reviewed, and some considerations will be proposed. 

The adjective ‘chthonic’, (LSJ s.v. “χθόνιος”) literally means “of the earth”. In antiquity 

it was used ambiguously. Its meaning can be muddied for modern scholars, since the underworld 

and the gods of the underworld were thought to exist within the earth. It has long been recognised 

that the Greeks did not use the word as a strict classification for underworld gods.9 Yet ‘chthonic’ 

was occasionally used to highlight aspects of gods. Hermes could be called Hermes ‘Chthonios’ 

to emphasise his role as a psychopomp. Hades could be called Zeus Chthonios to emphasise his 

sovereignty in the underworld. Plato clearly distinguished between Olympian gods and Chthonic 

gods and proposed different practises and a hierarchy for worship (Lg. 717a-b & 828b-d; cf. Isoc. 

5.117), but Plato’s position has been recognised as theoretical and not representative of common 

practice.10 Ekroth demonstrated that ritual practises could indeed be indistinguishable; hero 

worship might look Olympian if the Ancients had not specified otherwise.11 Since there is a clear 

indication that the use of ‘Chthonios’ in the above contexts implies a focus upon the roles of the 

gods in question, this thesis suggests that role was a crucial factor when considering the chthonic 

sphere. It must also be acknowledged that Olympians could have chthonic aspects, and therefore 

the chthonic category was not exclusive.  

                                                      
5 Ibid., xix. 
6 Thompson 1946: 415-416. 
7 Dundes 1997: 197. 
8 The literature below concerning the definition of ‘chthonic’, ancient and scholarly, has been discussed in 
detail by MacKin in her dissertation: MacKin 2015: 72-97. 
9 Harrison 1908: 7. 
10 Nock 1986: 595. 
11 Ekroth 2002. 
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In 1837 Preller asserted that chthonic gods were underworld deities who inflicted evils 

upon humans.12 The definition was rudimentary, though not baseless. He had observed a pattern 

in the acts of beings like the Erinyes, underworld goddesses who punished mankind. From their 

actions we might distil questions which refine the concept of a ‘chthonic’ role. What is the nature 

of chthonic beings? What experiences do they inflict upon mankind? Why? What do they do when 

they are not inflicting such experiences? These questions are pertinent for chthonic gods and 

beings, but landscape motifs often appear in ways that contextualise and illuminate narratives and 

experiences related to them. This thesis argues that chthonic motifs communicate structural ideas 

concerning how the universe was ordered and how it was maintained according to ancient thought. 

This thesis further considers that the status of ‘earthborn’, thus literally chthonic, 

naturally suggests categorisation of a being as chthonic. This means that agrarian deities fall 

beneath a chthonic umbrella.13 Scullion’s attempt to identify chthonic deities by ritual praxis 

supports this, though it is incomplete, considering the unclear ritual distinctions observed by 

Ekroth.14  I argue that agrarian deities fit properly within a chthonic role. Livelihood in antiquity 

depended on the reliability of crop fertility, particularly in places like Attica where the Eleusinian 

Mysteries flourished. The myth of Persephone’s abduction centred upon agricultural concerns 

and agricultural deities. It began with a breach of protocol and was resolved with an aetiology 

that explained concepts of how the universe operated. The result was a negotiation which balanced 

the sanctity of familial bonds with the sanctity of the underworld. Seasonal fertility was bound to 

the suffering of Demeter and Persephone, but through sharing their experience in the Mysteries, 

mankind received favour from Persephone in the afterlife. This was a polyvalent myth describing 

the precarious mechanics of the universe in ancient thought, and anxieties about the broader 

effects of societal problems.  

Since I consider connection to the earth a principal defining factor, and wish to show that 

this informed the role of chthonic beings, I adopt the following definition from Henrichs:  

In ancient as well as modern usage, expressions like “the chthonians” or “chthonic 

powers” designate all the various denizens of the chthonian realm, including named or 

unnamed chthonian gods (whether attached to the soil or connected to the Underworld) 

as well as cult heroes and the common dead.15 

I also suggest that according to their role, some chthonic beings imposed these structural 

underpinnings of the universe, and either overruled or needed to be negotiated with by the 

Olympians who were concerned with civic life, as contrasted by Plato (Lg. 717a).  It will be 

argued that this explains why some beings and motifs were considered chthonic. It must be 

                                                      
12 Preller 1837: 187-188. 
13 Positive aspects of chthonic gods: MacKin 2015. 
14 Scullion 1994: 90; Scullion 2006: 23-24. 
15 Henrichs 2005: 48. 



11 
 

restated that the term ‘chthonic’ was not consistently applied or properly defined in antiquity, 

despite its utility for modern scholarship. 

 Occasionally I have recourse to use the adjective ‘infernal’ where chthonic might seem 

suitable. This is usually done to underscore eschatological relevance to the Greek or Roman 

underworld as the ultimate destination of the dead, which existed beneath the earth. In such cases 

‘chthonic’ may be too broad. 

1.3 Methodology and previous scholarship 

Research is conducted from the position that specific cultural meanings are embedded within 

motifs perceived by the Ancient Greeks and Romans. These meanings underpinned their use of 

these motifs across the broader cultural landscape. This thesis explores the meanings associated 

with chthonic motifs, how they were used, and how they diverge. It also investigates emergent 

patterns to discover whether they can inform our idea of what it meant for something to be 

considered chthonic. 

 The influence of the ‘Paris School’ on the methodology will be evident in my 

establishment of the structural ideas inherent in each motif. The Paris School expanded an 

approach of comparing evidence from multiple disciplines and considering myth within historical 

contexts.16 The Paris School furthered these concepts through sensitive interdisciplinary studies 

of myth and its relationship to ritual processes. An example is Vidal-Naquet’s exploration of 

liminality in the rituals of the Athenian Ephebeia through ‘blackness’ as a motif that embodied 

death and separation in Greek thought.17 Vernant, Detienne, and Calame were other members of 

this ‘school’ who, as Buxton has said, have contributed significantly to “the mapping of ancient 

mentalités and the analysis of interrelations between different registers of thought and 

behaviour.”18  

The ‘Paris school’ sometimes falls under the ‘structuralist’ label, having been influenced 

by the methodologies of Lévi-Strauss, who developed a theory based in cultural anthropology that 

suggests a semiotic ‘grammar’ is found within otherwise unintelligible myths.19 It is perhaps a 

little unfair to group the Paris School too closely with Lévi-Strauss’ approach, which adhered to 

distinct narrative divisions. The Paris School appears more interested in interpreting myth within 

broader cultural structures and focus on historical data within proper cultural contexts. As 

Dowden concluded, the Paris School has done much to bridge the gap between structuralism and 

                                                      
16 Brelich 1977: 5; Dowden 1992: 35. 
17 Vidal-Naquet 1981. 
18 Buxton 1992: 2. 
19 Lévi-Strauss 1908-1963. 
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other approaches.20 The result has been that both myth and ritual are placed within a more 

intelligible framework of ancient thought. 

Van Gennep’s influential theory of liminality established in his Rites of Passage has been 

useful in thinking about landscape and about cultural applications of ritual.21 For van Gennep a 

rite of passage was a three-step ritual: a rite of segregation from an individual’s previous role in 

society, a transitionary phase wherein the individual adopts ambiguous status, and a phase of 

reaggregation into society. It was Victor Turner, when he championed van Gennep’s theories, 

who coined the term ‘liminal’ to label the transitionary phase.22 Before the approach was 

popularised by Turner, van Gennep had used the Greek Mysteries and other initiation rites to 

support his position.23 Endsjø recently cautioned that Turner, and many afterwards, tend to 

arbitrarily apply the theory of liminality to various phenomena outside the context of transitional 

rites.24 

Liminality often intersects with chthonic ideas. Death is the final rite of passage, ritually 

expressed through funerary practice. Rites of passage were ubiquitous in Greek myths and 

institutions, such as the aforementioned Ephebeia.  Jeanmaire also wrote of the Spartan Krypteia 

as a rite of passage, later producing a larger work exploring connectivity between Ancient Greek 

ritual and myth.25 In many cases these rites of passage were framed within the context of death 

and rebirth in the cult praxis. In these cases, particular motifs were used as indicators of the 

initiatory process.  

Brelich and Burkert each concluded that certain myths could be related to rituals through 

the motifs which they shared.26 Mircea Eliade expressed this phenomenon in his theory of ‘Eternal 

Return’, proposing that through the performance of ritual the performer becomes contemporary 

with the mythical age of primordial origins.27 Eliade was known for staunchly promoting his 

theory as universally applicable. Kirk rebutted it on the basis that many Greek myths did not occur 

within Eliade’s ‘age of origins.’28 Eliade’s theory is useful if we avoid absolutes. Through a 

similar experiential lens Clinton reconstructed the Eleusinian Mysteries on the basis that the 

initiates experienced Demeter’s loss, and partook in the recovery of her daughter Persephone as 

described in the mythical account.29 The enactment of a katabasis in the ritual praxis at the cult 

of Trophonius (Paus. 9.39.5-14; cf. Plut. Genio 590b-592f) may have replicated metaphorical 

                                                      
20 Dowden 1992: 37. 
21 Van Gennep 1909. 
22 Turner 1967. 
23 Van Gennep 1909: 18, 37, 89-91. 
24 Endsjø 2000: 355. 
25 Jeanmaire 1913; 1939. 
26 Brelich 1969; Burkert 1983. 
27 Eliade 1959. 
28 Kirk 1974: 64-65. 
29 Clinton 1992. 
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death, a descent into the underworld, or experiencing Trophonius’ own descent into the earth.30 

In both examples, chthonic motifs which were present in the myth (such as caves, or boundary 

stones) were represented in the landscape of the cult places and inform cult praxis. The uncertain 

social status of the Ephebeia and Krypteia was equally perceived and embodied in the landscape 

in which they operated. Ideas latent within motifs informed expectations of experiences within 

landscapes as much as they did the experiences themselves. The motifs which are common across 

myth, ritual, and landscape suggest an interfacing of experiences across each of those domains. 

Another useful theory of Eliade’s declared that a ‘hierophany’ – a manifestation of the 

sacred – gave the quality of sacredness to a space.31 For Eliade a space was either sacred or 

profane, and the distinction between each was defined by hierophanies. Through disruption of a 

space, a hierophany projected a structure by which man could make qualitative differentiations 

and orient himself, contrasted with profane space, which had only geometric significance. In the 

study of Ancient Greece, Buxton’s article Imaginary Greek Mountains expressed an affinity with 

Eliade’s theory of hierophanies, with sensitive respect to the Ancient Greek evidence.32 

Mountains, which Buxton explored through lenses of myth and ritual, “are unsettling for those 

who live in settlements.”33 His position was expanded upon by Endsjø, who argued that the myths 

and rituals located in the peripheral landscapes (eschatia) beyond the Greek polis reflected the 

anxieties felt by the people confronting such mythical and sacred landscapes.34 Endsjø argued 

that the uncultivated space beyond the polis was ideal for initiatory ordeals into adulthood (such 

as the Krypteia) that risked the initiand’s death, concisely citing Buxton: “Myth translates ritual: 

to leave one's city is - if you spell it out - to die.”35 The civic sphere was the realm of mankind, 

thus Aristotle: “A human is by nature an organism of the polis” (ὁ ἄνθρωπος φύσει πολιτικὸν 

ζῷον: Aristot. Pol. 1253a, tr. Nagy).36 Nagy said of this: “We see in this wording the basis for a 

distinctly Greek concept of civilization. What Aristotle is really saying here is that humans 

achieve their ultimate potential within a society that is the polis.”37 These concepts show affinity 

for De Polignac’s idea that cult practise in extra-urban sanctuaries gave Greeks a sense of control 

over environments which they otherwise saw as wild and inhospitable.38 This was illuminated by 

Gould, for whom myth and ritual were religious responses to phenomena and ideas that pushed 

the boundaries of human comprehension.39 The landscape beyond the polis could be as 

incomprehensible as the beings thought to inhabit it. These ideas are central to the arguments of 

                                                      
30 Chapters 3.1, and 3.2. 
31 Eliade 1957. 
32 Buxton 1992. 
33 Ibid., 15. 
34 Endsjø 2000. 
35 Ibid., 369-370 citing Buxton 1994: 153. 
36 Nagy 2013: 3-4. 
37 Ibid. 
38 De Polignac 1984: 44-47. 
39 Gould 2001: 211. 
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this thesis, since they illuminate the ancient perceptions of sacred landscape through the ideas 

implicit within chthonic motifs.  

 The methodologies of Buxton and Endsjø have been integral for my approach to the 

evidence, and to thinking about space. Daniel Ogden’s approach has also been influential. His 

Greek and Roman Necromancy gathered evidence across the fields of anthropology, history, and 

archaeology concerning Greek and Roman attitudes towards the dead and the underworld.40 His 

focus on necromancy – ritual magic employed for communication with the dead – means that the 

book is concerned primarily with nekyiai and the nekyomanteia. It presented detailed site studies 

of what Ogden calls the “big four” nekyomanteia (Heracleia Pontica, Tainaron, Acheron and 

Avernus), synthesising literary and archaeological evidence in the interpretation. Ogden’s 

exploration of the literature surrounding many ideas within the chthonic sphere (such as how the 

bee as metaphor for the soul intersects with necromantic practises and cult institutions), though 

sometimes brief, have been valuable for the exploration of motifs. His 2013 volume on dragons 

has been equally indispensable; his folkloric approach to source material concentrated otherwise 

diffuse ideas into a digestible form.41 His work in both volumes is largely diachronic, and while 

typically being careful to give contextual detail, the sparsity of some evidence across time can 

occasionally become obfuscated. I hope to be forthright regarding such limitations by reminding 

that there was consistency of thought regarding particular pieces of evidence that are sometimes 

distant from one-another and elaborating carefully where necessary.  

The multidisciplinary approach was also well-represented in an edited volume by 

Cosmopoulos, approaching Mystery Cults with a blend of archaeology, philology and 

anthropology.42 Within this volume, Bonnechere’s Trophonius of Lebadea is of special interest 

for this thesis, as it compared ideas associated with Trophonius’ cult with those in Eleusinian 

Mysteries, and motifs play an intrinsic role in this approach.43 His larger work on the Trophonion 

is equally useful in synthesising the ideas surrounding the cult and investigating their relevance 

in broader Greek culture.44 The psychological experiences and phenomena attached to 

Trophonius’ cult were also explored by Ustinova, who stands apart for her interest in investigating 

altered states of consciousness in antiquity. Many of these practises took place in caves, which I 

explore as a motif, and there was synonymity between caves and the underworld in ancient 

thought. Ustinova’s Caves and the Ancient Greek Mind has been useful for its investigation of the 

impact of cave environments and artificial grottos on the experiences of the ritual practitioners.45 

Ustinova provided evidence from modern neuroscience, which suggested that ancient altered 

                                                      
40 Ogden 2001. 
41 Ogden 2013. 
42 Cosmopoulos 2003. 
43 Bonnechere 2003a. 
44 Bonnechere 2003b. 
45 Ustinova 2009b. 
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states of consciousness were related to electro-chemical processes in the brain, and that the 

environment could be used to induce these processes through sensory deprivation. Ustinova’s 

interest in investigating the ancient attempts to understand techniques of inducing altered states 

of consciousness has made much of her work central to my arguments which explore the 

association of wisdom with the underworld. 

Since this thesis takes a structural approach, I hope to do due diligence to the issues raised 

by Buxton and avoid the obfuscation of contextual differences.46 Divergent ideas, after all, gain 

sensibility within the context of the patterns from which they emerge. Thus, I also apply higher 

historical criticism with an awareness of changes across time, as noted above, but I also attempt 

to avoid making declarations of cultural universals. A recent volume by Jones, An Instinct for 

Dragons, which sought to explain the cultural phenomenon of mythical dragons is emblematic of 

this problem.47 Jones’ threefold argument was that: the dragon is a culturally universal shorthand 

for danger; it is composed of the predators (snakes, cats, and raptors) that preyed upon our tree-

dwelling ancestors; and it is an image hardwired into our subconscious. While we may entertain 

Jones’ first proposition, the rest of his thesis has been rightly rejected by folklorists.48 Jones based 

his argument on the notion that the medieval image of the dragon was universal, but as Ogden 

explained, the features of cats and birds were absent from Greek dragons.49 We can accept the 

implication of danger contained in the dragon’s form, but it will also be shown to be a polyvalent, 

often benign figure. Jones’ third proposition was therefore false when appropriate consideration 

of cultural evidence was applied to his first two.  

These problems of cultural universals also occur when we focus upon Ancient Greece 

and its many city-states. We are often forced to observe Ancient Greek culture through the lens 

of the Romans, but it is easier to neglect that we must also often look through an Athenian lens. 

Circumstance makes this an almost impossible pitfall to avoid. Gourmelen, for example, spoke 

of the Theban myths as though the Thebans themselves had accepted and embraced the stories 

which we know largely from the Athenian and Roman perspective.50 He committed a graver error 

when he dismissed the role of Ares in some traditions because in Thebes “Ares shines above all 

by his absence” (Par ailleurs, on ne peut manquer qu’à Thèbes, Arès brille surtout par son 

absence).51 We cannot afford to make such statements when paucity of testimonials is the norm 

beyond Attica, and when we must rely on the lack of objections from authors like Pausanias and 

Plutarch, who are also beset by the problem of writing centuries after Thebes’ destruction. Yet all 

we can do to inoculate ourselves against the silence of evidence is to be aware of its limitations, 

                                                      
46 Buxton 1992: 1. 
47 Jones 2000. 
48 Jordan-Smith 2002. 
49 Ogden 2013: 24-25. 
50 Gourmelen 2004: 392-393. 
51 Ibid., 384-385. 
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and of the perspectives of those who deliver it to us, while admitting that these complicate our 

perceptions of the past. It is my intention to show that ideas which underpin the motifs, are often 

consistent across time and space. While exploring how these motifs were deployed I hope to be 

diligent regarding context, the limitations of evidence, and the tracking of changing attitudes. 

1.3.1 Case Study: Trophonius of Lebadeia 

The cult aition reported by Pausanias for the oracular hero Trophonius is a good example for a 

case study. Caves, snakes, and bees appeared as motifs in the myths of Trophonius. A brief 

inspection of the ideas underpinning these motifs and how they inform the myth and cult more 

broadly will help prime the reader for the approach taken in this thesis. The myth explaining how 

Trophonius became a chthonic oracle was preserved by Pausanias. Within that myth Trophonius’ 

cave/chasm in the earth appeared as an analogue for the underworld. The cult is notable for the 

praxis in which consultants descended into Trophonius’ artificial chasm (Paus. 9.39.9-11), but 

Trophonion itself was already located within a ravine, alongside the banks of the river Hercyna. 

The landscape suggests the nature of both the oracular hero and his cult and informed the kind of 

experience a consultant would have in the cult space. Landscape motifs feature heavily in the 

ritual and myth surrounding Trophonius. In the spirit of brevity, I shall focus on a few motifs from 

the aition. The myth reads as follows: 

[4] ἐλθόντι δὲ ἐς Δελφοὺς καὶ ἐρομένῳ περὶ παίδων χρᾷ τάδε ἡ Πυθία:  

“Ἐργῖνε Κλυμένοιο πάι Πρεσβωνιάδαο, 

ὄψ᾽ ἦλθες γενεὴν διζήμενος, ἀλλ᾽ ἔτι καὶ νῦν 

ἱστοβοῆι γέροντι νέην ποτίβαλλε κορώνην.” 

λαβόντι δὲ αὐτῷ νέαν γυναῖκα κατὰ τὸ μάντευμα Τροφώνιος γίνεται καὶ 

Ἀγαμήδης. [5] λέγεται δὲ ὁ Τροφώνιος Ἀπόλλωνος εἶναι καὶ οὐκ Ἐργίνου: καὶ 

ἐγώ τε πείθομαι καὶ ὅστις παρὰ Τροφώνιον ἦλθε δὴ μαντευσόμενος. τούτους 

φασίν, ὡς ηὐξήθησαν, γενέσθαι δεινοὺς θεοῖς τε ἱερὰ κατασκευάσασθαι καὶ 

βασίλεια ἀνθρώποις: καὶ γὰρ τῷ Ἀπόλλωνι τὸν ναὸν ᾠκοδόμησαν τὸν ἐν Δελφοῖς 

καὶ Ὑριεῖ τὸν θησαυρόν. ἐποίησαν δὲ ἐνταῦθα τῶν λίθων ἕνα εἶναί σφισιν 

ἀφαιρεῖν κατὰ τὸ ἐκτός: καὶ οἱ μὲν ἀεί τι ἀπὸ τῶν τιθεμένων ἐλάμβανον: Ὑριεὺς 

δὲ εἴχετο ἀφασίᾳ, κλεῖς μὲν καὶ σημεῖα τὰ ἄλλα ὁρῶν ἀκίνητα, τὸν δὲ ἀριθμὸν 

ἀεὶ τῶν χρημάτων ἐλάττονα. [6] ἵστησιν οὖν ὑπὲρ τῶν ἀγγείων, ἐν οἷς ὅ τε 

ἄργυρος ἐνῆν καὶ ὁ χρυσός οἱ, πάγας ἤ τι καὶ ἄλλο ὃ τὸν ἐσελθόντα καὶ 

ἁπτόμενον τῶν χρημάτων καθέξειν ἔμελλεν. ἐσελθόντος δὲ τοῦ Ἀγαμήδους τὸν 

μὲν ὁ δεσμὸς κατεῖχε, Τροφώνιος δὲ ἀπέτεμεν αὐτοῦ τὴν κεφαλήν, ὅπως μὴ 

ἡμέρας ἐπισχούσης ἐκεῖνος γένοιτο ἐν αἰκίαις καὶ αὐτὸς μηνυθείη μετέχων τοῦ 

τολμήματος. [7] καὶ Τροφώνιον μὲν ἐνταῦθα ἐδέξατο ἡ γῆ διαστᾶσα, ἔνθα ἐστὶν 

ἐν τῷ ἄλσει τῷ ἐν Λεβαδείᾳ βόθρος τε Ἀγαμήδους καλούμενος καὶ πρὸς αὐτῷ 

στήλη. 
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[4] So he [Erginus] repaired to Delphi and asked about children, and the Pythian 

priestess answered him as follows:-  

“Erginus, son of Clymenus Presboniades, 

Late art thou come to seek for offspring, but even now  

Put a new tip to the old plough-tree.”  

So he married a young wife according to the oracle, and had by her Trophonius 

and Agamedes.  

[5] But Trophonius is said to have been a son of Apollo, and not of Erginus, and 

I believe it, and so does everyone who has gone to inquire of the oracle of 

Trophonius. It is said that when Trophonius and Agamedes were grown up they 

became skilful at building sanctuaries for gods and palaces for men; for they built 

the temple at Delphi for Apollo and the treasury for Hyrieus. In the treasury they 

contrived that one of the stones could be removed from the outside, and they 

always kept pilfering the hoard; but Hyrieus was speechless, seeing the keys and 

all the tokens undisturbed, but the treasures steadily decreasing. [6] Wherefore 

over the coffers in which were his silver and gold he set traps, or at any rate 

something that would hold fast any one who should enter and meddle with the 

treasures. So when Agamedes entered he was held fast in the snare; but 

Trophonius cut off his head, lest at daybreak his brother should be put to the 

torture and he himself detected as an accomplice in the crime. [7] The earth 

yawned and received Trophonius at that point in the grove at Lebadea where is 

the pit of Agamedes, as it is called, with a monument beside it. 

(Paus. 9.37.4-7, tr. Frazer) 

Trophonius was characterised as a trickster, through both his thievery and his mistreatment of his 

brother’s corpse. Bonnechere thought this made him a suitable parallel to Hermes, the 

psychopomp who conducted the dead into the afterlife.52 In his cult praxis Trophonius acted as a 

mediator between consultants and the underworld, and part of this praxis included young boys 

given the title Hermai, who guided consultants through the rituals (Paus. 9.39.7). There is 

synchronisation between this trickster/psychopomp aspect of Trophonius, and his descent into the 

earth. The cave appeared as Trophonius’ place of descent, and his residence where he was 

consulted. The underworld as a place of wisdom underpins the cave motif, as consultants received 

knowledge from Trophonius. 

Trophonius’ disappearance resembles a katabasis into the underworld. Unlike his 

consultants, he had no agency in the matter. Instead he was swallowed by the earth in an 

‘occultation’. This process is indicative of daimones and shamanic figures with whom Trophonius 

                                                      
52 Bonnechere 2003b: 86. 
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is sometimes grouped.53 The wisdom and powers of these figures were legitimised in terms of the 

occultation process.54 His occultation was the way he attained special status and power; he had 

no prior oracular ability. Accounts from the scholiasts, which are our other major sources for 

Trophonius, reconciled this with his architectural skill by claiming that he built his own chamber 

in the earth (scholl. Ar. Nu. 506, 508).55  His claim to the Lebadeian landscape was memorialised 

in the myth and monumentalised through his cult, describing how and why his power manifested 

there. Finally, it explained the praxis of the cult, in which the consultant must make a katabasis 

to Trophonius’ chamber in the earth to consult him (Paus. 9.39.5-14). The Trophonion provided 

an actual experiential descent into the underworld, which seems to have culminated in a trance 

state induced by sensory deprivation within the confined space.56 The trance state itself reinforced 

the legitimacy of the chthonic landscape, as seems to be shown in Plutarch’s account of 

Timarchus’ consultation (Genio 588b-594a; cf. Paus. 9.39.11), in which features of the Greek 

eschatological landscape mapped onto the visual and auditory experience. This trance state was 

equally indicative of interactions with daimones, and the practises of shamanic figures in Ancient 

Greece. 

Snakes and bees appeared as motifs in the accounts of the scholiasts who explained a line 

from Aristophanes’ Clouds, in which Strepsiades compared his descent into Socrates’ school with 

the descent into the Trophonion. The crux of Strepsiades’ comment falls on the terrifying 

experience of descending into the earth, which he compared with his present experience by asking 

for honey-cakes, which were associated with Trophonius’ ritual. Pausanias mentioned these cakes 

(9.39.11), but not their purpose. One scholiast (Ar. Nu. 508a) explained that when the Boeotians 

first descended into the oracle they offered honey-cakes to the two snakes who were guarding it 

to avoid harm. Snakes are polyvalent and were particularly associated with the earth. Ogden called 

the snake “the creature that divides its life between the earth and the surface, and which ever 

renews its own life by sloughing” as a means of relaying its special significance.57 These themes 

are explored in Chapter 5.1, but we can approach them briefly. The popularity of depicting heroes 

as snakes, or as part snake is one subject addressed. As a creature of the earth, the snake described 

the hero’s claim to the landscape, perhaps manifest in the snakes who guarded Trophonius’ lair. 

Trophonius certainly manifested his power in Lebadeia. In the aition the Boeotians’ rediscovery 

                                                      
53 ‘Shaman’ is of Tungus etymology, given to specialists among the indigenous Siberians who practiced 
altered states of consciousness. Despite cultural specificity, it is regularly used in scholarship to describe 
any figure who induced altered states of consciousness resembling those practised by shamans. In the 
Ancient Greek world this is sometimes the only connection between ‘shamanic’ figures. The problem of 
the term shamanism has been discussed by Bonnechere (ibid., 109-125, 139-145.) and Ustinova (2009b: 
47-51.), who each resigned themselves to its use. We must be aware that there is no implied interchange of 
culture or practice with the Tungus Shamans. 
54 Chapter 3.2. Also Bonnechere 2003b: 95-115. 
55 In this sense it also resembles a tomb. 
56 Clark 1968; Ustinova 2009b: 90-96. 
57 Ogden 2013: 247. 
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and propitiation of Trophonius led to his ending the Boeotian plague (Paus. 9.40.2; schol. Ar. Nu. 

506). Those who unjustly or impiously dealt with his oracle were known to disappear, be killed, 

or be ejected in distant places (Heraclid.Pont. F155 Wehrli; Paus. 9.39.12). There is also a subtle 

theme of autochthony (also associated with snakes) in the aition, since the Boeotians had to 

rediscover his oracle, suggesting that Trophonius had an ancient presence at Lebadeia. 

The snake also intersected with ideas of wisdom, and heroic power. In Pausanias’ 

description of the cult praxis we are told that the consultant must spend time in buildings sacred 

to Agathos Daimon, and his feminine counterpart Agathe Tyche (Paus. 9.39.5). These benevolent 

spirits were represented as snakes from the fourth century BC.58 Pausanias also described a pair 

of cult statues (9.39.3), which he thought were Asclepius and Hercyna, because they held the 

iconic staves entwined with serpents, associated with the healing hero Asclepius to whom snakes 

were sacred. He conjectured that the male statue might equally have been Trophonius, since 

snakes were just as sacred to him. The snake’s association with healing was part of its association 

with wisdom. Hero, oracle, and snake were amalgamated in a gloss from the Suda (s.v. 

Τροφωνίου), which claimed that it was a snake that gave oracles at the Trophonion. Chapter 5.1 

explores how this grew to be a recurring belief, as the snake Python, who once guarded the oracle 

of Delphi, was thought by some to have delivered oracles (Lyc. 202-4; schol. Lyc. 200; Hyg. Fab. 

140; Lucian Astr. 23; arg 1 Pind. Pyth.). The question of whether a chasm in the earth was also 

part of the oracular method at Delphi has long been of interest.59 The presence of the snake motif 

in Trophonius’ myth and cult thus illuminates several aspects of the hero and his sacred space. 

Bees also appeared as motifs in Trophonius’ myth. They were relevant to prophecy and 

were also thought to live in the earth. For this they were identified with the soul; ideas expanded 

in Chapters 2.3 and 5.4. In Pausanias (9.40.1-2) and the scholiasts on the Clouds (506, 508) bees 

demonstrated their chthonic origin, and revealed the oracle to the Boeotians by disappearing into 

Trophonius’ lost oracular chasm. The scholiast on Clouds 506a believed that the honey-cakes 

were ritually offered in thanks to the bees for showing the way. There was also a link to Apollo’s 

oracular cult at Delphi. In the Homeric Hymn to Hermes (550-568) Apollo taught Hermes the 

chthonic method of divination, which he learned from winged nymphs who lived in a cave on 

Parnassus (555), the site of Delphi. These swarmed about (558, 563), and only spoke true 

prophecy when fed on honeycomb (560f). Pausanias thought he was a son of Apollo (9.37.5), 

perhaps to explain Trophonius’ oracular power. This was implied but not explicit in an old 

tradition which existed in Hesiod (Cat. F245 M-W). It may have also subordinated Trophonius’ 

oracular cult to the more influential cult of Apollo at Delphi, but the presence of bees in the myths 

Adds dimension to our understanding of both cults.  

                                                      
58 Ibid., 271-272, 286-291. 
59 De Boer, Hale, & Chanton 2001; Piccardi 2000; Ustinova 2009b: 121-155. 
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In Pausanias’ story, it was the Pythia at Delphi who directed the Boeotians to find 

Trophonius (9.40.1-2). Pindar called her the ‘Delphic Bee’ (Pind. Pyth. 4.60f). The bees reveal a 

relationship between the two oracles. In the Hymn Apollo separated the prophecy learned from 

the nymphs from the Olympian type (533-38), but he also claimed dominance over it: 

ὃς δέ κε μαψιλόγοισι πιθήσας οἰωνοῖσι  

μαντείην ἐθέλῃσι παρὲκ νόον ἐξερεείνειν  

ἡμετέρην, νοέειν δὲ θεῶν πλέον αἰὲν ἐόντων,  

φήμ᾽, ἁλίην ὁδὸν εἶσιν. ἐγὼ δέ κε δῶρα δεχοίμην. 

But whoso shall trust to idly-chattering birds and shall seek to invoke my 

prophetic art contrary to my will, and to understand more than the eternal gods, 

I declare that he shall come on an idle journey; yet his gifts I would take. (h.Hom. 

4.546-49, tr. Evelyn-White) 

The Hymn subordinated alternative oracular methods to the Delphic one. This was elaborated in 

Euripides’ Ion (407-09), wherein Trophonius clearly stated that his own oracles should not 

supersede Apollo’s. This also informs Trophonius’ position as an architect in the Delphic ‘temple 

building’ myth (h.Hom. 3.277-99; Paus. 10.5.9-13), which is an alternative to the cult aition in 

which Apollo fought Python for control over Delphi. In this myth Trophonius and Agamedes used 

their architectural skill to construct the fourth of five temples in the Delphic chronology.60 The 

use of the bee motif highlights ideas of oracular power associated with the earth. The sharing of 

the motif suggests a collaborative relationship between Delphi and Lebadeia, rather than a purely 

authoritative one. The myths read as legitimisations of the Lebadeian cult by Apollo and the 

Pythia and should be considered supportive of Trophonius’ authority at Lebadeia. 

The myth shows that the motif of the cave was a means to receive wisdom. Trophonius 

descended into his chasm in the earth to receive his cult status and oracular power, and his 

consultants descended into it to receive his wisdom. The bee and snake motifs each comment on 

relationships with other cults and reiterated the chthonic connection to wisdom. The snake was a 

particularly powerful parallel for the hero. It was a guardian of sacred space that embodied the 

connection to the earth, and underworld wisdom. Exploration of the motifs considering the myths, 

cult praxis, and cult space enlightens our understanding of these elements. But cult heroes like 

Trophonius do not fit perfectly with the idea of chthonic roles proposed by this thesis. This 

divergence is perhaps unsurprising, for in Plato’s Laws heroes were given their own category. It 

understandable in the sense that they were also liminal figures, living in the earth in a state 

between life and death.  

                                                      
60 Plutarch (Cons.Ap. 109a-b = Pind. FF2-3 S-M) recorded a conflation of this myth with that of Cleobis 
and Biton, in which Trophonius and Agamedes receive an early death as a reward from Apollo. 
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Yet the presence of the nymph Hercyna in Trophonius’ cult might loosely connect him 

with the figures who did embody the chthonic role, for the name Hercyna related to an Erinys 

figure in other traditions. Pausanias said that Trophonius’ Hercyna was a companion of the 

chthonic goddess Persephone (Paus. 9.39.2). Persephone’s mother Demeter was also worshipped 

as Trophonius’ nursemaid under the name Demeter Europa (Paus. 9.39.5). From Lycophron (153) 

we learn that ‘Hercyna Erinys’ was also an epithet of Demeter. The scholiast on Lycophron 153 

explained that the cult of Demeter Hercyna was so named because Trophonius’ daughter Hercyna 

had established it. He added that Callimachus identified her with Demeter Erinys and Erinys 

Tilphossa, cult figures popular in Arcadia and Boeotia.61 The Erinyes, or ‘Furies’ (discussed in 

Chapter 5.2.3) responded to breaches in moral protocols for as long as we have known of them.62 

In Hesiod they were born from the spilled blood of Ouranos, in the first act of familial violence 

(Th. 176-87), and in Homer they responded to Oedipus’ matricide (Od. 11.271-280). The Erinyes 

were often associated with the dog motif, which appears associated with preserving boundaries, 

and pursuing transgressors. The dog motif does not appear with Trophonius or Hercyna, but the 

scholiast on Lycophron fit Hercyna within the appropriate mould. She waged war on men in 

restitution for the abduction of Persephone. In the ritual of the Trophonion, Hercyna had a 

purifying role (Paus. 9.39.7), but this is not at odds with the Erinyes, who were propitiated in their 

Athenian cult by those acquitted of crimes.63 Whether the Hercyna of Trophonius’ cult was 

anything like the traditions that connect her to Demeter Erinys and Erinys Tilphossa, and whether 

that has any bearing on Trophonius himself is something to be treated with caution due to gaps in 

our evidence. Hercyna was certainly just as chthonic, and a significant part of his cult. 

Many chthonic beings had a destructive nature. This was also true of heroes and shown 

in Trophonius’ myth. It seems that cult propitiation might be a way of properly redirecting the 

power. Heroes were embodied by the snake, independent and territorial, and were somewhat at 

odds with the canine figures, like the Erinyes, in terms of their interests. Through exploration of 

motifs in the cult of Trophonius, and the themes in wider Greek thought which complement those 

motifs, we learn more about the ideas surrounding the cult, and the experiences and perceptions 

of those who consulted it. 

1.4 Conclusion 

The goal of this research is to produce an understanding of the ideas underpinning motifs, and 

how they were used, through a multidisciplinary approach. The scope of this work is very broad 

because of the methodological approach, and therefore the size of the thesis imposes some 

limitations. I cast a wide chronological net to track the patterns of ideas, from the time of Homer 

                                                      
61 See Chapter 5.1. 
62 Chapter 5.2.3. Also Johnston 2013: 250-258. 
63 Chapter 5.2.3. 
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circa 8th century BC, to Nonnus circa 5th century AD. The contributions of the scholiasts are also 

considered. This thesis considers motifs within Greek thought, and Roman evidence is considered 

in as much as it extended the existing Greek traditions or pertained to certain Greek practices. 

Since Greek culture was so influential in Rome, it is useful to observe the way the Romans 

addressed Greek ideas. 

Though space imposes limitations on the motifs covered, these have not been selected 

arbitrarily. Section 2, Framing the Underworld, covers useful motifs for an overview of the Greek 

perception of the underworld as chthonic space – ideas that may be taken for granted by some. It 

seeks to establish the underworld, Hades, as a place in the depths of the earth. It follows that 

Hades is therefore dark, and so when we later confront darkness, or think of descents or openings 

into the earth, we recognise that these may have inspired thoughts of the underworld. Next, we 

explore why the dead in the underworld often inherit the darkness of their surroundings, and 

sometimes paradoxically are thought pallid. In Chapter 2.3 we discuss the motif of wings, as we 

learn how and why these facilitate travel across boundaries. Winged figures are used to compare 

the idea of the underworld that is deep in the earth with one that is at the ends of the earth, and 

question whether these ideas can be, or need to be reconciled.  

Section 3 explores the use of chthonic motifs to define chthonic landscapes, and their 

presence in the real landscapes of Ancient Greece. It begins by exploring the motif of the stone, 

common marker of chthonic significance, then the cave as a synonymous underworld space. 

Groves are then explored as parts of space which are ideal locations for chthonic beings and 

chthonic activities. Tombs are shown as places where the dead could manifest their presence in 

the mortal world and define their own space as sacred. These concepts are elaborated in Chapter 

5.1. Finally, we consider the chthonic significance of meadows, but with a focus on chthonic 

plants. Some motifs are avoided in this chapter. Crossroads have not been covered, because of 

their special significance to the chthonic goddess Hecate, which has been carefully studied by 

Johnston, and they necessitate significant attention to liminality.64 It has long been thought that 

Labyrinths suggest the underworld as much as caves, and though research is warranted here, the 

Labyrinth in Greek myth requires special attention.65 The topic of meadows has been compressed 

on account of their dual significance for death and eroticism.66 This is a problem too large for this 

thesis. 

 Section 4 explores the relevance of water to the underworld. Here we reach ambiguous 

territory, and ambiguity is, I think the heart of water’s relevance to chthonic space. We explore 

how the various bodies of water originate in the underworld and provide connectivity between it 

and mortal space. We also consider how the ocean in the ancient world was a space synonymous 

                                                      
64 Johnston 1990; 1991. 
65 cf. Clark 1979: 125-146.  
66 Calame 2007; Motte 1973; Nagy 1973; Vermeule 1979: 145-177. 
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with death and ambiguous expectations, and thus helped define the eschatological landscape. 

Finally, we approach underworld connectivity in the form of ‘birdless’ places, which were thought 

proof of underworld entrances. 

In Section 5 we consider chthonic beings. The scope of figures which could be included 

in this chapter could be broad, so I have explored the motifs of snakes, dogs, cicadas, and bees, 

often used to show chthonic relevance. In Greek myth many chthonic beings, or monsters in 

general, exhibit features of multiple animals (chimerism). This chapter avoids discussing these at 

length, but as 2.3 discusses how wings could be descriptive of certain ideas on chimeric beings, 

5.1 on snakes, and 5.2 on dogs, will show the significance of these motifs in a similar fashion. 

These beings were present in mythical narratives, and discussed in the Greek intellectual milieu, 

but also present in cult aitia, and were likely represented in various ways in initiatory rituals. To 

clarify the broader constellation of chthonic ideas, we explore what these motifs represented in 

such circumstances, how they were used, and why they were useful.   
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2 Framing the Underworld 

A constellation of ideas surrounds the Ancient Greek perception of the underworld, and while the 

purpose of this thesis is to scrutinise motifs, it is necessary to establish the core set of ideas which 

frame the Greek underworld. While in some cases these ideas have not been catalogued as clear 

identifiers of the underworld, this is also not the place to accumulate sources on basic concepts. 

However, it will be apparent that the ideas within this chapter reinforce perceptions of the 

underworld and of chthonic motifs. Namely the emphases on the boundaries which defined 

chthonic space, and the sense that the underworld was an uncomfortable mirror of the mortal 

world. This chapter outlines the association of darkness, night, and colours of death with the 

underworld, as well as the characterisation of the dead. This will include eschatological figures 

such as psychopomps, who inform the accessibility of the underworld, but are not central to this 

thesis.  

2.1 The Deep Darkness of the Underworld 

There is no light beneath the earth. When the Ancient Greeks thought of the underworld, it was 

as a place of darkness. The darkness of the grave is what its inhabitants experienced. This idea is 

common across the scope of human experience, and it seems almost unnecessary to mention. 

However, each culture reveals its uniqueness when inspected, and so we must scrutinise the 

aspects through which we find concord and separation with Greek ideas. As the characterisation 

of chthonic ideas works through an interface of landscape and earth, we must expect that the 

Greek experience of their own landscape influenced their ideas of how their underworld looked 

and felt. The Greek underworld differs in key ways from the fiery place of punishment now 

cemented in Western thought. Greece was no stranger to volcanic activity, and traces of these 

geological phenomena can be found in underworld myth but did not seem to characterise it. The 

volcanic activity of mount Aetna had an aetiology in myth which tied it to the incarceration of 

Typhon beneath the earth. In this myth, which persisted all the way to Nonnus, Aetna’s fires were 

Typhon’s fires, and he was localised in proximity with Aetna, though in Nonnus we may detect 

the influence of the Jewish and Christian Gehenna (Pind. Ol. 4.6f, Pyth. 1.15-22; Aesch. PV 365-

74; Lyc. 688-90; Strab. 5.4.9; Hyg. Fab. 152; Ov. Fast. 1.573f, 4.491f, Her. 15.10f, Met. 5.346-

58; Val.Fl. 2.24-33; Ant.Lib. 28; Philostr. Im. 2.17, VA 5.13-16; Nonn. 2.620-30, 13.318-20, 

45.211-13). The Greeks also understood the underworld as the source of mephitic gases, and the 

result was that these created a deathly and threatening landscape, though there was also a sense 

that vapours were able to inspire divine prophecy.67 Nevertheless, the concept of the underworld 

seems to have been influenced by the many caves and underground rivers found in the Greek 

landscape. Infernal rivers were integral in the Greek underworld, and one of them – Phlegethon 

                                                      
67 On the effects of mephitic gas on the landscape: Chapter 4.4. 



25 
 

– accounts for the Greeks knowledge of subterranean volcanic activity. Baleriaux noticed that 

water was one of the only consistent elements of the underworld; it was not just dark, but 

‘damp.’68 In Homer’s Odyssey, water clearly informed the accessibility as well as the 

characterisation of the underworld: Odysseus reached it by crossing Ocean (10.508-12). Water 

was therefore linked to eschatological boundaries, but the purpose of this chapter is to focus on 

the framing of the underworld as a dark, concealed place, full of threatening potential. We shall 

also explore the relevance of the colour kyanos (dark-blue), which was often used in chthonic 

contexts, and seems to be associated with similar anxieties. 

These ideas existed as early as the Greeks were writing. Homer and Hesiod differed in 

their presentation of the underworld, since Homer was often ambiguous about it, except in his 

Odyssean nekyia. Nevertheless, the accounts in Homer and Hesiod find accord in its depth, 

darkness, and dankness. Even though the continuity of these ideas may be taken for granted, it 

would not be appropriate to fully enumerate the progression of these ideas in antiquity within this 

thesis. Such a task has been partially undertaken in a recent edited volume, and it is worthwhile 

noting that night and darkness are noted passim for their relationship to Hades.69 Examples will 

also be regularly identifiable in the evidence used throughout this thesis. 

In speaking of Hades, one could refer to it abstractly as the ‘darkness’ and be understood 

(Hom. Il. 15.190f). Tartarus, the underworld’s prison, both in Homer and Hesiod, was thought to 

be as far below the earth as Olympus was above (Hom. Il. 8.10-15; Hes. Th. 719-28). There was 

another part of Hades named Erebus (Hom. Od. 10.528, 11.35; Hes. Th. 515, 668f; h.Hom. 2.335, 

349, 409; Ov. Met. 14.403-5), sometimes personified (Hes. Th. 125; Cic. ND 3.17; Hyg. praef.), 

which seems to have been understood as absolute darkness. Marinatos commented that it may be 

unimportant whether Erebus was specifically associated with either Hades or Tartarus.70 The 

evidence from the Homeric Hymn suggests interchangeability, since in the Hymn Persephone 

returned from Erebus, and it would be unsuitable for her to have been located in Tartarus. The 

sense of extreme darkness evoked by Erebus may have made it an evocative word to use in the 

context of Persephone’s return to the daylight. Indeed, torches were central in iconographical 

depictions of Persephone’s return from Hades (as on the Regina Vasorum, St. Petersburg, State 

Hermitage Museum B-1659), and central to the performance of her Mysteries.71 That Hades, 

Tartarus, and Erebus could each be personified possibly communicated the threatening nature of 

the landscapes; they could be passive but there is a sense of agency in each. The sense of threat 

in chthonic landscapes is a recurring theme often underscored by the presence of darkness. 

                                                      
68 Baleriaux 2015: 113-119. 
69 Christopoulos, Karakantza, & Levaniouk 2010. 
70 Marinatos 2010: 217. 
71 Clinton 2004; Clinton 2008. 
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The perceptions of the underworld were well framed in the Iliad when Poseidon’s rage 

threatened to break the earth open:  

ἔδεισεν δ᾽ ὑπένερθεν ἄναξ ἐνέρων Ἀϊδωνεύς, 

δείσας δ᾽ ἐκ θρόνου ἆλτο καὶ ἴαχε, μή οἱ ὕπερθε 

γαῖαν ἀναρρήξειε Ποσειδάων ἐνοσίχθων, 

οἰκία δὲ θνητοῖσι καὶ ἀθανάτοισι φανείη 

σμερδαλέ᾽ εὐρώεντα, τά τε στυγέουσι θεοί περ:  

τόσσος ἄρα κτύπος ὦρτο θεῶν ἔριδι ξυνιόντων.  

Aidoneus, lord of the dead below, was in terror 

And sprang from his throne and screamed aloud, for fear that above him 

He who circles the land, Poseidon, might break the earth open 

And the houses of the dead lie open to men and immortals, 

Ghastly and mouldering, so the very gods shudder before them. 

(Hom. Il. 20.61-66, tr. Lattimore) 

Hades reacted to the threat of the earth splitting open and exposing the underworld. Poseidon’s 

rage posed a threat to eschatological boundaries, making the underworld visible when it should 

not have been. Thus, Hades’ name, ‘unseen one,’ was justified, as his realm was an ‘unseen place.’ 

The consequences of breaching the boundaries could be disorder in both realms. Homer expressed 

the potential to horrify the gods by exposing them to death, which they actively avoided, but was 

silent on the consequences for mortals. Ovid elaborated the idea from the reverse perspective, 

explaining that ghosts were terrified by daylight (Met. 5.346-58). Silius Italicus explained that at 

a swamp near Avernus the earth gaped open periodically and frightened the shades in Hades (Sil. 

12.126-29). By extension the shades that dwell there could be depicted as white, from the pallor 

they developed in their sunless abode and their lack of blood, or black from the darkness they 

inhabited and embodied, perhaps smoky as Lucian suggested (Philops. 16). This was reflected in 

their names, σκιά in Greek, and umbra in Latin, both meaning “shade”. 

The sense that darkness was appropriate or comfortable for underworld figures emerges 

throughout the course of this thesis, but we should briefly examine sources which investigate 

darkness as the natural state of Hades. Hesiod’s description began with the Typhonomachy, 

continuing into a depiction of Tartarus. The deepest part of Hades was so dark that it was triply 

enfolded by night (Th. 726f). Strabo stated “Now, that night is a thing of evil omen and associated 

with Hades, is obvious” (ἡ δὲ νὺξ ὅτι δύσφημον καὶ τῷ Ἅιδῃ πλησιάζον δῆλον: Strab. 3.2.12, tr. 

Jones). The significance rests in the potential for concealment. Eschatological concepts cemented 

Night’s position in Hades, since Night personified was the mother of numerous personified 

concepts concerned with eschatology, fate, and the inexorability of death (Th. 211-25, 744f). 

Hades was also dank (εὐρώεντι), hidden by misty gloom (ζόφῳ ἠερόεντι: Hes. Th. 729-31) and 

was the source and end of all darkness (736-39). Hades was for Homer equally enfolded in mist 
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and darkness and situated deep in the earth (Il. 15.191, 22.482, Od. 11.57). Night was ever-present 

and suggested an element of destructive (ὀλοός) threat (Od. 11.12-19).  

The threatening nature of darkness is a recurring theme in conflict. The presence of 

darkness as well as other chthonic motifs in the landscape informed perceptions of the conflict, 

as well as giving the narrative an emotional resonance. Dowden observed that historically night 

battles were avoided because of difficulty and risk.72 Certainly the anxieties experienced within 

an uncontrolled landscape increased when it was dark. Unsurprisingly some of the deadliest 

conflicts in the Iliad transpire under cover of darkness (5.506-10, 10.295-8, 11.172-8, 15.323-7, 

16.567-8). In the Iliad Book 1, as Apollo assaulted the Achaeans, “he came as night comes down” 

(ὃ δ᾽ ἤϊε νυκτὶ ἐοικώς: Hom. Il. 1.43-52, tr. Lattimore, cf. 12.462-66). The attack occurred in 

daylight but was so deadly and unpredictable that it harboured all the anxieties of the onset of 

Night. In Homer night and darkness were metaphors for death, or the impending threat of death 

(Il. 5.309f & 658f, 11.354-6, 13.424f, 479f, 14.438f, 22.466f). The anxieties within the darkness 

of Night might be represented in the abstract eschatological concepts of her personified offspring, 

Doom, Death, Sleep, and Old Age (Hes. Th. 211-25; cf. Cic. ND 3.17; Hyg. praef.), some of 

which have relevance on the battlefield. Homer often described death in terms of a descending 

veil of mist (Ἀχλύς: Il. 5.696, 20.321, 341, cf. 5.127, 15.668). Hesiod gave Ἀχλύς agency, 

personifying her as a monstrous woman (Sc. 264-69). Statius heightened the trepidation of a night 

ambush in his Thebaid by prefacing it with a digression on the Sphinx, another chthonic being 

(Theb. 2.517-22).73 The warring armies in his epic seemed possessed by the spirits of the chthonic 

Erinyes who brought darkness out of the underworld when they acted on earth (1.88-113, 11.73f). 

Concepts of night, darkness, and pallor informed the underworld landscape, and could 

indicate a chthonic framework of ideas when they appeared in narratives. The ominous, 

threatening nature of the dark/pale denizens of the underworld could also be extended to the 

‘colour’ of the landscape. When Odysseus narrated his encounter with the dead in the underworld 

to the Phaeacians, they were so emotionally engaged that they experienced what he experienced, 

and their own hall became like the underworld: 

ὣς ἔφαθ᾽, οἱ δ᾽ ἄρα πάντες ἀκὴν ἐγένοντο σιωπῇ, 

κηληθμῷ δ᾽ ἔσχοντο κατὰ μέγαρα σκιόεντα. 

So he said. And they all became silent in stillness.  

They were held in rapture through the shadowy halls. 

(Hom. Od. 11.333f, tr. Cook.) 

The case of Oedipus in Phoenissae elaborated on this in a way that also provokes an emotional 

response.  

                                                      
72 Dowden 2010. 
73 Chapter 5.2.4. 
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τί μ᾽, ὦ παρθένε, βακτρεύμασι τυφλοῦ  

ποδὸς ἐξάγαγες ἐς φῶς  

λεχήρη σκοτίων ἐκ θαλάμων οἰκ-  

τροτάτοισιν δακρύοισιν,  

πολιὸν αἰθέρος ἀφανὲς εἴδωλον ἢ  

νέκυν ἔνερθεν ἢ  

πτανὸν ὄνειρον; 

Why, daughter, with most pitiful tears did you call me forth,  

to emerge, though bed-ridden, with staff for my blind feet 

from the dark of my chamber into the light of day— 

a pale ghost shining with the brightness of the upper sky, 

or a corpse from down below, or a winged dream?  

(Eur. Ph. 1539-45, tr. Waterfield) 

The scene is contextualised by Antigone’s mourning, and she also mentioned the Fury who 

punished Oedipus’ family, and the Sphinx, symbol of his doom, before summoning him from his 

chamber (1502-7). Oedipus was presented as already being a shade and sequestered in an 

appropriate underworld environment. His chamber was shadowy like Hades (which was thought 

of as being like a domos – house), and he described himself like a ghost immediately before 

claiming that he was precisely that (1544).74 He then compared himself to a flying dream – and 

the Dreams (oneiroi) were also chthonic, children of Night (Hes. Th. 211-25; cf. Cic. ND 3.17; 

Hyg. praef.). This passage used chthonic motifs to frame Oedipus as an underworld figure. It set 

the tone to show his attitude and his resignation to death. It is a theme common in the Theban 

works of Sophocles, particularly Oedipus at Colonus, which dealt with Oedipus’ death. 

Parallel to darkness, the concept of threat and relationship to the underworld was 

communicated by the colour kyanos, which has been a troublesome colour for scholars to 

quantify. Kyanos (κύανος) was the Greek word for blue, for some time thought absent from Greek 

perception, though the reality suggests that its chromatic specificity was not emphasised until the 

time of Aristotle.75 It was used in clear chthonic contexts. Theognis spoke of Hades’ “kyanean 

gates” (κυανέας πύλας: El. 1.709), describing the darkness they concealed, and internment of 

souls behind them. Plato thought of the underworld river Styx as kyanean (Phd. 113b-c). Sappho 

called the underworld Persephone’s kyanean chamber (AP 7.489), and a Greek inscription from 

the via Appia mentioned a “servant of kyanean Hades” (IG XIV 1389 b84). Lindsay considered 

kyan- to be a colour primarily relating to Hades and the depths of the sea, and he pushed this 

argument due to the use of kyaneai as a sobriquet for the clashing rocks.76 It can hardly be said to 

                                                      
74 Sphinx as Oedipus’ doom: Chapter 5.2.4. Hades as domos: Chapter 3.2. 
75 Irwin 1967: 16-22. 
76 Lindsay 1965: 47-60. 
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be exclusively related to those concepts, but recent research showed that kyan-’s relevance to 

darkness lies in a sense of depth. Stewart argued this by exploring Aratus’ use of kyan- in his 

Phaenomena.77 She argued that ‘dark’ oversimplifies the word, for there is a deepness 

communicated in kyanos suggesting a palpable sense of threat, and perhaps it is best to interpret 

kyan- as a darkness derived from depth.78 ‘Dark’ does contribute to the meaning of the word, so 

we may see it as appropriate to Hades as Night was to blackness. We shall explore the ideas which 

make this an appropriate colour for Hades, beginning with its roots in epic. 

It is not prudent to run through the entirety of the sources which Stewart has already done 

convincingly, but the importance of kyan-’s connection to the underworld through implied sense 

of depth and threat should be outlined. The most striking example in the Odyssey was the 

Charybdis scene, in which the whirlpool parted the ocean so wide that she exposed the “blue-

depthed” sand, causing the sailors to be gripped by “green fear” (12.241-3). Stewart saw the 

juxtaposition of colours revealing the causal emotional connection; the threatening blue led to the 

green of dread, and it was clearly the depths of the sea – not its surface – which inspired this.79 

On the shield of Achilles kyanos indicates the depth of a trench (Hom. Il. 18.564).80 Apollo 

concealed the Trojan battlefield within kyanean mists like the concealing darkness of Night and 

Hades (Il. 5.345, 23.188). In Aristophanes it described a deep cup (Ra. 209). Pindar also used it 

this way when he described Evadne hiding Apollo’s child in a thicket (Ol. 6.39-41), relevant for 

its appropriateness for concealment (cf. Ol. 6.52-54), kyaneos therefore implying depth and 

darkness.  

A connection to the deep-darkness of the night sky may also inform the threatening and 

obscuring nature of Apollo’s mist, or Evadne’s impenetrable grove. Stewart outlined several 

authors ascribing kyan- to the sky at night or to the darkness of night (Aristot. Met. 342b16; 

Ap.Rhod. 1.777; Bion F7.2; Simon. PMG 543.12), and emphasised that the peripatetic author of 

De coloribus stated that the depth of the night sky made it appear kyanean (794a9-14).81 Stewart 

showed that the connection to the night sky led to clarity in a Pindaric fragment (F33c S-M) told 

from the perspective of Olympus, where Delos was the far-shining star of the dark-blue earth 

(τηλέφαντον κυανέας χθονὸς ἄστρον). Here, Stewart argued, blue did not refer to the sea 

surrounding Delos, because the sea does not surround a star. Rather it was the night-enshrouded 

earth. According to Stewart, this explains the “dark-blue enfolded Delos” imagined by Theocritus 

(Id. 17.67). 

                                                      
77 Stewart 2006. 
78 Ibid., 327-341. 
79 Ibid., 330-331. 
80 Kyanos was used of decorative lapis-lazuli inlays: Halleux 1969. 
81 Stewart 2006: 332-335. 
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Stewart noticed a change in the use of kyan- in Euripides’ work, which was potentially 

the earliest evidence of a clear application to colour. She observed several instances in Euripides’ 

drama where she believed kyan- contrasted darkness against another colour (Hel. 179-82, 1501). 

However, she also noted that in IT 7, Euripides applied kyan- to the threatening nature of the 

stormy sea around Aulis, without suggestions of depth. Two other important instances occurred 

in Euripides’ work. In Andromache (862) Hermione longed to escape like the Argo through the 

Κυανέας ἀκτάς – the first instance in which the Clashing Rocks were linked with kyan-. Stewart 

saw this as appropriate to both the menace of the rocks and their connection to the deep sea. In 

Alcestis, kyan- was directly attributed to Hades, god of the underworld “Winged Hades gazing 

from under darkened brows” (ὑπ᾽ ὀφρύσι κυαναυγέσι / βλέπων πτερωτός Ἅιδας: Eur. Alc. 261-

2). 

While the connection to the colour kyan- to the god of the underworld is important, we 

must consider the association of kyan- with hair and skin. Such associations cannot be literal, and 

therefore support Stewart’s thesis that kyan- was a colour associated with threat. The tradition 

goes back to the Homeric corpus, in which Stewart noted that all examples were attached to 

negative situations, many of which suggested threat, such as Odysseus’ preparation to kill the 

suitors (Hom. Od. 17.176, cf. Hom. Il. 1.528, 4.282, 15.102, 17.209, Od. 9.536; h.Hom. 4.193f, 

7.4f, 14f).82 While these cases related to threatening situations, there are exceptions which stand 

apart as simply emotionally charged scenes, such as the towing of Hector’s corpse behind the 

chariot, where the victim’s hair was kyaneos (Hom. Il. 22.402). Stewart extended this to the 

snakes with kyanean scales and kyanean gaze in Aeschylus, Theocritus, and Nicander (Aesch. 

Pers. 81; Theocr. Id. 24.14; Nic. Th. 438). Here the context of kyan- becomes more complicated 

to interpret, for snakes are both chthonic, and part of the imposing martial display on the shields 

of heroes (particularly Hom. Il. 11.24-41 wherein kyanean serpents decorated Achilles’ shield 

and belt, cf. Hes. Sc. 367). This connection may have arisen simply from the use of lapis-lazuli 

decoration (described with kyan-) to distinguish snakes upon heraldry, but the kyanean detail of 

the Erinyes’ robes in Hesiod’s Shield (367) extends this to other creatures within the chthonic 

sphere. The combination of kyan- as a traditional colour for shield decoration, and the habit of 

decorating shields with terrifying imagery informs the colour’s relevance to chthonic creatures. 

The chthonic tradition persisted. When Thetis appealed to Achilles for Hector’s corpse in 

the Iliad (24.93f) the kyan- of her veil was typically understood to be appropriate for mourning. 

Lindsay rejected this, preferring a connection to the deep sea, citing a scene with no relationship 

to threat or mourning in Quintus Smyrnaeus (4.381-88).83 But Quintus Smyrnaeus is distant 

enough from Homer that his use of the word may be different, and if Thetis’ veil was intended to 

remind Achilles to treat the corpse with piety, then kyan- is appropriate. Kyan- was also used of 
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the robes of Demeter, again making it difficult to distinguish whether the colour was appropriate 

to mourning, or perhaps to chthonic goddesses. The Homeric Hymn (2.360, cf. 42, 182f, 319, 374, 

442) suggests the former in the context of Persephone returning to her distraught mother clad in 

clothes of mourning throughout the Hymn, however Hades here, though not very threatening, was 

kyanean-haired (347). Leto was kyanean-robed for Hesiod (Th. 406), and perhaps there was some 

connection with her relationship to Delos. Perhaps the significance of the dark robes for certain 

goddesses may indicate their differences from the Olympians, for they are typically found with 

goddesses who predate the Olympians in the Greek cosmogony, and thus we may find the 

chthonians under this umbrella. So, for Anacreon (2.2) the nymphs were kyanean, and indeed 

there was a nymph named Kyane who had a relationship with Persephone in a late account by 

Nonnus (6.90-168). The story was curiously alike Persephone’s abduction, however, to avoid 

Persephone’s rape by an unnamed god (Zeus) Demeter concealed her daughter away inside 

Kyane’s cave. Note the concealing role of Kyane. 

With these ideas in mind it is unsurprising that Theognis considered the gates of Hades 

kyanean. The sense that Hades was a concealed and hidden space (and that the gates themselves 

conceal the space beyond them), associated with depth, mourning, chthonic creatures and 

goddesses. It also restricted and concealed eschatological territory and concepts. Since darkness 

was the natural space of underworld figures, we should understand that when we conceive of them 

operating in the mortal space that they are also comfortable in darkness. These figures may also 

personify, adopt, and/or relocate the darkness, thus part of the threatening potential of Hades’ 

darkness, or the darkness of chthonic landscapes, was the potential to conceal chthonic beings. 

2.2 Ghosts, phantoms and apparitions: Dark and pale. 

This chapter supports the previous by exploring how the darkness of the underworld was 

embodied in the appearance of its inhabitants. The dead were known by various terms to the 

Greeks, as laid out by Ogden:84 skia – (‘shades’), eidola (‘images’), psyche (‘soul’), phasma 

(‘manifestation’), nekros or nekus (‘corpse’), and pemphix (‘cloud’) which only appeared in 

Lycophron (1106). The Romans also used a variety of terms for the dead, which they seem to 

have given loose categories, and they too used the term ‘shade’ (umbra).85 ‘Shade’ was a term 

that epitomised how the dead were perceived both physically and existentially; shadowy 

fragments of their former selves, dwelling in a place of darkness. This chapter will not explore 

how shades behave and interact with the world, rather, it will investigate how their appearances 

informed and were informed by their relationship to the underworld environment.86 

                                                      
84 Ogden 2001: 219-220. 
85 Ibid. 
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It is worth acknowledging that, for the Greeks, once the dead were buried they could be 

understood to be present both in the underworld and in proximity to the burial.87 This is 

particularly true in the case of heroes, and larger burial monuments will have implied that those 

interred within were of greater of relevance to the local population.88 Continuation of hero cult or 

ancestor cult for the interred suggests a maintainable connection to the living which enables them 

to establish a presence in the living world. I later argue that associations with the snake were a 

way to rationalise this dual presence.89 Alternatively, and perhaps complementary to the previous 

point, the space of a tomb may be analogous enough with the underworld or may be sufficiently 

ambiguous that spirits can manifest there.  

It is also worth briefly noting that in the Odyssey some of the dead were thought to look 

as they did when they died (Hom. Od. 11.42-3). However, Homer did not mention whether the 

ghosts of important figures, such as Patroclus (Il. 23.65-7), or Heracles (Od. 11.601-14), showed 

the signs of their deaths. Ogden suggested that in some cases their appearance might reflect the 

present state of their remains.90 Statius’ Laius, who gushed blood from the wound in his neck, is 

a compelling example (Theb. 2.123f). This may inform the terrifying nature of ghosts whose 

bodies went unburied, or the malignant dead who returned to torment the living.  

As the name suggests, ‘shades’ reflected perceptions of the Greek underworld. They 

could be depicted as black, from the darkness they inhabited and embodied, perhaps smoky as 

Lucian put it (Philops. 16), or white, from the pallor they developed in their sunless abode and 

the bloodlessness of the corpse. The evidence for the darkness and pallor of ghosts was thoroughly 

documented by Winkler, and by Ogden.91 The earliest example cited by Ogden was Heracles’ 

ghost in the Odyssey, which was like dark night (ὁ δ᾽ ἐρεμνῇ νυκτὶ ἐοικώς: 11.606). But Homer 

never described the colour of ghosts elsewhere, so the simile might be a figurative comparison 

with Night’s threatening nature, like the above quoted description of Apollo.92 Indeed, Heracles’ 

terrifying presence was emphasised in the extended description of his appearance (11.601-12). 

The nearest episode in Homer occurred in the second katabasis of the Odyssey in which Homer 

conceptualised the ghosts of the suitors killed by Odysseus as bats in a cave (24.5-9), whom we 

might conjecture would be perceived dark in appearance.  

Despite uncertain attribution of colour to ghosts in Homer’s epics, the appropriateness of 

the comparisons above might have contributed to future perceptions of ghosts adopting the 

darkness of their environs. Depictions were not common, and as Winkler stated, each one is a 

“precious fragment”, but we have a small amount of loosely consistent material to work with. 

                                                      
87 Ibid., 21, 153-155. 
88 Chapter 3.3. 
89 Chapter 5.1. 
90 Ogden 2001: 221. 
91 Winkler 1980: 160-165; Ogden 2001: 220-225. 
92 Above, p. 24 
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Alibas the ghost exorcised by Euthymus of Locri was “terribly black” (Paus. 6.6.11). A 

necromantic spell gave instructions for summoning the “dark” ghost of a boy (PGM VII.348-58). 

Aristophanes, apparently framing Socrates’ ‘phrontisterion’ as a nekyomanteion, referred to 

Socrates’ foremost pupil Chaerephon as a bat, and a child of the night (Av. 1296, 1553-64, PCG 

F584).93 Elsewhere, Aristophanes portrayed Chaerephon as half-dead (Nu. 504), but also pale like 

Socrates and the other patrons of the phrontisterion (Nu. 103f). The implication might be simply 

that the philosophers spent little time in daylight, but this also compared them to ghosts and 

necromancers, the latter reflecting the former in appearance.94 In later times Statius and Silius 

Italicus attempted to explain the dark appearance of ghosts, proposing that it was the result of 

blackening from the cremation process (Stat. Theb. 8.5f; Sil. 13.447). To these we may tentatively 

add Eurynomos, a daimon shown in Polygnotus’ painting of Hades, painted in both black and 

kyan- (Paus. 10.28.7). Interestingly, one of Aristarchus’ objections to the legitimacy of book 

twenty-four in the Odyssey was the presence of the White Rock (24.11), for he believed in the 

thorough darkness of the underworld (schol. Hom. Od. 24.1). But Homer seems consistent on the 

presence of pale things in the underworld, since he called the White Poplar ἀχερωΐς (“Acheroid”, 

Il. 13.389, 16.482). Thus, Pausanias explained that Heracles brought up the species from its 

habitat, the shores of the underworld river Acheron, and it was particularly sacred to the Eleans 

who worshipped Hades (Paus. 5.14.2). Servius also reported that the nymph Leuke, a lover of 

Hades, gave her name to the white poplar after she was turned into one (Serv. Ecl. 7.61).  

The pallor of ghosts seems to be a feature of later sources.95 The earliest occurrence was 

in Aristophanes when Penia’s pallor (ὤχρα) was compared with that of an Erinys (Pl. 422-5). An 

Erinys was not a ghost, but belonged in the underworld, and Winkler observed that ὠχρός was 

the colour of corpses (Philostr. Im. 2.10.3), and of shades in Lucian’s underworld (Nec. 21). 

Pausanias also mentioned a tale in which appeasing the Erinyes caused them to turn from black 

to white (8.34.2-3). Ogden proposed that Oedipus in Euripides Phoenissae cast himself as an 

“obscure white ghost made of air” (1539-45).96 Slight caution is warranted here, for though 

Oedipus does frame himself as a ghost emerging from the underworld-like gloom of his chamber, 

the word πολιός, typically meaning ‘grey’ more than ‘white’ (LSJ s.v. πολιός) could be meant to 

highlight his age, but both suggest his proximity to death, as much as his death-like appearance. 

The scene may be deliberately ambiguous to evoke both images, and for this reason πολιός may 

be an unusual but acceptable word to depict a ghost. A scholiast on the Odyssey 24.11, referring 

to the presence of the white rock during the descent of the suitors, explained that corpses appeared 

                                                      
93 On the presentation of the phrontisterion, see Dunbar 1995: ll. 1553-1555, 1564; Ogden 2001: 97-98. 
94 Aristophanes perhaps toyed with the parallel use of necromantic language in philosophy (eg: Pl. Phdr. 
271c-d), see Chapter 5.4. On the appearance of necromancers reflecting that of the ghosts they summon: 
Ogden 2001: 254-256. 
95 cf. Winkler 1980: 162. 
96 Ogden 2001: 224. 
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white when the blood had left them. In Apollonius, the Argonauts, struck by fear, took on the 

pallor of shades (4.1279-81). This was the extent of the Greek sources, though there was a trace 

of the idea in Herodotus, in which a group of Phocian soldiers, who had painted themselves white, 

routed some Thessalians, who took them for something supernatural (Hdt. 8.27; Paus. 10.1.11; 

Polyaen. 6.18). Photius also recorded a tale from the Babyloniaka in which the heroes escaped 

from the burning house of a murderer. They answered a soldier’s challenge, explaining they were 

the ghosts of the murderer’s victims because of their pale and tenuous appearance (Phot. Bibl. 

94). 

Evidence from Statius is more convincing, as he followed the Odyssean scholiast, 

portraying the ghost of Laius as pale, explaining the necessity of blood in the necromantic ritual 

which restored some life to the ghost (Stat. Theb. 2.98, 123f, 4.510, 519). At 4.506 of the Thebaid 

Tiresias postulated that if he were a powerful sorceress like Medea, he might turn Tartarus pale 

with fear of the power of his spells. Ogden used this as an example that ghosts turn pale with 

fright.97 It is a metaphor that claimed Medea’s magic could terrify the most terrifying things; we 

might interpret ‘Tartarus’ as a noun collectively referring to the ghosts and beings dwelling there, 

or it may refer to the personification of Tartarus itself. The restless Roman dead called larvae 

were also described as pallid and corpse-like (Petron. Sat. 34, Priap. 32; Sen. Ep. 24.8; Apul. 

Apol. 63, Met. 1.6). The appearance of ghosts was adopted into theatrical performances during 

the Roman period, and into ‘masquerades’, as Winkler observed.98 Domitian held a dinner party 

in which some youths performed a macabre dance, blackened to give the appearance of ghosts 

(D.C. 67.9). A white mask, which Winkler tentatively suggested represented a ghost, was found 

in Juvenal (3.175f), and in the rehearsal of a play set in the underworld, the dead were portrayed 

by Egyptians and Ethiopians (Suet. Calig. 57).99 There were also three Roman accounts which 

resembled Herodotus’ Phocians cited above, in which attacks were made against Roman forces 

by night, by people dressed in dark robes to prey on the superstitions of the soldiers (Tac. Ann. 

14.30, Germ. 43.5; D.C. 42.11.2). Winkler observed that in stories wherein a black person was 

mistaken for a ghost, it was not simply skin colour which was frightening, but the ominous 

circumstances.100 One must again think of the literary example of Heracles’ terrifying eidolon in 

the Odyssey.  

This chapter and the preceding chapter should clarify that darkness was an appropriate 

attribute to apply to inhabitants of the underworld. The evidence for the appropriateness of pallor 

seems late, but Herodotus’ account of the use of white paint to prey upon superstitions during 

ambushes is a trace example that pallor was associated with corpses or ghosts in earlier periods. 

                                                      
97 Ibid. 
98 Winkler 1980: 164. 
99 The perception that ancient Aethiopia was near to Ocean, and therefore the underworld, rendered 
Ethiopian performers appropriately ominous. cf. Nagy 1973: 148-151. 
100 Winkler 1980: 162. 
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This understanding of the relevance of colour to chthonic figures should help orient the reader 

throughout the thesis when we discuss other chthonic beings to whom these colours apply, as well 

as contextualising narratives in which darkness played a significant role. 

2.3 Reaching the underworld. Winged figures and underworld 

mediators in myth. 

Inaccessibility to mortals and gods was a feature of the Ancient Greek underworld. Special 

circumstances must be met for any kind of being to be able to reach it. For mortals this meant 

dying, but there were exceptions. The segregated nature of the underworld complemented its 

features; its dark, unseen quality. Beings that could travel to and from this place did so under 

special circumstances. Some did this under their roles of maintaining the functions of the universe. 

Wings seem to have enabled or facilitated this process. Olympians, who could already move very 

freely, could presumably go anywhere if they had wings (as Hermes did). Here we shall briefly 

explore how chthonic beings accessed the underworld, why they did this, why wings were a motif 

descriptive of this ability, and how the wing motif supports perceptions of an inaccessible 

underworld. 

In Homer, the earliest source to describe the underworld, there was already a 

contradiction: in the passage describing Poseidon’s rage in the Iliad (Hom. Il. 20.61-66) there was 

a clear perception that the underworld was below the earth.101 Souls were mentioned passim by 

Homer as descending to Hades. Yet in the Odyssey, despite repeated references to Hades being 

below the earth, Odysseus reached it by sailing to the extremity of the known world, beyond the 

stream of Ocean (Od. 10.504-511, 11.1-22). The underworld was paradoxically at edge of the 

world and below it. Hesiod was equally contradictory. He said that Tartarus, the nethermost region 

of Hades in his view, was also below the earth (Th. 717-21), and at the “monstrous extremities of 

earth”: πελώρης ἔσχατα γαίης (Th. 729-31). Within Hades, Oceanus flowed out from the greatest 

river, Styx, into each of the rivers in the world (Th. 787-792).  

The ancients did not seem to bother with this contradiction, though modern scholars have 

done so. Radermacher saw proof in Homer that the sea itself was the underworld (Hom. Il. 6.346f; 

Od. 11.134-6), which may overextend the evidence.102 Citing the importance to the Athenians of 

retrieving the bodies lost at sea at the battle of Arginusae (Xen. HG 1.7), Radermacher voiced a 

problem with his theory without grasping it: the Ancient Greek value system necessitated the 

recovery of the corpses. Those having died at sea could not reach Hades. They must receive burial 

rites to do so, and so the Athenian generals were morally bound to recover their corpses. The sea 

was not Hades, though the two interfaced. 

                                                      
101 Above, p. 23. 
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The relationship between the sea and Hades will be elaborated upon in Part Four, but we 

will briefly address it. An islander like Homer had cause to imagine the afterlife – both the 

paradisiacal one and the dreary one – existing beyond the sea. Even landlocked Greeks will have 

had plenty of contact with seafaring traditions, which explains the trace of the same idea found in 

Hesiod. The cosmology of Hesiod suggests that the Greeks were aware of their own karst 

landscape from an early date, and that water bodies existed below the earth and rivers could pass 

at great distances beneath it.103 This knowledge drove Plato’s own mythologising concept of the 

world in his Phaedo, which emphasised the movement of rivers through the underworld. Such 

rivers were observed by Pausanias in his peripatetic work (eg: 2.24.6). Caves also penetrated the 

earth as rivers do; but although caves could be occupied and penetrated by mortal folk, their use 

as entrances to the underworld were still restricted to gods and special heroes.  

Some chthonic figures seemed to be able to reach the underworld because of their nature. 

The hero Amphiaraus could ascend from the underworld through his spring (Paus. 1.34.4), and 

Cerberus could return through a spring (Hsch. s.v. ἐλεύθερον ὕδωρ). There was no explanation 

for this. The stories were simply accepted. Trophonius, once he had been swallowed up by the 

earth (Paus. 9.37.7; scholl. Ar. Nu. 506a, 508a), never came or went, nor are we told whether he 

could. The case can be made that water formed a transitionary boundary between two worlds, as 

mentioned in Part Four, though there is no real way of determining precisely who can use this 

medium. For heroes who have died or ‘avoided’ death, the reasoning seems to be tied to the 

presence of their physical remains in the landscape. Snakes or dragons provide an ideal example, 

since they were thought to make their homes in the earth, and could freely move in and out of it, 

perhaps one reason they were associated with heroes in iconography.104 Ancient Greeks rarely 

gave their dragons wings, except in special circumstances. The winged serpents reported by 

Herodotus (2.75) were curiosities derived from another culture’s observations, so we may set 

these aside. The only other example were the winged dragons which pulled Medea’s flying chariot 

(Apollod. 1.9.28; Ov. Met. 7.217-19, 350f). In the iconography these dragons were wingless until 

the late fourth century BC.105 Winged axels, not winged dragons were dominant in iconography 

of Triptolemus who had a similar chariot (LIMC 80-84, 92-94, 97, 99, 106, 110, 112-13, 117-18, 

120-22, 125, 128), as did Athena in a single example (LIMC Paridis iudicium 40). The addition 

of wings to Medeia’s dragons may derive from the habit of depicting the dragons intersecting 

with the axels, which were sometimes winged (LIMC Triptolemus 91, 11, 127, 136, 138, 145; cf. 

LIMC Medeia 29, 36, 45, & Sen. Med. 1022-24). What we might observe was a desire to 

demonstrate the chthonic nature of Medea and Triptolemus using dragons, which did not typically 

                                                      
103 Chapter 4.3. 
104 Chapter 5.1. 
105 Dating of the appearance of wings on Medea’s dragons, with discussion: Ogden 2013: 199-200. 
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fly, combined with the need to show the ability to cross boundaries, provided by the winged 

chariots. 

For other figures whose ability to travel to or from divine spaces required an explanation, 

we generally see the application of wings as a motif. When it came to moving back and forth 

between ambiguous divine space and the mortal world, the Greek gods seemed to have the ability 

to move freely. This was shown frequently in epic and drama. Yet the gods avoided the 

underworld. Travel there was delegated to Iris and Hermes, each of whom had wings to facilitate 

the journey. This attribute seems to be one key indicator of beings who were able to move around 

the underworld, and the ambiguous divine space conceived by the Ancient Greeks. Perhaps the 

best example which described a sense of why wings were important indicators, and why they 

were necessary, appeared in Circe’s instructions to Odysseus in Homer’s Odyssey, in which the 

goddess described the doves who passed by the planctae, the boundary to the otherworld:106 

ἔνθεν μὲν γὰρ πέτραι ἐπηρεφέες, προτὶ δ᾽ αὐτὰς 

κῦμα μέγα ῥοχθεῖ κυανώπιδος Ἀμφιτρίτης: 

Πλαγκτὰς δή τοι τάς γε θεοὶ μάκαρες καλέουσι. 

τῇ μέν τ᾽ οὐδὲ ποτητὰ παρέρχεται οὐδὲ πέλειαι 

τρήρωνες, ταί τ᾽ ἀμβροσίην Διὶ πατρὶ φέρουσιν, 

ἀλλά τε καὶ τῶν αἰὲν ἀφαιρεῖται λὶς πέτρη: 

ἀλλ᾽ ἄλλην ἐνίησι πατὴρ ἐναρίθμιον εἶναι. 

In one place there are overhanging rocks; and against them 

The great wave of dark blue-eyed Amphitrite roars. 

Those, indeed, do the blessed gods call the Wandering Rocks, 

Where nothing that flies can get by, not even the timid 

Doves that carry Ambrosia to father Zeus. 

And the sheer rock always takes away one of them, 

But the father sends another to make up the number.  

(Hom. Od. 12.59-65, tr. Cook) 

The story was repeated when Apollonius of Rhodes treated the myth centuries later in his 

Argonautica (2.553-73). Apollonius had the Argonaut Euphemus use the dove to test the danger 

of the planctae, such that they may pass through at the best possible moment. These traditions 

highlighted the dangers of navigating around ambiguous divine spaces, and it seems that the 

capacity for flight was the best, most logical, and practical manner of effectively doing so. 

The archetypal mediators of the ancient epics, Hermes and Iris, were each boundary-

crossing messengers who are identifiable by their wings; Iris had them on her shoulders as do 
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most figures who have wings, but Hermes was clearly identifiable by his special winged sandals. 

Though typically performing the roles of messengers, both deities are notable for their interactions 

with the underworld. Iris, according to Hesiod, was tasked with fetching from the underworld the 

waters of Styx by which the Olympians make their oaths (Hes. Th. 780-87). Hesiod also claimed 

that Iris was sister to the Harpies (Th. 265-7; cf. Apollod. 1.2.6 & Hyg. praef.), chthonic creatures 

whom we shall return to shortly. 

Hermes’ relationship with the underworld is more difficult to detect in early sources. As 

Hermes Psychopompos he had a specific role as escort of the dead into the underworld, but 

whether this was true in the Homeric and Hesiodic epics is uncertain, for he only performed this 

in the twenty-fourth book of the Odyssey, considered spurious by some, and metaphorically in the 

twenty-fourth book of the Iliad. This has led to speculation that his role as psychopomp developed 

later, as institutions such as the Mysteries, and the desire for a happy afterlife developed.107 It has 

also been posited that Hermes’ Homeric epithet diaktoros had a similar meaning as 

psychopompos.108 Nevertheless, in the Odyssey Heracles claimed that Hermes with Athena guided 

him back from the underworld (11.625f), and in the Homeric Hymn (4.572) he was appointed as 

the exclusive messenger for Hades. It may be that the ancient interpretation of Priam’s descent to 

the Greek camp in Iliad book twenty-four as a metaphorical katabasis, and Hermes’ role as escort 

in it, facilitated his adoption of the role of psychopomp.109  Kerényi observed that “the world of 

the Iliad is not the world of Hermes”, and if we understand him in the context of the Odyssey, in 

which Homer seems to have had less cause to abbreviate Hermes’ functions, the transition is not 

only logical, but may have been in progress in Homer’s time.110 In arguing for the functional use 

of wings for psychopomps it is worth mentioning that Hades appeared as a psychopomp for the 

only time in Euripides’ Alcestis (261f), and this was the only time he was depicted with wings. 

We ought to briefly mention Charon, for he assumed the role of psychopomp as early as the fifth 

century, and while Hermes employed his wings to facilitate the journey, Charon was the boatman 

who ferried the dead across infernal rivers. His function reiterates the centrality of water as an 

underworld motif, and the need of some means to cross it. One must recall Odysseus’ reliance on 

Circe, and the Argonauts reliance on Athena.111  

Hermes and Charon each controlled traffic through the underworld. The view seems to 

have developed that souls were unable to transition properly without their aid. Both Johnston and 

Sourvinou-Inwood identified the control these figures had over souls.112 For Hermes, it was in his 

capacity as Hermes Chthonios (Hermes of the underworld) as addressed by Orestes in the opening 
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lines of Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers. Sourvinou-Inwood commented on Hermes’ command over 

ghosts in the Sisyphus myth recorded by a scholiast (schol. Pind. Ol. 1.97), in which Hermes was 

responsible for dragging the hero’s soul back down to Hades. The chthonios epithet identified 

Hermes in his aspect as underworld mediator (it was unnecessary for Charon, who had no other 

aspects), and indicated that in this aspect he was concerned with the eschatological prescriptions 

of the chthonic role; putting souls in the proper place. And despite the absence of Charon in the 

underworld of Hesiod and Homer, we should consider that Patroclus was still constrained on the 

opposite banks of the infernal river by the souls themselves (Hom. Il. 23.72-4) until his proper 

burial had been completed, and these souls enforced the very same prescriptions. 

We should acknowledge that in early literature, and particularly the Iliad, Hermes 

appeared unnecessary for the transition from death to the underworld. But the shades themselves 

still revealed the necessary hallmarks of figures who must access the underworld; they were 

conceived of either as winged or flying. Detailed accounts of souls depicted in Greek art in this 

manner were investigated by Vermeule, and Ogden.113 In Homer’s Iliad the souls of dead 

warriors, such as Hector’s (22.363), were mentioned passim as flying down to Hades. This idea 

persisted through the Greek and Roman material, and a number of these were catalogued in 

Horsfall’s investigation of Vergil’s ‘bee simile’ in Book Six of the Aeneid (707-11), which 

allegorised bees with the soul.114 As Horsfall observed, “if the soul has the form of a bee, no doubt 

it can fly.”115 There are several reasons why the Greeks and Romans considered the bee a suitable 

metaphor for the soul, some of which will also be explored in Chapter 5.4.  

A scholiast on Euripides’ Hippolytus (73.40) stated unequivocally that the bee was 

allegorical to the soul, but returning to Homer, we do not find the bee as a metaphor for the soul, 

but for the thronging host of Achaeans (Hom. Il. 2.87-9). There are two points relevant to this 

passage that nonetheless support the metaphor of the bee as soul. First, we see the bee’s natural 

habitat was the cave. “Like the swarms of clustering bees that issue forever in fresh bursts from 

the hollow in the stone” (ἠΰτε ἔθνεα εἶσι μελισσάων ἁδινάων / πέτρης ἐκ γλαφυρῆ: 87f, tr. 

Lattimore). The cave supports the concept of the bee as a soul, as it was a chthonic space.116 

Moreover, the Neoplatonic philosopher Porphyry in The Cave of Nymphs (7) explained that men 

of the past (Porphyry writes in the 3rd century AD) gave the name ‘bees’ to souls awaiting rebirth. 

Perhaps this was specialist terminology from a niche system of belief, but Porphyry directed us 

to a fragment of Sophocles to make his point: “the swarm of dead buzzes and rises up” (βομβεῖ 

δὲ νεκρῶν σμῆνος ἔρχεταί τ’ ἄνω: TrGF F879). Bees were also the sema by which the Boeotians 

were able to locate their lost chthonic hero Trophonius, for they revealed the oracle by swarming 
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out of the hero’s cavern in the earth (Paus. 9.40.2; scholl. Ar. Nu. 506a, 508a). We must also 

consider the opening passage of Homer’s Odyssey book twenty-four (6-10), despite its 

questionable origin, in which the souls of the dead suitors being led into Hades were compared 

with bats, suitable for their dark colour, cave-dwelling nature, reliance on night, and of course 

their wings. 

On the classical stage, a reference was made in Aeschylus’ fragmentary Psychagogoi to 

a “swarm of night-wanderers” (TrGF F273a). The fragment was like the one composed by 

Sophocles, but the significance of it is heightened by the fact that Aeschylus was specifically 

discussing the evocation of the dead. A chapter of Herodotus (5.92) dealt with Periander’s 

consultation of Melissa’s ghost at the Acheron nekyomanteion. If the evocation of the ghost of 

Melissa, whose name means ‘bee,’ was insufficient to flag a connection, there is a further 

connection in the traditions surrounding Periander: that his father was hidden as a baby inside a 

ceramic beehive (Hdt. 5.92) – a tale which perhaps recollected the child Glaucus’ drowning and 

resurrection inside a honey jar.117  

The connection between bees and the dead was also present in Vergil’s Aeneid, in which 

he used bees in a famous simile that described souls milling about the banks of River Lethé in the 

underworld: 

Hunc circum innumerae gentes populique volabant; 

ac—velut in pratis ubi apes aestate serena 

floribus insidunt variis, et candida circum 

lilia funduntur—strepit omnis murmure campus. 

Hereabouts were flitting a multitude without number, 

Just as, amid the meadows on a fine summer day, 

the bees alight on flowers of every hue, and brim the 

shining lilies, and all the lea is humming with them.  

(Verg. Aen. 6.706-9, tr. Day Lewis) 

Vergil seems to owe a debt to Greek traditions, though our evidence from the Greek world is a 

little fragmented. We find further evidence in the Georgics in a large section dedicated to bees. 

He gave an account of the phenomenon of bugonia (Georg. 4.281-314, 534-58), the 

misidentification of bees nesting in corpses of animals, which led to the belief that they were born 

spontaneously from the carcass. While Horsfall noted that there was no mention in Vergil of the 

belief that the soul was connected in any way to bugonia, Vergil continued the comparison of 

bees with souls.118 

                                                      
117 Chapter 5.4. 
118 Horsfall 2010: 41. Bees nesting in corpses, and bugonia: Chapter 5.4. 
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 The idea of the winged soul was also circulated by those who pursued philosophical truth. 

Plato’s Socrates described the soul as having free range across the heavens, but when it loses its 

wings it is buffeted along until it finds itself settled within a mortal body (Pl. Phdr. 246b-c). 

Cicero agreed that the soul has the capacity for flight (Rep. 6.14), but for Seneca, it simply carries 

itself away with its own weightlessness (Cons.Marc. 6.23.1). Porphyry, explaining the 

Pythagorean philosophy of the soul’s journey through the heavens, connected the themes of bees, 

bugonia, souls, water and water-nymphs. He explained that the soul was conceived as a Naiad, or 

water nymph, before birth, since it floated over the Ocean. Bees embodied the pure soul because 

they produced pleasure, order, and sobriety, but also because they had descended from the moon 

(ie: Artemis Melissa), identified by Porphyry as a bull and connected with Taurus, just as bees 

were born from the carcasses of oxen (Porph. Antro 8).119 Combined in the context of the chthonic 

association with bees, and of winged creatures crossing boundaries – the underworld in particular 

– it is simple to observe the cultural connection between bees and the dead. 

Before moving on, we shall examine the Harpies and the Sirens. Because these were 

winged and possibly had a psychopompic relationship with the deceased, it is prudent to address 

them as a part of the immediate argument.  Harpies have pedigrees which related them to wind or 

ocean divinities, supporting their approximation with psychopomps (Hes. Th. 265-69; Hyg. praef, 

Fab. 14; Apollod. 1.2.6). The Sirens were usually thought of as descendants of the Muse 

Melpomene or Terpsichore due to their powerful voices (Ap.Rhod. 4.891-98; Lyc. 712f; Hyg. 

Fab. 141; Apollod. 1.3.4; Nonn. 13.312-15), but Euripides (Hel. 167) made them daughters of 

Earth, perhaps due to their growing popularity on funerary monuments.120 Each were depicted 

birdlike, with wings, and are difficult to distinguish from one-another.121 By Vergil’s time, the 

Harpies were part of the underworld bestiary (Verg. Aen. 6.289; Sen. HF 748-59), and the Sirens 

were, in classical and later sources, companions of Persephone, which stresses their relevance to 

the chthonic sphere (Eur. Hel. 167-78; Ap.Rhod. 4.891-98; Ov. Met. 5.552-63). In funerary 

iconography birds seem to be used as shorthand to represent the passage of the soul into the 

afterlife, which lends some weight to this interpretation of Harpies and Sirens.122 

The evidence for Harpies as psychopomps is scant, and Harpies are less represented than 

Sirens in the literature. The ‘Harpy Tomb’ of Xanthos (Figure 1) was commonly cited as evidence 

that Harpies were psychopomps. The harpy figures on the tomb, bird creatures with female human 

heads absconding with infants, are now thought to have been misidentified due to the similarity 

of this depiction with Sirens, since Harpies were usually depicted as winged women.123 The 

identification of the figures with Harpies came from sculptor Benjamin Gibson, who proposed 

                                                      
119 Cook 1895: 16f. 
120 Ridgway 1977: 160-162. 
121 Vermeule 1979: 169-170. 
122 Petit 2016: §18 & nn. 94-100 
123 Draycott 2008. 
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that the reliefs depicted the abduction of Pandareos’ daughters.124 This myth is the standard 

evidence for Harpies as psychopomps but it is not clear what happens to the abducted children. 

The story was first told by Penelope in Homer’s Odyssey (20.61-78), and was later described by 

Pausanias on the painting of Polygnotus (10.30.1-2). Penelope’s motivation for telling the story 

initially appears to be a wish for death, since she prays that Artemis should take her life (20.61-

3), but then she suggests that a Harpy should snatch her up and carry her over the “murky ways,” 

like one of the Pandareids (63-66). “Murky ways” is a euphemism for a passage to the underworld, 

for as the story unfolds Penelope explains that the Harpies delivered the girls to the care of the 

Erinyes (77-8). The subsequent lines emphasised a contrast in the options over which Penelope 

ruminated: either the Olympians make her unseen (ἀϊστώσειαν), or Artemis destroys her (79-80). 

The former possibly implies that Penelope could disappear like the heroic daimones, Trophonius 

and Amphiaraus. This may be what the tale was telling us about the Pandareid girls, if we are to 

believe that Polygnotus’ painting depicted the same tradition, for Pausanias told us that they were 

depicted in the underworld, crowned with flowers and playing games (10.30.2), and Homer’s 

account provided no reason to suspect that they were killed.  

Interpretation of the Harpy tomb is made difficult since the figures on it are like Sirens 

but are shown in the act of abduction. Draycott argued that since the figures they carry seem like 

infants, rather than typical depictions of souls (tiny winged figures), then the Harpies must be 

abducting live infants, not escorting dead ones.125 This point is reasonable, however it came to be 

believed that souls needed escorts whether they were winged or not, and how they were depicted 

may well be restricted by space. The composition would also be informed by the traditions of the 

artist, and of the commissioner, as well as local custom in Lycia. Furthermore, we may need to 

ask whether Harpies were considered bogeys who snatched up vulnerable children, and whether 

                                                      
124 Fellows 1841: 170-172. 
125 Draycott 2008: 148. 

 

Figure 1: 'Harpy Tomb' of Xanthos. Marble reliefs from the North face, c. 480-470 BC. London, The 
British Museum, 1848, 1020.1. © The Trustees of the British Museum. 
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there were beliefs that dead children were thought to experience something different in the 

afterlife, such as being attendants for chthonic goddesses. These problems are difficult to answer 

using current evidence. Nevertheless, whether we read Harpies as psychopomps or not, they do 

have the ability to move into the underworld, and to bring mortals with them. They have a 

connection with the underworld, and with the Erinyes, as shown in the myth of the Pandareids, as 

well as in their act of tormenting Phineus, their most famous myth.126 It is perhaps best to leave 

them loosely determined as ‘death spirits’. 

It is equally difficult to state what relationship the Sirens had with the dead. Their 

popularity on funeral monuments could be tutelary, but when we examine their relationship with 

music and death, the situation becomes more complex. They are typically thought to be daughters 

of one of the Muses and the river god Acheloös, emphasising the singing voice for which they 

were known (Ap.Rhod. 4.891-98; Lyc. 712f; Hyg. Fab. 141; Apollod. 1.3.4; Nonn. 13.312-15). 

Euripides made them children of the Earth – Chthon, not Gaia (Hel. 167), perhaps inspired by 

their popularity as funeral monuments. Post-classical sources emphasised their chthonic nature 

by making them Nymph companions of Persephone. The stories explained that Demeter cursed 

them for failing to prevent Persephone’s abduction, and so they were given their monstrous form, 

including the wings which facilitated their search for Persephone (Ap.Rhod. 4.895-903; Hyg. 

Fab. 141; Ov. Met. 5.552-63). Their association with the chthonic goddesses, and freedom to 

move through otherwise restricted space, made them figures which could potentially move souls 

into the afterlife. We have a reference to them singing funeral dirges (Eur. Hel. 167-78), and 

depictions of them perched on tumuli in a grove, playing instruments (Figure 2; Figure 3 = LIMC 

Seirenes 117), but in the myths they seem to have a negative connotation. The Homeric account 

(Od. 12.39-46, 158-94) made them perilous to sailors who become enchanted by the Sirens’ 

voices and waste away in their meadow until death. The implication for the dead is terrible, for 

they would never receive a proper burial, never be able to enter the underworld, and would be 

forgotten (cf. Suda s.v. Σειρῆνας). A difficult fragment to interpret from an unknown play by 

Sophocles had the Sirens “shrieking out their Hadean refrains” (θροοῦντε τοὺς Ἅιδου νόμους: 

TrGF F861 Radt). It has been proposed that this line simply referred to the deadliness of their 

songs, however as Radt observed, there is doubt as to how far we can push ‘Hades’ as an 

abstraction. But this fragment came from Plutarch’s response to Plato’s Republic (Quaest.conv. 

9.14.6), and the context implies that the “Hadean refrain” had no capacity to harm. Regardless, 

the Homeric version was canonical, and it was retold with little variation (Lyc. 712-16; Hyg. Fab. 

125, 141; Apollod. Epit. 7.18-19). 

                                                      
126 See Chapter 5.2.3. 
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Apollonius of Rhodes also had the Argonauts pass by the Sirens (4.891-919, cf. Hyg. 

Fab. 14; Sen. Med. 355-60; Apollod. 1.9.25). There was little variation from the Homeric myth. 

The Argonauts escaped because Orpheus’ melodies could dominate those of the Sirens. But Butes 

still fell prey to them, and he would have wasted away on their island had Aphrodite not 

intervened. These traditions, which were almost identical, left no clear method of reconciling the 

presence of Sirens as tutelary figures on grave monuments. They indisputably lured men with 

their music, but the result was that they suffered an unburied, ignoble death. Euripides’ Helen 

asked for their attendance at her funeral, and unless we decide that Helen wished an ignoble end 

 

Figure 2: Sirens atop burial mounds within a grove, one playing an aulos. Attic Black-figured 
lekythos, c. 5th C BC.  Once Athens, Fauvel collection. Drawn by the author. 

 

Figure 3: Sirens play instruments in a grove. Boeotian Black-figured kylix, 5th C BC. New York, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 57.12.5. © The Metropolitan Museum of Art.  
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for herself, we can only assume that the Sirens had, by the classical period, adopted a more benign 

function. 

A benign role for the Sirens might not contradict the Homeric tradition, since we learn 

that the Sirens were not a threat if one knew how to deal with them. The preparation required 

echoes Mystery traditions, in which initiators provided preparatory knowledge to initiands. Circe 

and Athena acted as initiators for the heroes in the Siren traditions. When Odysseus said of the 

Sirens’ voices “My heart desired to listen” (αὐτὰρ ἐμὸν κῆρ / ἤθελ᾽ ἀκουέμεναι: Hom. Od. 

12.192f, tr. Cook) we might detect a clever flourish, where ker as ‘heart’ could be substituted with 

‘doom.’ Conversely, a perception of a happy afterlife offered by the Mysteries in the Sirens’ 

meadow, sometimes called anthemoessa (“flowery”) (Hes. Cat. F47 M-W = schol. Hom. Od. 

12.168; Ap.Rhod. 4.893), though the Sirens’ meadow has sinister undertones. A meadow, of 

course, played a part in Eleusinian Mysteries, having connotations of both eroticism and 

danger.127 Though we lack ancient testimonials, there was a sense that preparation was the key to 

confronting the Sirens in their chthonic landscape. Petit has argued that Sphinxes in funerary 

iconography acted like guards using their voices to question souls in a kind eschatological 

initiatory context, and this may be the relevance of the Sirens’ music and voices.128 

Ancient philosophical discourse supports a chthonic function of the Sirens. The 

philosophical context of the Platonic dialogues makes Plato’s interpretation difficult to navigate, 

but we are given the sense that they had a role in the organisation of the universe, which conforms 

to the ongoing argument for chthonic roles. They were mentioned in two contexts, both 

emphasising the importance of their voices, but only the first is relevant here. In the Socratic 

dialogue with Hermogenes (Cra. 403d-e), Socrates stated that the Sirens were in the underworld, 

but provided little detail why. In some traditions they were thought to have died (or killed 

themselves) after a ship passed by them for the first time (Lyc. 712-16; Strab. 6.1.1; Hyg. Fab. 

141; Apollod. Epit. 7.18-19; Plin. HN 3.61 & 85), but in this discourse Socrates claimed that all 

who go to the underworld remained there because of the quality of Hades’ speech. “So beautiful, 

as it appears, are the words which Hades has the power to speak” (οὕτω καλούς τινας, ὡς ἔοικεν, 

ἐπίσταται λόγους λέγειν ὁ Ἅιδης: Cra. 403e, tr. Fowler).  The power of Hades’ voice compelled 

all to remain in the underworld, even the Sirens, who could possibly have left. Interestingly, 

Socrates’ perception of Hades mirrored his own experience, conforming to the idea of the 

underworld as a domos. Hades controlled the hierarchy through his potency as a philosophical 

figure. This adds interesting dimension to the idea that the earth is a source of wisdom, since 

Socrates credited Hades with knowledge of all things (Cra. 404b). 

                                                      
127 Calame 2007: 45-50; Garland 1985: 74; Nagy 1973. Chapter 3.5. 
128 Petit 2016: §27. Expanded in Chapter 5.4. 
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Plutarch’s response to Plato’s allocation of the Sirens on the Spindle of Necessity (Pl. 

Rep. 10.617b-c) supports the idea that the Sirens used their voices to move souls into appropriate 

places. In Plato’s mind, the Sirens used the power of their voices to propel the planetary spheres 

around the Spindle. Plutarch (Quast.conv. 9.14.6) complained that Plato had confused the role of 

the Sirens with the Muses. He discussed the Sirens in the Homeric tradition, and his interpretation 

presented the Sirens as benign towards the dead: 

Ὁμήρου Σειρῆνες οὐ κατὰ λόγον ἡμᾶς; τῷ μύθῳ φοβοῦσιν, ἀλλὰ κἀκεῖνος ὀρθῶς 

ᾐνίττετο τὴν τῆς μουσικῆς αὐτῶν δύναμιν οὐκ ἀπάνθρωπον οὐδ᾽ ὀλέθριον οὖσαν 

ἀλλὰ ταῖς ἐντεῦθεν ἀπιούσαις ἐκεῖ ψυχαῖς, ὡς ἔοικε, καὶ πλανωμέναις μετὰ τὴν 

τελευτὴν ἔρωτα πρὸς τὰ οὐράνια καὶ θεῖα λήθην δὲ τῶν θνητῶν ἐμποιοῦσαν 

κατέχειν καὶ κατᾴδειν θελγομένας: αἱ δ᾽ ὑπὸ χαρᾶς ἕπονται καὶ 

συμπεριπολοῦσιν. 

And Homer's Sirens give us no just reason to be afraid; for he in that fable rightly 

intimates the power of their music not to be hurtful to man, but delightfully 

charming, and detaining the souls which pass from hence thither and wander after 

death; working in them a love for divine and heavenly things, and a forgetfulness 

of every thing on earth; and they extremely pleased follow and attend them.  

(Plut. Quaest.conv. 9.14.6, tr. Goodwin) 

Plutarch ignored the threat to the unburied dead and ignored the threat to mortals in general. Here 

the Sirens acted as benign hosts to passing souls in the afterlife, and those souls followed them 

willingly and happily. His interpretation suggests the possibility that Sirens had some positive 

role in funerary art. This complies with the tradition in Euripides’ Helen (167-71) and must be 

the implication behind Plutarch’s quotation from Sophocles (TrGF F861). His conceptualisation 

of the Sirens is compatible with the possibility that they had a somewhat Mysteric role in the care 

and guidance of souls. 

 This section has argued that wings are motifs describing the need to cross boundaries 

normally not able to be crossed and are sometimes given to chthonic figures where their ability 

to cross these boundaries might require explanation. In being aware that wings can be used as 

motifs for this purpose, we can investigate further into figures like the Harpies and Sirens and 

explore the possibility of their being chthonic figures. Expanding on these investigations allows 

to build more complete pictures of what these chthonic figures were doing, as well as 

complementing, and providing more complete perceptions of chthonic space in Ancient Greek 

thought. I have suggested that Sirens and Harpies may have had a role as psychopomps, or at least 

as figures who had something to do with moving souls around the afterlife, but we have also 

detected the themes of prophecy and wisdom associated with them, which will be expanded upon 

in Chapter 5.4.  
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3 Landscape motifs 

This Section explores a set of motifs that give dimension to chthonic landscape, and the figures 

who experienced it.  It must be reiterated that not all (if any) can or must be understood as 

distinctly chthonic. Groves, for example, intersect with many categories, and perhaps that is one 

reason why they were so special, and sacred. A grove, particularly a dark grove, could as easily 

conceal an image of a goddess as it could the monster Cerberus. We often see this as hazardous 

potential, but there was also potential for benefit – and perhaps beneficial results from 

encountering hazards. In contrast, if the polis was the pinnacle of mankind’s achievements, it was 

also the pinnacle of comfort. Buxton declared that myth “bears the stamp of the city or village.”129 

If territory beyond the polis, such as the eschatia, could be ambiguous or liminal, then motifs 

provided familiar anchors with which to explore and contextualise it. A recurring idea already 

mentioned, which will continue to persist, was the perception of the underworld as a domos. The 

unfamiliar took its context from the familiar, in terms of both ideas and landscapes. We shall see 

how the Ancient Greeks exposed themselves to uncomfortable ideas in pursuit of progress, how 

landscape and space had roles in explorations of ideas, and how ideas attached to motifs helped 

describe and define ideas and experiences within landscapes. Such landscapes might be purely 

fictitious, only manifesting in literature or thought, but as we have seen in the case of Trophonius, 

some landscapes provided visceral, sacred experiences. 

It is often true that through a package of motifs, we will see a grove, or other form of 

landscape, being more suitable to a chthonic figure, or chthonic ideas, than anything else. A 

similar conclusion was reached by Leclerc in an article he published during the writing of this 

thesis; he saw continuity in katabatic landscapes from Homer, to Apollonius, Ovid, and 

onward.130  Likewise, we have frequent cause to discuss the real landscapes of Eleusis, Lebadeia, 

and the semi-fictitious landscape of Colonus. As Leclerc meditated on the interface between two 

planes of existence within such landscapes, he hit upon the idea that:131 

C’est en effet un chemin tout autant qu’une epreuve qui s’inscrit en creux dans 

ces tableaux où les notions de seuil, de progression, de reperes et de la perte de 

ces memes reperes sont exprimees. 

It is in effect a path just as much as an ordeal which is seen as a hollow in these 

pictures where notions of threshold, of progress, of landmarks and of the loss of 

these same landmarks are expressed. 

These ordeals were practiced, such as in the Eleusinian Mysteries, in ways that seem applicable 

in religious, psychological, and even intellectual contexts, so much so that it seems difficult to 
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categorise them. If there is something that unites them, it is the sense that the liminal experience, 

which might fall under ‘initiation’ for the Greeks, demonstrated its value through the experience 

of initiatory pathos as a path to a telos. Revelation at Eleusis resulted in an ultimate eschatological 

reward. The experience of revelation occurred in the context of myth, and both myth and 

experience were given dimension by the motifs within them. This section explores how landscape 

motifs can signal, define, and illuminate chthonic ideas. Consideration is also given to the way in 

which chthonic space can clarify Greek understanding of chthonic concepts, and facilitate the 

application of chthonic concepts to narratives. 

3.1 Boundary stones. Demarcating the divine space. 

The boundary stone was an ancient institution used to deliver information about exceptional 

places, or to demarcate the boundary of those places. They mapped the physical landscape, a 

function which they retained as motifs in both myth and in cult space. As Ober stated in his study 

of the Greek horos (ὅρος), an institutionalised type of boundary stone: “… [it] informs its reader 

that an order has been established at a particular point in space, and implicitly commands the 

reader to act accordingly.”132 That these stones had significance on multiple levels was also shown 

by the fact that Greeks swore oaths on sacred stones like the petroma (Paus. 8.15.2), and profane 

stones like the horoi, just as the gods were thought to swear on the Styx (Hes. Th. 397-401, 780-

87).133 That the Greeks swore oaths upon the things that defined their limitations perhaps shows 

that moral boundaries were not so easily separated from eschatological or even political 

boundaries. Since boundary stones are typically associated with the demarcation or identification 

of special space, in chthonic contexts they tie the landscape to the mythical past. We should, 

however, not lose sight of the fact that boundary stones need not always demarcate chthonic space, 

or even religious space; indeed, our first encounter with them in the Greek literary record is in the 

Iliad, as Athena repurposed a stone marker, which demarcated the boundaries of farmland, into a 

weapon (21.403-5). 

 The sense that landscape outside of mankind’s direct control was unsettling was 

elaborated upon by Aristotle, following his formulation of mankind’s political imperative. He 

states that “anyone who is without a city, not by luck but by nature, is either a wretch or else better 

than human” (καὶ ὁ ἄπολις διὰ φύσιν καὶ οὐ διὰ τύχην ἤτοι φαῦλός ἐστιν, ἢ κρείττων ἢ ἄνθρωπος: 

1253a, tr. Reeve). Ambiguous space retained positive and negative potential, as did Aristotle’s 

ambiguous man, who could define himself by his polis. The anxiety concerning ill-defined space 

was also manifested in the Greek geo-political landscape as evidenced by the problem of ta 

methoria; space between often contested boundary frontiers of Greek poleis.134 Understanding 
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the boundary stone’s relevance in mythical narratives allows the individual encountering the 

physical landscape to interpret the landscape’s nature. The fact that stones may demarcate very 

public, accessible, and frequented religious space does not necessarily remove the element of 

danger. What we see in cults is an interface between civilisation and divine space that suggests 

negotiation between mortals and the divine occupants of that space. A person entered cult space 

having been informed of its nature by the motifs defining it, and therefore knowing they must act 

appropriately towards the local divinity to mitigate the risks of offending it. This was ritual, a 

religious negotiation typical in many myths and cult aitia.  

The earliest example of a chthonic boundary stone occurred in the Odyssey. It signified 

the appropriate location for Odysseus’ nekyia, at the confluence of the infernal rivers in the 

underworld. Circe, who gave Odysseus the knowledge to safely reach Hades and perform the 

ritual, described the landscape: 

ἀλλ᾽ ὁπότ᾽ ἂν δὴ νηὶ δι᾽ Ὠκεανοῖο περήσῃς, 

ἔνθ᾽ ἀκτή τε λάχεια καὶ ἄλσεα Περσεφονείης, 

μακραί τ᾽ αἴγειροι καὶ ἰτέαι ὠλεσίκαρποι, 

νῆα μὲν αὐτοῦ κέλσαι ἐπ᾽ Ὠκεανῷ βαθυδίνῃ, 

αὐτὸς δ᾽ εἰς Ἀίδεω ἰέναι δόμον εὐρώεντα. 

ἔνθα μὲν εἰς Ἀχέροντα Πυριφλεγέθων τε ῥέουσιν 

Κώκυτός θ᾽, ὃς δὴ Στυγὸς ὕδατός ἐστιν ἀπορρώξ, 

πέτρη τε ξύνεσίς τε δύω ποταμῶν ἐριδούπων  

And when in your ship you have traversed Oceanos, 

Where the scrubby strand and groves of Persephone are, 

Both tall poplars and willows that lose their fruit, 

Beach your ship there by deep-whirling Oceanos; 

But go on yourself to the moldy hall of Hades. 

There into Acheron flow Puriphlegethon 

And Cocytus, which is a branch of Styx’s water, 

And a rock and a concourse of the two resounding rivers. 

(Hom. Od. 10.508-515, tr. Cook) 

Homer constructed a chthonic landscape with a package of motifs, of which the rock was central. 

This was possibly the same rock Odysseus rested upon, shown on a Red-figured pelike by the 

Lykaon painter, which depicted (in unphotographable linework) a marshy, rocky environment 

(Figure 4 = LIMC Odysseus 149). This space was ideal for chthonic activity; it was dark, damp, 

and concealed within a wilting grove. The identification of Persephone’s grove indicated that this 

place was sacred to the queen of Hades. The presence of death was embellished by the careful 

detail of trees whose fruit did not ripen but was shed prematurely (ὠλεσίκαρποι). Homer named 

four infernal rivers, and the rock indicated the ideal location for ritual at the confluence of two of 
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them. Further detail was given in Book 11 when Odysseus arrived there. Nearby was the home of 

the Cimmerians, who were associated with the underworld (perhaps due to Homer), but also 

thought to operate the nekyomanteion at Avernus (Ephor. FGrH F134a = Strab. 5.4.5-6; Lyc. 681-

707; Scymn. 236-44; Plin. HN 3.61; Sil. 12.113-57; Max.Tyr. 8.2; D.C. 48.50.4; Serv. Aen. 

6.107).135 

ἡ δ᾽ ἐς πείραθ᾽ ἵκανε βαθυρρόου Ὠκεανοῖο. 

ἔνθα δὲ Κιμμερίων ἀνδρῶν δῆμός τε πόλις τε, 

ἠέρι καὶ νεφέλῃ κεκαλυμμένοι: οὐδέ ποτ᾽ αὐτοὺς 

ἠέλιος φαέθων καταδέρκεται ἀκτίνεσσιν, 

οὔθ᾽ ὁπότ᾽ ἂν στείχῃσι πρὸς οὐρανὸν ἀστερόεντα, 

οὔθ᾽ ὅτ᾽ ἂν ἂψ ἐπὶ γαῖαν ἀπ᾽ οὐρανόθεν προτράπηται, 

ἀλλ᾽ ἐπὶ νὺξ ὀλοὴ τέταται δειλοῖσι βροτοῖσι  

She arrived at the bounds of deep-flowing Oceanos, 

There is the land and city of Cimmerian men, 

Who are shrouded in mist and cloud. Never does the sun 

Look down upon them, glittering with his rays – 

Never when he climbs up into the starry heaven 

Or when he turns back from the heaven to the earth, 

But deadly night is stretched out for hapless mortals. 

(Hom. Od. 11.13-19, tr. Cook) 

The landscape was dark, concealed within fog, and thus consistent with the perception of Hades. 

Scholars have argued that the Odyssean nekyia did not belong in the composition, and that it did 

not take place in the underworld because of the ritual and landscape similarities to the necromantic 

cult at the Acheron in Thesprotia (Hom. Od. 10.516-34, 11.23-47; Paus. 1.17.5). Subsequently it 

has been argued that Odysseus was not in Hades at all.136 That is not consistent with the text, 

despite that Thesprotia was probably the model for the Homeric landscape. If it was known to 

Homer, its landscape will have been understood to embody ideal chthonic elements, thus Homer 

modelled his underworld upon it. We are intended to understand that Odysseus has gone into 

Hades, as it is mentioned repeatedly that he has done so (Od. 10.490f, 503 & 512, 11.69f, 210-12 

& 475, 12.16f & 21f). 

                                                      
135 The Cimmerians mentioned in the Odyssey (11.14) appear to be different from the historical Cimmerians 
mentioned by Herodotus (1.15). Homer may have conflated the Cimmerians with the people who dwelled 
by cape Cheimerion north of the Acheron in Thesprotia (Thuc. 1.46.4; cf. EM s.v. Κιμμερίους). 
Aristophanes made a joke which possibly conflated their name with Cerberus (Ar. Ra. 187, cf. Soph. TrGF 
F1060). Later commentators Aristarchus and Crates either saw so little connection with the historical 
Cimmerians, or so close a relationship to the underworld that they had wanted to correct Cimmerians to 
Cerberians (Strabo 3.2.12; schol. Od. 11.14 & Eust. ad loc). See: Ogden 2001: 29-31, 30 n. 3. 
136 cf. schol. Hom. Od. 11.568. Discussion: Clark 1979: 74-78; Ogden 2001: 43-60. 
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The rock in Homer’s nekyia might be the ideal landmark for the risky journey into Hades. 

Leclerc understood it as both anchoring landscape to reality and illuminating a return passage 

from the underworld.137 This may hold true, in the reverse, for ghosts. There was a solitary 

account of a rock alongside Megara’s prytany called Anaklethris (Paus. 1.43.2). Here Demeter 

tried to summon up (ἀνεκάλεσεν) Persephone, an act dramatized in local cult tradition. Pausanias 

provided no further details with which to work, but Homer related a rock to the passage of ghosts 

between worlds when Hermes lead the dead suitors into the underworld (Od. 24.1-14). It is not 

clear whether this was the same rock encountered by Odysseus. Homer called it “White Rock” - 

Λευκάδα πέτρην (24.11), a name which gave the scholiast Aristarchus one of many reasons to 

consider book twenty-four specious. He believed the rock ought to be black, saying that “Things 

turned towards the day become white themselves” (τὰ πρὸς τὴν ἡμέραν ἐστραμμένα αὐτῆς 

λευκαίνεται: Aristarch. 24.1.11). If it was an appeal to logic, it was not very sound. Another 

scholiast proposed that it was white, since corpses appeared white when the blood had left them 

(schol. Hom. Od. 24.11). Dionysius Periegetes rationalised the rock geographically as being on 

the Sicilian strait but related it to the location of the Sirens (77-80, 360-63), therefore fitting it to 

the Homeric myth. This appeared to be Cape Leucopetra near Rhegium, described by Strabo 

(6.1.7).  What seems clear is that the rock must be special in some way. It was a landmark with 

which one might orient himself, and in a place that was inherently dark a white landmark is 

particularly good. Each stage of Hermes’ journey was meant to be understood as progress into 

Hades, so that once the god had led the suitors down the dank paths, across Oceanos, past the 

White Rock, and the Gate of the Sun, and the land of dreams, we know the spirits were truly gone. 

                                                      
137 Leclerc 2015: 170. 

 

Figure 4: Odysseus consults the ghost of Elpenor, Hermes attends. Attic Red-figured pelike, Lycaon 
Painter, c. 440 BC. Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, 34.79. William Amory Garner Fund. © Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston. 
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Stones defined chthonic space in several cult aitia, and there seems to be no better 

example to begin with than the agelastos petra (ἀγελαστος πέτρα), translated “Mirthless Rock”, 

of the Eleusinian Mysteries. The performative nature of the Mysteries makes the Mirthless Rock 

useful to explore in terms of how the Ancient Greeks experienced sacred landscape. The Mirthless 

Rock was located at the entrance to the underworld. Demeter sat upon it as she grieved for her 

lost daughter Persephone, and it was named because of this grief.138 Clinton argued that the 

agelastos petra was clearly depicted on a Red-figured volute krater, and that the rock was 

identifiable within the confines of the sanctuary at Eleusis, as in the account of Apollodorus 

(1.5.1).139 Clinton reasoned that this is the shelf-like extrusion (Figure 5) within the cave 

formation of the Plutonion precinct at Eleusis.140 A difficult to access inner cave that contained 

various offerings was excavated within this area. 

Clinton has put to rest an argument on whether the agelastos petra was imagined as some 

other rocky formation, but we should briefly examine the evidence.141 A scholiast commenting 

on Aristophanes’ Knights (785a = Suda s.v. Σαλαμῖνος) mentioned the agelastos petra after 

referencing the Eiresia petra: 

ἔστι δὲ καὶ Ἀγέλαστρος Πέτρα καλουμένη παρὰ τοῖς Ἀθηναίοις, ὅπου 

καθίσαι φασὶ Θησέα μὲλλοντα καταβαίνειν ἐις Ἄιδου ὅθεν καὶ τοὔνομα τῇ  

πέτρα, ἤ ὅτι ἔκεῖ ἐκάθισεν ἡ Δημήτηρ κλαίουσα, ὅτε ἐζήτει τὴν Κόρην. 

                                                      
138 There is a parallel in cult practice at the Trophonion, where consultants experience a ritual katabasis so 
frightening that they lose the ability to laugh (Paus. 9.39.13; schol. Ar. Nu. 506a). 
139 Clinton 1992: 14-27. 
140 The temple of Pluton is now thought to be located in the City Eleusinion: Miles 1998: 101-103. 
141 Metzger 1965: 46-48. 

 

Figure 5: Image of the ‘Plutonion’ at Eleusis, facing West. Agelastos Petra highlighted. Photograph: 
© the author. 
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There is also the so-called Mirthless Rock among the Athenians, where  

they say Theseus sat as he was about to descend to Hades; from which the Rock  

got its name, or because Demeter sat there weeping when she was searching for 

Kore. (schol. Ar. Eq. 785a, tr. Clinton) 

The Eiresia petra seemed to be a coastal cliff or promontory on Salamis, thus it has been 

conjectured by Rubensohn that the agelastos petra could be identified with the cliff above the 

Plutonion cave.142 There is space above the cave where Demeter could be seated, but a stretch of 

the imagination would be required to fit this with iconography such as the Stanford krater 

discussed by Clinton (Figure 6). It could be argued that the rock on the Stanford krater was only 

meant to depict the elevation of the Plutonion cliff-top. However, as Clinton argued, the vase 

seems to depict an Eleusinian ritual, and if the ritual were being performed within the Plutonion, 

the vase composition does not seem appropriate. Demeter was never elevated above the other 

figures in such depictions, as opposed to the effect that the Oedipus painter achieved by elevating 

the Sphinx on a column (LIMC Oidipous 19). Clinton observed that Oedipus sat upon a similar 

rock, “a holy untooled seat” (σεμνὸν … βάθρον … ἀσκέπαρνον: Soph. OC 100f) in the sanctuary 

at Colonus.143 As Clinton stated, the ledge within the Plutonion cave entrance forms a natural 

seat: “the striking thing about this particular rock, as archaeologists working at Eleusis can attest, 

is that it is sat upon by members of almost every tour group visiting the sanctuary … it is a nearly 

perfect seat.”144  

The degree to which Sophocles’ grove at Colonus paralleled Eleusis is so striking, that 

for want of any description of the sanctuary, or archaeological evidence, we might suppose that 

Sophocles modelled it upon Eleusis. Oedipus did not simply contemplate his doom there; he sat 

beside an underworld entrance where Sophocles later mentioned that Theseus and Peirithoos 

descended (1590-94), and where Oedipus seemed to enter the underworld himself (1662f).145 

Bonnechere recognised that Sophocles’ description of Colonus also bore many similarities to the 

Trophonion, and to the cult of Hades and Persephone in Acharaca.146 Both places contained 

underworld entrances (though no special rock), and had ritual features resembling the Mysteries, 

so their landscapes may have demonstrated suitability for the chthonic context of the cults. 

Oedipus’ disappearance was defined in terms of the Mysteries according to Bonnechere, 

convincing him of Colonus’ parallel to Eleusis and the Trophonion.147 At both places it was 

                                                      
142 Rubensohn 1899: 46-54. 
143 Clinton 1992: 26. 
144 Ibid., 23-24. 
145 The bronze steps at Colonus parallel the performative use of pit and stairs in Clinton’s reconstruction of 
the Eleusinian rituals; see below. 
146 Bonnechere 2003b: 223-229. 
147 Ibid., 224. Revelation at Eleusis: Clinton 2004. 
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granted to initiates to see and to hear the revelations, just as Oedipus’ disappearance in a flash of 

light was a mystery kept by Theseus alone (OC 1650-57; cf. Paus. 9.39.11). 

Sharing the experience of the goddesses seems to have been central to the performance 

of the mysteries, as revealed in a fragment of Plutarch:  

τότε δὲ πάσχει πάθος οἷον οἱ τελεταῖς μεγάλαις κατοργιαζόμενοι. διὸ καὶ τὸ ῥῆμα 

τῷ ῥήματι καὶ τὸ ἔργον τῷ ἔργῳ τοῦ τελευτᾶν καὶ τελεῖσθαι προσέοικε. 

Then [at the point of death] it [i.e., the soul] suffers something like what those 

who participate in the great initiations [teletai] suffer. Hence even the word 

‘‘dying’’ [tele- utan] is like the word ‘‘to be initiated’’ [teleisthai], and the act 

(of dying) is like the act (of being initiated).  

(Plut. F178 Sandbach = Stob. 4.52.49, tr. Clinton)  

The Eleusinian Mysteries underscored the importance of landscape in the performative 

experience of chthonic space. Clinton, following Mylonas, argued that a pit nearby the agelastos 

petra (Figure 7) was tooled so that a person could climb out of it, and that nearby stairs which 

 

Figure 6: Demeter seated in the Eleusinian procession. Red-figured volute krater, Kleophon painter, 
c. 430 BC. Stanford, Cantor Center for Visual Arts, 1970.12. © Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Center for 
Visual Arts at Stanford University; Hazel D. Hansen Fund. 
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lead up to an opening in the back of the cave would have facilitated the performance of Eubouleus 

returning Persephone to Demeter at the rock.148 If Clinton was correct, then this performance 

would have excluded low-ranking initiates, as they passed by the walled precinct in the dark, 

perhaps only hearing Demeter’s mourning. In terms of pragmatism, this scene need never have 

been performed to such detail. The authenticity of both the ritual and the cult space must have 

been crucial to the experience. The agelastos petra defined two types of space. It was a marker 

delimiting chthonic space, which implied death, but as the focal point for a landscape centred on 

Demeter’s experience of grief, it implied the potential for loss in a different manner. 

The theme of negative potential appears continually in connection with chthonic motifs. 

The agelastos petra probably marked the most important and prominent underworld entrance in 

Attica. It was notable that the scholiast on Knights (785a) believed that the Athenian hero Theseus 

entered the underworld at the same place where Demeter sat. In the Eleusinian tradition Demeter 

grieved at the threshold of the underworld because she could not enter Hades unsanctioned. The 

rock defined the limits of possibility. Yet Theseus did go there. The scholiast referred to a 

katabasis in which Theseus and Peirithoos entered Hades with the intent of abducting Persephone 

as a bride for Peirithoos (D.S. 4.26.1, 4.63.4; Hyg. Fab. 79; Sen. Phaedr. 93-8; Apollod. 2.5.12, 

Epit. 1.23-24; Plut. Thes. 31.2, 35.1; Ael. VH 4.5; Suda s.v. κόρη). This katabasis was a failure 

and should be juxtaposed with the successful katabaseis of other heroes, such as Heracles and 

Odysseus, who each entered the underworld equipped with the proper knowledge and divine 

sanction. Theseus’ failure seems a consequence of the impiety with which he treated the 

                                                      
148 Clinton 2008: 354-355. 

 

Figure 7: Site plan of the Plutonion Precinct at Eleusis.  Drawn by the author, with reference to P. 
Faure, Éleusis Fig. 1. 
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underworld gods, and therefore he risked death. He and Peirithoos became trapped when Hades 

tricked them into sitting on the throne of Forgetfulness (Lethé), which was also an underworld 

spring, and river.149 A Suda entry (s.v. λίσποι) presented this in undeveloped form, claiming that 

Theseus became stuck to a rock and trapped in Hades. Presumably he was rescued because he 

must participate in other important myths. Orpheus also failed his katabasis (though he escaped 

alive) because he did not abide by the terms of the underworld gods. The underworld was a space 

reserved for the dead, and to enter it as a living being was to die. Even heroes risked death if they 

did not heed the appropriate prescriptions.  

The Withering Rock (Αὑαίνου λίθος) in Aristophanes’ Frogs may also mark a point of 

finality. A scholiast gave an account in which he claimed the rock was eponymous with one in 

Athens (schol. Ar. Ra. 194). It was named withering since people were accustomed to waiting 

around beside it for a long time. The explanation was not entirely misplaced in the context of the 

comedy, since the characters were worn out when they arrived. Both the eternal wait, and the 

strenuous journey suggest expiration. However, it is difficult to hold this account as certain since 

the scholiast was conjecturally offering ideas, mostly to do with the withering away of corpses as 

an appropriate cause for the name (like Homer’s White Rock), and if the rock in Athens existed, 

we know nothing else about it.  

In the comedy, Charon referred to the rock as a “resting place” (195). It was unlikely 

simply a jab at portly Dionysus’ incompetent rowing, or the fact that both characters will be 

parched when they arrive but may be modelled on the agelastos petra. When Dionysus asked 

whether his manservant Xanthias knew this place because of its name, Xanthias replied “Indeed 

I know it!” (πάνυ μανθάνω: 194-97), perhaps indicating his recognition of the parallel. A rock 

associated with eternal withering may be well suited to the one where Athenians ritually re-

enacted Demeter’s sorrow year after year.150 In this light of the secret Mysteries, the exchange 

between Dionysus and Xanthias appears conspiratorial. The comedy was a fusion of several cult 

influences, not least the Eleusinian Mysteries, so it is difficult to take any one interpretation as 

certainty.151 If the rock was ever conflated with the one at which Odysseus performed his nekyia 

we do not know about it, but it is easy to be convinced that anyone who got into or near Hades 

encountered a rock, and it was likely that our Aristophanic heroes did the same. If this was the 

case, then our heroes must understand the consequences of passing the rock. Were those 

                                                      
149 Chapter 4.2. 
150 There was a late tale of Ascalabus who mocked Demeter when she was parched during her wanderings 
(Ov. Met. 5.446-61; Ant.Lib. 24). Ascalabus is only worth mentioning because of resemblances with the 
myth of Ascalaphus, caretaker of Hades’ grove, who betrayed Persephone when she had eaten the 
pomegranate (Ov. Met. 5.533-50; Apollod. 1.5.3, 2.5.12; Serv. Aen. 4.462). Demeter sprinkled water on 
Ascalabus, turning him to a lizard. As for Ascalaphus, either Persephone sprinkled water on him, turning 
him into an owl, or he was trapped under a rock by Demeter until Heracles freed him, after which Demeter 
transformed him. These myths make for the tempting conjecture that Demeter’s parched wanderings could 
have been somehow connected to a “withering stone”. 
151 Segal 1961. 
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consequences also manifest in the name? “Withering” is the ultimate state of those who pass by 

it, so like the White Rock we should understand that the people beyond this point belong there. It 

seems that Aristophanes was weaving together two traditions about two rocks to make his joke, 

and even the ‘secular’ Withering Rock was likely to have brought the agelastos petra to mind. 

The agelastos petra was not unique in the traditions of Demeter and Persephone. The 

goddesses had a strong cult presence in Arcadia. Applying chthonic understanding of boundary 

stones to the recurring phenomenon of rocks as motifs in these cults helps illuminate and inform 

the other chthonic motifs appearing in these cults and their myths. At Lykosoura, Phigalia, and at 

Onkion (but under the purview of the Thelpusans), a trio of cults made up a local tradition 

surrounding Demeter and Persephone, where another daughter of Demeter, “Despoina” (the 

Mistress) took precedence over Persephone. The two were very similar, and Despoina may have 

been another way of naming Persephone. The account from Thelpusa gave us little other than the 

cult aition in which Poseidon raped Demeter, who had taken the form of a mare, and given birth 

to Despoina (Paus. 8.25.4-7). Pausanias did not make interpretation easy. He said the Thelpusans 

would not give up the name of the daughter to the uninitiated, but he said that the Phigalians who 

followed this same tradition named the daughter Despoina (8.42.1). He revealed that at Lykosoura 

she was returned from the underworld by the titan Anytus (8.37.5), who paralleled Eubouleus in 

his Eleusinian role, and so she was perhaps Persephone. The Thelpusan account complicates the 

matter, for they claimed that Demeter’s rape occurred when she was searching for the lost 

Persephone (8.25.5), implying Persephone and Despoina were distinct. It is possible that the 

Thelpusans incorporated the Eleusinian Persephone into their traditions to appeal to the popularity 

of the Eleusinian cult, since Eleusinian Demeter had a presence at Thelpusa (8.25.2). They may 

have also attempted to distinguish their Despoina from the Persephone because of her popularity 

at Eleusis. 

Despoina is common to each of these cults, as is the motif of the seated goddess Demeter. 

The rock was important at Lykosoura, but its presence is not obvious. The sanctuary at Lykosoura 

was dedicated to Despoina herself. Here was an image of her with her mother, both seated on 

thrones. Pausanias told us the images were tooled from a single block of stone, which was sourced 

from the earth within this sanctuary in obedience to a dream (8.37.3). Both the symbolic 

importance of the rock in its relation to the abduction myth, and the report that this stone was 

sourced within the sanctuary cannot be overstated. But again, Pausanias’ elliptical nature leads us 

astray. We have no understanding what role the rock played at Lykosoura, only that the search 

for Despoina was important. Chthonic Artemis played a part here, where there was an image of 

her alongside the goddesses, holding a torch (8.37.5), perhaps indicating her involvement in the 

search, and paralleling Eleusinian iconography. Pausanias explained that this Artemis was a 

daughter of Demeter (8.37.6). This would explain her presence as a handmaid of Persephone in 

traditions at Megalopolis (8.31.2).  
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Beyond Lykosoura’s megaron was a grove, sacred to Despoina, enclosed by a wall of 

stones (θριγκῷ λίθων περιεχόμενον: Paus. 8.37.10), which may have been a part of the ritual 

performance. It is tempting to read this in parallel with an enclosed grove at Megalopolis (8.31.5), 

which was restricted, perhaps for some Mysteric purpose. Perhaps these groves paralleled 

Persephone’s groves in Hades, though this is purely conjectural. However, at Lykosoura, 

Mysteries were performed within the megaron (8.37.8), as in Eleusis’ Telesterion. Walls that 

enclosed chthonic space should be considered on similar terms as boundary stones. These also 

imply prohibitions. In foundation myths, walls were placed in the underworld to maintain proper 

order. In Homer, Hades was gated, so we may infer walls of some kind (Il. 5.646, 9.312, 23.72, 

Od. 14.156), and these prevented the admission of the unburied Patroclus (Il. 23.71-4). Likewise, 

in Hesiod (Th. 732, 772-4 & 811f), bronze-walled Tartarus kept the Titans imprisoned, but also 

enclosed the sources of the rivers, Ocean, and heavens (726-39). A bronze palisade was used at 

the cult of Trophonius to enclose an artificial chasm in which consultants simulated a katabasis 

into the underworld (Paus. 9.39.9; Philostr. VA 8.19).152 Pausanias (9.8.3) mentioned a shrine of 

the chthonic hero Amphiaraus which was encircled by pillars (like Styx’s palace in Tartarus: Hes. 

Th. 778-80) where no birds or animals would approach, and no grass would grow. The aversion 

of animals speaks to other chthonic landscapes, wherein approaching animals died.153 The stone 

wall clearly demarcated a special space, and Pausanias confirmed it, for in the grove was a special 

tree, both olive and oak, said to have grown naturally from a single root. The exact significance 

of this tree was not stated, though we can look to Sophocles’ depiction of cult at Colonus, where 

Demeter’s portion of the precinct, which included an underworld entrance, also housed an 

important tree and a special rock (OC 1590-94). 

The cult at Phigalia also paralleled Eleusis in the theme of Demeter seated on a rock. This 

cult was located within a cave on Mount Elaius, within which Demeter locked herself away, being 

angry with Poseidon, and grieved at the rape of Persephone (Paus. 8.42.1-4). The story followed 

the standard pattern in which Persephone’s absence caused a dearth. She was discovered by Pan, 

and subsequently Zeus sent the Fates to her to ease her suffering. The Phigalians set up a wooden 

image of Demeter inside the cave, which was seated on a rock, paralleling the Eleusinian cave 

and petra. The image itself was peculiar; having the head of a horse (evoking the Thelpusan 

myth), with hair of serpents and “other beasts”, a dolphin in one hand and a dove in the other. 

This Demeter appeared like an Erinys, as popularised by Aeschylus in his Eumenides.154 The 

horse image united her with other local traditions, potentially giving a sense of autochthony. Jost’s 

interpretation of anthropomorphic figurines from the Lykosoura cult, as well as interpretation of 

the cult image’s drapery suggested that initiates at Lykosoura took on the guise of animals.155 The 

                                                      
152 cf. Eur. Ion 300, 394, and Schachter’s comments: Schachter 1994: 3.75.  
153 Chapter 4.4. 
154 Chapter 5.2.3. 
155 Jost 2003. 
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Phigalian Demeter image may be evidence that the Arcadian Despoina cults were more uniform 

than they appear in Pausanias. Perhaps Pausanias implied this when he states that Demeter’s 

appearance is understandable to all who know the traditions (8.42.4), though it does little to help 

us. The appearance of an Erinys evoked Demeter’s anger at the loss of her daughter, for which 

she caused a dearth, not once, but twice (Paus. 8.42.2, 8.42.5-7), and that of the third Despoina 

cult at Thelpusa where she was worshipped as Demeter Erinys. 

The sanctuary at Onkion nearby Thelpusa was dedicated to Demeter Erinys. Pausanias 

explained that she took this name from her wrath against Poseidon, possibly the cause of another 

tradition of dearth, though on this Pausanias was silent (8.25.4-7). There is little more useful 

information here, other than the image of Demeter which held the cista and a torch. The torch is 

a curious detail for Demeter, for it might indicate her role in the search which she was otherwise 

not typically associated with. Her cult name Erinys, combined with the torch also makes one 

consider the Erinyes, Tisiphone especially, typically depicted in iconography with torches. 

Considering the appearance of Demeter Melaina, the Arcadian cults had an interesting connection 

to the chthonic goddesses known as the Erinyes. Pausanias provided no details of structures at 

Thelpusa, but the theme of Demeter’s loss was present at each Despoina cult. As at Eleusis, the 

experience of grief was central to the Arcadian mystery cults and seems tied to the seated Demeter 

at the chthonic threshold indicated by the rock. At Phigalia the cue indicated by both the cave and 

the rock was clearly chthonic, and symbolic. Demeter’s withdrawal and the subsequent dearth 

was a consequence of her grief, but also a breach of familial unity caused by 

Persephone/Despoina’s abduction if we were to look at the myth analytically. Perhaps this was a 

theme in Arcadia not strongly felt elsewhere. The Phigalian account of a second dearth because 

of the locals’ impiety suggests that the Arcadian Demeter was interested in maintaining proper 

protocols, even beyond familial violence. The lack of detailed descriptions at Lykosoura and 

Thelpusa is problematic for drawing definitive conclusions. Nevertheless, the cult epithet Erinys 

speaks precisely to these interpretations. 

At Pheneus, the cult of Demeter Eleusinia was supposedly imported (Paus. 8.15.1) but 

the rites practised here varied significantly from Eleusis in Attica. The cult is noteworthy for its 

sacred rock, the petroma. The petroma consisted of two large stones fitted together, which the 

priests opened every other year when they celebrated their greater rites. Their ritual texts were 

contained inside the stones, and the priests read these texts to the initiands (Paus. 8.15.1-2). The 

significance of the petroma is not clear, but the underworld context was particularly prevalent in 

the cult. In a part of the ritual the priest took a mask from a container atop the petroma, and while 

wearing it he took rods and beat those whom Pausanias called the “underground people” (τοὺς 

ὑποχθονίους: Paus. 8.15.3). Pausanias himself was uncertain what this ritual was about, but it 

seems clear that if the rituals were modelled on the Eleusinian tradition, the undergrounders were 

probably initiates experiencing ritual pathos as they performed the search for Persephone. Perhaps 
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they were thought to be searching within the underworld, which would warrant their name 

ὑποχθονίους in this context. Perhaps they even performed the role of Eubouleus.156 Alternatively, 

the priest might have been enacting a symbolic ritual wherein donning the mask allowed him to 

symbolically enter the space of the undergrounders (who might be chthonic bogeys) and beat 

them away, making the way safe for Persephone’s anodos. It is tempting to envisage that the cult 

was arranged in a manner like Clinton’s pit-stair-cave conjecture at Eleusis. The ritual enacted 

here reflected Plutarch’s thoughts on the ‘suffering’ experienced as part of Mystic initiation, and 

the opening of the petroma provided the context for the ritual. 

The opening of the petroma appears to have redefined the space around it into a chthonic 

landscape. It is tempting to understand the opening of the rock as an opening of the gates of the 

underworld. Perhaps it was even a pragmatic solution formed by a need to use limited space. If 

Pheneus did not have the capacity for a suitable space within which to enact Mysteries, the 

opening of the petroma may have been a way of symbolically transforming space that was not 

chthonic into space that was. The priests’ removal and donning of the mask implied a change of 

state, and the initiates will have understood the significance of both acts. 

Lindsay argued that the petroma was analogous with the symplegades (Συμπληγάδες), 

the Clashing Rocks of the Argonautic myths, which he thought symbolised a chthonic 

boundary.157 It has been argued that the Argonautic voyage can be interpreted as a katabasis.158 

Kyriakou concluded that in Apollonius’ Argonautica there was no formal katabasis, but that 

elements of the Homeric nekyia could be found in each major episode that echoed it.159 However, 

one of their sobriquets, Kyaneai (Hdt. 4.85.1; Eur. Med. 2, 1263f, Andr. 864; Soph. Ant. 966; 

Ap.Rhod. 1.2f, 2.318, 4.1003; D.S. 11.3.8; Strab. 3.2.12; D.P. 144, 313; Mart. 7.19; Val.Fl. 1.60 

& 630, 2.382, 4.562 & 638; Orph. A. 683), was shared by a spring named Kyane, which was also 

a portal to the underworld (D.S. 5.4.1-2).160 The description of the Argonauts’ return echoed 

Odysseys’ nostos in the Odyssey. It was characterised by a trip to the land of the ambiguous 

Cimmerians alongside the infernal Acheron River, and the gates of Hades (1119-42). In Flaccus’ 

Argonautica, after the crew passed through the rocks, the poet compared the Argonauts to 

Heracles and Theseus freed from the underworld (4.699-702). Such evidence relies on the close 

analysis of landscape and chthonic figures to provide parallels, as Kyriakou has done. As for 

Apollonius, Lindsay cited both Hera and Jason who each compared the journey to a katabasis 

(3.61f, 2.642-47). Thinking of the space beyond the rocks as exceedingly distant and ambiguous 

certainly makes it proximal to Hades, particularly if one accepts arguments that King Aeëtes of 
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Colchis paralleled the god Hades.161 The nature of the narrative makes the voyage liminal at least. 

The Rocks demarcated a recognisable geographical point in the journey, but metaphorically 

represented the boundary between the mortal realm and the underworld. The chthonic aspect of 

danger as realised in the smashing together of these gigantic rocks. This action is what Lindsay 

saw imitated in the opening and closing of the petroma, which seems to have allowed ritual 

participants to imagine themselves within chthonic space. 

Many of the Argonautic episodes Apollonius described beyond the rocks were chthonic 

in nature, embodying the sense of threatening space difficult for mortals to negotiate. Kyriakou 

argued that they paralleled Homer’s nekyia in their composition. The land of the Mariandynoi 

was thought to harbour an entrance to the underworld, and Apollonius’ description paralleled the 

landscape described at Homer’s entrance to Hades. There was a grove, a confluence of rivers, and 

the land was perpetually dark and obscured (Ap.Rhod. 2.733-745). Kyriakou observed the ease 

with which Apollonius could substitute the Homeric Cimmerians for the Mariandynoi since the 

two were historically related through their eponymous heroes (schol. Ap.Rhod. 1.1126, 2.140, 

723 & 780).162 The Heracleia Pontica nekyomanteion was established on Mariandynoi soil, and it 

had its own Acheron (Xen. An. 6.2.2; Ap.Rhod. 2.727-51; Strab. 12.3.4). Kyriakou also cited the 

episodes of the chthonic dragon Ladon and the Hesperides (4.1393-1449), including the 

interweaving of several references to Heracles connected to his katabasis. Interestingly there was 

a double representation of the Sirens, who appeared in proper Homeric form and again alongside 

Scylla, Charybdis, and the planctae (4.885-924), where Apollonius told us that the Sirens were 

once attendants for Persephone. The embellishment of such details amplifies the case for the 

Argonautica’s chthonic landscape. Apollonius brought Demeter to the fore (as Deo) explaining 

that the island of the Phaeacians was once her own (4.986-90). He also presented his chthonic 

goddesses (χθόνιαι θεαὶ: 4.1322) of Libya in terms of the Sirens. Like the Sirens they were 

depicted as birds, but where the Sirens withered and waylaid travellers with the power of their 

voices, these goddesses used their voices to reinvigorate the “lifeless spectres” (ἀψύχοισιν … 

εἰδώλοισιν: 1280) of the Argonauts (4.1277-1362).163 We might also include the Harpies (2.178-

300), but certainly the Argonauts’ encounter with the ghost of Sthenelus beyond the rocks (2.911-

29), which paralleled Odysseus’ laying to rest of Elpenor’s ghost in the Odyssey (11.51-80, 12.8-

15). Jason’s agon set up by Aeëtes conformed to the pattern of katabaseis, and was underscored 

by chthonic elements, namely the battle with the Spartoi (3.1340-1407) which paralleled their 

autochthonous Theban counterparts (Ap.Rhod. 3.1176-224; Ov. Met. 3.101-30; Sen. Oed. 725-

47Apollod. 3.4.1; Paus. 9.5.2, 9.10.1; Nonn. 4.421-5.6;), and the encounter with the dragon 
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guarding the fleece (Ap.Rhod. 4.123-82). The prominence of the chthonic goddess Hecate as the 

principal cult figure in the Colchian society also raises flags. Each of these elements suggests the 

ability to read the Argonautic voyage as a katabasis. 

The Clashing Rocks themselves guaranteed the sanctity of the boundary they demarcated 

through the risk of their clashing; only the exceptional passed successfully. This sense was 

reinforced by the theme of initiation, which also gave the Argonauts a sanction for their journey. 

The Argonauts were supposedly initiated in preparation for the journey just like heroes who 

undertook katabaseis and the initiates of Mysteries (Ap.Rhod. 1.910-21; Val.Fl. 2.428-50), and 

the guidance of Athena and Phineus contribute to the theme of initiation. In the Orphic 

Argonautica the Argonauts petitioned for Orpheus’ aid, since he was the only one who had 

returned from the end of the world, and the depths of the earth (91-3). Orpheus explained that he 

was able to do so through initiation (40-5). When Apollonius had Phineus use his knowledge to 

traverse the rocks, he explained that should his dove not survive the flight between them, the Argo 

could not escape an “evil fate” (κακὸν μόρον: 2.339-340). The statement does not exclude further 

risk. The landscape beyond the rocks always implied potential death because it was so distant, 

dangerous, and unfamiliar. Like other chthonic landscapes, special knowledge was required to 

successfully negotiate the space defined by the rocks, which was normally restricted for mortals. 

The symplegades could be confused with the planctae, which were also described by 

Apollonius (4.922-955), and there has been some debate as to whether each were distinct features. 

The planctae appeared in Homer as a barrier for the Argo, but there was no mention of the 

symplegades. Circe offered these as an alternative to passing by Scylla and Charybdis (Od. 12.59-

72). Homer’s account suggests the path through the rocks was riskier. Strabo (3.2.12) believed 

that Homer took his inspiration for the planctae from the symplegades, but he did not seem to be 

aware of the clear differences between the two. Seaton has argued that the features were different, 

for he points out that upon close inspection the planctae bore little resemblance to the 

symplegades.164 The latter threatened to crush ships between them, while the planctae threatened 

ships which simply pass by them because of volcanic activity and the strength of the roil (Hom. 

Od. 12.67f & 71). Fire was a feature of Homer’s planctae that appeared in other accounts 

(Apollod. 1.9.25), namely Apollonius’ own account of the planctae where, just like Homer, the 

threat derived from the fire and the roil. Seaton argued that there was no evidence in Homer that 

the planctae ever moved together, and this was consistent across the sources.165 Herodotus told 

us that the symplegades were stationary but moved in the past (4.85.1), as per the legend in which 

the rocks became stationary after the Argo passed through (Pind. Pyth. 4.207-13; Theoc. 13; 

Apollod. 1.9.22). Strabo did not appear to distinguish between the two legends despite clearly 
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locating the planctae in the western Mediterranean. Apollonius did make distinctions, and his 

account was modelled on Homer’s. 

Although Apollonius distinguished the symplegades from the planctae, he ascribed to 

them a similar function. The planctae were tied up in a sequence of events that paralleled 

Odysseus’ return to the mortal world. The Argonauts passed the Sirens, then instead of Scylla and 

Charybdis they confronted the planctae. As they emerged from the squall, they sailed past Helios’ 

kine and, like Odysseus, arrived at Phaeacia. The pursuing Colchians caught them there, having 

followed the Argo’s original course, through the now stationary symplegades (Ap.Rhod. 4.1001-

3). The passage through the planctae closed the Argo’s journey in the same way that Scylla and 

Charybdis closed Odysseus’ journey.166  The sense that no one was expected to return from a 

journey beyond these was communicated clearly by the texts, since the Argonauts were only able 

to pass, and this required divine assistance (Hom. Od. 12.71f; Ap.Rhod. 4.930-67; Apollod. 

1.9.22), just as Odysseus could only return past Scylla by playing a game of attrition with her, 

since she was a threat beyond mortal reckoning. The risk of loss was ever present. 

The mythical rocks represent clearly demarcated boundaries of eschatology and demand 

an awareness of landscape. The agelastos petra, and symplegades were threshold markers, but 

others like the White Rock and Withering Rock might be thought of more appropriately as 

landmarks. Above all, they identify and define the landscape surrounding them in terms of 

chthonic ideas. Despite that these markers define restricted space, there are those who cross them, 

though not without risk. The sense of threatening potential beyond, just like what might be 

concealed in the darkness of Hades, is palpably communicated through surrounding myths, such 

as that of Demeter’s grief, or of Orpheus, or Theseus’ failed katabaseis. However, that potential 

might also be positive, for many heroes certainly returned victorious from beyond the rocks. We 

have also seen traces of the wisdom theme associated with them, as knowledge seems necessary 

to negotiate the divine space demarcated by the rocks. The intersection of these themes will unfold 

across the coming chapters. 

3.2 Caves and chasms. Analogues for the underworld. 

Caves were, in Ancient Greek traditions, given underworld contexts and connected to acquisition 

of knowledge.  As natural geographical formations which intrude into and under the earth, it is 

perhaps taken for granted that the Greeks could understand caves to be related to the earth and 

synonymous with the underworld. Ogden catalogued approximately 38 underworld entrances 

known to the Greeks, of which up to 26 may have been caves or chasms.167 The ubiquity of local 

traditions probably contributed to ubiquity of underworld entrances, though Ogden found this 
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explanation unsatisfactory.168 In attempting to explain the multiple locations of Heracles’ anodos, 

the chthonic incubatory experiences of various shamanic figures, and chthonic cults and so on 

within caves that were clearly finite, Ogden concluded that “these holes did not lead to the 

underworld, they were the underworld, and they were all simultaneously the same underworld.”169 

Ogden was speaking of the special caves associated with katabaseis or shamans, since indeed the 

Athenian acropolis was dotted with caves, yet no underworld entrance. Despite Pausanias’ efforts 

to point out underworld entrances, there were caves about which he had never made such claims, 

even where we might expect them (eg: the cave of Demeter Melaina, Chapter 3.1). Nevertheless, 

it is possible that all caves extended into the underworld to some degree or may have been thought 

to approximate the underworld even just a little. Poets like Homer (Paus. 7.5.12) and Euripides 

(Philoch. FGrH 328 F219; Gell. 15.20.5; POxy. 1176) retired to caves for seclusion, but Ancient 

perceptions of divine inspiration may imply that these acts suggested divine contact. We shall 

explore how caves were rationalised as part of the underworld, how they reinforce ideas of ancient 

boundaries, and how the space they defined mirrored reality and commented upon human 

potential. We shall also explore how they supplement the theme of chthonic wisdom, though the 

causation for a ‘chthonic wisdom’ will be elaborated in Chapter 5.4. Katabaseis into caves are 

crucial for this, as exposure to these chthonic environments promoted the acquisition of wisdom, 

inspiration, and growth. 

If we consider the cave-space synonymous with the underworld, we allow for the 

disparity between religious and practical belief. Cave might have paralleled the underworld 

sufficiently that they were considered comfortable for chthonic beings, and appropriate places for 

chthonic rituals. Ustinova has shown that short periods of isolation inside caves could produce 

hallucinations, so they may have naturally inspired metaphysical ideas, and may have been 

thought suitable for metaphysical occupants.170 We learn from Aeschylus’ Eumenides, that the 

cave sanctuary beneath the Areopagus was thought suitable to house the cult of the Erinyes 

(Aesch. Eum. 804f, 1006f, 1021-3; Paus. 1.28.6).171 Aeschylus emphasised the appropriateness 

of the chthonic locale. We were given the impression that the cave itself was suitable for the 

chthonic goddesses, and this was likely because it was “within the earth,” κατὰ γῆς (1007) or 

κατὰ χθονός (1023). 

Like many chthonic landscapes, caves can be read as a liminal space in which mortals 

and divinities interact. This was fully expressed in established cult, which clearly defined the 

terms of the space, and the relationship between mortals and divinities. But not all caves appear 
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to be defined so clearly. Ustinova cited the Homeric cave of the nymphs (Od. 13.102-12) as an 

example in which negotiation of space was implicit in the text:172  

… δύω δέ τέ οἱ θύραι εἰσίν,  

αἱ μὲν πρὸς Βορέαο καταιβαταὶ ἀνθρώποισιν, 

αἱ δ᾽ αὖ πρὸς Νότου εἰσὶ θεώτεραι: οὐδέ τι κείνῃ 

ἄνδρες ἐσέρχονται, ἀλλ᾽ ἀθανάτων ὁδός ἐστιν. 

… It has two doors 

one towards the North Wind, accessible to men, 

And the other one divine is toward the South Wind, nor may men 

Approach by that one, but it is a path for immortals. 

(Hom. Od. 13.109-12, tr. Cook) 

Though the southern path is forbidden, the North entrance may be “descended into by men” 

(καταιβαταὶ ἀνθρώποισιν: 24.110), allowing us to interpret the cave as a potential place for 

katabaseis. Quintus Smyrnaeus’ description of the oracular cave at Heracleia Pontica (6.469-91) 

included this very same configuration, stating clearly that the Southern path of it descended into 

Hades. Porphyry connected Homer’s cave of the nymphs to the philosophical eschatology of the 

classical period and earlier.173 He confirmed that the cave was suitable for souls, because its 

“pleasant darkness” (13.103) comforted them (Antro 6). He expected the Nymph’s cave to orient 

like a temple; mortals enter from the East as in a temple and face the images of the gods to the 

West (Antro 1).  Homer’s description of Scylla’s cave surprisingly maintains this East-West 

orientation, and its exit opened into Erebus (12.81). Ustinova observed that caves were often the 

locations in which unions between heroes and the divine were consecrated, and the cave of the 

nymphs clearly facilitated contact between mortals and divinities.174 The short narrative showed 

that caves could be a passage between two spaces, inviting an interpretation of the cave as a place 

of katabasis, while still emphasising the boundary between mortals and divinities. 

The nekyiai of the Odyssey both underscored the synonymity between caves and 

underworld entrances. The first nekyia appears written to imitate the Acheron nekyomanteion in 

as much as that cult place exemplified a chthonic topography. There was no mention of a cave 

there, though it is understood from the context of the Odyssey that Odysseus had made a katabasis, 

so he must have entered the underworld somehow. In the “second nekyia” (Od. 24.1-10), when 

Hermes descended into Hades, we were not told that he went through a cave but were given a 

metaphor which presented the ghosts of the suitors following him like bats in a cave. The “dank 

path” (εὐρώεντα κέλευθα: 24.10) which opened onto an underworld vista (24.11-22) informs us 

that it likely was a cave, perhaps even the cave of the nymphs. We also discussed in Chapter 3.1 
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the presence of boundary stones which defined the chthonic territory in both nekyiai. The narrative 

emphasised eschatological boundaries by including the “Gates of the Sun”, which have been 

interpreted as synonymous with Hades’ gates.175 The Odyssean nekyiai give an impression of how 

the underworld should look so that we may illuminate other narratives. 

Some myths of katabaseis were attached to cult sites. Association with Heracles’ 

katabasis, which was also known to Homer (Il. 8.366-69, Od. 11.623-26), reveals the suitability 

and legitimacy of some of these cults. Homer gave no location for Heracles’ katabasis, but we 

know that his katabasis for Cerberus was associated with the cult places at both Tainaron and 

Heracleia Pontica, therefore we can use written sources and archaeological details to investigate 

the nature of those sites.176 Both sites featured caves. Tainaron’s was a modest cave at the edge 

of a bay. Heracleia Pontica’s larger cave has been worked, including a rock-cut stairway, a narrow 

passage which opens onto a room of votive offerings, and a pool within the cave itself. Strabo 

revealed that the cave at Tainaron was within a grove (8.5.1), and it would not be unusual to 

expect the same of Heracleia. Nekyomanteia had been established at these two sites of Heracles’ 

descent. A nekyomanteion was an oracular cult complex wherein the dead could be called up from 

the underworld for consultation by psychagogoi – thus the fragment of Psychagogoi by Aeschylus 

(TrGF F273a) which is understood to be modelled on the Acheron nekyomanteion.177  

The nekyomanteia provide more examples of caves being synonymous with the 

underworld, and their landscapes were embellished with further motifs and themes indicating 

their chthonic nature. For further details of nekyomanteia we must turn to myth, though often 

unsatisfactory, particularly regarding Tainaron (see below), but the central value was the 

repetition of chthonic motifs. At Heracleia, the name of the infernal river Acheron (shared with 

the Thesprotian nekyomanteion) became attached to the local landscape: it was applied to the cave 

(Mela 1.103; Plin. HN 6.4; Amm. 22.8.16-17), the river within it (Ap.Rhod. 2.351-57, 727-48; 

Amm. loc. cit.), a nearby lake (EM s.v. Ἀχερουσιάς), and the peninsula where it was located (Xen. 

An. 6.2.2; Ap.Rhod. loc. cit.; D.S. 14.31.3). This may be because the myth remembered Cerberus 

vomiting because of exposure to sunlight when Heracles brought him up, and his vomit drastically 

altered the landscape, changing the vegetation to poisonous aconite (Xen. An. 6.2.2; Herodor. F31 

Fowler & Euph. F41 Lightfoot = schol. Ap.Rhod. 2.353; Ov. Met. 7.406-19; D.P. 788-92 & Eust. 

ad loc.; schol. Nic. Al. 13b). Heracleia also gained legitimacy because of connections to the 

mythical Cimmerians who peopled the land near Homer’s entrance to Hades (Od. 11.14-19). The 

Cimmerians were attached to the Thesprotian Acheron, possibly because of the Homeric 
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traditions, perhaps indicating some conflation between these two sites.178 They were also attached 

to Heracleia (Heraclid.Pont. F129 Wehrli; Callistr.Hist. FGrH 433 F2; Arr. FGrH 156 F76), 

perhaps due to the invasion of the Gimmirai in the eighth century BC.179   

In the Argonautica, when the Argonauts beached their ships near an entrance to Hades, 

Apollonius embellished the chthonic motifs in his landscape with a connection to the Cimmerians.  

These were easily associated with the local Mariandynoi since the latter people claimed relation 

to the Cimmerians through their ancestral heroes.180  He mentioned the Mariandynoi together with 

the Acheron and Acherusian Chersonese to identify the location as Heracleia Pontica (2.351-57, 

727-48). The presence of the Acheron River was one of several features of Apollonius’ landscape 

which Leclerc claimed were repeated from the Homeric nekyia.181 In part of what was a clear line 

of development in landscape detail in poetic narrative, Apollonius led us inland to the cave 

concealed by woods and rocks within its empty grove (κοίλη … νάπη: 2.735), and Acheron burst 

from the rocks to disgorge itself into the sea. The chthonic motifs were packaged together to 

illustrate the site’s chthonic significance. Matching these details with the real landscape helped 

Hoepfner identify the location of the oracle.182 Apollonius added that an icy breath (ἀυτμή) 

continuously issued from the cave (2.736-39); this is suggestive of the mephitic emissions thought 

to be associated with other underworld entrances, but here it constantly developed rime, which 

melted in the noon sun.183 Apollonius poetically expanded his diction based upon the motifs 

relevant to the underworld entrances of Homeric epic, which had not been emphasised to such a 

degree since Homer, so far as we know.  

Tainaron and Heracleia Pontica both incorporated caves into their cult space, while at 

Acheron and Avernus the dead were evocated through lakes. Although these two cults prove that 

a cave space was not essential for evocating the dead, it seems that caves were ideal for the 

practice. In ancient times it was believed that Avernus also incorporated a cave (Ephor. FGrH 70 

F134a = Strab. 5.4.5; Verg. Aen. 6.262; D.S. 4.22.2; Sil. 13.421-29; Max.Tyr. 8.2), although this 

has been proven false.184 The reputation of caves possibly contributed to the belief that a cave 

should have been present at Avernus, as suggested by the late theologian Theodoret who claimed 

that nekyomanteia were established in the darkest caves (Gr.aff.cur. 10.3.11). Both Ephorus and 

Diodorus claimed that the cave of Avernus (which contained the oracle) was demolished at some 
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stage, with Ephorus adding that it was moved to an undisclosed location. This may have been an 

attempt to account for the belief that a cave ought to have been present.  

Traditions of entrances opening under special circumstances may have contributed to 

Vergil’s treatment of the cavern, in which the earth moved apart to create an opening into the 

underworld through which the hero could descend (Aen. 6.255-263). This was revealed in Aeneas’ 

entreaty for the Sibyl to “open the hallowed gates and show me the way!” (doceas iter et sacra 

ostia pandas: 6.109, tr. Day Lewis).185 This was possibly the same in Oedipus at Colonus, where 

the entrance into the underworld was concealed. The ability for finite chasms to open into a 

passage to the underworld may have been given by priests in explanation for the criticism that 

Pausanias had of Tainaron, which he did not believe extended into the underworld (3.25.5). This 

belief was also found in occultation. In occultation a character disappears in some manner and is 

understood to carry on living in some supernatural form; in many stories this is accomplished as 

the earth opens and swallows the individual. This may have been a way of ‘rationalising’ caveless, 

or even obviously finite cave entrances to the underworld. The rationale may have worked 

precisely because the underworld could only be accessed by the exceptional figures of myth. 

Despite that caves were often thought of as underworld entrances, or as synonymous with 

the underworld, there were limitations to such beliefs. Not all caves could provide access to the 

underworld known as Hades. Pausanias’ criticism of Tainaron suggests that its cave might not 

have been very convincing:  

… οὔτε ὑπὸ γῆν ὁδοῦ διὰ τοῦ σπηλαίου φερούσης οὔτε ἕτοιμον ὂν πεισθῆναι 

θεῶν ὑπόγαιον εἶναί τινα οἴκησιν ἐς ἣν ἀθροίζεσθαι τὰς ψυχάς.  

… but no road leads underground through the cave, nor is it easy to believe that 

gods have an underground abode in which the souls of the dead assemble.  

(Paus. 3.25.5, tr. Frazer).  

It is unlikely that Pausanias disbelieved eschatology or the validity of cults. He was initiated in 

the Eleusinian Mysteries (1.38.5-7) and was uncritical of his experience as a consultant at the 

Trophonion (9.39.14). When the Spartans laid Pausanias the Regent’s ghost to rest, we might 

expect them to have done so at Tainaron, since it was local, but instead they contracted 

psychagogoi from Italy (Plut. Sera 560e-f). Pausanias the Regent himself preferred either 

Heracleia Pontica (Plut. Cim. 482, Sera 555c-d) or Phigalia (Paus. 3.17.9) when he attempted to 

raise Cleonice’s ghost. I suggest that the absence of a narrow and difficult cave passage at 

Tainaron (Figure 8), which would conceal the potential of an unseen underworld landscape 

beyond, might have harmed the cult’s authenticity. In contrast, the artificial chasm at the 

Trophonion had a narrow opening at its base through which the consultant was pulled into the 
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underworld (Paus. 9.39.11) and was convincing enough for Pausanias. This opening, in his own 

words, was “sacred” (τὸ ἱερόν: 9.39.12). We might also assume his approval of the authenticity 

of the Plutonion precinct at Eleusis, which also included a narrow and difficult cave passage that 

could have served as an entry to the underworld. The passage included offerings, so we can 

confidently infer that these were thought to reach the appropriate deities.186 Heracleia Pontica, 

which was compared with Tainaron, includes these features which the modest cave at Tainaron 

does not; Hoepfner’s plan (Figure 9) shows a passage winding down into an underground cave 

which included a pool, and a narrow passage like the Eleusinian one, which opened into a small 

room that contained remains and pottery.187 A similar passage has possibly been identified as part 

of the Eumenides cult space beneath the Areopagus.188 The downward trajectory of the cave 

spaces at the Trophonion and Heracleia Pontica may have served to authenticate them even more 

by bringing the consultants physically down, closer to gods, or the dead. This discrepancy in the 

physical space of Tainaron compared to other chthonic cults may reveal the importance of 

authentic space to cult legitimacy and suggest that those experiencing chthonic landscapes had 

certain preconceptions about the landscapes. 

 

                                                      
186 Clinton 1992: 23; Daux 1958: 800-802. 
187 Hoepfner 1972. 
188 Wickens 1986: 392-393. 

 

Figure 8: Site plan of the Tainaron nekyomanteion. Source: after Ogden 2001, Figure 6. Copyright 
©2001 by PUP, reproduced by permission of Princeton University Press. 
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Notions of passage into the underworld related to caves were also given expression using 

gates and thresholds, which we have already mentioned on occasion. Familiar architectural terms 

helped rationalise space. Such elements contributed to a common theme in which Hades was 

represented as a domos or an oikos, though these were equally applicable to mythical Olympus. 

Elements of a structured household were present in the figures of Hades and Persephone at the 

head, complete with their guard dog Cerberus. In Hesiod, Hades was called a δόμος, and 26 times 

so in Homer, occasionally δῶμα, and once an οἶκος.189 Gates were central to this formula, 

allowing and restricting passage under certain circumstances, and cementing the image of Hades 

as a reflection of the world known to the Greeks. The underworld is gated in Homer (Il. 5.646, 

9.312, 23.72, Od. 14.156), and in Hesiod possibly at several points (Th. 732, 772-4, 811f). In 

Homer Hades is πυλάρτης, the “gate keeper” (Il. 8.367, 13.415, Od. 11.277). Hesiod did not solely 

mention the domos of Hades, but an elaborate community, including the houses of Night (744, 

shared by Day), of Night’s children (758), and Styx, encircled by silver pillars (775-79). 

Aristophanes played with this concept in Frogs, as Dionysus was welcomed into the domos as a 

guest-friend, enjoying the hospitality, though he was soon accosted by the kitchen staff (503-78). 

Aristophanes’ choice to locate the chorus of initiates outside the House of Hades (323-448) may 

indicate a continuation of the Homeric idea that Persephone’s grove sat at the entrance of the 

                                                      
189 δόμος: Hom. Il. 3.322, 7.131, 11.263, 14.457, 20.336, 22.52 & 482, 23.19, 103 & 179, 24.246; Hom. 
Od. 4.834, 9.524, 10.175, 491, 512 & 564, 11.69, 150 & 627, 14.208, 15.350, 20.208, 23.252, 322, 24.204; 
Hes. Op. 153, Th. 767. δῶμα: Hom. Il. 15.251, 23.74; Hom. Od. 11.571, 12.21. οἶκος: Hom. Il. 20.64. 
Presumably the variations in Homer can be explained by a necessity to retain an appropriate meter, 
particularly δῶμα, often reduced to δῶ. 

 

Figure 9: Site plan of the Heracleia Pontica nekyomanteion. Source: after Ogden 2001, Figure 5. 
Copyright ©2001 by PUP, reproduced by permission of Princeton University Press. 
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underworld (Il. 10.509f).190 The comparison of Hades with the domos underpinned Hellanicus’ 

attempt to rationalise Theseus’ katabasis (Plut. Thes. 31, 35) into a historical event. This 

rationalisation made Aidoneus (=Hades) a Molossian king in Epirus, who assigned (θέμενος) the 

names Persephone, Koré, and Cerberus to his wife, daughter, and dog. The katabatic episode was 

imposed upon a historical event, and the Hadean royal family was represented as a properly 

structured oikos. It was not inconsequential, as Ogden observed, since the gods of Thesprotian 

Acheron later became known as the “Molossian Gods.”191 Perhaps the rationalisation was an 

attempt by the Molossians to cement a relationship with Acheron.192  

The ’bronze threshold’ in Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus (57) implicitly combined the 

notion of cavernous underworld with architectural conceptions as the point where Oedipus 

possibly made a katabasis within Colonus’ grove, sacred to Poseidon Hippios and the Erinyes. 

Scholiasts considered it to be the site of Persephone’s abduction (scholl. Soph. OC 57, 1590, 

1593).193 The bronze threshold had epic origins in both Homer and Hesiod. The gate of Night and 

Day, sometimes associated with the entry to the underworld, was also called the bronze threshold: 

Atlas stood in front of it, bearing heaven on his shoulders (Th. 744-51; cf. Hom. Od. 24.10-12; 

Parm. F1.11-17 DK; Stat. Theb. 1.94-99). It was also associated with Tartarus (Hom. Il. 8.15; 

Hes. Th. 811). In Hesiod, Poseidon fashioned the bronze gates of Tartarus to imprison the Titans 

(732f). There was an echo of this passage in OC wherein the stranger described the grove (54-

58), explaining it belonged to Poseidon. Prometheus, the Titan smith also had a share in it. The 

bronze threshold appears to suggest the Hesiodic foundations of the underworld, as well as having 

specific cultural relevance to the Athenians. Sophocles later used “Bronze stairs” instead (1591). 

The use of threshold earlier in the tragedy may have been intended to trigger the epic allusions, 

but here there is little doubt of katabasis. The stairs were also fixed firm in the earth (γῆθεν 

ἐρριζωμένον: 1591) recalling the Hesiodic threshold set in the earth’s “limitless roots” (ῥίζῃσι 

διηνεκέεσσιν ἀρηρώς: Th. 812). The Chorus prepared us for the reality that Oedipus entered the 

underworld, praying to Hades and Persephone for his welcome into the “Stygian oikos” below 

(1556-67). Oedipus’ ritual preparations within Demeter’s precinct were met with the approval of 

Hades, as Zeus Chthonios, demonstrated by his thunderbolt (1600-7), confirming the reality of 

his descent.194 Oedipus’ descent at Colonus provided an aition for his cult there, and expressed 

why his power was tied to this particular space. The Stranger told Oedipus that the deme honoured 

Colonus not with words, but συνουσία: community (62f). Later Theseus told Oedipus that he 

                                                      
190 Pausanias recognised specific elements of the grove depicted in Polygnotos’ painting (10.30.6). 
191 Ogden 2001: 52.  
192 The fierce reputation of Molossian hounds (Arist. HA 9.1; cf. Palaeph. 39) conveniently aligns with 
Cerberus. 
193 This does not exclude Eleusis as the point of Persephone’s return. Phanodemus (FGrH 325 F27) claimed 
that her abduction occurred in Attica. Despite his habit of inserting Athens into various myths, it may not 
be outrageous to suspect that he held Colonus in mind, and since Eleusis was not the canonical location of 
the abduction. Recall Poseidon as Persephone’s father in Arcadian myth (Paus. 8.42.1): Chapter. 3.1. 
194 cf. Bonnechere 2003b: 223-225; Calame 1996: 336-342. 
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greatly anticipated the gift of his company (δώρημα τῆς συνουσίας: 647). The tragedy looked 

towards events in the Peloponnesian War (621-23, 1769f), in which Oedipus would appear and 

repel Boeotian invaders (Xen. HG 1.1.33; D.S. 13.72.3-5; schol. Aristid. Or. 46.172; schol. Soph. 

OC 57).195 Sophocles used epic architectural allusions to the underworld to show Oedipus’ 

crossing into the underworld as though he descended into a cave, somewhat like Trophonius.   

Colonus shows that not all underworld entrances were described in obvious terms, and 

we must be reminded that our knowledge of Colonus comes almost exclusively from the tragedy. 

Still, we may reach conclusions by exploring the chthonic ideas present in the text. Considering 

the conclusions about Colonus, if we turn to the epic Thebaid of the Roman poet Statius, it is 

compelling to read his representation of Oedipus as an Erinys-figure, in his underground chamber 

(1.46-52), in terms of his presence in the earth at Colonus.196 The Roman poets followed the same 

patterns as the Greeks in determining appropriate features of entrances to Hades. Vergil’s Avernus 

(Aen. 6.237-42) closely followed the appearance of Thesprotian Acheron.197 The cave resided in 

a grove (238, 259), alongside the famous lake Avernus, thought to emit lethal gases, as at some 

Greek nekyomanteia (239-42). The cave seemed to be finite and did not open until the proper 

ritual was performed (243-60). Vergil’s description of the Sibyl’s grove at Avernus was brief, but 

it, and Vergil’s attention to detail in the underworld itself, certainly resonated for future poets. 

Statius, and Seneca especially, found detailed descriptions of chthonic landscapes useful for their 

works which focused on Greek traditions (Seneca’s Hercules Furens, Oedipus, and Thyestes, and 

Statius’ Thebaid).  

Some post-Vergilian Roman poets gave the underworld negative connotations in contrast 

to the neutral portrayal of earlier traditions. The landscape in Seneca’s Thyestes featured common 

chthonic motifs, centred around a cave. Atreus’ palace was described by a messenger as a chthonic 

hellscape to prepare us for the disturbing nature of the scene in which Atreus murdered his 

nephews (641-81). Atreus’ sacrifice was modelled on chthonic rituals (691-713) and occurred 

within a cave (681) inside a secret grove of infertile trees (650-56), pitch black at midday 

(678f).198 There was also a spring, stagnant and dark like Styx (665-67). The details are almost 

identical to the grove where Ovid had Juno descend to Tartarus (Met. 4.431-35). Atreus was 

compared to Hades by presenting his hall as a place of great wealth (645-49); Hades’ role as a 

host to all the dead was paralleled by the house’s description as the place where nations meet 

(648). But Atreus had lost any concept of proper xenia; he prepared to serve his nephews as meat 

                                                      
195 Calame 1996: 343; Kirkwood 1986: 104f. Kirkwood observed that Pindar (F76 S-M) described Athens 
as a ‘pillar of Greece’ (Ἑλλάδος ἔρεισμα), possibly concerning their role in the Persian Wars, which 
Sophocles might have paralleled using ‘Pillar of Athens’ (ἔρεισμ᾽ Ἀθηνῶν: OC 58) of Colonus’ role in the 
Peloponnesian War. 
196 Chapter 5.2.4. 
197 Avernus in 4.3. 
198 Bull sacrifice was associated with the chthonic Kabeiroi: Burkert 2013: 281-289. contra Schachter 2003: 
126-127. 
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for his brother’s feast, after all, and his abandonment of his principles was described by the nature 

of the grove. The grove was used for the familial rituals of Pelops’ descendants, but their family 

heirlooms were strewn through the grove in ruin, and their violent history was emphasised (659-

64). The dead and the monsters of the underworld roamed the grove freely within its perpetual 

night, while Cerberus was present, contributing to the disorderly clamour of the shades, and 

allowing them their freedom (668-78). “They say here in the dark of night the gods of death 

lament” (Hinc nocte caeca gemere feralis deos / fama est: 668f, tr. Bartsch) underscored the 

problem caused by Atreus’ misappropriated ritual, reiterated by the chthonic gods’ disapproval. 

Familiar motifs identified the landscape as an underworld entrance, and the landscape description 

does not simply unsettle the audience, but comments on the character of Atreus. He either 

inherited destructive potential of chthonic nature from the landscape or embellished it. 

Seneca’s Oedipus packaged similar issues in a somewhat different format. There was 

already pollution in Thebes, but its source was not understood. Teiresias’ nekyia (530-658) as told 

by Creon was the fulcrum of the tragedy, and the location for the chthonic landscape digression 

(530-57). The scene is familiar: a nameless grove that contained the same trees as Atreus’ grove, 

a rotten oak (534f), a cold and stagnant spring (545-47), and the instant onset of darkness as the 

characters entered (549). There was no cave, because Teiresias’ ritual had cracked open the earth, 

allowing the underworld inhabitants to roam freely (569-81, 591-623) as in Thyestes. The sense 

was somewhat different; emphasis was placed upon the forced compulsion of the ghosts, and of 

the landscape itself. Creon felt as though grove and the earth recoiled from the act of necromancy 

(574-77), Acheron strained at the violation which exposed it to mortal perception (577f), and 

Cerberus became enraged (581). The significance of the problem was emphasised as “maybe earth 

itself … resounded as its structure cracked” (sive ipsa tellus … compage rupta sonuit: 579f, tr. 

Braund), showing that the problem struck at the core of the familial structure of Oedipus’ family, 

which ought to have been as inviolable as eschatological boundaries. The nekyia was the point of 

this disruption for good reason; this was the point of revelation, where the characters have 

discovered the horrifying truth about Oedipus; knowledge has exposed them to danger. The ghosts 

who made themselves shown were selected by Seneca specifically to emphasise familial violence: 

first Zethus and Amphion, Niobe and her sons, Agave, Pentheus and the Bacchants (609-18).199 

The horror of the revelation delivered by the ghost of Oedipus’ father (626-58) was understood 

by Oedipus himself (659) though he refused to acknowledge it. 

Finally, we should examine Seneca’s Hercules Furens, which depicted Tainaron’s 

landscape. The scene of Theseus’ katabasis commenced with Tainaron’s grove (663) and cave 

(664). The dominance of darkness during daylight was given extra attention as the landscape 

                                                      
199 Each of the ghosts also has a connection to Boeotian myths, and Amphion and Zethus as the first in the 
group also emphasise the origins of Oedipus, being exposed at birth (Hyg. Fab. 7, 8; Apollod. 3.5.5; Paus. 
1.38.9). 
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description brought Theseus closer to the entrance (668-72). The cave was personified (664-67) 

as a gaping maw, like Vergil’s cave, but Seneca added the impression of motion. Theseus stated 

that the path itself pulled him down (675); the breeze directed him as a current steers a ship, the 

shades prevented retreat, and the River Lethé curved confusingly to prevent him from changing 

course (675-85).200 Theseus arrived in a chthonic grove within the underworld that looks like what 

we have come to expect, but populated by birds of omen, and the personifications of mankind’s 

sufferings, which cause that the trees themselves recoil (686-96). In a discussion of the passage 

Winter observed that the landscape reflected an emotional state, while the elements of the 

underworld had their own irresistible intent.201 Expanding on this, we should recognise that the 

underworld’s ‘intent’ did not align with Theseus’, who was there to abduct Persephone. He 

experienced Hades as a sinner, elaborated when he explained to Amphitryon that good men went 

to the Elysian fields and became judges (739-45). Since Theseus only witnessed barren, decaying 

fields (699-706), the grove he arrived in reflected his fate as well as his emotional state. Winter 

observed that after Theseus was rescued by Heracles, the results of his katabasis had left him 

more accustomed to the underworld; his eyes could not bear the daylight (651-53). Thus, Theseus 

paralleled Cerberus (813f) who was also brought up by Heracles, and he also belonged in 

Hades.202 His character was juxtaposed with the character of Heracles. Seneca’s chthonic 

landscapes did not simply provide detail on the entrances to Hades, the compositions of which 

they inherited from the Greek traditions, but they served as commentary on the significance of 

eschatological and moral boundaries, as well as the consequences of violating them.  

This chapter has thus far shown that caves are a motif indicative of chthonic landscapes, 

and that they help define the terms of interaction with those landscapes. Katabaseis have been a 

recurring theme of that interaction. One goal of katabasis, as in nekyiai, was the pursuit of 

wisdom. Plato’s myth of the cave (Rep. 514a-521b) also contained this idea, despite that his cave 

was the prison of the ignorant. Being in the cave was like being in the underworld. Like an oracle, 

the cave itself contained the data needed to reach a conclusion but did not provide the conclusion 

itself. Through proper interpretation, one would make an anodos and receive revelation.  

Exploration beyond Plato’s cave means crossing boundaries in the same terms as making a 

katabasis into a cave, or the underworld. Trophonius and similar figures, whom I have called 

daimones, formulate part of the picture that explains why wisdom was located in the underworld. 

Origen pondered on the ambiguous status of these figures, wondering whether they were 

daimones, heroes or gods (Cels. 3.34-35). The height of their powers seems to be realised when 

they disappeared into the earth, continuing to live in an ambiguous god-like state. This 

disappearance was termed ‘occultation’ by Eliade, and implied the bypassing of death, as would 

                                                      
200 Statius also depicted Tainaron (Theb. 1.88-113; 2.32-54). 
201 Winter 2016: 128-131. 
202 Ibid., 141. 
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normally be experienced by a soul going to Hades.203 Trophonius was the common denominator 

in three lists of these figures: Strabo (16.2.39) grouped him with Amphiaraus, Orpheus, Musaeus, 

and Zalmoxis (whom Strabo equated with Dekaineus); Aristides (Or. 38.21) with Amphiaraus, 

Amphilochus, and the Asclepiads; and Celsus (Cels. 3.34-35) with Amphiaraus, Zalmoxis, 

Mopsus, and Amphilochus.  

Of the daimones, Trophonius and Amphiaraus provide the best examples of death-

avoidance through occultation. Trophonius was being pursued across Boeotia for the crime of 

robbing the very same treasury he was contracted to build. In Pausanias’ account, the earth opened 

and swallowed Trophonius at the point within his grove which was called the pit of Agamedes, 

after his brother (Paus. 9.37.5-7). Accounts from the scholiasts repeated the tale, but these made 

Trophonius the architect of his own underground chamber, where he lived until death (scholl. Ar. 

Nu. 506a, 508a). Both scholia reported this account, however 508a added the detail that he starved 

to death in his chasm. Although the scholia asserted that he died, he continued to live somehow, 

giving oracles at his cult. The artificial construction of Trophonius’ chasm at both his cult site 

(Paus. 9.39.9) and in his aition (schol. Ar. Nu. 508a) shows that the underworld need not be 

limited to natural openings, and that it revealed the hallmarks of architectural rationalisation. This 

was demonstrated in the language of occultation. Δέχομαι or ὑποδέχομαι are common verbs used 

to describe the occultation of these figures.204 These imply the reception or welcoming of the 

individual (LSJ s.v. δέχομαι), thus are appropriate considering the structural underpinnings of the 

underworld as οἶκος and the home of the daimones. Pausanias’ descriptions of Trophonius’ chasm 

followed this framework. The descending shaft was a χάσμα but referring to the overall structure 

Pausanias used οἰκοδομήματος. The chamber in which consultants received the revelation of 

Trophonius was an ἄδυτον, the sacred restricted space of a temple.205 Other figures, like 

Pythagoras and Zalmoxis (discussed below), were understood to have legitimated their special 

status by having died and returned during their stays in underground chambers, reinforcing the 

sense that even though these chambers were artificial, they were related to the underworld. 

Gregorius Nazianzenus grouped Trophonius with figures such as Empedocles, whom he believed 

made false claims to supernatural status by concealing themselves in adyta (Greg.Naz. Orat. 

4.59). These artificial chambers were equally conceived as part of the underworld and were 

equally viable for the acquisition of knowledge and divine status.  

                                                      
203 Eliade 1970; Ogden 2001. 
204 Trophonius: δέχομαι (Paus. 9.37.7; schol. Ar. Nu. 508a). Amphiaraus. ὑποδέχομαι (Pind. Nem. 10.8; 
Soph. TrGF F958 = Strab. 9.1.22; Paus. 1.34.2;). 
205 Pausanias’ account implies that the consultant is pulled from the chasm into the adyton by a supernatural 
force (9.39.11; cf. Max.Tyr. 8(14).2), implying an adyton separate from the chasm. Bonnechere (2003b: 
159-162.) resolved this differently with archaeological evidence, which does not agree with Pausanias. The 
question itself is not a priority for this thesis. 
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Amphiaraus is comparable to Trophonius in terms of his myth and cult aition, which 

resulted in his occultation, and his cult praxis of incubation close to where he resided in the earth. 

Amphiaraus, one of the seven who besieged Thebes, was engulfed by the earth when he was 

defeated by Periclymenus, at a place called Harma named after the hero’s chariot (Pind. Nem. 

9.24-7; Eur. Supp. 925-7; Soph. El. 836-41; Apollod. 3.6.8; Paus. 1.34.2; Philostr. Im. 1.27). 

Pindar and Apollodorus explained the occultation as a gift from Zeus, so that the hero would 

avoid death and become immortal. There was a similar story about Trophonius and Agamedes, 

who earned an early death from Apollo as recompense for building his temple, though it did not 

involve occultation (Pind. FF2-3 S-M = Schol. Lucian DMort. 10; Cic. Tusc. 1.47; Plut. Cons.Ap. 

14). Kaineus and Althaimenes of Rhodes were also swallowed by the earth as a favour from the 

gods (Pind. F128 S-M; Ap.Rhod. 1.63f; Hyg. Fab.14; Apollod. 3.2.2), but it is uncertain whether 

they were thought present within the earth at their cults. It was also unclear whether, during the 

Homeric period, being swallowed up by the earth might be considered a path to immortality. 

Hector expressed his wish that the earth had swallowed Paris (and equated this with going down 

to Hades: Il. 6.281-85) as a means of resolving the Trojan War. It is unclear whether Paris would 

be treated like Amphiaraus in such a circumstance. It is equally frustrating that Homer knew 

Amphiaraus (Od. 15.243-47) but did not mention his occultation. In the classical period at least, 

occultation was a possibility for Orestes to escape the Erinyes (Aesch. Eum. 174-77), and he might 

have been naturalised into Athens as a chthonic hero like Oedipus in Oedipus at Colonus, but the 

mythic traditions led him elsewhere. 

The oracular methods for consulting Trophonius and Amphiaraus involved incubation 

processes that complemented the chthonic nature of the heroes. At Lebadeia, the consultant 

descended into the earth and was pulled into Trophonius’ hole where he incubated overnight 

(Paus. 9.39.5-13). At Amphiaraus’ cult in Oropus there was no simulated katabasis. Instead, the 

hero was thought to rise from the earth through his sacred spring and appear to the incubating 

consultants in their dreams (Paus. 1.34.4-5).206 Philostratus’ description (Im. 1.26) included a 

‘sacred chasm’ (ῥῆγμα ἱερὸν) as part of Amphiaraus’ phrontisterion (meditation chamber), 

though there was no chasm at the cult site. It is possible that physical access to his chasm was 

only thought possible through the spring. There is evidence that Amphiaraus had a cult near 

Thebes (Hdt. 1.52), perhaps at Knopia (Strab. 9.2.10), or at Harma where he was thought to have 

disappeared into the earth. If that were the case we might expect to see a chasm in the topography, 

but no site has been identified.207 Both cults emphasised interfacing with the earth as part of the 

cult experience that led to revelation. 

Parallels for these cult types appeared in the lists of daimones. Orpheus and Asclepius 

had cults with parallels to the praxis at Lebadeia. Tricca in Thessaly, possibly the oldest of 

                                                      
206 Springs are acceptable passages to the underworld, see Chapter 4.2. 
207 Schachter 1994: i.22-23; Ustinova 2002: 268; Ustinova 2009b: 96. 
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Asclepius’ cults, connected with his children in the Iliad (2.729-31; cf. Strab. 9.5.17), also 

practiced katabaseis into an underground chamber (IG iv2 1.128 ll. 29-30). Tricca was unique 

among Asclepius cults in this respect, as his other cults adopted a standard incubation practice 

like the Amphiaraon’s.208 The Asklepion on the Athenian acropolis had a cave, but it is unclear 

whether it served any purpose other than a source of water from the spring inside (Xen. Mem. 

3.13.3; Paus. 1.21.4).209 It has been noted that Asclepius’ path to immortality did not involve 

occultation – he was immolated by Zeus’ thunderbolt (Hes. Cat. F51 M-W; Pind. Pyth. 3.59-

60).210 This was also the path immortality for Empedocles (D.L. 8.69-70), a mytho-historical 

personality who shared commonalities with the Pythagoreans, and the daimones.211 Nonetheless 

Asclepius cults retained many aspects of the daimon cults, having caves in association with them, 

and being strongly identified with snakes like Trophonius was.212 Some Asclepius cults were 

erected where snakes imported from his established cults descended into the earth (IG ii2 4960; 

Paus. 2.10.3, 3.23.4, 4.4.7, 4.14.8; Liv. Epit. 10). Orpheus’ cult at Lesbos also resembled the 

Trophonion (Philostr. Her. 306, VA 4.14; Philoch. FGrH 328 F77). Having been dismembered by 

the Bacchae, his head was discarded into the sea, and drifted to Lesbos where an oracular cult 

was established around it. The consultation process was preserved on an Attic Red-Figure hydria 

(LIMC Orpheus 68) which showed the consultant descending by rope into a chasm where 

Orpheus’ head uttered prophecies (Figure 10).213 Orpheus was already known for a katabasis, 

having failed to bring back Eurydice, though he himself returned alive (D.S. 4.25.4; Ov. Met. 

10.1-85; Apollod. 1.3.2). 

                                                      
208 Kingsley 1995: 283-288; Ogden 2001: 75-92. 
209 Wickens 1986: i.187 & ii.329-332. 
210 Aston 2004: 27; Ustinova 2009b: 98-99. 
211 Kingsley 1995: 289-292. 
212 Aston 2004: 28-29. Trophonius: schol. Ar. Nu. 508a, cf. Paus. 9.39.3-4. Snakes in cults: Ogden 2013: 
347-382. 
213 Schmidt 1972; Ogden 2001: 208-210; Ustinova 2009b: 106-107. 
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The performance of katabaseis in these cults may have been construed as either sharing 

the experiences of these gods (like in the Mysteries), or as severing the soul from the body to 

experience the metaphysical space of the underworld. In Plato’s Phaedo (65e-66a), Socrates 

claimed that the soul’s search for knowledge was constrained by the bodily senses. The Phaedo 

also influenced Plutarch’s account of Timarchus’ consultation of Trophonius (Genio 589f-

592f).214 This account suggested that the separation of the soul from the body played a part in the 

incubation process, which may have informed the process of attaining oracular wisdom. Ustinova 

observed that Timarchus’ vision was replete with “culturally structured patterns, such as mythical 

geography of the netherworld.”215 When Timarchus undertook his incubation “he imagined that 

a smart stroke fell upon his head, and that through the parted sutures of his skull his soul fled out 

(τῆς κεφαλῆς ἅμα ψόφῳ προσπεσόντι πληγείσης, τὰς ῥαφὰς διαστάσας μεθιέναι τὴν ψυχήν: 

Genio 590b, tr. Goodwin).” The act of entering the cave, in conjunction with ritual incubation 

may have represented the abandonment of the trappings of mortality. As Circe observed, 

Odysseus would die twice, having voluntarily made a katabasis (Od. 12.21f). Death was 

simulated when consultants crossed the eschatological boundaries, and transcended the physical 

limitations imposed upon the soul by the body. 

These traditions which made the underworld as a source of wisdom could be applied to 

Aristophanes’ parody of Socrates’ school, in which architectural ideas again paralleled 
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Figure 10: A consultant descends a rope into Orpheus’ oracle. Attic Red-figured hydria, c. 440 BC. 
Basel, Antikenmuseum Basel und Sammlung Ludwig, BS481. © Antikenmuseum Basel and 
Sammlung Ludwig. 
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metaphysical chthonic landscape.216 This representation rested largely upon a comparison of his 

character Strepsiades’ descent into Socrates’ ‘thinkery’ (phrontisterion) with a descent into the 

Trophonion. When he descended into the underground chamber to receive revelation from the 

Clouds, he commented on his anxiety and requested: 

ἐς τὼ χεῖρέ νυν  

δός μοι μελιτοῦτταν πρότερον: ὡς δέδοικ᾽ ἐγὼ  

εἴσω καταβαίνων ὥσπερ ἐς Τροφωνίου 

Then give me first into my hands a honeyed cake; for I am afraid of descending 

within, as if into the cave of Trophonius. (Ar. Nu. 506-8, tr. Hickie) 

This comment compared Strepsiades’ descent into the phrontisterion with the ritual katabasis at 

the Trophonion at three points: the katabasis itself, the use of honey cakes, and the terrifying 

experience.217 Compare also the theme of Strepsiades’ forgetfulness (129, 414, 483-85) with the 

use of the eschatological springs Lethé and Mnemosyne in Trophonius’ ritual (Paus. 9.39.8).218 

Phrontisterion was the name given to the underground chamber belonging to Amphiaraus 

(Philostr. Im. 1.26), who was like Trophonius.219 Pausanias called Trophonius’ chamber an adyton 

(Paus. 9.39.11). Aristophanes embellished his interpretation of the phrontisterion by 

characterising the occupants as ghosts. When Socrates told Strepsiades that he would equal his 

student Chaerephon, Strepsiades lamented that he would become half-dead (503f). Aristophanes 

had lampooned Chaerephon elsewhere for having a ghostly appearance (Av. 1296, 1553-64; PCG 

F584). Socrates called Strepsiades a ‘thing of the day’ (Nu. 223), while he and his students were 

shown to be pale, avoiding the sun like ghosts (Nu. 119f, 198f, 1112, 1171). These students were 

preoccupied with interests ‘below the earth’ (188), as one explained that they “mill about in the 

dark below Tartarus” (ἐρεβοδιφῶσιν ὑπὸ τὸν Τάρταρον: 192). Aristophanes attributed the pursuit 

of philosophy with the underworld, using motifs to compare the Socratics with ghosts, and 

paralleling Socrates’ school with underground chambers in chthonic cults. 

 Ogden has argued that Aristophanes represented Socrates as a necromancer 

(psychagogue).220 This may have been made possible partly through use of mutual terminology 

in the fields of philosophy and necromancy.221 Aristophanes’ characterisation of the 

phrontisterion as the underworld supports this position. In Aristophanes’ Birds (1553-64) 

Socrates performed a ritual that was comparable to the necromancy performed in Aeschylus’ 

Psychagogoi (TrGF F273a). The ritual was equally like the Homeric nekyia, and referred to the 
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bat-like souls of the second nekyia (Hom. Od. 24.5-9) when Socrates summoned the soul of 

“Chaerephon the bat.” Socrates’ habit of going barefoot (Pl. Phdr. 229a, Smp. 174a) was targeted 

by Aristophanes repeatedly (Av. 1282; Nu. 145, 699, 831f, 836f) as scruffiness seemed to relate 

to the habits of psychagogoi, though we do not understand why. Ogden noted the parallel between 

the lake-site of Aeschylus’ nekyia, which was unfit for washing in, and the unwashed Socrates in 

Birds.222 Ustinova observed that the priests who acted as mediums at Zeus’ oracle at Dodona also 

practiced with their feet bare and unwashed (Hom. Il. 16.234); she suggested that that physical 

connection with the earth may have been important for those required to work within chthonic 

religious institutions.223 Aristophanes mentioned preoccupation with the earth passim throughout 

Clouds, and this very issue was a sore point for Socrates in Plato’s Apology (19b). Aristophanes 

combined a series of recognisable chthonic motifs to criticise Socrates by depicting his school as 

a chthonic space, and Socrates as a psychagogue. The wisdom-giving Clouds of his comedy 

occupy the place of Trophonius or an oracle, whose revelation was achieved through katabasis. 

This may have been a smear, but it relates the Socratic pursuit of wisdom to the underworld. 

Certain historical figures used katabaseis or occultation to legitimate claims of divine 

status and knowledge, and these may have even played a part in Aristophanes’ parody. Pythagoras 

was often discussed in terms of shamanic practises in the Ancient Greek world, as were several 

similar figures. Pythagoras’ occultation myth appeared from at least the third century BC, reported 

by Hermippus of Smyrna (F24 Bollansée = D.L. 8.41), who treated it as a deceptive practice. 

Pythagoras purportedly hid himself in an underground chamber, whilst having his mother deliver 

information about current events. After emerging long after, looking emaciated, he claimed that 

he had been in Hades, and reported the information given by his mother. Through demonstrating 

that knowledge he convinced the population that he was divine. The story was framed as a 

deception, but it speaks to the belief that knowledge and divine status could be received by 

surviving the underworld.  

The Thracian Zalmoxis was sometimes mentioned in conjunction with Pythagoras, since 

according to traditions he was Pythagoras’ slave (Hdt. 4.95.1; Strab. 7.3.5). Having learned from 

Pythagoras, he returned to the Thracians and began teaching his doctrines. At the same time, he 

built a chamber underground, disappearing into it when it was finished. The Thracians mourned 

him for dead, until he reappeared four years later. Seeing this, they worshipped him as a god (Hdt. 

4.95). Strabo (7.3.5) varied the tradition saying that Zalmoxis demonstrated prophetic talent when 

he returned to Thrace, so the Thracians worshipped him as a god, and he became the king’s 

advisor, but lived in isolation in a cave. Herodotus disbelieved that Zalmoxis was a slave to 

Pythagoras (4.96), preferring that Zalmoxis lived many years before Pythagoras. This may be 

because Herodotus understood Zalmoxis to be a clearly deific figure, and that he resembled an 
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underworld god of the Greek Mysteries, since he accepted the souls of the Thracian dead, and this 

was how they achieved immortality (Hdt. 4.94). Herodotus did not elaborate, and it has been 

suggested that his respect for the sanctity of initiatory cults like the Mysteries was the reason.224 

The Thracian King Rhesus was like Zalmoxis. It was predicted that he would not die, but live in 

a cavern in the earth, deified like a prophet of Bacchus who dwelt in a cave (Eur. Rh. 962-73). 

This prophet was unnamed, but it has been proposed that he was Zalmoxis, or Rhesus himself.225 

Rhesus was called an anthropodaimon, had the power of prophecy, and lived in a cave. He 

attained immortality as a gift from Persephone (Eur. Rh. 965), also relating him to the Mysteries.  

The Eleatic school founded by Parmenides seemed to have also approached the 

attainment of wisdom in terms of a katabasis. The archaeology of his school is as difficult to 

deconstruct as his philosophies, but it seems to have included an underground chamber (called 

the cryptoporticus) which might have emulated those of the daimones, and might help us 

understand the use of these chambers.226 Parmenides framed the ecstatic experience through 

which he attained wisdom in katabatic terms; his proem called it the “path of the daimon” (F1.2-3 

DK).227 Parmenides passed through the houses of the chthonic goddess, Night (F1 DK), which 

may have been inspired by the Cave of Night in the Orphic theogonies.228 In the Orphic traditions, 

Night was an oracle (FF103-4 Kern), and an advisor to Zeus (FF105, 148-52, 154, 158-59, 162, 

164-65, 189 Kern). She prophesied from her adyton (F104 Kern), as did Trophonius (Paus. 

9.39.11). We learn through the account of Thespesius (Plut. Sera 566c) that Orpheus, during his 

katabasis, mistook Night to be the former owner of the Delphic oracle, which had its own 

subterranean adyton.229 The Eleatics may have practised incubation of the Asclepeian kind within 

their cryptoporticus, since the school contained statues of Asclepius and Hygeia.230 The meaning 

of ‘cryptoporticus’ – concealed walkway – is suggestive of the kind of practices we have been 

exploring, but its utility must be pieced together from evidence. 

Eleatic magical practice did not differ from that of Pythagoras or Empedocles according 

to Ustinova’s investigation, and Iamblichus (VP 166) stated that Empedocles and Parmenides 

were the most famous physikoi; physikos being the title given to Parmenides according to an 

inscription found from the school (SEG 38.1020).231 This inscription listed alongside Parmenides 

the succession of ‘pholarchs’ – lords of the den. Pholarch has proved a difficult term to quantify, 

but Ustinova has shown that its etymology was relevant to katabasis and occultation. Its 

traditional translation, ‘head of the school’ is understandable (since whatever the pholarchs were, 
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they were likely also the heads of the school), but it only survived in late antique and medieval 

lexicons.232 Lords of the den is more appropriate, since pholeos in Greek almost exclusively 

applies to an animal’s lair or den (LSJ s.v. φωλεός), while φωλεύω means to ‘live or hide in a 

den’. Strabo’s account of the chthonic cult at Acharaca (14.1.44) described the incubation of sick 

consultants in the cult cave (Plutonion) as “just as in an animal’s den” (καθάπερ ἐν φωλεῷ). 

Pholeos had a synonym in θαλάμη which Euripides (Ion 393f) used of Trophonius’ chasm. 

Ustinova argued that there was meaning in Euripides’ and Strabo’s applications of these words to 

the central chambers of chthonic cults. Considering the katabatic narrative spun by Parmenides 

by which he defined his philosophy, we can conclude that Ustinova’s definition of pholeos fits 

what was likely to be an Eleatic praxis which echoed that of cult figures discussed above. The 

cryptoporticus was possibly equivalent to a Trophonian adyton, but at the very least we can assert 

that the pholarchs took their name from it, being a restricted subterranean space over which they 

had some form of authority and exclusivity. 

This chapter has shown that caves were associated with the underworld, and that they 

contribute to the definition of chthonic space. Caves seem to have been to path to power for 

figures like the daimones, attaining both wisdom and divine status through exceptional means of 

renegotiating death. As has been a recurring theme, these spaces held the potential for risk, but 

proper negotiation of them could yield profound wisdom. This is reflected in both the myths and 

the Mysteries, since pathos is inseparable as both experience and suffering. Compare the 

destructive Oedipus of Euripides’ Phoenissae (1534-45) who was trapped in an underworld, with 

the Oedipus of Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus, who finds resolution through reincorporation into 

the community. The Greeks also represented their underworld in familiar terms, using imagery 

and terminology which reflected human constructed architecture and institutions. They could take 

advantage of the chthonic space to explore philosophies and anxieties through thought and 

narrative. The mirror of the real world that the underworld provided may have been exceptionally 

helpful in this regard. Yet a mirror is not a copy, it is a reflection, and is intended to remain within 

the glass. Boundaries should not be crossed unless properly ordained. A katabasis still violated 

natural laws, and it only appears possible under appropriate circumstances. Thus, the failed 

katabaseis of figures like Theseus, Peirithoos, and Orpheus, reveal interest in the fidelity of moral 

and eschatological boundaries. Perhaps the incredulity Aristophanes showed Socrates, and the 

accusations of charlatanism levelled at figures like Pythagoras, also spoke to a belief that these 

figures were ultimately unable to cross those boundaries, even if the Greek belief systems allowed 

for it. Even if there was evidence of scepticism towards such practices in antiquity, would a person 

such as Timarchus, who had successfully achieved a spiritual experience believe that he had, for 

a time, had one foot in the underworld, just like a daimon? 
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3.3 Tombs and tumuli. Memory and the landscape. 

The following chapters are more modest in scope than the previous. We shall ask what kind of 

space is manifested within the tomb itself; was it like a cave? Was it underworld space itself, or 

just like the underworld? This question derives from the ability of the dead to simultaneously 

manifest in the tomb, and to exist within the underworld.233 Following this, it is natural to see 

synchronicity between the tomb the underground chambers in the traditions of Greek shamans. 

We have investigated in detail the use of motifs to define chthonic landscapes, and we shall also 

explore this as a function of tombs. Minchin has demonstrated that tombs were distinctive 

landscape features that enshrined memory within landscape and gave it value.234 The proof is 

demonstrated in the lament by the ghost of Amphiaraus about his lack of a tomb, because he 

disappeared into Hades (Stat. Theb. 8.111-15). Minchin concluded that part of the landscape’s 

value was in the local community’s cultural connection to the identity of the interred ancestors. 

The monumentalisation itself demonstrated adherence to values and morals, and proper respect 

in the eyes of the gods, the dead, and mankind. These were also testaments to living people that 

they could expect their burials to be properly treated by the community. Perhaps the 

monumentalisation of sphinxes and sirens signalled that the final ritual requirements were met, 

and the deceased were ready to meet these figures in the afterlife.235 As Sourvinou-Inwood put it, 

“… bad death is death away from the community … to die away from home, or without saying 

goodbye, or unmourned, or unburied. … To die without the assistance of one’s community is an 

emotionally traumatic prospect affecting a vulnerable part of one’s identity …”236 There was 

anxiety regarding the prospect that one might not be valued enough by the community that 

appropriate respect would be worthwhile paying. At the heart of this was not just the inherited 

value of the ancestor, but treatment of their flaws, both expressed through narratives and rituals.237 

Funerary monuments testified that burial rituals had been completed and the dead had 

transitioned into the afterlife.238 Burial symbolically severed the deceased’s ties with the 

community (Hom. Il. 16.674f, 23.9, Od. 4.193-8); it was the final distinction within funerary ritual 

that established the soul in Hades.239 If a body was cremated, burial was still a necessary process, 

and so cremations typically took place at the point of burial itself.240 This was reflected in 

sacrificial practices performed for chthonic deities, heroes, and the deceased, recorded as early as 

the Homeric nekyia (Od. 10.516-37, 11.24-5.; cf. Aesch. TrGF F273a), in which blood, libations, 
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or sacrifices, were made into the earth, or a pit in the earth, close to a burial or underworld 

entrance.241 Despite that funerary rites were ritual expressions of the passage of the living into 

Hades through death, they were distinct from the mythical and metaphorical accounts of the living 

voluntarily entering Hades through katabaseis. The deceased were liminal between death and 

burial and were reaggregated in Hades; the living were liminal in Hades, and were reaggregated 

when they returned (or failed to do so). 

The dead were cut off from the community after burial and could only be contacted under 

appropriate circumstances; the prescriptions which applied to mortals attempting to access the 

underworld also applied to its inhabitants. Since the dead could be accessed near to their burial, 

the immediate space must have been a special place where eschatological boundaries broke down. 

Plato felt that the appropriate burial place for priests of Apollo was a layering of sacred space: a 

tomb, under a mound, with a grove over it (Leg. 12.947e). He also thought that ghosts would 

manifest around their tombs (Phd. 81c-d). Communication with the dead at tombs was popular 

within the tragic milieu. Aeschylus provided an elaborate picture of ritual observances in Libation 

Bearers (84-163), when Electra and Orestes made offerings to Agamemnon at his tomb and 

addressed him as though they could be heard (124-30, 138-48, 489-509). These scenes were 

repeated in adaptations by Sophocles (El. 410-25, 459f), and Euripides (El. 680). Aeschylus’ 

Persians included a scene in which the ghost of Darius was consulted at his tomb (598-842). 

Pollux (4.127, 137) reported that passages were built into stages to dramatize such scenes. An 

episode in which Achilles appeared at his tomb to ask for the sacrifice of Polyxena was also a 

popular topic of tragedy (Eur. Hec. 35-40, 92-152, 534-36; Soph. TrGF F523; Sen. Tro. 170-89) 

and may have been a known tradition of the epic cycle. An inscription on the funerary altar of 

Ammias (TAM 1055), a priestess of a Mystery cult at Thyateira, invited attendees to pray at the 

altar and receive visions. Phrygian epitaphs advertised the willingness of the dead to continue 

speaking prophecies from their tombs.242 Pythagoreans in Thebes had erected a tomb for one of 

their members, Lysis, who had died away from home. One of the Pythagoreans, Theanor, was 

anxious about this, and offered libations at the tomb at night to attract his ghost. Eventually, he 

heard a voice reassuring him that Lysis had been appropriately buried (Plut. Genio 585e-f). The 

Pythagorean Philolaus supposedly sang from his tomb after he died (Iamb. VP 148). In the Roman 

period it was also possible to consult the dead from their graves (Verg. Ecl. 8.98; Lucian Luct. 

16), or their tombs (Hor. Sat. 1.8, Epod. 17.79). One Roman epitaph (CIL 6.27365) played on 

these traditions with a joke about echoes, asking non-believers to call out to the dead and expect 

an answer.243 These possibilities extended to the Roman custom of cremation, since voices of the 

dead could be brought forth from ashes (Hor. Epod. 17.79; Luc. 1.568). Ghosts, like Achilles, 
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could manifest at their burials of their own volition, or people could entice them to appear or to 

listen, with appropriate rituals. 

Records of consultations and necromancies performed at tombs reinforce the intermediate 

character of the tomb’s space, and the connection between wisdom and the underworld. If a 

consultant were to truly experience a ghost, they may have incubated at the tomb. Ogden observed 

the lack of explicit Greek and Roman testimonies for the practice of incubation at tombs but 

noticed that they had written of the practice in other cultures (Hdt. 4.172; Nic. F117 G-S = Tert. 

Anim. 57; Mela 1.46; Plin. HN 5.45; Solin. 3.4; Cyril. Adv.Iul. 10.1024b-c (PG 76)).244 There was 

a clear account from Strabo (6.3.9) in which the hero Calchas could be consulted by incubating 

at his tomb. The Daunian people consulted their hero, Podalirius, by incubating atop his tomb 

(schol. Lyc. 1050). Apollonius of Tyana, a Pythagorean, spent the night on Achilles’ tumulus, so 

his consultation of Achilles’ ghost may have occurred during incubation (Philostr. VA 4.16). 

Pythagoras stated that the dead appeared to people in dreams (Iamb. VP 139), therefore Ogden 

suggested that Theanor’s consultation of Lysis (Plut. Genio 585e-f) may have been incubatory.245 

The practice of dream incubation seemed to be the consultation method for the daimones we have 

discussed.246 This oracular method seems popular with the Pythagoreans, and we have seen that 

Pythagoras retreated into his underground chamber like a daimon, but since this process emulated 

death, perhaps there was overlap in the way these spaces were interpreted.  

The dead could access the mortal world around the tomb. Burial seemed to change the 

nature of the landscape, allowing the dead to come up, and interact with the living. This also 

applied to chthonic beings, as in the episode of Heracles and Alcestis. In this tradition, Alcestis 

had died and been interred, and Heracles returned her to life by wrestling Thanatos (Death) when 

he attempted to retrieve her from her tomb (Eur. Alc. 1136-50). This episode has been argued to 

be a katabasis, partly because of its thematic similarity to the Orphic katabasis.247 This would 

imply that Heracles entered the underworld from within the tomb, or an underworld entrance 

nearby, but this interpretation is impossible, because Heracles pondered a katabasis as an 

alternative (850-54) to the successful plan (843-49, 1141). Heracles could seize Thanatos because 

he had manifested beside the tomb to receive the funerary offerings (844-45), and this was 

possibly facilitated by the landscape and ritual circumstances (and because Heracles was 

exceptional).  

Deceased heroes were often identified with snakes in iconographical traditions, which may 

explain how they could access tombs. The attribution of snakes to heroes is discussed in Chapter 
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5.1.248 A few examples will suffice here to clarify their contribution to chthonic space in the tomb. 

One example depicted a dragon rising from a tumulus to tower over a woman’s corpse in front of 

it, as a charioteer fled the scene (LIMC Erinys 84 = Alkmaion 3). It was interpreted within the 

iconographical tradition of Alcmaeon (the charioteer) who avenged his father Amphiaraus at his 

tomb by killing Eriphyle.249 Several vases depicted snakes in tombs (sometimes with ghosts), or 

defending tombs, and literary records echoed these ideas (Plin. HN 16.234; Plut. Cleom. 39). It is 

possible that serpents were thought to be companion spirits to heroes, especially given the 

popularity of their depiction alongside mounted heroes.250 This must be reconciled with other 

popular depictions of serpents at funeral banquets in honour of dead heroes, suggesting the serpent 

was the hero in attendance.251 Aeneas pondered this same distinction when he saw a snake atop 

his father’s tomb (Verg. Aen. 5.84-96).  

Literary records suggested that serpents and heroes were sometimes one and the same. 

Plutarch (Cleom. 39) attributed this to a belief that the spine could transform into a snake after a 

man’s death (Ov. Met. 15.389f; Plin. HN 10.188; Origen Cels. 4.57; cf. Ael. NA 1.51). Heraclides 

of Pontus made funeral arrangements for a serpent to be hidden on his corpse to convince people 

of his divinity (D.L. 5.89-90). These beliefs were possibly nurtured by myths of autochthony. 

Snakes were thought to be born of the earth, and to live within it (Hdt. 1.78.3; Artem. 2.13). The 

Thebans claimed descent from the Spartoi of their heroic past, who had grown from the teeth of 

a slain dragon (Eur. Ph. 657-75; Hyg. Fab. 178; Apollod. 3.4.1-2; Nonn. 4.389-405; schol. 

Ap.Rhod. 3.1179; schol. Eur. Ph. 670, 934; schol. Pind. Isth. 1.41). The Athenians later 

incorporated snakes into the identity of their mythical kings, Cecrops and Erichthonius, to 

complement their myths of autochthony (Call. F260 Pfeiffer; Cic. ND 3.22; Hyg. Astr. 2.13, Fab. 

166; Ov. Met. 2.757-59; Apollod. 3.14-15; Paus. 1.2.6, 1.14.6). The snake, the hero, and the 

connection to the earth, each intersected at the tomb. The hero’s identification with the snake 

might be descriptive of how they were able to interact with the space around the tomb from the 

underworld, since they lacked the wings of chthonic beings and souls. Taking the form of a snake 

allowed them to move through the earth, but also restricted movement in ways that wings did not. 

This might say something about the local importance of heroes, and why snakes were also useful 

symbols of autochthony. The snake, hero, and tomb united to produce a being concerned with 

discrete and immediate landscape.252 These considerations may also explain the value of 

proximity to the tomb, when performing honorary games, as Alexander did for Achilles (Plut. 

Alex. 15.4). 
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Like other motifs, tombs had also been used to define landscape metaphorically. One such 

tomb that has attracted scholarly discussion was the Tomb of Ilus in the Iliad. It loomed ominously 

at pivotal points in the narrative (10.415, 11.166, 11.372), but in Book 24 it provided a frame with 

which to read Priam’s descent to the Achaean camp as a katabasis. De Jauregui observed that this 

was done in clear terms: Priam’s descent was marked by passing the tomb, crossing the River 

Xanthus, and being escorted by Hermes into the night (24.349-53).253 On his return, he crossed 

Xanthus, Hermes departed, and then the sun rose (24.692-95). The Xanthus, divine name of 

Scamander, combined with other motifs to give it the connotation of an infernal river.254 Setting 

katabasis aside, the Tomb of Ilus itself was a testament to the observance of burial rites, the theme 

which underscored the Iliad’s final chapter. It was perhaps through Achilles’ recognition of his 

own experience with Patroclus’ ghost that he acknowledged the importance of burial rites 

(24.560-62, 656-670). The Tomb of Ilus thus stood as a monument to eschatological customs, 

contrasting against a metaphorical descent into a landscape where these customs ought to be 

observed, but were ignored. We also know from Patroclus’ example that Hector’s ghost would 

not have been accepted into Hades, suggesting that he also would not have been able to establish 

his cultic power in the landscape, again contrasting Ilus. 

 Burial and observance of customs defined a landscape in which a hero’s positive potential 

could be harnessed, and conversely, impious treatment of a body could have negative effects. The 

question of pious observances towards funerary custom in the face of conflicting social values 

was the central concern of Sophocles’ Antigone and was resolved in similar terms as in the Iliad: 

the corpse must be appropriately buried. Patroclus’ unburied corpse in the Iliad caused his ghost 

to haunt Achilles, while in Sophocles’ Thebes it was Antigone’s realisation that neglect of 

Polynices’ burial rites brought dearth upon the landscape (Soph. Ant. 21-39). Likewise, this dearth 

that was also a manifestation of Oedipus’ curse, was redirected in positive terms for the benefit 

of Athens when Oedipus came to terms with his own moral dilemmas, and received burial rites 

(Soph. OC 457-92, 1586-666) in the grove of the Erinyes at Colonus. His close relationship with 

the Erinyes was also reflected in the interring of his bones at their cult on the Areopagus (Paus. 

1.28.7). Oedipus’ resolution of moral issues and his proper burial produced a positive outcome in 

which his heroic power was institutionalised in cult space with the Erinyes. 

A similar dilemma haunted Orestes, who killed his mother, Clytemnestra, a just act owed 

to both his father and his people, though the problem of matricide made him a target for the 

Erinyes. These first manifested at night, at Clytemnestra’s tomb, while Orestes erected it (Eur. 

Or. 401-8). They were agents of Clytemnestra’s ghost, the agency of her wrath. It was possibly 

the establishment of her shade in the underworld, and the nature of the space defined by her tomb, 

which allowed them to manifest there. Likewise, Pausanias told a story about the “Tomb of the 
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Finger” (8.34.1-4), which was possibly a local tradition about Orestes’ burial. The Erinyes 

appeared to Orestes as black goddesses, near Megalopolis, and drove Orestes mad. Orestes bit off 

his finger during his mania, whence the Erinyes turned white, and Orestes came to his senses. The 

tomb itself was a tumulus surmounted by a large “stone finger” within the sanctuary of the Maniai, 

the negative aspects of the Erinyes. Nearby was a sanctuary to them in their positive aspect 

(Eumenides), where Orestes was cured. This curious story appears to be a metaphor for Orestes’ 

acknowledgement and rejection of his destructiveness, which he ‘sacrificed’ to the Erinyes, after 

which they became well disposed towards him. It is tempting to think that the “Stone Finger” was 

a miraculous growth from the landscape caused by Orestes’ resolution with the Erinyes, but at the 

very least it monumentalised his significance to local traditions, and both his power and the 

Erinyes’ power was instituted in the landscape through cult.  

This was like another tradition recorded by Euripides, in which Hecabe, who had been 

driven to madness after the Trojan War, metamorphosed into a dog (Eur. Hec. 1265-71; Ov. Met. 

13.557-71). The site of this incident became her tomb, in Thrace, called ‘Cynossema’: Dog-sign. 

Likewise, the tomb of Timon, who was jokingly called an off-shoot (ἀπορρώξ, ie: a relative) of 

the Erinyes by Aristophanes (Lys. 808-11) because he was inapproachable. His tomb took on his 

nature, as described by Aristophanes, inaccessible, separated from the mainland by sea, and 

hemmed in by thorns (Neanth. FGrH 84 F35; Plut. Ant. 70.3; Suda s.v. Ἀπορρῶγας & Τίμων). 

Vergil provided another example of the destructive potential of heroes manifesting in the 

landscape, which was redirected positively through the establishment of a tomb. He recounted the 

grim story of Polydorus who was not given due burial rites (Verg. Aen. 3.22-64), which he had 

elaborated upon from Euripides Hecuba (1-58). Having arrived in Thrace, Aeneas decided to 

perform a sacrifice. He saw a hill topped with a myrtle grove, from which he decided to cut 

branches to dress his altar.255 The trees bled as he cut, and he heard a groaning voice: the spirit of 

Polydorus spoke from the mound, complaining of his unjust murder, and lack of burial. The 

unburied Polydorus occupied a perverse chthonic landscape of the kind Seneca enjoyed, 

consisting of an unsatisfactory tumulus and a grove of trees sprouting symbolically in imitation 

of a brutal phalanx (3.45f). After a proper tumulus was built, along with an altar dressed in dark 

cypress and purple garbs of mourning, and a propitiatory sacrifice of milk and blood (Verg. Aen. 

3.62-68), his ghost was put to rest. The ill-treatment of Polydorus and his body imbued the 

landscape with negativity, embodied in the bloody phalanx of myrtle trees, but was resolved 

through proper burial customs. Though not explicit in the text, perhaps this act of piety was repaid 

by the gods, or Polydorus, as the seas became calm and a southerly breeze appeared, allowing the 

Trojans to launch their ships (3.69-72). 

                                                      
255 Though associated with Dionysus, in Roman traditions myrtle was sacred to Venus (Verg. Ecl. 7.62; 
Plin. HN 12.3, 15.120, 125; Paus. 2.32.3, 5.13.7, 6.24.7), but also suitable for fashioning spears (Verg. 
Georg. 2.447f; cf. Colum. 12.38.7; Plin. HN 15.109): see Horsfall 2006: ll. 19, 22. 
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Tombs and tumuli define space in terms that differ from other motifs. Their association 

with heroes or the dead in general, combined with the traditions surrounding ghosts, and the heroic 

ability to manifest as snakes, suggest the interest of the inhabitants lies in the discrete local 

territory. The space in and around the tomb may not reflect the underworld in the same way as a 

cave did. Passage seems to be restricted to special circumstances, and the connection of the hero 

to the snake may describe how heroes could negotiate their way into that space. Oracular 

traditions have shown that ghosts and heroes could ascend to the tomb, but we have no indication 

that entering a tomb could be like a katabasis. The moral implications of not observing burial 

practices are also bound to the expression of the buried/unburied within the landscape. Impiety 

attracted the destructive potential of chthonic beings, and it seems that there was agreeance in 

antiquity that despite dilemmas of social custom, bodies had to be buried to avert consequences 

from divinities and the dead. Doing so would nurture a beneficial relationship with the interred 

and with beings interested in eschatology. 

3.4 The dark grove, an ideal chthonic space? 

Since Homer’s depiction of Odysseus’ nekyia (Od. 10.508-15), groves appeared in conjunction 

with chthonic landscapes. Groves do not appear to have any clear connection to the underworld, 

and as Bonnechere observed, could be associated with any number of Greek deities.256 Birge felt 

that groves entered the eschatological traditions of Greece from the influence of the monumental 

garden tombs of the East, which continued through to the Roman tradition of cepotaphia.257 She 

saw a distinction in terminology, with kepos (garden) applied to graves of the recently dead, and 

alsos to the tombs and cults of heroes. Birge felt this application of alsos reflected the broader 

civic significance attributed to heroes of the distant past.258 Perhaps this was why the tombs of 

some heroes, like Oedipus’, were established within groves. This chapter suggests that groves, 

like other landscape motifs, defined boundaries of chthonic space. Where groves in general must 

have been appropriate for divine beings because of their beauty, the darkness of groves, and their 

potential for concealment, also made them amenable to chthonic beings. 

Ancient definitions of groves are elusive. Alsos (ἄλσος) was often used of groves, but 

could also be applied generally, regarding the general extent of cult space. Strabo criticised this 

very habit (9.2.33). Bonnechere cited the sanctuary of Artemis at Aulis as an example: it was 

described by Homer, with no reference to an alsos (Il. 2.303-29).259 Its alsos was only mentioned 

by Sophocles and Euripides (Eur. IA 185-87, 420-23, 1461-63, 1543-50; Soph. El. 563-69). 

Writing much later, Pausanias also omitted ‘alsos’ from his extensive landscape description 

(9.19.6-8). The significance of alsos as divine space has been described similarly to the ambiguity 
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of chthonic space proposed by this thesis: the sense of normality within the space of the alsos 

breaks down, enabling communion with the divine.260 Bonnechere felt that groves were “a natural 

manifestation of a median place between two worlds.”261 The tension experienced within the 

ambiguous landscape is reduced by the rules of interaction that were inherent in the cult. The 

presiding deities feel no such tensions; it is their space. This was not a strictly chthonic feature, 

but a feature of the divine landscape defined by the grove. It was expressed in the Ancient Greek 

use of groves as places of asylum, where safety was sanctioned by the presiding deities.262 Mortals 

were expected to engage on their terms. Early examples go back to Homer, when Odysseus 

confidently awaited embassy from King Alcinous within Athena’s grove, with the goddess’s 

support (Od. 9.197-201). The Hesiodic Shield captured the complexity of the convention in a 

recount of Heracles’ encounter with Cycnus, a son of Ares (57-72). Apollo was aggrieved that 

the murderer Cycnus should take refuge in his grove, and impelled Heracles to deal with him, but 

Athena set out careful prescriptions (including demanding that Heracles not loot the body), which 

allowed her to prevent Ares taking vengeance on Heracles. The institution of asylum within 

groves was historically observed appropriately. Disregard could be punished with divine severity, 

as when Cleomenes was driven to madness, having massacred defeated Argives who had 

attempted to shelter inside the grove of Argus (Hdt. 6.78-80, & 84; Paus. 2.20.8, 3.4.1). The 

intersection of these ideas with chthonic concepts was expressed in the aition of Aphaian 

Britomartis, which paralleled the disappearance of daimones into the earth, or Oedipus at 

Colonus. Britomartis fled into a grove where she became ‘invisible’ (ἀφανής), and her cult was 

later established there (Ant.Lib. 40.4). We shall see that the chthonic nature of groves was often 

expressed in terms of inviolability and obscurity.    

The archetypal chthonic grove was found in the Homeric nekyia. It belonged to 

Persephone, and has been described above.263 Homeric groves, like those of Poseidon and Athena, 

were bright, beautiful, and glorious, and usually contain a spring, or source (Hom. Il. 2.506, Od. 

6.321, 291f, 17.205-211; h.Hom. 3.230, 382-385, 4.185-7). These contrast with Persephone’s 

grove, paradoxically growing in a place of perpetual night (Od. 11.12-19), populated with poplars, 

and willows that prematurely shed fruit (10.510). These features of the grove intersect with the 

chthonic motifs, such as the infernal rivers, and the special rock, which give the grove its chthonic 

resonance. The ever-wilting willow communicated a sense of death. Pausanias, explaining the 

poplar’s Homeric epithet “Acheroid” (Il. 13.389, 16.482), said that Heracles brought it from the 

Acheron River as proof of his katabasis (5.14.2). Another myth told that the white poplar was 

sacred to Hades, since his lover Leuke was transformed into the poplar when she died (Serv. Ecl. 
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7.61). Obscurity underscored the inaccessibility of Persephone’s grove, both in terms of the 

persistent darkness, and its murky imperceptibility (11.15).  

The sense of impenetrable darkness afforded by groves was a common motif of chthonic 

landscapes, which leant itself as a feature of underworld entrances, and to the evocation of ghosts. 

Aeneas’ katabasis at Avernus was perhaps the most famous episode to echo the Homeric nekyia. 

The descent itself was concealed and characterised by the omnipresence of dark groves (Verg. 

Aen. 6.117f, 131, 237-42, 268-72). The golden bough, sacred to Persephone, required by Aeneas 

to have his passage sanctioned, was concealed within the murkiness of a grove (6.136-39). Strabo, 

describing the topography around the Avernus nekyomanteion (5.4.5), said that it was once 

covered with impenetrable woods that inspired a religious awe. The underworld entrance at 

Heracleia was described by Apollonius to be nestled deep inside a wooded grove (2.734-36), 

which Ovid also described in terms of its obscurity (Met. 7.409f). Seneca applied these features 

to the grove at Tainaron (HF 660-72), which was impenetrable (663) and dark (668, 672). Statius 

applied the same schema (Theb. 2.34-42). The appropriateness of dark groves to necromantic 

contexts was paralleled elsewhere. Lucian’s Erictho performed her necromancy within a wood 

impenetrable to light, with drooping canopies, like the Homeric grove (Luc. 6.639-53). Ovid’s 

Circe had a grove so terrifyingly dark that the trees turned pale in fright (Met. 14.403-11). 

Teiresias’ necromancy described in Seneca’s Oedipus (530-49) occurred within a grove 

impenetrable to light, black as night, despite the daylight hour (548f). The grove in which Atreus 

sacrificed Thyestes’ children (Sen. Thy. 650-89) also seemed to be an underworld entrance (668-

77) and was as dark as night despite the sun (677-79). The practice of necromancies within 

darkened groves supports a position of Section 2, that darkness was appropriate to shades. This 

was revealed in the consequences Seneca derived from the breakdown of moral and eschatological 

boundaries, when the ghosts released into the world hid furtively within the groves (174f, 608f). 

It is evident from Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus, wherein the Erinyes were prominent, 

that groves were suitable for chthonic beings. Their grove was dark and impenetrable, and 

intended to be inviolate (125-27; 671-79) There is possibly no better example in the literature 

than Heracles’ choice to release Cerberus into the custody of Demeter Chthonia’s grove at 

Hermione (Eur. HF 615). Hermione was the site of another underworld entrance, and the 

Hermionians claimed that Cerberus was brought up there (Paus. 2.35.10). They made no claim 

that he returned there, and the grove was probably thought to be a suitable place to keep him 

because of its dedication to Demeter Chthonia, the strong presence of chthonic cults at Hermione, 

and it was probably suitably dark.264 The ability to harbour Cerberus will have certainly 

legitimated the chthonic cults of Hermione. Many other monsters that bore the chthonic features 

of dragons, as Cerberus did, could be found in groves.265 The Nemean Lion and the Lernaean 
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Hydra, both opponents of Heracles, laired in groves (Eur. HF 359f; Theocr. Id. 25.166-69; Paus. 

2.37.1-4). Many Greek dragons, such as the Colchis Dragon and the Dragon of Ares, inhabited 

groves together with the nymphs they guarded.266  

The connection between dragons and groves might appear trivial were the dragons 

themselves not chthonic, but the groves of Ladon and the Colchis Dragon stand apart as chthonic 

space because of the motifs that united within them. The earliest mention of Ladon appeared in 

Hesiod (Th. 333-35), stating that he guarded the Hesperidean apples within the murky recesses of 

earth, evoking Hades. The Hesperides themselves were chthonic nymphs, daughters of Night and 

Erebus (215f). Philodemus thought them the same as the harpies (Piet. 92.24-29). Two of them 

metamorphosed into a poplar, and a willow (Ap.Rhod. 4.1427f), trees found in Homer’s grove of 

Persephone. Their grove was at the ends of the earth, where Atlas stood at the house of Night – 

the Hesiodic bronze threshold (Th. 517f, 744-49), so this grove occupied ambiguous space both 

beneath the earth and at its extremities. Ovid emphasised the inaccessibility of the grove, by 

making Atlas wall it in (Met. 646-48). More chthonic elements intruded into Scylax’s image of a 

garden in Libya, which he identified with the Hesperides (Scyl. 108). He described a grove of 

trees that were as dense as possible, within a steep chasm, over 100 feet deep, with no means of 

descent; it was restricted to its chthonic inhabitants. This gains significance through comparison 

with the grove of the Colchis Dragon.267 Elements of Hesiod’s Tartarus, such as the bronze wall 

and three-fold encirclement of night (Th. 726-33) were incorporated into the grove in the Orphic 

Argonautica (887-933). It was enclosed by a 54-foot-tall wall, with seven iron towers, and three 

bronze gates. This was also echoed by another dark grove, with threefold walls, in which Styx 

concealed the bull-dragon, Brychon (Ov. Fast. 3.792-808). That Styx applied the grove’s 

boundaries might support Fontenrose’s conjecture that this grove was Tartarus.268 Each of these 

groves shared elements of Hades. Their inviolable status might be intended to conceal the threat 

within, but if we set aside Brychon, each also conceals sacred elements, such as the Hesperides’ 

apples, the Golden Fleece, even the nymphs, and the landscape which could be as idyllic as it 

could be foreboding.  

Positive aspects of dragons, and their association with groves, may have contributed to 

positive aspects of chthonic space. Despite typical monster-slaying narratives, Apollonius 

depicted the Hesperides grieving over the death of Ladon (4.1396-1407). This theme is 

investigated in Chapter 5.1, where we discuss positive impressions of snakes and dragons, their 

identification with heroes, and their relationship with nymphs. Ogden discussed an image of the 

Hesperides carefully feeding Ladon from a phiale (and excluding the theft of the apples: Figure 

11 = LIMC Ladon i 8) in terms of sympathetic traditions, in which chthonic monsters were 
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drugged instead of killed.269 This non-violent approach was adopted in the traditions of Jason and 

the Colchis Dragon (Naupactica GEF  FF6, 8; Ap.Rhod. 4.145-66; Hyg. Fab. 22; Ov. Met. 7.149-

58; Val.Fl. 8.69-121; Apollod. 1.9.23), of Ladon and Heracles (Verg. Aen. 4.480-86), and of 

Aeneas and Cerberus (Verg. Aen. 6.417-25). The theme was reflected in the practice of feeding 

special honey-cakes to cult snakes, such as the Athenian oikouros ophis (Hdt. 8.41; cf. Prop. 4.8.2-

14; Paus. 6.20.2-6, 9.39.11; Philostr. VA 8.19; Ael. NA 11.2, 11.16-17, 17.5; schol. Ar. Nu. 508a). 

Asclepius cults were famous for keeping snakes, which seem to have contributed to the healing 

process, and were possibly kept within the groves (EMI (A) 17, (B) 33, (C) 44; IC i.xvii 21; Ar. 

Pl. 633-747; Paus. 2.28.1; Ael. NA 16.39).270 They seem to have also been kept at the Trophonion 

(Paus. 9.39.11; schol. Ar. Nu. 508), and Apollo’s sanctuary in Epirus (Ael. NA 11.2). Some 

Asclepius cults even established their sanctuaries at a point where their snakes disappeared into 

the earth (IG iv. 952; Paus. 2.10.3, 3.23.4, 4.4.7, 4.14.8), as was also the case of the cult of 

Sosipolis (Paus. 6.20.5).  On the surface we have cult practices reinforcing the notion that groves 

were suitable to chthonic beings, even the common snake. Pointedly, common snakes could 

define sacred landscape, an act that may be informed by their identification with groves in myth. 

The positive perception of these beings speaks to a duality in chthonic space. The chthonic 

monsters within these groves showed positive and negative aspects as much as the landscape did. 

This idea has been expressed in this thesis in terms of potential. The care shown towards these 

snakes seems to be a propitiatory attempt to harness the positive aspects and minimise the 

negatives. 

                                                      
269 Ogden 2013: 38-40, 60-63, 201-206, 238-240. 
270 Healing virtues of snakes: Chapter 5.1. Snakes in cult groves: ibid., 357-382. 

 

Figure 11: Ladon, entwined in his tree, being fed from a phiale by one of the Hesperides, while the 
others clasp hands. Campanian Red-figured hydria, c. 350-340 BC. Now in a private collection. 
Drawn by the author.  
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Did the dual potential for an idyllic and a chthonic perception of the grove contribute to 

its presence in the Eleusinian eschatology? The reward for Eleusinian initiates seems to have been 

a happy experience of the afterlife that was not experienced by the uninitiated. The Homeric Hymn 

to Demeter suggested that initiates would experience in death the blessings they had experienced 

in life (480-82). We have touched upon the necessity for initiations in contexts of extreme 

journeys, such as the katabaseis of Heracles and Odysseus, and the voyage of the Argonauts.271 

We may also view this as a creation of positive outcomes within the threatening chthonic 

landscapes. Heracles told Dionysus to expect this in the Frogs: 

ἐντεῦθεν αὐλῶν τίς σε περίεισιν πνοή,  

ὄψει τε φῶς κάλλιστον ὥσπερ ἐνθάδε,  

καὶ μυρρινῶνας καὶ θιάσους εὐδαίμονας  

ἀνδρῶν γυναικῶν καὶ κρότον χειρῶν πολύν.  

Next a breath of pipes will surround you, 

you'll see a shining light, just like up here, 

then myrtle groves, and happy choirs 

of men and woman mixed who loudly clap their hands.  

(Ar. Ra. 154-7, tr. Dillon) 

The sun shone in Hades, just for initiates, within the myrtle groves. The myrtle was significant to 

chthonic gods and was worn by initiates (Ar. Ra. 330; Ister FGrH 334 F29). A scholiast explained 

(Ar. Ra. 330) that Hades agreed to free Dionysus’ mother Semele if Dionysus relinquished one 

of his favourite things; from among ivy, the vine, and myrtle, he chose the last. The sanctity of 

this arrangement was realised in the Mysteries, in the wearing of the wreaths, and in the myrtle 

groves described by Aristophanes. Aristophanes’ depiction was appropriate despite parody. The 

grove was illuminated by the rituals paradoxically ensconced in darkness, and the dead initiates 

became rejuvenated (340-53). Calame observed the parallel between the idyllic landscape of 

Mysteries and the one of Sophocles’ Colonus, sung about by his chorus (OC 668-719, 685-91).272 

Dionysus was prominent in the chorus, where he was heretofore absent in the drama, as were 

other Eleusinian motifs; intimations of fertility (670-80), the narcissus (683), crocus (685), and 

the Cephisus River (687). While references to Eleusis seem unusual within the play, Sophocles’ 

tragedy commented upon the consequences of Oedipus’ moral choices and his approaching 

eschatological status in the face of his interlocuter, Theseus, who was guilty of offending 

Persephone.  

The Eleusinian rewards were granted for the proper veneration of Demeter and 

Persephone.273 Themes of piety were even raised by the chorus of Aristophanes’ Frogs (354-371, 
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706-37), weaving them into their jocular political criticisms.274 They were also found in 

Aristophanes’ indictment of Cleophon, comparing him with Tereus, accompanied by Procne as 

the Nightingale (675-85). She also appeared in the OC chorus (671-73). Theseus embarked upon 

his katabasis with the impious goal of kidnapping Persephone, and at Colonus, known perhaps as 

the place of his descent, but at least where the pact was made, the interference of Mysteries upon 

Sophocles’ OC becomes intelligible. Sophocles possibly imagined a Theseus who had atoned for 

his crimes, but Seneca did not. Seneca described three chthonic groves which unite in his 

perspective of Theseus’ katabasis. Seneca’s descriptions relied heavily upon the groves’ trees; 

features he may have developed out of the early traditions. Each description (HF 686-96, Oed. 

530-44; Thy. 651-56, 668-77) describes groves that bear the darkness of the underworld, 

populated by birds of omen and personifications of deterioration. He set the tone by imbuing the 

destructive morals of his characters’ actions into the landscape that concealed their actions. Each 

contained a single gargantuan tree, on two occasions, oaks, which oppressed the surrounding 

environs.275 Amphitryon asked Theseus whether he saw the Eleusinian groves (Sen. HF 697), and 

Theseus’ guilt was demonstrated in his description of the chthonic landscape: 

Non prata viridi laeta facie germinant 

nec adulta leni fluctuat Zephyro seges; 

non ulla ramos silva pomiferos habet:  

sterilis profundi vastitas squalet soli 

et foeda tellus torpet aeterno situ. 

rerumque maestus finis et mundi ultima 

Lush fields do not sprout verdantly, ripe 

crops do not wave in gentle zephyr’s breeze 

no forest has fruit-bearing boughs; a sterile 

desolation rots deep through the ground, 

and foul earth languishes in eternal mold, 

the sad finale of things and the world’s end. (Sen. HF 698-703, tr. Konstan) 

Amphitryon’s interlocution contextualised the experience, as he next asked of judgement in 

Hades, and whether those who forgot their crimes received appropriate punishment (727-30). 

Theseus explained that the peaceful and innocent went to paradise (739-47); he knew it existed 

but did not see it. In the finale, when Heracles begged to be returned to Hades, he delivered a 

backhanded admonishment of Theseus and the Areopagus, a suggestion that Athens wrongfully 

absolved the guilty (1334-41), which Theseus did not understand (1342-45). Seneca’s formulation 

was certainly informed by his stoicism but was built upon the Greek traditions of the Mysteries, 
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and his perception of Theseus’ katabasis. The eschatological boundaries placed upon Theseus 

were determined by his breaching of moral boundaries. For Seneca, the character of the landscape 

reflected the potential of the actor. These problems also aligned in the themes of Oedipus at 

Colonus, where Oedipus’s violation of the grove was resolved in terms of his morals and 

eschatology. 

Several themes intersect in the Homeric episode on Calypso’s island, Ogygia (Od. 5.1-

268), where the goddess lived inside a cave, nestled in an idyllic grove. Ogygia’s unsuitability to 

mortals supports the position that groves demarcated divine landscape in general. Crane asserted 

that the idyllic motifs embedded in Ogygia’s landscape collided with Hermes in his psychopomp 

role when he collected Odysseus (indicated by his wielding the Caduceus), to equate Ogygia with 

the eschatological isles of the blessed.276 He felt that Ogygia’s meadows specifically recalled the 

meadows of the dead (Hom. Od. 5.72-3). Haller refined the argument, asserting that Ogygia was 

not intended to look like Elysium, but a disturbing approximation of an oikos.277 I argue that the 

idyllic nature of the grove concealed the negative chthonic aspects of the landscape which would 

equate it with the underworld, a transition made easier through the connection of chthonic space 

with architecture and the domos/oikos. Athena’s quote to Zeus at the beginning of the book framed 

Odysseus as though he had not received proper funerary rites, forgotten by the people of Ithaca 

(5.11f). The episode resolved whether Odysseus ought to remain on Ogygia and receive 

immortality from Calypso (5.136), another question of eschatological boundaries. Did Odysseus 

belong in this space, and would it be right (for him) to bypass death? 

The chthonic nature of Ogygia and the grove was informed by Hermes’ perception of the 

island, but Haller also noticed that the opening lines, which mentioned Tithonus with Eos (Dawn), 

established the framework for the theme of mortality:278 

Ἠὼς δ᾽ ἐκ λεχέων παρ᾽ ἀγαυοῦ Τιθωνοῖο ὤρνυθ᾽  

ἵν᾽ ἀθανάτοισι φόως φέροι ἠδὲ βροτοῖσιν 

Dawn, out of her bed, from beside the noble Tithonos,  

Rose up to bring light to immortals and to mortals. (Hom. Od. 5.1-2, tr. Cook) 

Haller compared Calypso with Eos, who had asked for immortality for her lover Tithonus, but 

being immortal herself, had not thought to ask for his eternal youth (h.Hom. 5.218-238).279 

Tithonus deteriorated into nothing but a voice, just like Odysseus’ “sweet life was flowing away” 

(κατείβετο δὲ γλυκὺς αἰὼν: 5.152, tr. Cook) in Calypso’s care.280 The nature of eschatological 
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space, and its boundaries, expressed the unsuitability of immortality for mortals, therefore 

Hermes, who came as psychopomp, rescued Odysseus from a kind of eternal death. 

This misidentification of the grove with paradise was shown by Hermes’ initial 

impression and his subsequent recognition of the chthonic landscape. The grove was focalised 

from his perspective: 

ὕλη δὲ σπέος ἀμφὶ πεφύκει τηλεθόωσα, 

κλήθρη τ᾽ αἴγειρός τε καὶ εὐώδης κυπάρισσος. 

ἔνθα δέ τ᾽ ὄρνιθες τανυσίπτεροι εὐνάζοντο, 

σκῶπές τ᾽ ἴρηκές τε τανύγλωσσοί τε κορῶναι 

εἰνάλιαι, τῇσίν τε θαλάσσια ἔργα μέμηλεν. 

ἡ δ᾽ αὐτοῦ τετάνυστο περὶ σπείους γλαφυροῖο 

ἡμερὶς ἡβώωσα, τεθήλει δὲ σταφυλῇσι. 

κρῆναι δ᾽ ἑξείης πίσυρες ῥέον ὕδατι λευκῷ, 

πλησίαι ἀλλήλων τετραμμέναι ἄλλυδις ἄλλη. 

ἀμφὶ δὲ λειμῶνες μαλακοὶ ἴου ἠδὲ σελίνου 

θήλεον…  

Wood was growing in abundance around the cave, 

Alder and black poplar and fine-scented cypress, 

Where the birds with their long wings went to sleep, 

Horned owls and hawks and, with their long tongues, 

Salt water crows, who are busy with things of the sea. 

And right on the spot round the hollow cave had been drawn 

A trained vine in bloom that was blossoming with clusters. 

Four springs one after another flowed with white water 

All close together, one turned one way, one another. 

All around soft meadows of violet and wild parsley 

Were blooming …  (Hom. Od. 5.63-74, tr. Cook) 

Its beauty would enchant an immortal (5.74f), so must be irresistible to mortals. Haller argued 

that the idyllic landscape simply showed its domesticity, which was alluring to Odysseus. For him 

“Calypso’s home is not the underworld but an island cave with discrete boundaries: Hermes 

shows us the way to the door on his way in, and there is no Charon or Cerberus to bar the path.”281 

That Hermes shows the way is enough. We do not expect Charon in the Homeric period, and 

                                                      
interrupted it (h.Hom. 2.224-64; Apollod. 1.5.1). This was possibly connected to chthonic ideas through the 
process of death and rejuvenation; Metanaera certainly confused Demophon’s immolation with his death. 
Medea dismembered Aeson in a ritual rejuvenation (Ov. Met. 7.159-349), and Dionysus was also 
dismembered and resurrected (Orph. F36 Kern; Plut. Esu 996c). 
281 Haller 2007: 90. 
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Cerberus was gone (Od. 11.623-26); the underworld was open.282 We have established the 

relevance of groves and caves to chthonic space; Odysseus made his katabasis in Persephone’s 

grove (10.508-15), which must have included a cavern. Its emblematic poplar was also on Ogygia 

(5.64). Odysseus recounted that Ogygia was inaccessible by ship (5.173-76) as was Hades 

(10.501f). We have also seen the relevance of the oikos or domos.283 This oikos was intended to 

appeal to Odysseus, but it was a chthonic oikos – the cave – concealed by the grove, and the vine 

stretched taut (τανύω: 5.69-70) around it.284 Ogygia’s approximation with Hades was revealed in 

Hermes’ distaste for the place: 

τίς δ᾽ ἂν ἑκὼν τοσσόνδε διαδράμοι ἁλμυρὸν ὕδωρ  

ἄσπετον; οὐδέ τις ἄγχι βροτῶν πόλις, οἵ τε θεοῖσιν  

ἱερά τε ῥέζουσι καὶ ἐξαίτους ἑκατόμβας. 

Who would willingly cross so much indescribable 

Salt water? There is no city of mortals nearby 

Who offer sacrifices and choice hecatombs to the gods. 

(Hom. Od. 5.100-2, tr. Cook) 

Hermes reminds us that Ogygia was not suitable for mortals, and that it was not accessible by 

choice. Haller, despite rejecting the underworld setting, concluded that Odysseus’ pathos 

paralleled the shade of Achilles’: “Ithaca offers home and family, whereas Ogygia offers paradise 

and release from both the cares and the kleos which beset and obsess mortals.”285 Achilles rejected 

his glorious status in the underworld, and claimed it would have been better to suffer in servitude 

(Od. 11.487-91). This was Odysseus’ realisation: 

ἀλλὰ καὶ ὣς ἐθέλω καὶ ἐέλδομαι ἤματα πάντα 

οἴκαδέ τ᾽ ἐλθέμεναι καὶ νόστιμον ἦμαρ ἰδέσθαι. 

εἰ δ᾽ αὖ τις ῥαίῃσι θεῶν ἐνὶ οἴνοπι πόντῳ, 

τλήσομαι ἐν στήθεσσιν ἔχων ταλαπενθέα θυμόν  

Yet even so I am wishing and longing all my days 

To go home and to see the day of my return. 

And if one of the gods wrecks me on the wine-faced sea, 

I shall bear it in my breast, with a long-grieving heart.  

(Hom. Od. 5.219-22, tr. Cook) 

He spent his time gazing across the see, ignoring the idyllic paradise (5.84). Ogygia was a place 

of stagnation, its oikos a dim reflection of a true oikos, and its nature was revealed in the motifs 

                                                      
282 Charon: Chapter 2.3. 
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surrounding it and how the characters responded to them. This was shown through the negative 

aspect of the chthonic landscape, concealed by the grove. The episode ensconced questions of 

human limitations within a metaphorical eschatological landscape. 

 This chapter has discussed groves as sacred landscapes which were amenable to divine 

beings, and in which these beings had primacy. Groves could be viewed in conjunction with 

chthonic motifs to define a space that embodied chthonic concepts. Chthonic groves could be 

construed in terms of their darkness and obscurity, making them suitable for chthonic beings, but 

also allowing for metaphorical commentary on the actions occurring within. This sense of 

concealment seems a natural partner for more taboo chthonic themes, such as necromancy. Groves 

were therefore not simply landscapes suitable for the presence of beings concerned with 

eschatology, but landscapes which, as has been shown of other chthonic motifs, defined 

eschatological limitations. Since such limitations were sometimes imposed on moral grounds, 

these could intersect with the interests of some chthonic beings, such as the Erinyes. 

3.5 Meadows, and the flora of the underworld. 

This chapter presents an examination of meadows as chthonic spaces, though it is difficult to 

separate their chthonic aspects from their erotic aspects. Even in the earliest literature meadows 

featured elements of both eroticism and death. The decay within the Sirens’ meadow (Hom. Od. 

12.45f) was obfuscated by the seductive beauty of their songs (12.39-44, 183-94). The idyllic 

fields expected by Menelaus (4.561-65) were juxtaposed with an ambiguous meadow thronging 

with the dead (12.13f). Perhaps the most famous meadow of all Greek mythology, where Hades 

fell in love with Persephone, was at one instantaneous moment both a scene of romantic 

infatuation and of tragic death (h.Hom. 2.1-21). Though these illustrate one of the dominant 

themes of this thesis, of chthonic positive and negative potential, this entanglement of death and 

eroticism warrants a detailed study. The subject was given admirable attention in Motte’s often-

cited volume, and has been addressed by other authors piecemeal, though some arguments have 

not aged well.286 The purpose of this chapter is to explore the somewhat disparate nature of 

meadows, how they contribute to descriptions of chthonic space, and to slightly touch upon the 

interface between eroticism and death, and how it may contribute to these images of the meadows. 

 The ambiguity of meadows separates them from groves. Groves were associated with 

Mysteries in eschatology and were clearly defined spaces accessible to the initiates. Claude 

Calame observed that meadows were open spaces, unlike groves.287 Traditions of their 

eschatological relevance seem to have been as open as their landscapes, at least for a time. 

Sourvinou-Inwood argued for the crystallisation of meadows into the Fields of the Blessed, or 
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Elysium, around Homer’s time.288 When construed as paradises, these meadows were restricted. 

The ‘Elysion Plain’ promised to Menelaus in the Odyssey was located at the ends of the earth, 

and was restricted by another motif, in the form of Ocean and its eddying blasts – Menelaus could 

only reach it with assistance from the gods (4.561-65). Burkert’s solution for the etymology of 

‘Elysion’ further described its exclusivity. He argued the name was derived from a verbal 

misunderstanding of enelysios (struck by lightning) and to enelysion (place struck by lightning), 

since figures, like Asclepius, who were struck by lightning were often translated into the special 

afterlife experienced in Elysium.289 Some heroes were granted the same fate by Zeus according 

to Hesiod, described in similar terms, on an abundant island, at the distant edge of Ocean (Op. 

167-75).290 Edwards outlined several other epic traditions that described similar fates.291 Some 

traditions placed Achilles in an afterlife called the White/Shining Island (Eur. Andr. 1259-62, IT 

427-38; Procl. Chr. 2), or in Elysium (schol. Ap.Rhod. 4.814). Others placed him on the Isles of 

the Blessed (Pind. Nem. 4.48-50, Ol. 2.68-80), together with Diomedes (PMG 894). Cadmus and 

Harmonia were also sent to the blessed lands (Pind. Ol. 2.78; Eur. Ba. 1338f). Meadows were 

also integrated into the exclusive rewards of the initiates, as shown explicitly in one of the Orphic 

lamellae (3 Graf/Johnston) that specifically mentioned Persephone’s groves and meadows 

together. A set of fragments from Pindar (FF129, 130, 131a S-M) suggest that initiates might have 

partaken in the same paradise within which he envisioned Achilles, allotted separately from both 

good souls, and sinners.292 Seneca’s Theseus did not see the meadow in the underworld, but the 

judges who controlled access to it (HF 699-706). 

The above-mentioned paradises shared their verdant abundance, and their exclusivity to 

heroes with the Homeric Elysium, but were contrasted with the meadow in the second nekyia. 

This was the meadow of asphodel, lying beyond the gates, seemingly accessible (as much as could 

be possible in Hades) to all the multitude of ghosts; it was “where the souls dwell, phantoms of 

those who are worn out” (ἔνθα τε ναίουσι ψυχαί, εἴδωλα καμόντων: Hom. Od. 24.14, tr. Cook). 

It was defined by its non-exclusivity; numerous heroes were here (24.15-22), since Menelaus was 

the only Homeric hero to enjoy Elysium. The Sirens’ meadow (12.39-46) was also accessible. It 

was not necessarily a depiction of an afterlife, even though the myth illustrated a disturbing 

contrast with Elysium in which the dead were forgotten, as were their eschatological needs, 

because in life they sought endless knowledge to the neglect of all else. Their meadow was called 

Anthemoessa (‘flowery’) perhaps as early as Hesiod (Cat. F47 M-W = schol. Hom. Od. 12.168; 

cf. Ap.Rhod. 4.891-94; Suda s.v. Σειρῆνας), which concealed its sense of stagnation. Calypso’s 

Ogygia, discussed in Chapter 3.4, gave the impression of an exclusive paradise for Odysseus, but 
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there was something disturbingly unsuitable about its nature that made it appear closer to the 

dreary meadow of the second nekyia. Just before Odysseus observed Orion hunting through the 

asphodel meadow, we also heard of Minos passing judgements on the ghosts (11.568-75); should 

we understand him to also be in the meadow? If so we must infer another openly accessible 

meadow where all the ghosts must gather at some point. Lucian’s Lover of Lies (24) also depicted 

these asphodel meadows as places where ghosts lazed about, stagnating, and he depicted 

alongside it the judgements of souls in Hades (25). Plato also envisioned judgement and re-

location of souls occurring in a meadow (Gorg. 524a, Rep. 614a-e), which all souls passed 

through. Thus, we see in Homer two images of the meadow in the afterlife, one abundant and 

segregated, its exclusivity rationalised through additional motifs, the other ordinary, stagnant, and 

physically accessible as a meadow should be. Homer’s afterlives may demonstrate a variety of 

traditions which he was attempting to acknowledge, for which a common agreeable motif might 

have been the meadow. These disparate images again demonstrate the positive and negative 

potentials of the chthonic landscape, and the definition of eschatological boundaries.  

 While meadows could be a destination, the abduction myths also demonstrated that 

meadows, in what we might imagine was the ‘real’ world, also concealed a negative potential. 

This interface of erotism and death, positive and negative, might be expressed in the sense of 

drowsiness which Calame saw reflected in both the erotic poetry set in meadows, and its close 

integration with death.293 If we depart somewhat from the erotic sense, we may also understand 

sleep as a form of complacency, and both could be instilled by the seductiveness of the idyllic 

meadows. Let us remember that the personifications of Sleep and Death were siblings (Hom. Il. 

16.682; Hes. Th. 756). We have discussed the potential to receive knowledge from the dead and 

other chthonic beings whilst dreaming.294 While Hesiod dreamed in the meadows of Helicon, he 

became inspired by the Muses (Hes. Th. 38), but those stopping to hear the Sirens withered and 

died (Hom. Od. 12.39-44, 183-94).295 Socrates compared the beautiful sounds of cicadas in a 

meadow with the song of the Sirens to warn Phaedrus of intellectual complacency (Pl. Phdr. 244a-

259b).296 This also recalls Lucian’s shades lounging among the asphodel (Philops. 24). 

Persephone’s abduction was directly placed within the nexus of meadow-complacency-death. 

Cairns also observed the ability for the disarming nature of the meadow to conceal negative 

potential.297 For Cairns, Euripides combined both the potential of death and erotism to embellish 

his account of Hippolytus, whose death was portended by his picking of flowers in the meadow 

of Artemis (Eur. Hipp. 73f), just as Persephone’s disappearance into Hades was also portended 

by the picking of flowers. Cairns compared Hippolytus to two other Euripidean tragedies which 
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inverted the idyllic meadow. In Electra, Euripides stripped away the idyllic façade of the meadow 

in which Aegisthus was performing a sacrifice, when Orestes appeared to murder him (777-843). 

So too for Iphigeneia, who was sacrificed in Artemis’ meadow, where she had prepared to make 

her dedications to the goddess (Eur. IA 1461-64).  

Cairns understood the picking of flowers from meadows as a portent for the abduction of 

maidens (Persephone, Europa, and Creusa) as well as Hippolytus.298 Meadows concealed both 

pleasant and deadly flowers, and these flowers could add dimension to the meadow. The Homeric 

Hymn to Demeter explained that the Narcissus flower was the trap that ensnared Persephone (4-

14). It shined forth from among the other flowers in its splendour, with its many blooms and 

enchanting smell, but its chthonic nature was also eminent, for it was nourished in the earth to 

serve Hades’ purpose (8f).299 The act of plucking the narcissus triggered the opening of Hades’ 

chasm. This small unit of narrative has its own didactic value, for the narcissus was known to 

have both poisonous and painful sedative effects (Plin. HN 128f; Plut. Quaest.conv. 3.3). These 

were the very effects suffered by Aura, as described by Nonnus (48.581-612), when Bacchus 

abducted her after she had drunk from a spring in a field of narcissus flowers. Persephone 

emphasised that the narcissus blended innocuously with the other flowers at the end of the Hymn: 

νάρκισσόν θ᾽, ὃν ἔφυσ᾽ ὥς περ κρόκον εὐρεῖα χθών.  

αὐτὰρ ἐγὼ δρεπόμην περὶ χάρματι: γαῖα δ᾽ ἔνερθε  

χώρησεν: τῇ δ᾽ ἔκθορ᾽ ἄναξ κρατερὸς Πολυδέγμων 

… the narcissus which the wide earth caused to grow yellow as a crocus. That I 

plucked in my joy; but the earth parted beneath, and there the strong lord, the 

Host of Many, sprang forth... (h.Hom. 2.428-30, tr. Evelyn-White) 

Persephone’s complacent conflation of the narcissus with the crocus, associated with maidens and 

the boundary-crossing god Dionysus, enabled the metaphorical encroachment of death into the 

meadow, and for an instant the landscape was redefined.300 Both flowers were included in the 

landscape description of Colonus (Soph. OC 668-93), rich in Eleusinian symbolism, and the place 

where Oedipus disappeared into the underworld.301 The inclusion of the flower-picking theme did 

not just foretell disaster, but added didactic value to the myth for its audience to beware the 

potential for risk within meadows. An extra dimension was added by the intersection of the 

narcissus with the crocus and the Eleusinian context, for if we have learned something from the 

Ancient Greek initiations, it is that they prepared initiates for their eschatological journeys – they 

eliminated complacency. 
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 The aetiological myth that connected the narcissus flower to the eponymous Thespian 

hero complemented the flower’s use to define chthonic space. The myth was given fullest form 

by Ovid (Met. 3.337-508; cf. Conon Narr. 24; Paus. 9.31.7-9), in which Narcissus fell in love 

with his own reflection in a spring, at the same time spurning the love of the nymph, Echo. 

Narcissus withered away from endless pining and self-neglect, and in place of his body the 

narcissus flower grew, while Echo, fixated on Narcissus, had faded into nothing but a voice. On 

the one hand, we may recognise an elaborate metaphor of the same kind as in Persephone’s myth, 

which showed the risk of carelessly consuming a poisonous flower through Echo’s attachment to 

a man with a poisonous personality. Indeed, Ovid’s poetry drew out Echo’s disappearance into a 

ghostly form (whose voice persisted) as though the transition were like a slow-working poison: 

Sed tamen haeret amor crescitque dolore repulsae. 

Extenuant vigiles corpus miserabile curae, 

adducitque cutem macies et in aera sucus 

corporis omnis abit. Vox tantum atque ossa supersunt: 

vox manet; ossa ferunt lapidis traxisse figuram. 

Yet still her love endures and grows on grief, 

And weeping vigils waste her frame away; 

Her body shrivels, all its moisture dries; 

Only her voice and bones are left; at last 

Only her voice, her bones are turned to stone.  

(Ov. Met. 3.393-397, tr. Melville) 

Narcissus also withered away like a flower, having neglected himself, just like the dead littering 

the Sirens’ flowery meadow: 

sed ut intabescere flavae 

igne levi cerae matutinaeque pruinae 

sole tepente solent, sic attenuatus amore 

liquitur et tecto paulatim carpitur igni. 

Et neque iam color est mixto candore rubori, 

nec vigor et vires et quae modo visa placebant, 

nec corpus remanet, quondam quod amaverat Echo. 

But as wax melts before a gentle fire, 

Or morning frosts beneath the rising sun, 

So, by love wasted, slowly he dissolves 

By hidden fire consumed. No colour now, 

Blending the white with red, nor strength remains 

Nor will, nor aught that lately seemed so fair, 

Nor longer lasts the body Echo loved. (Ov. Met. 3.485-91, tr. Melville) 
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The fates of the characters were entwined in the landscape. Echo’s is one of disappearance, as in 

Hades, vanishing (lateo – 3.391, 398) into the wilderness, though her voice remains like that of a 

ghost. Narcissus defines the landscape in a different way, his flower now the landmark of the pool 

in which he saw his own reflection. In Chapter 4 we will discuss water as a portal to Hades, and 

if we see it thus, the myth gains the same dimension as Persephone’s, where the narcissus now 

marks the path to the underworld. Was Narcissus gazing at his potential, his fate, in the pool, as 

a shade? Nonnus may have interpreted it thus, calling it a font of death (11.322), where he peered 

at his shadowy phantom (σκιοειδέα φάσματα: 48.586).  

 The soporific effect of the narcissus brings it close to the image of the asphodel meadows 

presented by Lucian (Philops. 24), as well as the disarming effect of meadows more generally. 

Similarly, one scholiast’s (Hom. Od. 11.573) comment proposed that the asphodel removed from 

the dead the desire to eat and drink. Asphodel was the defining feature of the openly accessible 

meadows we encountered in the Odyssey (11.538-40, 24.10-14). Since Homer’s depiction of 

Hades was otherwise bleak, these meadows drew the chagrin of later commentators (Hecat. FGrH 

264 F25.96.6a; Aristarch. in Hsch. s.v. ἀσφόδελος; schol. Hdn. Hom. Od. 11.539). The image 

was so disparate that Reece found cause to correct κατ’ ἀσφοδελὸν λειμῶνα with κατὰ σποδελὸν 

λειμῶνα: “through the ashen meadow.”302 For him this rested upon the use of the “Homeric” 

σποδός for “ashes” of the dead, though Homer preferred τέφρα (Il. 23.251). Ashen or asphodel, 

Hades still nourished meadows and groves. Eustathius told that asphodel was found in the 

underworld because it grew on tombs (Eust. Od. 11.538), a detail which was memorialised on 

epitaphs.303 A tradition preserved in the Suda (s.v. ἀσφόδελος), with which Herodian had agreed, 

and must have been supported by the Homeric references and folk connections to tombs, related 

that asphodel was sacred to Persephone. Despite this, we do not know whether Homer credited 

asphodel with the kind of beauty which later writers simply assumed, and these may have 

conflated his asphodel meadows with emerging views of Elysium.  

 Nevertheless, Eustathius’ account of asphodel growing on tombs adds another interesting 

element to the discussion, in which the flora of the underworld encroached upon the real world. 

We might see here further proof of the suitability of space around the tomb for chthonic beings, 

described by the asphodel’s presence, and that this space allowed for the interfacing between two 

worlds. In attempting to rationalise Homer’s use of asphodel in Hades, some ancient authors tried 

to formulate a repugnant image of the flower. Pausanias demonstrated this in relating some 

curious traditions about the name of Ozolian Locris (10.38.1-3), from ὀσμή meaning “smell”. In 

one of the varying traditions, the area of Locris was replete with asphodel which was the source 

of the smell. Asphodel does not emit such an odour, however flowers which smell like rotting 

flesh – so called ‘carrion flowers’ – do exist, and some are native to Europe. The Dracunculus 
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vulgaris is endemic to Greece and the Balkans, though cannot be mistaken for asphodel. 

Nevertheless, one wonders if it grew prolifically enough in this part of Locris that the source of 

the smell might have been adopted into a folk-tradition, which also excused the relevance of 

asphodel to Homer’s underworld.  

Pausanias did not explain why the asphodel grew around Locris, but two of his other 

reported variations intersected with chthonic themes. One was that Heracles killed Nessus there, 

whose rotting body left behind a stench, while the other suggested that the stench came from the 

river. Could this have been a landscape in which myths of death were particularly resonant? Did 

Nessus’ death somehow affect the landscape, or was the river bringing up sulphurous odours from 

Hades? We might be able to suggest such a conclusion by looking to the parallel example of 

aconite. This plant was given an aetiology from Heracles’ labours. When Heracles brought up 

Cerberus from the underworld at Heracleia Pontica’s nekyomanteion, Cerberus reacted to the 

brightness of the sun, and struggled violently against the hero. His reaction was so violent that he 

vomited, causing the ground to become infertile and turning the vegetation into the poisonous 

plant aconite (Herodor. F31 Fowler & Euph. F41 Lightfoot = schol. Ap.Rhod. 2.353; Xen. An. 

6.2.2; Ov. Met. 7.406-19; Mela 1.92; Sen. HF 807-29; D.P. 788-92; Eust. ad loc; schol. Nic. Al. 

13). Unlike asphodel, aconite was known only for its poisonous nature. It was Medea’s drug of 

choice, with which she intended to poison Theseus (Ov. Met. 7.406-9). Other ancient writers also 

testified to its use as a poison (Xen. Cyn. 11.1-3; Plin. HN 6.1; Plut. Crass. 33.5, Demtr. 20.2; 

Ath. 3.29). In this story the bringing of Cerberus across the eschatological boundary has caused 

ramifications for the environment. Bringing him up had caused the mark of Hades to be 

permanently applied to the landscape. This aetiology surely leant legitimacy to the Heracleia 

Pontica’s nekyomanteion as a place where chthonic power was demonstrated in the landscape.  

The meadows of the underworld again provide us with both positive and negative 

perceptions of chthonic space. The negative was expressed in their potential to conceal death 

within a disarming, idyllic environment, while the positive aspects shine through their fecundity, 

which also entwines with the recurring theme of eroticism. These meadows were given added 

dimension by the deadly chthonic flowers that could be found within. These too described the 

disarming and potentially deadly nature of meadows, as well as illuminating the perception of 

these landscapes as spaces where boundaries between worlds broke down. Given the collision of 

these idyllic landscapes with chthonic beings, and themes of complacency and neglect that 

become realised into negative potential, perhaps it was a natural conclusion that Persephone’s 

handmaidens were metamorphosed in later myths into the Sirens who made their home in flowery 

meadows. 
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4 The chthonic Ocean 

Water’s relationship to chthonic landscape was briefly addressed in Chapter 2: water, specifically 

the concept of Ocean, a river that encircles the world, is one of the defining features that separated 

mortals from the underworld. We have also occasionally touched upon the ability to pass through 

water to access the underworld, and we have seen that springs, and rivers often appear as motifs 

within chthonic space. The location of Odysseus’ nekyia is a good example. Narratives of sea 

voyages like the Odyssey and Argonautica have the capacity to be read metaphorically as 

katabaseis. This section argues that water provided a method for interfacing with the underworld. 

It had a clear liminal function and can often be placed firmly within a chthonic context. 

4.1 Ocean 

In Greek mythology Oceanus was the personification of the Ocean, a river that flowed out from 

the underworld and encircled the known world (Aesch. PV 137-40, Sept. 304-10; Ov. Fast. 5.81-

2; Orph. H. 82; Nonn. 38.108-10;), a concept that existed from the Homeric period (Hom. Il. 

9.182, 18.607f; Hes. Sc. 314f). In the Odyssey the boundaries of Ocean (11.13) were used to 

describe the limitations of the known world. Hesiod also described Hades in this manner (Th. 

622). Odysseus’ path into the underworld was found somewhere within or alongside Ocean (Od. 

10.504-11, 11.1-22), and Hesiod conceived of Ocean as flowing out from the underworld (Th. 

787-92). One might be fooled into thinking that “boundaries of Ocean” described a knowledge of 

Ocean’s limitations, but this was not the case. It described an understanding of mankind’s 

limitations; everything beyond it, Ocean, was unknown, and potentially limitless. Indeed, for 

Pindar, the Pillars of Hercules marked the limits of human potential (Isth. 4.11-14; Nem. 3.20-23; 

Ol. 3.43-5), not unlike the symplegades. 

 The ambiguity of Ocean made it an attractive parallel to the underworld. Its nature 

attracted at least as much anxiety for the Greeks as Buxton was able to observe in perceptions of 

the eschatia and the mountains beyond the Greek poleis. The sea voyages of the Odyssey and 

Argonautica, which could be read as katabaseis, perhaps gained strength from the fact that the 

ambiguous nature of Ocean allowed for all manner of fantasy to be placed within it. Endsjø, who 

was aware of the potential to read these as katabaseis, and who was perhaps welcoming of this 

interpretation, is nevertheless on firmer ground in interpreting Ocean as liminal.304 Ocean 

journeys in antiquity placed travellers under constant stress, where the threat of death was ever 

present.305 Herodotus told of some Greek sailors who would not transport passengers all the way 

to Samos, because the open-sea journey filled them with dread, and they imagined Samos as 

distant as the pillars of Hercules (Hdt. 8.132.3; cf. 4.43). The philosopher Anarcharsis, when 

                                                      
304 Endsjø 1997; Endsjø 2000: 352-355. 
305 Seel 1961: 38-49. 
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asked who was more numerous – the living or the dead – responded “Where do you place those 

travelling by sea?” (τοὺς οὖν πλέοντας ποῦ τίθης: D.L. 1.104). Sailors at sea were liminal in the 

sense that their fate was uncertain until they had reached land. The primary conflict during 

Odysseus’ ten-year nostos centred around whether suitors on Ithaca should have realistically 

treated him as dead. So too the Athenians’ moral outrage concerning the dead lost at sea after the 

battle of Arginusae (Xen. HG 1.7), or Palinurus’ anxieties regarding his unburied body, lost along 

the coast of Italy (Verg. Aen. 6.347-71). The deceased’s access to the underworld was predicated 

on the completion of funerary ritual. Thus, Odysseus’ choice of words, “O Circe, who will be my 

guide on this journey? No one ever got to the place of Hades in a black ship” (ὢ Κίρκη, τίς γὰρ 

ταύτην ὁδὸν ἡγεμονεύσει / εἰς Ἄϊδος δ᾽ οὔ πώ τις ἀφίκετο νηὶ μελαίνῃ: Hom. Od. 10.501f, tr. 

Cook), reinforced the exclusivity of the passage to Hades across Ocean. The shades of the suitors 

required Hermes’ assistance to follow a similar path (Od. 24.10-15). The exclusivity of these 

pathways may have contributed to the adoption of water as a feasible passage for gods and 

chthonic beings. 

The perception of Ocean as indistinct complemented its role as a boundary; it was 

impassable because of its ambiguity. As Odysseus approached Persephone’s Groves within 

Ocean’s stream, the landscape was defined by his inability to perceive it. The lands within were 

misty and cloudy (Hom. Od. 11.15) and night extended everywhere (11.19). The Carthaginian 

Himilco’s account of his journey beyond the Pillars of Heracles, to the North, also claimed that it 

was always dark, and misty, but also that his ships moved slowly, and sluggishly through the 

water, and the seaweed provided a barrier like a wall (Avien. Or.Mar. 118-29, 386-89). When 

Sataspes turned back from the Pillars, he had lied and said that his ship had simply ‘stopped’ (Hdt. 

4.43). Plato and Plutarch also confronted the impossibility of sailing through the sluggish waters 

of Ocean (Pl. Tim. 25d; Plut. Facie 941b). The Greek explorer Pytheas followed Himilco’s route 

North of the Pillars and described the phenomenon of Ocean as a place where the elements became 

indistinct; earth, sea, and air all mingled together, making it impossible to negotiate by foot or 

ship (Pyth. F7a Mette = Plb. 34.53-4 = Strab. 2.4.1). Romm made sense of this through Socrates’ 

claim (Pl. Tht. 152e-153a, Cra. 402b-c) that Homer used Ocean as a metaphor for Heraclitus’ 

idea in which Ocean was a progenitor (Il. 14.201, 246) like the Hesiodic Chaos, a temporal stage 

of cosmological development, from which things eventuated into fixed categories.306 The liminal 

nature of Ocean’s landscape is reflected in the way it presents as a barrier. The sense that Ocean 

could be a place where reality is in constant flux, and from which definable concepts emerge, 

complements the recurring sense of chthonic landscape as a place of potential. 

 There is merit in interpreting Ocean as chthonic as well as liminal. The boundary he 

represented was not intended to be crossed. When Alexander contemplated crossing Ocean his 

                                                      
306 Romm 1992: 23-24. 
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advisors expressed distress (Sen. Suas. 1.10): Glycon thought it belonged at the ends of the earth 

because it was wicked (κακός). Plution thought that because it was beyond everything, beyond it 

was nothing. Artemon thought that it was too sacred to cross because it was the extent of nature, 

among other things. Artemon’s belief that it might be the boundary of nature (φύσεως ὅρος) 

resonates with the Iliadic image of the underworld that must be concealed from view because 

what was inside was too terrible to be seen. The Ocean also segregated the underworld from 

mortals in the Odyssey. If we look to Hesiod, Ocean appeared very chthonic. He was a child of 

the Earth, Gaia (Th. 132f; cf. D.S. 5.66.1; Apollod. 1.1.3), and the father of the infernal River 

Styx (Th. 361). Hesiod tells us that all the children of Oceanus (the Nymphs, and Naiads) are 

custodians of both earth and water (Th. 364-66), but it is Styx who connected Oceanus to the 

underworld in Hesiod’s eschatology: 

… πολλὸν δὲ ὑπὸ χθονὸς εὐρυοδείης  

ἐξ ἱεροῦ ποταμοῖο ῥέει διὰ νύκτα μέλαιναν  

Ὠκεανοῖο κέρας: δεκάτη δ᾽ ἐπὶ μοῖρα δέδασται 

Far under the wide-pathed earth a branch of Oceanus flows through the dark night 

out of the holy stream, and a tenth part of his water is allotted to her [Styx]. (Hes. 

Th. 787-9, tr. Evelyn-White) 

Plato imagined all streams flowing in and out of Tartarus (Phd. 111e-112e), including Ocean, and 

so one imagines this in similar terms for Hesiod’s cosmology. On the dramatic stage, Prometheus 

imagined Ocean carving his home through the rock of earth (Aesch. PV 301-4). A very forward-

looking passage from Seneca’s Medea redefines Ocean as a boundary to the underworld: 

venient annis saecula seris,  

quibus Oceanus vincula rerum 

laxet et ingens pateat tellus 

Tethysque novos detegat orbes 

nec sit terris ultima Thule. 

An era will come in late years 

in which Ocean will loosen the chains 

of the world, huge Earth will lie all exposed, 

Tethys will show us new realms, 

and Thule won’t be the far edge of land. (Sen. Med. 375-79, tr. Bartsch) 

It evoked images of Oceanus controlling access to the underworld through removal of the bolt 

(sera: 375), after which the earth was exposed, just as Poseidon’s rage threatened in the Iliad. But 

Seneca turned the image on its head; the result was not an end, but an exposure to fresh discoveries 

mankind had not yet perceived. 
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 Through Styx, Oceanus had one foot in the underworld. This was perhaps not enough to 

convince that he could be classified as chthonic. It is beyond doubt that he formed both a boundary 

and an interface to the underworld. He demonstrated the recurring theme that under the right 

circumstances, one could gain access to the underworld.  It is also without doubt that he was 

liminal, and the landscape he defined was expressed in similar terms. Even in myth, Oceanus is 

notable in his standing outside of conflicts or acting as a mediator (Hom. Il. 14.200-204, 301-303; 

Hes. Th. 397f; Aesch. PV 286-397; Apollod. 1.1.4). This aspect of mediation evoked his role in 

defining eschatological space, and informed beliefs of how water could be used as an interface 

with the underworld; this image will become clearer in the coming chapters. 

4.2 Springs & Lakes 

Over the course of this thesis we have encountered springs and lakes which have acted as passages 

into the underworld, and we have just briefly discussed the role of Ocean in both facilitating and 

preventing passage. This concept was common enough in Ancient Greek thought. Daniel Ogden 

divided his list of entrances to the underworld between two categories: caves and chasms, and 

lakes and pools.307 Fourteen of these fell into the latter category. The cults that formed around 

springs could certainly be informed by special value of the spring, or lake itself. This in turn may 

be related to the qualities of the Nymphs and Naiads who embodied the springs. These detail the 

process of mankind’s interfacing with the spiritual world, an observation which will be returned 

to in Chapter 5.1 where we discuss the Nymphs’ role in negotiating between mankind and the 

wild chthonic elements of nature. This chapter elaborates on the concepts of water motifs as ways 

of describing the boundaries of chthonic landscapes, and the circumstances of accessibility to 

those landscapes. 

Springs and water sources in Greek myth were often thought to have supernatural effects. 

It is easy to take for granted the harsh realities of life in antiquity, but in such a world, a source of 

nourishment could easily have been treated with enough respect that it became sacred. So we have 

the many Nymphs and Naiads related to water sources in the cosmogonies, and these 

complemented the supernatural aspects of the water. Nymphs are notable for how difficult they 

are to categorise, and so one must tread lightly.308 Nevertheless there is evidence to call them 

‘chthonic’, and we ought to think of them as part of the cycle of life and death, rather than directly 

related to the underworld. We already learned from Hesiod’s Theogony (364-66) that the 

water-nymph daughters of Oceanus and Tethys were custodians of both earth and water. There 

was also something chthonic about them in Homer. Porphyry explained that the Cave of Nymphs 

(Od. 13.102-12) was allegory for the journey of the soul through the afterlife, and that this was 

                                                      
307 Ogden 2010a. 
308 Larson 2001: 3-8. 
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also related to the use of bees as a metaphor for the soul (Porph. Antro 7).309 In the Homeric 

Hymns it was the bee-nymphs who taught the chthonic method of prophecy to Apollo (h.Hom. 

4.552-63). Apollonius would later call the Libyan Nymphs “chthonic goddesses” (Ap.Rhod. 

4.1322). He also preserved the tradition in which the Sirens had once been the Nymph companions 

of Persephone (Ap.Rhod. 4.891-99; Hyg. Fab. 141; Ov. Met. 5.551-63). Perhaps it was a logical 

progression for Nymphs associated with the aitia of the popular Mysteries to eventually become 

more chthonically oriented, though this may have been more emphatic in later times. A cave of 

Nymphs at the Grotta Caruso was the site of a Locrian cult, which seems to have involved a 

performative element as at Eleusis, which involved a katabasis into a cavern with a spring 

inside.310 Nevertheless, traces of Nymphs connected to the chthonic sphere existed as early as 

Homer.  

The supernatural powers of springs also crossed into the territory of chthonic powers, 

sometimes associated with healing or oracles.311 Such traditions might have stemmed from the 

use of water to relieve inflammation. This seems apparent in the account of Io, who immersed 

herself in the Cerchnea River, and the spring of Lerna to relieve the sting of the gadfly (Aesch. 

PV 673-77). Some specifically chthonic water sources were paradoxically associated with 

healing. The author of the Suda, perhaps thinking of the nekyomanteion in Thesprotia, claimed 

that the Acheron was a place of healing, not punishment (Suda s.v. Ἀχέρων). In Plato’s version 

of the underworld, the Acheron was the most benign of the infernal waters, a place of purification 

(Pl. Phd. 113d). There was also a mephitic cave within the sanctuary of Persephone and Hades at 

Acharaca in Caria, the vapours from which were said to kill the healthy but cure the sick (Strabo 

14.1.44). Acharaca operated through incubation, a practice used at Asclepeian cult places. Chapter 

5.1 broaches the use of springs in the cult of the chthonic healing god Asclepius. Amphiaraus 

would also come up through his spring at Oropus to deliver oracles or heal the sick (Paus. 1.34.4). 

Both Asclepius and Amphiaraus were identified with snakes, chthonic symbols par excellence. 

The Homeric Hymns preserved an aition explaining how the Boeotian Nymph Telphusa became 

an underground spring after being buried under earth (h.Hom. 3.370-87). Her waters were not 

healing, but fatal, and were later associated with the Erinyes, and oaths were sworn upon them, 

like the Styx (Paus. 9.33.3).312  

It is rare that we receive many details about springs or lakes in Greek literature. Typical 

landscape descriptions such as that of Ogygia (Hom. Od. 5.63-74) make us aware of their presence 

and move on. Even Seneca’s baroque descriptions give little detail (eg: HF 710-13, Oed. 545-47, 

Thy. 665-68), though leave us with impressions that fit his image of chthonic landscapes. 

                                                      
309 The cave was later associated with the Heracleia Pontica nekyomanteion: Chapter 3.2. 
310 MacLachlan 2016: §7. 
311 For healing and oracles as chthonic powers: Chapters 3.2, 5.1, and 5.4. 
312 Gourmelen 2004: 90. 
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Occasionally Pausanias will treat us with an aition that explains the sacredness of a spring and 

informs our understanding of the landscape around it. Some narratives do not allow a precise 

reading of the landscape. Euthymus’ battle with the Hero of Temesa was clearly a chthonic 

episode. The Hero was a ghost; Pausanias described him in a painting (6.6.11), in which his nature 

shown by his dark colour, and he wore a wolf-skin over his shoulders – a sign of liminality.313 

His name was either Lykas (wolf) or Alibas (corpse), and he waited within a sanctuary, which 

included a spring and a stream. The episode is chthonic in nature, and a sanctuary is a suitable 

place for the ghost of the hero, but are we to conclude that he had risen through the spring? 

Pausanias (6.6.10) said that when he was defeated, he disappeared into the sea. Currie has argued 

that when Euthymus defeated the hero, he took on aspects of his cult.314 In local traditions 

Euthymus was thought to be the son of a river god (Paus. 6.6.4), and when he died, he disappeared 

into river (Ael. VH 8.18). For the Hero of Temesa, who was also supposedly a ghost, belief that 

he rose through a spring might have been doubly suitable.  

The case of Lerna reveals multiple examples of water used as passage into the 

underworld, but also leaves us with several questions regarding the nature of the underworld 

passage. The landscape of Lerna was particularly special and associated with a number of 

chthonic traditions. There were several water-sources described by Pausanias: the spring of 

Amymone, a spring of Amphiaraus, and the Alcyonian Lake (Paus. 2.37.1-6). Near to Lerna there 

was also a river called Cheimarrus, with a stone circle alongside it. The Mysteries of Lernaean 

Demeter were celebrated there, for it marked the spot where Persephone descended into the 

underworld (Paus. 9.36.6-7). The Alcyonian Lake was, according to Argive legends, the location 

of Dionysus’ katabasis, in which he retrieved Semele from the underworld (Paus. 2.37.5). The 

spring of Amymone was the locale of Heracles’ famous battle against the Hydra (Paus. 2.37.4). 

Kerényi understood the Hydra to be the guardian of the underworld entrance at Lerna, and though 

no ancient source corroborates it, it is not an unfeasible suggestion.315 Seneca would later 

amalgamate the Amymone with a branch of the Styx (Sen. HF 762-81). Plutarch, explaining the 

Dionysiac ritual at Lerna, mentioned that a lamb was sacrificed into the lake, to be received by 

the “gatekeeper” (πυλάοχος: Plut. Iside 364f). 

 The ritual of sacrificing the lamb, and the tradition of the lake as an entrance to the 

underworld, each speak to a belief reported by Pausanias that the lake was bottomless (ie: reaching 

all the way to the underworld). He reported that attempts by the Emperor Nero and others to test 

its depth had all failed (Paus. 2.37.6). Plato’s image of the underworld attempted to make sense 

of such beliefs, as he imagined the various springs and tributaries in the Greek landscape all 

                                                      
313 On the liminal symbolism of animal skins see Lada-Richards 1999: 30-32. Also: Dowden 1992: 110-
112; Vidal-Naquet 1981. 
314 Currie 2002. 
315 Kerényi 1959: 143. 
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flowing into the underworld, where they mixed in the bottomless chasm of Tartarus (Pl. Phd. 

111e-112e). We know nothing of Amphiaraus’ cult at Lerna, but a consideration of it in light of 

the bottomless Alcyonian Lake, and his cult at Oropus provides a picture of what his cult should 

look like, and illuminates the broader traditions surrounding water and the underworld. 

Amphiaraus lived in the earth after being swallowed by it during the siege of Thebes (Pind. Nem. 

9.24f; Apollod. 3.6.8). He rose through his spring at his cult in Oropus to give prophecies and 

heal consultants: 

νόσου δὲ ἀκεσθείσης ἀνδρὶ μαντεύματος γενομένου καθέστηκεν ἄργυρον 

ἀφεῖναι καὶ χρυσὸν ἐπίσημον ἐς τὴν πηγήν, ταύτῃ γὰρ ἀνελθεῖν τὸν Ἀμφιάραον 

λέγουσιν ἤδη θεόν. 

… when a man has been healed in consequence of an oracle vouchsafed to him, 

it is customary for him to drop silver and gold coins into the spring; for it was 

here, they say, that Amphiaraus rose as a god. (Paus. 1.34.4, tr. Frazer) 

To Dionysus and Amphiaraus, both chthonic beings who could travel between the mortal world 

and the underworld through water, we might add Cerberus, who in a unique account returned to 

the underworld through a spring, named Cynadra, after being dragged up by Heracles (Hsch. s.v. 

ἐλεύθερον ὕδωρ). Given the complex arrangement of chthonic traditions at Lerna it is likely 

Amphiaraus’ cult there operated similarly to the one at Oropus.  

But the tradition shows that Amphiaraus could receive objects coming down through the 

spring, as well as rise from it, not unlike Plutarch’s report on the Dionysian traditions at Lerna. 

Plutarch told a story of a prophecy received in opposite terms, via a bronze tablet thrown up from 

the depths of a spring in Lycia, which prophesied the end of the Persian Empire at the hands of 

the Greeks (Plut. Alex. 17.2). Placing objects into water seemed to be one way of getting them to 

the chthonic deities who were intended to receive them. This was the logic behind curse tablets 

 

Figure 12: Image of the Spring of Amphiaraus at Oropus, facing West. Photograph: © the author. 
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(defixiones/κατάδεσμοι) which were deposited into springs, lakes, and other underground bodies 

of water. Up to the classical period these were mostly deposited within the bounds of chthonic 

sanctuaries, or within the graves and tombs of the dead themselves. Approximately half of 

recorded curse tablets were found in the aforementioned places, while the other half were found 

in wells, fountains, springs, and cisterns, as well as approximately sixty having been located 

within sanctuaries of Demeter.316 The case of a particular tablet from Salernum (DT 210) 

illuminates the logic behind the practice. The tablet itself was not placed in the water, but it 

preserves the record of the magical curse, which necessitated the submersion below water of the 

hair of the victim. The ritual draws on symbolic magic. The submerging of the hair communicated 

the magical intent to drown the victim, while the record of the ritual on the tablet deposited in the 

tomb was intended to remind the chthonic deities of this magical contract.317 Submerging items 

in water could have developed from the intent to get them as close to the chthonic powers as 

possible so that they would be recognised.   

Another example of water as a passage emerges from the traditions at Lerna, in the 

behaviour of the Alcyonian Lake when people attempted to swim in it. Pausanias said that the 

appearance of the lake belied a false calm, but any person who attempted to swim in it would be 

pulled down into its depths and swept away, presumably to their deaths (Paus. 2.37.6). The story 

is reminiscent of the deceptive tranquillity of meadows, but the behaviour of the lake itself 

parallels Pausanias’ account of consultation at Trophonius’ cult in Lebadeia. He related that 

consultants incubating in the chasm would be pulled into the earth with a supernaturally strong 

current of air, which he compares with the currents of a large, strong river (Paus. 9.39.11). Water 

currents could conceivably produce the effect, but it was surely thought to be supernatural, 

considering Pausanias emphasised how placid the Alcyonian Lake was, and how tiny – some 60 

meters in circumference: “The circuit of the lake is not great, about a third of a furlong” (περίοδος 

δὲ τῆς λίμνης ἐστὶν οὐ πολλή, ἀλλὰ ὅσον τε σταδίου τρίτον: Paus. 2.37.6, tr. Frazer). Trophonius’ 

hole was apparently able to eject the consultants at various places across the world (Lucian Men. 

9, 22; Paus. 9.39.12; Philostr. VA 8.19; schol. Ar. Nu. 508c). This was a characteristic which was 

evidently shared with water: there is a brief account in Pausanias’ travels in Laconia, in which he 

described a spring named Pellanis nearby a ruined city called Characoma, and a sanctuary of 

Asclepius (Paus. 3.21.2). He said that a maiden had fallen into the spring while collecting water. 

The girl disappeared, but the veil that she wore reappeared later at another spring named Lancia 

(for which he did not provide the location). Plato’s account of air and wind currents moving in 

concert with the water currents in the underworld might have complemented these traditions or 

have been derived from them. For him, the bottomless nature of Tartarus caused oscillations in 

the water which in turn caused air and wind to move around with the water in just the same manner 
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(Pl. Phd. 112b). Multiple traditions collided at Lerna in support of the belief that the underworld 

could be reached through water. What is also important is the certainty that water played this role 

at Lerna, due to the notable absence of a cave.  

 Traditions like those surrounding the Alcyonian Lake at Lerna were also reported of the 

Stymphalian Lake.  It was also associated with one of Heracles’ labours; the killing of the 

Stymphalian Birds, man-eating creatures which the hero drove from the safety of their nests with 

the sounds of ‘Hephaestian instruments,’ and then killed with his bow (Apollod. 2.5.6; Paus. 

8.22.4; Strabo 8.6.8). The Stymphalian River attached to the lake had no personified deity that 

we know, but according to the ancient geographers it issued from the lake, flowed underground 

through a chasm, and re-emerged in Argolis near Lerna as the Erasinus River (Hdt. 6.76.1-2; 

Strabo 6.2.9, 8.6.8; Paus. 8.22.3). Erasinus was considered a deity (Aesch. Supp. 1018-1021; Hdt. 

6.76.1-2; Ant.Lib. 40). According to Pausanias the lake extending from the Stymphalian River 

behaved like a marsh. During winter it expanded into a lake, and during summer it dwindled into 

a tiny spring (Paus. 8.22.3). He elaborated with a tradition about the movement of the water 

through the lake and river. During a celebration of the festival of Artemis, a log was accidentally 

dropped into the mouth of the river chasm, preventing the water from draining away, after which 

the plain was said to have become a lake the length of four-hundred stadia – approximately 700 

kilometres, and an obvious exaggeration (Paus. 8.22.8). The following day a hunter was chasing 

a deer, which fled into the marsh. The hunter swam after the deer, and the two fell into the lake’s 

chasm, presumably dislodging the log and causing the excess water to flood in behind them and 

resulting in the drying up of the entire flooded plain (Paus. 8.22.9). A verse from Ovid on the 

underground nature of Erasinus’ stream suggests a tradition may have existed like the one that 

explained the underground flow of Telphusa, and speaks to the broader traditions of springs and 

streams connecting across the landscape: 

Sic ubi terreno Lycus est epotus hiatu, 

exsistit procul hinc alioque renascitur ore: 

Sic modo combibitur, tecto modo gurgite lapsus 

redditur Argolicis ingens Erasinus in arvis, 

et Mysum, capitisque sui ripaeque prioris 

paenituisse ferunt, alia nunc ire Caicum; 

So Lycus, swallowed by the yawning earth, 

Rises reborn, a changed face far away. 

So Erasinus' stream, engulfed to glide 

In secret eddies underground, returns 

A lordly river in the Argive fields. 

Caicus too, disliking, so they say, 

The source and banks he knew as Mysus once, 
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Now flows a different way.  (Ov. Met. 15.273-78, tr. Melville) 

Again, there are parallel traditions which conform with the observations of rivers and springs 

passing through the earth. Strabo treated the Stymphalian Lake and Erasinus River very briefly, 

but added the following tale about the Arcadian Asea, which flowed into the Eurotas and 

Alpheius: if one placed wreathes dedicated to each of the two separate rivers in the Asean stream, 

each wreath would reappear in the waters of the appropriate stream (Strab. 6.2.9). Diodorus 

believed that the movement of water underground was a Peloponnesian phenomenon because the 

earth in that region was perforated with numerous caverns (D.S. 15.49). At Pheneus in Arcadia a 

mythical tradition was attributed to the phenomenon. The Pheneans claimed that Heracles struck 

holes into the earth to prevent the plains around Pheneus from flooding (Paus. 8.14.1-3; cf. Strab. 

8.8.4). Knowledge of the karst landscape in Southern Greece must have had some influence on 

the mythical cosmologies imagined by the Greeks, as well as the traditions about how their gods 

could be communicated with, and how the eschatological realms could be accessed, though as we 

have seen, only special figures have thus far accessed the underworld through, or across water.  

The idea that one could travel to the underworld through water blends with the traditions 

of summoning ghosts at lake environments. The prototypical example was the Odyssean nekyia, 

which occurred at a point marked out by a stone, at the edge of the banks of the Acheron River, 

where two other infernal rivers Pyriphlegethon and Cocytus flow into it (Hom. Od. 10.508-17). 

These water-side environments were part of the functions of the nekyomanteia we encountered in 

Chapter 3.2. Heracleia Pontica, where Pausanias the Spartan regent had gone to consult the ghost 

of Cleonice (Plut. Cim. 6, Sera. 555c), had a pool within its underground cave complex.318 The 

Acheron nekyomanteion, where Periander had the ghost of his wife Melissa summoned (Hdt. 

5.92), operated at the Acheron River’s confluence with the Cocytus, and is thought to have 

inspired the Odyssean nekyia. That these could attract historical figures informs us that it was 

legitimately thought ghosts could be summoned through the water. On the dramatic stage, the 

lyrics will have united with visual cues to help the audience picture the scene. Aeschylus’ 

depiction of necromancy closely resembled the Acheron nekyomanteion. He described a murky, 

dirty lake surrounded by reeds, sourced by the springs of the Styx (Aesch. TrGF 273a). This scene 

is a little more reminiscent of the famous pelike upon which Elpenor rises from the marshy reeds 

in front of his summoner, Odysseus (Figure 4); the vase supplied the details missing from the 

Odyssean nekyia that show water was a part of the process. Plutarch revealed a fantastical image 

of the dead swimming up to the moon, presumably through the waters of Styx (Genio 591b-c), 

but for the most part it took magic to summon up the dead through water. Aristophanes’ parody 

of Socrates as a necromancer depicted him summoning up ghosts at a swampy lake (Av. 1553-

64) and borrowed elements from both Homer and Aeschylus. To support his image, he described 

                                                      
318 Ogden 2001: 29-34. 
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a group called the skiapodes (shade-feet) who appear to act as lake-dwelling analogies to 

psychagogoi, or the Cimmerians of the Odyssey (11.13-19; cf. Strabo 5.4.5). In each of these 

episodes lakes or springs appeared in support of the acts of necromancy.  

The tradition of lecanomancy, divination through water, may have contributed to beliefs 

that the underworld could be reached through water. Lecanomancy was an ancient practice 

thought to have originated in Babylon.319 The divination involved the interpretation of patterns 

and/or reflections in a liquid held within a vessel, called a lekane (λεκάνη). Nelson believed that 

the myth of Narcissus echoed the divination practices of lecanomancy or catoptromancy 

(divination through reflections in mirrors), specifically citing Pausanias’ variation of the myth in 

which Narcissus did not see his own reflection in the spring, but his deceased sister for whom he 

had an incestuous desire (Paus. 9.31.8; cf. Conon Narr. 24; Ov. Met. 3.339-510).320 In Chapter 

3.5 we also touched upon the possibility that Nonnus may have thought of Narcissus gazing upon 

his own shade in the underworld (Nonn. 48.586). Ovid even had the shade of Narcissus, having 

since pined away until death, gazing upon his own reflection in the waters of the Styx, in the 

underworld (Ov. Met. 3.502f). Porphyry said that souls were like images that appear in mirrors or 

on the surface of water (F373 Smith), referring to the Homeric perceptions of exhausted shades 

(Od. 11.476). Nelson identified Narcissus as comparatively identical to a boy medium of the sort 

often employed to conduct these rituals: he was young, naïve and sexually pure, and is also able 

to recite his vision in the waters in poetic verse.321  In these rituals the water acted as the medium 

through which the practitioner could contact the dead. Varro, cited in Augustine (de Civ.D. 7.35), 

explained that hydromancy (divination through water) was a form of divination in which 

daimones were summoned, and that blood could be used instead of water to make the practice 

into necromancy, whereupon ghosts were summoned. Strabo grouped necromancers, 

lecanomancers and hydromancers of the Eastern traditions together with the specialist Greek 

prophets Tiresias, Amphiaraus, Trophonius, Orpheus and Musaeus, some of whom were also 

categorised as daimones (Strabo 16.2.39). A spell from the Greek Magical Papyri explained that 

the origin of the water used for the ritual affected its results: rainwater was used to summon the 

gods of the heavens, spring water was used to summon ghosts, and sea water was used to summon 

the gods of the underworld (PGM IV.222-60). Perhaps this belief was informed by the proximity 

of the Tainaron and Acheron nekyomanteia to the sea. The scholiast Tzetzes also believed that 

lecanomancy was derived from the practice of necromancy (Lyc. 813). His accounts of Homer 

using lecanomancy to summon Thetis and Achilles while among the Cimmerians may have been 

inspired by Philostratus’ claim that Homer had consulted Odysseus’ ghost (Philostr. Her. 43.12-

16; Tz. Exeg. in. Il. 350.18, 393.52, 406.58).322 Ogden interpreted Clement of Alexandria’s 
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dismissal of the “Thesprotian basin” (Acheron) along with other places of divination, as a 

confirmation that lecanomancy was conflated with the rituals at Acheron, since Clement names 

the locations along with their modes of divinations.323  

Ἄδυτα τοίνυν ἄθεα μὴ πολυπραγμονεῖτε μηδὲ βαράθρων στόματα τερατείας 

ἔμπλεα ἢ λέβητα Θεσπρώτιον ἢ τρίποδα Κιρραῖον ἢ Δωδωναῖον χαλκεῖον … 

So do not busy yourself with sanctuaries without gods or the mouths (stomata) 

of pits full of the marvellous (terrateia), or the Thesprotian basin (lebēs), or the 

tripod of Cirrha or the bronze of Dodona… (Clem.Al. Protr. 2.11, tr. Ogden) 

If one believes the PGM (IV.222-60) claim that the origin of water determined its suitability for 

ritual, there could be no better choice of water in Greece to use for summoning the dead than the 

waters at Acheron. 

The Narcissus myth that survived through Ovid seems to describe a perfect setting for 

lecanomancy if it were given a chthonic interpretation. A spring within a dark grove, unburdened 

by sunlight, provided the perfect setting for summoning a ghost. Nelson struggled to reconcile the 

paradoxical brightness of the spring within its grove untouched by light. While he makes 

comparisons to the presence of light in several scrying rituals, Ovid seemed more concerned with 

describing the clarity, and reflective properties of the water: 

Fons erat inlimis, nitidis argenteus undis  

The fountain was unmuddied, silver with gleaming ripples (Ov. Met. 3.405) 

Nitidus is doubly symbolic in this composition. It should be interpreted as a polished or clear 

surface (OLD s.v. Nitidus), thus focusing on the reflective property of rippling water (unda) across 

the reflective silver surface which is supposed to seem like a mirror. Nitidus also captures the 

brilliance of youthful exuberance. This is paradoxical to the accounts of necromancy reported by 

Aeschylus and Aristophanes, but consistent with lecanomancy. Pausanias also told a story of a 

spring at Tainaron which seemed lecanomantic, and he explained that the clarity of water was 

central to its function; the spring used to show images of harbours and ships when one looked 

into the water, but all of the images ceased to appear when a woman washed her dirty clothes in 

the spring, muddying the water (Paus. 3.25.8). In Narcissus’ grove at least, though sunlight does 

not pierce through the trees we need not exclude the presence of all light from the scene. There is 

certainly evidence that some ancient sources saw connectivity between necromancy and 

lecanomancy, and this too suggests the same traditions wherein water makes the underworld 

accessible.  

In Ovid’s underworld, Narcissus sat beside the familiar pool of the Styx, gazing upon his 

own countenance. So too, in Aristophanes’ Frogs familiar motifs appeared together that make us 
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aware that Dionysus will be entering the underworld: harbours, springs, and bottomless lakes 

appear alongside myriads of snakes, wild beasts, and the ‘withering rock’ which united to 

complete the spectacle (Ar. Ra. 108-15, 145-157). These motifs defined a recognisable 

eschatological landscape. In the Orphic and Bacchic traditions, the deceased were buried with 

special tablets (lamellae) that instructed them how to correctly negotiate that landscape, and 

central to these instructions was the spring of Mnemosyne (memory). Like all traditions of the 

afterlife, sometimes these details varied, but in four of the lamellae (1, 2, 8, 25 Graf/Johnston) the 

ghost will first see a spring which he must ignore, and then preceding to the next one, which is 

Mnemosyne, correctly address the questions of the guards, after which he may drink.324  The 

lamellae were a means by which the deceased initiates were prepared to negotiate the dangerous 

but inviting first spring, to move onwards to the beneficial spring; one expects this to be one of 

the knowledge aspects of initiatory rewards which help the deceased attain the favour of the 

chthonic gods. Conversely the first spring has been identified with Lethé (forgetfulness), drinking 

from which accounts for the witless state of other souls (Pl. Men. 81a-b; Thgn. 704f). Thus the 

springs play a part in setting eschatological boundaries. Johnston posited that the function of 

Mnemosyne was aligned with the Socratic idea that learning was remembering what one already 

knew (Pl. Men. 81b-c), therefore drinking from Mnemosyne would allow a soul to retain wisdom 

for the next incarnation.325 This interpretation fits neatly with the incorporation of Lethé and 

Mnemosyne into the cult of Trophonius, where Lethé takes a role in the preparatory rituals for 

entering the chasm, and Mnemosyne in remembering the details of the wisdom received within 

(Paus. 9.39.8). Pausanias specifically tells us that Lethé was intended to make the consultant clear 

his mind of its idle thoughts. Mnemosyne therefore tells us something about how wisdom was 

retained by the inhabitants of the underworld, and one must wonder whether part of the art of 

necromancy was in forcing ghosts to recall memories, where they otherwise may not have done 

so. These two springs in their eschatological context also reinforce boundaries of chthonic space 

in ways slightly different to the springs we have hitherto discussed which acted as porous passages 

for special figures. 

 We have seen ample evidence that water acted as a liminal boundary between the mortal 

world and the underworld. Though it was ‘porous’ in its own way, it provided a much more 

exclusive barrier than the impression we get from caves. Part of these concepts certainly rested in 

the understanding of the geographical landscapes in antiquity. As to whether Nymphs and Naiads 

as deities of water might be considered chthonic deities, there are traces of evidence, and I would 

suggest that we interpret them as such based on the details we receive from myth, as well as the 

interconnectivity of water with chthonic landscapes described in this, and the coming chapter. 
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Water had its own place within the underworld without a doubt, in addition to defining the 

underworld’s accessibility. 

4.3 Streams and infernal rivers 

We have just spoken of springs, and lakes and their potential to act as passages into the underworld 

under special circumstances. At the same time, we had occasion to broach the subject of some 

rivers that contributed to that belief. Like springs, rivers had supernatural properties associated 

with them that contributed to their sacredness, and to their treatment as divine figures. But rivers 

present much more imposing boundaries, and so we often see them treated as such in antiquity 

(and throughout history, of course). Since eschatological landscapes need to be sanctified and 

restricted, rivers take a more prominent role in the landscape of the underworld than springs. This 

chapter will explore the perceptions of rivers, particularly the infernal rivers, and how they 

contribute to the understanding of chthonic landscape. 

Since antiquity, rivers and streams were venerated in similar ways to springs. The rivers 

were treated as entities with personalities, and they could confer blessings and curses through 

their waters. As early as Homer we witnessed Odysseus acting as suppliant to the first river which 

he encountered on the island of the Phaeacians (Od. 5.441-53). Hesiod declared that it was 

important to pray, and to perform a cleansing ritual for a river god before crossing his river (Op. 

737-41), and that to foul the waters with urine or defecation would result in reprisal (Op. 757-59). 

Herodotus (6.76.1-2) reported an episode in which Cleophon’s crossing sacrifice was rejected by 

Eridanos, which was interpreted as Eridanos’ support for his own countrymen in battle. Strabo 

reported an account of the Sybaris river, which caused horses who drank from it to become 

anxious, and then he also talked of the Crathis River which caused the hair of those who bathed 

in it to turn yellow, or white, but could also cure illnesses (Strab. 6.1.13). So too, these rivers 

could change their properties through interference from mankind or others. The Angirus River 

was filthy and noisome, according to Strabo (8.3.19), and fish could not live in its waters, because 

it was the place where the Centaurs had washed away the Hydra’s poisons, yet this river also had 

curative powers. 

A sense of liminality surrounding rivers was also communicated through the myths and 

rituals associated with them. These often reflect the rejection of sexual maturity, and the 

negotiation through rites of passage into maturity, themes which they share with Nymphs and 

Naiads.326 The river god Alpheios, for example, fell in love with the huntress Arethusa. She was 

unwilling to marry and escaped to Ortygia where she turned into a spring. Alpheios followed and 

mingled his waters with hers (Strab. 6.2.4; Ov. Met. 5.572-641; Paus. 5.7.3). Some of these rivers 

that were not clearly infernal still showed traces of chthonic significance. In some myths the river 
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god Acheloös counted the Sirens among his many Nymph daughters (Apollod. 1.3.4; Hom. Il. 

24.616; Paus. 10.8.9). We have already encountered the myths in which the Sirens attained their 

form after failing to protect their friend, Persephone.327 Thus we see both liminal and chthonic 

themes in that genealogy. Ladon is another example, father of the famous Daphne (10.7.4), but 

also Metope (Apollod. 3.12.6; D.S. 4.72.1), and Telphusa (Paus. 8.25.2), who is clearly a chthonic 

figure. The River Ladon was not the same as the dragon fought by Heracles, but because of the 

river’s relationship with Telphusa, Fontenrose, not unreasonably, proposed a connection with the 

dragon that Cadmus had fought.328 Acheloös could manifest in the form of a dragon (Soph. Tr. 6-

27, 503-30; Strab. 10.2.19; Ov. Met. 8.879-99.92), and several dragons were also identified with 

rivers.329 As for Telphusa, she had a relationship with the dragon Python at Delphi (h.Hom. 3.300-

6, 356-87). Ladon’s daughter Daphne had rejected the advances of Apollo, as Arethusa had done 

with Alpheios (Ov. Met. 1.452-566).  A variant reversed her role, in which Leukippos fell in love 

with her, and posed as a maiden to become close with her, but his ruse was discovered, and he 

was killed (Paus. 8.20.2-4).330 

The liminal myths connect rivers to rites of passage that youths performed at them. Homer 

preserved the first example youths ritually offering locks of hair to river gods in exchange for 

protection (Il. 23.141-51). The tradition was known as late as Nonnus in the 5th century A.D. 

(Nonn. 3.345-47, 47.490-95). This purpose was echoed by Hesiod, who said that it was the duty 

of Apollo, the river gods, and a select group of nymphs to protect all the youths of the world (Th. 

346-48). Pausanias described a statue of a youth cutting a lock of his hair as tribute to the River 

Cephisus, at the same time stating that the tradition was well-known among the Greeks, himself 

citing the passage from Homer (Paus. 1.37.3). Pausanias’ account of Leukippos and Daphne 

mentions that Leukippos had been growing his hair long in honour of the River Alpheios (8.20.2). 

There was a clear sense of liminality surrounding the myths and rituals connected with the rivers 

of Ancient Greece. Though chthonic genealogies were present for the rivers mentioned above, 

the myths do not evoke a strong sense that all rivers were chthonic. The performance of rites of 

passage at rivers also integrates their important functions as boundaries into the landscape. It will 

be shown that specifically chthonic rivers shared these themes of liminality. 

 The infernal rivers of the underworld shared many features with the rivers on the earth’s 

surface. These all had supernatural values, some of which became more elaborate over time, and 

varied between authors. These were also often personified. Of these rivers, the most famous were 

Styx and Acheron, with Cocytus and Phlegethon (or Pyriphlegethon) sometimes appearing 

alongside them in chthonic landscape descriptions. Lethé was also sometimes conceived as a 
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329 See Chapter 5.1, and Ogden 2013: 165-173. 
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river. These rivers were so emblematic of the underworld that their names came to be sobriquets 

for the underworld itself. The most important of these rivers was Styx, whose name means ‘hate’ 

(στύγος). We learn the most about her from Hesiod, who tells us that she was the most prominent 

of all the Oceanid daughters of Tethys and Oceanus (Th. 361), and the Homeric Hymns (2.417-

24) counted her among Persephone’s playmates. Her eminence was perhaps embodied in her 

palace of silver pillars in the underworld (Th. 775-79). Perhaps her influence was expressed in 

that image too, for her pillars stretched all the way from the underworld to the heavens. The gods 

swore oaths on Styx’s water (780-806; cf. Hom. Il. 2.755, 14.271, 15.36-38), and Hesiod 

explained the penalty for breaking them as follows:331 

ὅς κεν τὴν ἐπίορκον ἀπολλείψας ἐπομόσσῃ  

ἀθανάτων, οἳ ἔχουσι κάρη νιφόεντος Ὀλύμπου,  

κεῖται νήυτμος τετελεσμένον εἰς ἐνιαυτόν:  

οὐδέ ποτ᾽ ἀμβροσίης καὶ νέκταρος ἔρχεται ἆσσον  

βρώσιος, ἀλλά τε κεῖται ἀνάπνευστος καὶ ἄναυδος  

στρωτοῖς ἐν λεχέεσσι, κακὸν δέ ἑ κῶμα καλύπτει.  

αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ νοῦσον τελέσῃ μέγαν εἰς ἐνιαυτόν,  

ἄλλος γ᾽ ἐξ ἄλλου δέχεται χαλεπώτερος ἄεθλος.  

εἰνάετες δὲ θεῶν ἀπαμείρεται αἰὲν ἐόντων,  

οὐδέ ποτ᾽ ἐς βουλὴν ἐπιμίσγεται οὐδ᾽ ἐπὶ δαῖτας  

ἐννέα πάντα ἔτεα: δεκάτῳ δ᾽ ἐπιμίσγεται αὖτις  

εἴρας ἐς ἀθανάτων, οἳ Ὀλύμπια δώματ᾽ ἔχουσιν. 

For whoever of the deathless gods that hold the peaks of snowy Olympus pours 

a libation of her water and is forsworn, must lie breathless until a full year is 

completed, and never come near to taste ambrosia and nectar, but lie spiritless 

and voiceless on a strewn bed: and a heavy trance overshadows him. But when 

he has spent a long year in his sickness, another penance more hard follows after 

the first. For nine years he is cut off from the eternal gods and never joins their 

councils or their feasts, nine full years. But in the tenth year he comes again to 

join the assemblies of the deathless gods who live in the house of Olympus.  

(Hes. Th. 793-804, tr. Evelyn-White) 

The penalty for oath-breaking gods was like a trip to the underworld; to spend a year like a lifeless, 

voiceless ghost, followed by nine years of separation from society. Mortals also swore oaths on 

the Styx: they believed her waters flowed out from the underworld at Arcadian Nonakris, from a 
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dark rock, which may have inspired Hesiod’s description of her infernal stream (Hdt. 6.74.1-2; 

Strab. 8.8.4; Paus. 8.17.6; cf. Hes. Th. 785-87). Incidentally the pool made by the stream at 

Nonakris was enclosed by a circle of stones. Despite its sacredness, this may equally have been 

because the waters were thought to be fatal (Paus. 8.18.4).  

 In Chapter 3.1 I remarked on the phenomenon of swearing oaths on the things that define 

limitations, the petroma and the Styx. The Styx appears consistently in myth as a definer of 

boundaries. This is also true in eschatology. In Homer’s Iliad Patroclus complained of the ghosts 

who refused to let him cross an unspecified river (23.73) and enter the house of Hades (69-76). 

This was likely the Styx, since we were given a similar narrative by Athena, who explained that 

it was only through her assistance that Heracles could cross Styx’s “stygian waters” on his way 

out of Hades (8.362-69). Styx was a boundary preventing Patroclus’ crossing in the absence of 

his funeral rites, nor could the mortal Heracles cross it without divine assistance. It has also been 

proposed that the Xanthus/Scamander in the Iliad’s twenty-fourth book (692-95) was analogous 

to the Styx in Priam’s metaphorical katabasis to the Achaean camp.332 In Homer’s Odyssey the 

Cocytus, a branch of the Styx, appeared with Acheron and Pyriphlegethon at the point where 

Odysseus consulted the dead (Od. 10.513f). These traditions survived in Vergil’s work, though 

he tried to account for the multiple rivers present in the Homeric nekyia. Despite a confusing 

geography, he imagined Charon waiting alongside Styx to ferry souls across (6.295-336).333 His 

muddy geography, presenting Cocytus and Styx as marshes (6.322-26), and an Acheron twisting 

from out of the whirlpool of Tartarus (6.295-301) seems an attempt to make some sense of 

inconsistent traditions.334 We are eventually told by Charon that the Styx was the boundary, and 

mortals were not allowed to cross (6.388-91). Vergil’s imagination conjured a formidable barrier 

of the Styx which evoked and elaborated upon the Hesiodic barrier of three-fold night (Th. 726-

28):  

… Quam vellent aethere in alto 

nunc et pauperiem et duros perferre labores! 

Fas obstat, tristisque palus inamabilis undae 

alligat, et noviens Styx interfusa coërcet.  

… how they would like to be 

in the world above now, enduring poverty and hard trials! 

God’s law forbids: that unlovely fen with its glooming water 

Corrals them there, the nine rings of Styx corral them in.  

(Verg. Aen. 6.436-39, tr. Day Lewis) 
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Vergil duplicated this image in his Georgics, describing Orpheus’ katabasis, Styx again 

impenetrable, encompassing Hades nine times over: 

matres atque viri defunctaque corpora vita 

magnanimum heroum, pueri innuptaeque puellae, 

impositique rogis iuvenes ante ora parentum, 

quos circum limus niger et deformis harundo 

Cocyti tardaque palus inamabilis unda 

alligat et noviens Styx interfusa coercet. 

mothers and men, the build of once big-hearted heroes, 

now dead and done with; boys, too, and unwed girls, 

and youths borne on their funeral pyres before their parents' eyes— 

around whom lay the clabber, and disfigured reed beds by Cocytus, that kept 

them 

locked in, among stagnant pools and murky marshes, 

and the Styx' nine coils that kept them prisoner.  

(Verg. Georg. 4.475-80, tr. Fallon).  

Following Vergil, Propertius, Ovid, Seneca and Statius adopted the Styx as the barrier which 

souls must cross into Hades (Prop. 2.34.29; Ov. Met. 4.432-35, 10.72f, 14.590f; Sen. Phaedr. 

1179f; Stat. Theb. 2.5f, 4.523f). The thick and marshy impression of these underworld rivers was 

adopted by Roman poets as a further way of expressing impenetrability, reminiscent of ancient 

perceptions of Ocean discussed in Chapter 4.1.  

 The limitations on potential expressed by the Styx may have transferred from traditions 

of surrounding its miraculous waters into the legend of Achilles’ invulnerability. In one of the 

later accounts, Achilles received his invulnerability in a ritual that echoed the one Demeter tried 

to use on Demophon: Thetis had attempted to engulf Achilles in fire, but was interrupted, thus 

leaving his heel untreated and vulnerable (Ap.Rhod. 4.869-72). Statius updated this tradition to 

have Achilles receive his invulnerability by being immersed in the Styx, the only part of him 

unaffected being the heel where Thetis had held him (Ach. 1.133f, 269f, 480f), though it had also 

evolved from Vergil’s explanation for the invulnerability of Turnus’ armour, itself dipped in the 

Styx (Aen. 12.87-91). Statius’ choice may have been inspired by the miraculous stories about the 

Styx’s water. Pausanias (8.18.4) and Strabo (8.8.4) both stated that the Styx was fatal to those 

who drank from it. Pausanias elaborated (along with Aelian: NA 10.40) that the water would also 

dissolve all types of minerals, including iron and bronze (Paus. 8.18.5-6). Thus, from these 

traditions we can extract an explanation for the ability of Turnus’ armour, and of Achilles’ skin 

to turn aside weapons. As according to Statius, Styx’s blessing would “block his [Achilles’] fair 

limbs against steel” (pulchros ferro praestruxerit artus: Ach. 1.481). At the same time, the 

traditions about the Styx’s fatal waters translate into something of a metaphor, since those who 
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would encounter Turnus or Achilles in battle without divine assistance would ultimately be killed. 

Thus, we have seen the Styx setting limitations in several arenas. 

In antiquity the Styx was often conflated with the Acheron as an eschatological boundary. 

It was not mentioned by Hesiod, but in Homer it was the major river at which Odysseus performed 

his nekyia, at its confluence with Cocytus and Pyriphlegethon (Hom. Od. 10.513f), which was 

thought to be based upon the landscape of the Thesprotian Acheron nekyomanteion (Paus. 1.17.4, 

5.14.2). We know little of Acheron as a personification. His name was derived from ‘pain’ (ἄχη). 

We do not know his parents, but he had one son named Ascalaphus (Ov. Met. 5.539; Apollod. 

1.5.3), who acted as a witness to Persephone’s eating of the pomegranate that kept her in Hades 

(thus Ascalaphus’ myth also aligns with setting boundaries). Acheron was given some clarity as 

the boundary of Hades in the poetry of Pindar (F143 S-M), where Charon also appears as the 

psychopomp who ferried the dead across. This feature was preserved in the Suda (s.v. Ἀχέρων). 

This tradition in which Acheron took on the role of Styx thrived in the Greek poetic and dramatic 

milieu.335 Alcaeus spoke of Sisyphus crossing Acheron twice in his defiance of death and his 

escape from the underworld (F38a LP). Often the tragedians had their characters looking towards 

the Acheron with a sense of dread; Sophocles conceived of ill-fated Antigone, lamenting that she 

would never marry, imagining herself as a bride of Hades standing on the banks of Acheron 

(Soph. Ant. 810-15). So too Cassandra lamented her future giving prophecies by the Acheron 

(Aesch. Ag. 1156-61), and Alcestis was credited for her bravery in crossing its waters, willingly 

going to her death (Eur. Alc. 438-44). Porphyry in his treatise On the Styx (F373 Smith) said that 

the poets attached all their fears and anxieties concerning death to their perceptions of the infernal 

rivers. It was probably for this reason that Aristophanes presented an exaggerated image of 

Acheron flowing out from under a rocky gorge, dripping with blood (Ra. 474).  

 Acheron’s association with suffering was also expressed in Plato’s vision of the soul’s 

journey through the underworld. In Plato’s vision, Acheron was blasted from out of Tartarus by 

powerful winds and currents into the Acherusian lake, where most souls of the dead waited a time 

before being reborn (Phd. 112e-113a). Homer, too, thought of the rivers arriving at the confluence 

in the nekyia as “roaring rivers” (ποταμῶν ἐριδούπων: Od. 10.513). It is difficult to imagine 

Plato’s formulation not to have been influenced by the Thesprotian Acheron nekyomanteion and 

the Homeric tradition. Souls within the Acherusian Lake who had behaved poorly in life suffered 

some manner of penalty through which they were purified by the lake (113d). Irredeemable souls 

were permanently ejected into Tartarus, while wicked souls who have sought redemption languish 

there for a year, before being ejected into Cocytus or Pyriphlegethon, depending on the nature of 

their crimes, eventually returning to Acheron (113e-114b). So, Plato conformed his eschatological 

landscape to resemble the Homer’s image from the Odyssey. More than this, the rivers each had 

                                                      
335 Alc. F38a LP; Sapph. F95 LP; Aesch. Ag. 1156-6, Sept. 854-60; Eur. Alc. 438-44; Paus. 10.28.1. 
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special functions in the moving of souls through the underworld, which extended to the natures 

of the crimes they committed. By example, Plato assigned homicides to Cocytus, and familial 

violence to Pyriphlegethon (114a). Plato’s formulation of the rivers thus parallels the Erinyes in 

terms of interests in crimes that were treated with the utmost seriousness and may have been 

thought catastrophic for society. Moreover, his imagination again conformed these rivers both as 

conduits and eschatological boundaries, preventing and deciding access to areas of the afterlife. 

Leclerc recognised the Homeric influence on Apollonius’ depiction of the Acheron near 

Heracleia Pontica (2.727-45).336 Apollonius’ image was dependent upon a combination of motifs, 

such as groves and caves, to give a complete and foreboding depiction. But it is also easy to see 

the influence of Plato’s torrential Tartarus, blasting its waters out into the various infernal streams, 

combined with the tall black rock of the Styx known from Hesiod, Homer, and its manifestation 

in the real landscape of Arcadia. So Apollonius’ initial description goes as follows: “Here is a 

downward path to the abode of Hades, and the headland of Acherusia stretches aloft, and eddying 

Acheron cleaves its way at the bottom, even through the headland, and sends its waters forth from 

a huge ravine” (ἔνθα μὲν εἰς Ἀίδαο καταιβάτις ἐστὶ κέλευθος, ἄκρη τε προβλὴς Ἀχερουσιὰς ὑψόθι 

τείνει, δινήεις τ᾽ Ἀχέρων αὐτὴν διὰ νειόθι τέμνων ἄκρην ἐκ μεγάλης προχοὰς ἵησι φάραγγος: 

Ap.Rhod. 2.353-56, tr. Seaton). This initial treatment gives way to a much more baroque image 

of the entrance to the underworld, that not only betrays the interchangeability of Acheron and 

Styx in the landscape description, but through multiple chthonic motifs underscores the nature of 

the landscape, and prepares the way for the extended descriptions found in the works of Seneca 

(HF 709-19, cf. Stat. Theb. 4.522). 

ἠῶθεν δ᾽ ἀνέμοιο διὰ κνέφας εὐνηθέντος  

ἀσπασίως ἄκρης Ἀχερουσίδος ὅρμον ἵκοντο.  

ἡ μέν τε κρημνοῖσιν ἀνίσχεται ἠλιβάτοισιν,  

εἰς ἅλα δερκομένη Βιθυνίδα: τῇ δ᾽ ὑπὸ πέτραι  

λισσάδες ἐρρίζωνται ἁλίβροχοι: ἀμφὶ δὲ τῇσιν  

κῦμα κυλινδόμενον μεγάλα βρέμει: αὐτὰρ ὕπερθεν  

ἀμφιλαφεῖς πλατάνιστοι ἐπ᾽ ἀκροτάτῃ πεφύασιν.  

ἐκ δ᾽ αὐτῆς εἴσω κατακέκλιται ἤπειρόνδε  

κοίλη ὕπαιθα νάπη, ἵνα τε σπέος ἔστ᾽ Ἀίδαο  

ὕλῃ καὶ πέτρῃσιν ἐπηρεφές, ἔνθεν ἀυτμὴ  

πηγυλίς, ὀκρυόεντος ἀναπνείουσα μυχοῖο  

συνεχές, ἀργινόεσσαν ἀεὶ περιτέτροφε πάχνην,  

ἥ τε μεσημβριόωντος ἰαίνεται ἠελίοιο.  

σιγὴ δ᾽ οὔποτε τήνγε κατὰ βλοσυρὴν ἔχει ἄκρην,  

                                                      
336 Leclerc 2015. 
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ἀλλ᾽ ἄμυδις πόντοιό θ᾽ ὑπὸ στένει ἠχήεντος,  

φύλλων τε πνοιῇσι τινασσομένων μυχίῃσιν.  

ἔνθα δὲ καὶ προχοαὶ ποταμοῦ Ἀχέροντος ἔασιν,  

ὅς τε διὲξ ἄκρης ἀνερεύγεται εἰς ἅλα βάλλων  

ἠῴην: κοίλη δὲ φάραγξ κατάγει μιν ἄνωθεν.  

During the night the wind ceased and at dawn they gladly reached the haven of 

the Acherusian headland. It rises aloft with steep cliffs, looking towards the 

Bithynian sea; and beneath it smooth rocks, ever washed by the sea, stand rooted 

firm; and round them the wave rolls and thunders loud, but above, wide-

spreading plane trees grow on the topmost point. And from it towards the land a 

hollow glen slopes gradually away, where there is a cave of Hades overarched by 

wood and rocks. From here an icy breath, unceasingly issuing from the chill 

recess, ever forms a glistening rime which melts again beneath the midday sun. 

And never does silence hold that grim headland, but there is a continual murmur 

from the sounding sea and the leaves that quiver in the winds from the cave. And 

here is the outfall of the river Acheron which bursts its way through the headland 

and falls into the Eastern sea, and a hollow ravine brings it down from above. 

(Ap.Rhod. 2.727-45, tr. Seaton) 

When Brewster visited the Styx in Arcadia, it was as the ancient sources had described, and he 

explained a phenomenon caused by the water being blown against the face of the rock, leaving 

behind a dark, almost black scar visible from some distance away.337 Apollonius’ vision combines 

features of the Styx with the roaring Acheron, and motifs of a wooded and rocky landscape to 

emphasise its inaccessibility, but these were features that could also be inspired by the Thesprotian 

landscape. Henry Holland, who visited in 1812 described a view from the vantage of Souli 

Fortress, down into the ‘dark’ waters of the Acheron below, through a chasm of about a thousand 

feet – a vista which he considered representative of how the Greeks thought of the ancient 

Acheron.338 According to Brewster, Persephone’s grove of poplars and willows mentioned in the 

Odyssey (10.510) still stood along Acheron’s banks, and Charon the ferryman of the dead’s boat 

still rested on the bank of the river, a testament to the importance of lasting traditions.339 

 These elements of the poetic and philosophical traditions, and the cult landscapes known 

to the Greeks, were united by Seneca in his own image of the Acheron. He too incorporates these 

in his emphasis of the Acheron as an eschatological boundary: 

Est in recessu Tartari obscuro locus, 

quem gravibus umbris spissa caligo alligat.  

                                                      
337 Brewster 1997: 70. 
338 Holland 1815: 451. 
339 Brewster 1997: 15 & 18-19. 
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a fonte discors manat hinc uno latex, 

alter quieto similis (hunc iurant dei) 

tacente sacram devehens fluvio Styga; 

at hic tumultu rapitur ingenti ferox 

et saxa fluctu volvit Acheron invius  

renavigari. cingitur duplici vado 

adversa Ditis regia, atque ingens domus 

umbrante luco tegitur, hic vasto specu 

pendent tyranni limina 

There’s a place in the dark recess of hell 

that thick fog swathes in deep shadows. Here, from 

one spring flow opposing waters; the one, 

as if at rest (gods swear by it), conveys 

the sacred Styx’s silent stream. But wild, 

with great commotion, Acheron sweeps and churns 

stones with its flow, impassable for sailing 

back. The facing halls of Dis are circled 

by this double stream, his huge house sheltered 

by a shady grove. The tyrant’s threshold 

hangs over a vast gorge … (Sen. HF 709-19, tr. Konstan) 

Seneca distinguished Acheron from the stream of Styx, whose placid nature reflects its reliability 

as an oath-object. Acheron’s impassability is emphasised in its torrential nature. It is rooted into 

the Greek landscape of Thesprotia by Hades’ (Dis) castle perched on the ravine above – this 

cannot be the Souli fortress described by Holland, but may well have been inspired by the 

Hellenistic tower farm which Dakaris had mistakenly thought was the Acheron cult complex.340 

Over time the Acheron seemed to have taken on the role of Styx as guarantor of eschatological 

boundaries, but these two rivers were interchangeable in this regard. Later authors seem to have 

been conscious of poetic traditions as well as the manifestations of these rivers in the Greek 

landscape. This resulted in rivers with unique ‘personalities’ aside from their roles as barriers, 

and each river was a very specialised representation of chthonic ideas. 

 These conclusions are also true of Cocytus, Pyriphlegethon, and Lethé, which each also 

developed their own ‘personalities’, if not in the shadows of their more famous brother and sister. 

Each of these rivers reinforced the impermeability of the underworld. None of these were present 

in Hesiod’s underworld, but in Homer’s landscape Cocytus was a branch of the Styx (Od. 10.513). 

In the landscape of Ancient Greece, Cocytus flowed into the Thesprotian Acheron. Pausanias 

                                                      
340 Dakaris 1993. Discussion: Ogden 2001: 18-22. Despite Dakaris’ misinterpretation, the tower farm is an 
excellent model for a palace belonging to Hades. 
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thought it ‘most unpleasant’ (Paus. 1.17.5), but when Brewster inspected it, he described it as “a 

very tame, insignificant stream of no outstanding beauty though neither is it ‘highly unpleasant’ 

as Pausanias would have it.”341 One must wonder exactly how a river appears to deserve such 

treatment, but we can only surmise that Pausanias was influenced by the traditions of his culture. 

Cocytus took its name from the lamentations and wailing of mourning (Pl. Rep. 387c; Suda s.v. 

Κωκυτός). Cocytus was also personified. Oppian (Hal. 3.485-97) mentioned that Minthe, a 

nymph, who was daughter of Cocytus and consort of Hades, but was killed by Demeter in her 

anger over the abduction of Persephone. Minthe was a part of a Hades cult in Elis (Strabo 8.3.14), 

and one must consider whether the obscurity of the myth suggests that she was related to Cocytus 

solely by local tradition. Nevertheless, arguments from Carneades (Cic. ND 3.17) suggest that 

each of these rivers were personified river gods, despite our lack of testimonies. 

 When we hear of Cocytus it is often in its function as a tributary of the Styx, often taking 

a supporting role as a boundary. Lycophron, Apuleius and Nonnus all mentioned Cocytus with 

the Styx (Lyc. 697-707; Apul. Met. 6.13; Nonn. 44.262-4), while Aeschylus mentioned Cocytus 

in the same breath as the Acheron (Ag. 1160f). In Vergil the Cocytus shared the role of the Styx 

as the underworld barrier (Aen. 6.132; Georg. 4.474-80). Vergil and Seneca again made attempts 

to differentiate Cocytus from the other streams, by emphasising its sluggishness. Vergil imagined 

Cocytus receiving all the silt churned out from Tartarus (Aen. 6.297f), which must explain its 

torpid, swampy nature (Aen. 6.322-24, Georg. 4.478f). For Seneca it was also a marsh, filthy, 

slow, and sprawling (HF 686, 870). Through the piecemeal details we see Cocytus supported the 

sanctity of eschatological boundaries, which was later reinforced by its sense of torpor. 

 Pyriphlegethon stood apart from the other infernal rivers by its fiery nature – its name 

meaning “Fiery-flaming”, or as Phlegethon, simply “Flaming”. We get no sense of the 

significance of this from Homer, and again, it was unmentioned in Hesiod’s underworld. Nor is 

there a shred of evidence for Pyriphlegethon’s personification as a river deity, other than a brief 

mention in Statius, where Pyriphlegethon sat as a judge of sinners, together with Styx, and 

Cocytus (Theb. 8.29-31). This was surely influenced by Plato’s image of the underworld rivers 

punishing and purifying souls (Phd. 113e-114a), and again is a case of these rivers having their 

role conflated with that of the Erinyes, or the judges in the underworld. In Seneca’s Phaedra it 

both confined the guilty and punished them (1226-28). Vergil emphasises this image of 

Pyriphlegethon as a river which confined the worst souls and was complicit in their punishments. 

He imagined a Hesiodic image of Tartarus, encircled in walls with towers of iron, while 

Pyriphlegethon encircled it with flaming torrents of fire, churning up rocks (Aen. 6.548-54). This 

image of Pyriphlegethon demonstrates again an understanding of geological phenomena; Plato 

                                                      
341 Brewster 1997: 20. 
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himself thought it to be the source of all gouts of lava which ever reached the surface (Phd. 113a-

b).  

We must briefly address Lethé again, for though it is perhaps best known as a spring, it 

was also repurposed as a river in some texts. Like the other infernal rivers, it had its own features, 

which it inherited from the traditions in which it was a spring, as discussed in Chapter 4.2. Unlike 

Acheron, Cocytus, and Pyriphlegethon, Hesiod does mention Lethé (Th. 226f), but it is only as a 

daughter of Eris (Strife). Hyginus (praef.) recorded her as a daughter of Earth and Heaven. Both 

accounts grouped her with siblings that embodied the ills of mankind, and which hearken to 

Vergil’s images of mankind’s woes sitting in the forecourt of Hades’ halls (Aen. 6.273-79), or the 

same in Seneca’s groves in the underworld (HF 689-96). It was these Roman poets who adopted 

Lethé as a river, but their treatment differs. For Vergil, drinking from Lethé allowed souls to 

forget their lives and be reincarnated into the world (Aen. 6.713-15), thus aligning somewhat with 

the philosophies of Plato and the Orphic lamellae. These souls are the ones excluded from 

Elysium (6.748-51), they do not experience the happy paradise, which would translate into 

drinking from Mnemosyne according to the lamellae. Thus, in Vergil’s conception Lethé both 

excludes from paradise, but also generously offers more chances through reincarnation.  

Seneca and Statius interpreted Lethé as a guarantor of boundaries, like the other rivers. 

Statius’ representation does not stand out: she lives within the cave of Hypnos (Sleep), as a 

guardian of its threshold, together with Quiet and Sloth (Theb. 10.84-90), and with special 

emphasis on their torpor (90). In Seneca’s account of Theseus’ katabasis, Winter has argued that 

a personified underworld used its agency to facilitate his descent and prevent his return.342 It was 

Lethé’s role as the personification of forgetfulness from which she derived her effectiveness as a 

barrier: 

… intus immensi sinus 

placido quieta labitur Lethe vado  

demitque curas, neve remeandi amplius 

pateat facultas, flexibus multis gravem 

involvit amnem: qualis incertis vagus 

Maeander undis ludit et cedit sibi 

instatque dubius litus an fontem petat. 

… Within, calm Lethe flows, 

its gulf immense, with placid shallows, ousting cares. 

Lest a too great an opportunity for return lie bared, 

she coils her sluggish stream with many bends, 

just as wandering Maeander mocks its 

                                                      
342 Winter 2016: 130-132. 
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uncertain waters and yields to itself, then 

flows on, unsure if it should seek shore or spring. (Sen. HF 679-85, tr. Konstan) 

Again, torpor and complacency present themselves as obstacles, but Lethé gains potency by 

turning upon herself, and preventing the mind from recalling the return path. Seneca elaborated 

upon Greek traditions to give Lethé a sense of uniqueness and redefine the way she guaranteed 

the boundaries of eschatology.  

 The traditions surrounding the chthonic or infernal rivers suggest two major points: that 

the rivers could act as conduits into the underworld, as has been consistently shown of water, and 

that they could also act as boundaries restricting access. Both ideas carried on from the Greek 

traditions into the Roman period, and experienced interesting variations. The movement of souls 

through water into various stages of the afterlife as expressed in Plato seems to have taken hold 

in later traditions, but there is also evidence that he had been influenced by earlier traditions 

himself. Early evidence, other than accounts of necromancy, is often sparse, but the traditions that 

rivers like Styx and Acheron had reached the surface in the Ancient Greek world, speak to the 

belief that the underworld could be reached through them if one simply had the means to do so. 

4.4 Birdless Lakes and other fatal landscapes 

The ancient nekyomanteion at Avernus was famously known to kill birds passing overhead, and 

to cause falling leaves to wither (Heraclid.Pont. F128ab Wehrli; Strabo 5.4.5; Verg. Aen. 6.237-

42). Its name in Latin seems to have meant ‘place of birds’, from av-is (bird), with the 

suffix -ernus. This was imported into Greek as ἄορνος (birdless), the privative a- joined with 

ornis (bird).343 Lake Avernus was located within a volcanic crater, and the immediate 

surroundings were also volcanic, marked by numerous fumaroles, craters, and hot springs, so the 

mephitic emissions from the landscape may have caused the phenomena described by the 

ancients. The theme of ‘birdlessness’ was extended to other chthonic landscapes and became a 

feature of nekyomanteia. Fourteen passages to the underworld were claimed to be ‘birdless’ in 

antiquity. These were Acheron, Hierapolis, Acharaca, Tartessos, Sauromatai, Argos Hippoboton, 

Lake Titaresios, Ampsanctus, Albunea, Thymbria, Myous, Potniae, Tainaron and Babylon.344 

This theme intersects with the association of dangerous vapours with the underworld, and the 

connection of these to prophecy. This chapter briefly addresses the appropriateness of vapours 

and ‘birdlessness’ (which we might more broadly interpret as an inability to support life) to 

chthonic landscapes, and the intersection of these with the location of wisdom in the underworld.  

                                                      
343 Ogden 2001: 62 & n. 5. Ogden states that Lucretius (6.738-839) denies the tradition, but I suggest that 
he accepted that mephitic gases killed birds passing by, but rejected that this was a supernatural power. 
Lucretius often used avernus to describe ‘birdless places’ (averna loca) which might imply that the Greek 
translation affected Latin usage. 
344 Ogden 2010a: 108. 
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The birdlessness associated with lakes seems to have extended from the volcanic gasses 

they were thought to emit because of their connection to the underworld. This was explained in 

detail by Vergil: 

spelunca alta fuit uastoque immanis hiatus, 

scrupea, tuta lacu nigro nemorumque tenebris, 

quam super haud ullae poterant impune uolantes 

tendere iter pennis: talis sese halitus atris 

faucibus effundens supera ad conuexa ferebat. 

unde locum Grai diserunt nominee Aornum. 

A deep cave there was, its mouth enormously gaping, 

Shingly, protected by the dark lake and the forest gloom : 

Above it, no winged creatures could ever wing their way 

With impunity, so lethal was the miasma which 

Went fuming up from its black throat to the vault of heaven : 

Wherefore the Greeks called it Avernus, the Birdless Place. 

(Verg. Aen. 6.237-42, tr. Day Lewis) 

This feature seems to have been shared by the Acheron nekyomanteion in Thesprotia according 

to a fragment (Python TrGF 91 F1), though the word modified by ‘birdless’ is uncertain.345 The 

Avernus also had its own Acherusian Lake nearby, according to Strabo (5.4.5). Though we know 

little about these lakes we do know that there were several others, such as Tartessos in Spain 

(schol. Ar. Ra. 475), one among the Sauromatai (Heraclid.Pont. F128ab Wehrli), and one at 

Ampsanctus (Cic. Div. 1.36; Plin. HN 2.208; Serv. Aen. 7.563). At some stage the motif was 

imported into an account of Alexandrian legend to explain the Indian fortress called Aornos, 

which Alexander was said to have conquered.346 Ogden argued that the account was construed as 

a successful katabasis.347 For him, this interpretation explained an episode in which Alexander 

exclaimed that he had exceeded both Heracles and Dionysus during an argument with his father 

in the underworld (Lucian DMort. 12). The motif of birdlessness supported this interpretation. 

While the story and the name of the fortress was well-known (D.S. 17.85; Curt. 8.11; Plut. Alex. 

58.3; Just. 12.7.12-13; Arr. 4.28.7-30.4), Philostratus explained that the rock was not called 

‘birdless’ because of its extreme height, but because of the plutonic exhalations from a chasm at 

its peak (Philostr. VA 2.10).348 There was also a necromancy in the Alexander legends that 

occurred at the Hydaspes, very close to the Rock of Aornos. Athenaeus’ description of it (13.595e) 

bore close resemblance to the details expected based on the Homeric nekyia and Aeschylus’ 

                                                      
345 Ogden 2001: 51 n. 30 
346 Aornos has been traditionally identified with modern Pir Sar in India: Stein 1929: 100-159. 
347 Ogden 2010b: 215. 
348 In this case ‘birdlessness’ might also express the remoteness of the fortress, because even winged 
creatures could not reach it: cf. Chapter 2.3. 
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Psychagogoi (TrGF F273a). The reading of the chthonic motifs, such as the birdless fortress, in 

the landscapes of the Alexander legends allow for the interpretation of a katabatic narrative. 

 Despite that birdlessness was a feature of lakes connected to the underworld, the reality 

is that ancient writers like Vergil, Cicero, and Philostratus understood the vapours that caused 

these phenomena to have originated from the earth. The legitimacy leant to the birdless 

nekyomanteia is supported by traditions of other chthonic cults that had cave entrances. The most 

critical evidence comes from Pfanz’s observations during excavations at Phrygian Hierapolis.349 

The air close to the cave entrance at Hierapolis was fatal to animals who went near it, and Strabo 

tested this himself, throwing in sparrows which immediately died (Strab. 13.4.14; cf. Plin. HN 

2.95; D.C. 68.27.2-3). During excavations Pfanz observed that birds and insects approaching the 

cave would indeed perish. For this reason, the fatal area was enclosed within a fence in antiquity. 

The patterns of CO2 emissions recorded by Pfanz showed that these were most lethal at night, 

within the confines of the caverns, while the sunlight of the daylight hours would disperse the 

gas.350 He concluded that the priests could then perform rituals around midday when they could 

stand above the low-lying CO2 lake, while animals would still be demonstrably affected. 

Likewise, at the plutonion at Acharaca, Strabo (14.1.44) explained that bulls were led in to be 

killed at midnight, when the gas was most efficacious. Midnight, the height of darkness, is of 

course most appropriate to chthonic gods.  

 These literally fatal landscapes influenced the definition of chthonic cult spaces as well 

as chthonic landscapes in fictional landscapes. These landscapes were as much defined by the 

emissions from the underworld as they were by interactions with chthonic beings. Pausanias 

described one of Amphiaraus’ shrines on the road between Potniae and Thebes where he was 

thought to have disappeared into the earth (Paus. 9.8.3). Within this small sanctuary encircled by 

pillars, he told us that no birds would rest, and no animals would come to eat the grass. In Statius’ 

Thebaid the Sphinx’s death poisoned the landscape of a grove. Cattles, flocks, and even carrion 

birds were repulsed by the landscape, as were the spirits of nature (Stat. Theb. 2.519-23). When 

Cerberus was dragged up through the Heracleia Pontica nekyomanteion, the sunlight caused him 

to vomit, and his vomit in turn poisoned the landscape and created the poisonous aconite (Ov. 

Met. 7.406-19; Mela 1.92; D.P. 788-92 & Eust. ad loc.; schol. Ap.Rhod. 2.353; schol. Nic. Al. 

13b). This was the same entrance described by Apollonius, who imagined a constant icy breath 

issuing from the cavern which created hoarfrost (Ap.Rhod. 2.736-39). Ovid imagined the Styx 

itself belching noxious gases through a cave where Juno descended to Tartarus (Met. 4.432-35). 

Statius’ extended description of Hypnos’ cave (Theb. 10.84-99) had all the motifs required to 

embody a chthonic landscape, with the notable inclusion of a suspicious mephitic exhalation: 

                                                      
349 Pfanz et al. 2018. 
350 Ibid., 10-11. 
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… nigrantia circum 

Armenta, omne solo recubat pecus, et nova marcent 

germina, terrarumque inclinat spiritus herbas. 

… Around are black herds; every sheep lies on the ground, the new buds flag, a 

breath from the earth makes the grasses droop. 

(Stat. Theb. 10.97-99, tr. Shackleton Bailey) 

The narrow divide between sleep and death in ancient thought is cleverly utilised in this passage 

where Sleep’s cave paralleled an underworld entrance in all the ways we would expect. 

 Mephitic vapours from the earth were sometimes also associated with the breath of 

dragons or similar mythical monsters. Typhon’s fiery breath was responsible for the blasting 

winds emanating from Tartarus (Hes. Th. 861f, 869-71). According to Hyginus, anyone passing 

by the lair of the sleeping Hydra risked death because her poison was so potent that her breath 

was fatal (Fab. 30.3). Ovid described the Serpent of Ares in his cave (Met. 3.28-98), killing 

Cadmus’ men by infecting the air with noxious breath from his ‘black Stygian mouth’ (3.75f). 

The image was united with the motif of birdlessness is Silius’ account of the serpent that lived in 

a cave on the Bagradas River and would kill birds flying overhead with his poisonous breath (Sil. 

6.146-80). The most important example which unites the motif of birdlessness with dragons, and 

oracular wisdom is the case of Python. It was a well-known tradition that Delphi shared its 

sobriquet with Python’s name, and the verb πύθω, for it was founded at the point where his carcass 

rotted away (h.Hom. 3.371-74; Ov. Met. 1.59f; Paus. 10.6.5-6; Plut. Quaest.Graec. 294f; Macr. 

1.17.50-52; Suda s.v. Δελφοί; EM s.v. Πυθώ).351 It was Plutarch who made us aware that mephitic 

gases played a role in the oracular praxis at Delphi (Defectu 434bc, 436ef, 437c). Geological 

studies of Delphi concluded that emissions of hydrocarbon gases through the Kerna spring or the 

fissure probably had a significant role in the oracular process described by Plutarch.352 Plutarch 

was also aware that geological processes could alter the amount of emissions reaching the surface 

at Delphi through the fissure beneath the temple (434bc, 436ef).353 Antipater of Tarsus connected 

these ideas when he interpreted the Python myth as an allegory for the drying out of chthonic 

vapours beneath sunlight (Antip. Stoic. SVF F46).  

 This intersection of ideas tells us that the Ancient Greeks were specific in their choices 

of chthonic cult places. Some manner of awareness of the role of underground emissions went 

into the processes at oracles like Delphi, as well as the cults which were formed around 

underworld entrances. The ‘birdless’ motif was not just a folk-tale but was formulated from 

observable phenomena to which cultural significance was attached. These ideas were extant in 

the Roman period but might have extended from the function of gas in Greek oracular praxis, and 

                                                      
351 Ladon’s corpse caused the flies hovering above it to drop dead (Ap.Rhod. 4.1396-407). 
352 De Boer, Hale, & Chanton 2001. 
353 De Boer & Hale 2001: 407-411. 
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perhaps with the help of the Alexander romances. These traditions still point to a belief of 

connectivity between the underworld and entrances through caves and water. The birdless motif 

appears to be one case where we can state categorically that it is specifically chthonic in nature. 
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5 Chthonic identities 

This section examines chthonic motifs which were used in antiquity to define the identities of 

chthonic beings in similar ways that chthonic motifs defined and described landscape. These 

chapters look at these motifs as descriptive elements, like wings in Chapter 2.3. Like wings, the 

motifs describe something about these beings. Incorporation of snakes (explored in Chapter 5.1) 

into a being or monster might, for example, reveal its autochthony, or perhaps connections to 

knowledge. The snake motif might also reveal how the landscape occupied by the relevant being 

was affected by its presence. Therefore, like the landscape motifs, the motifs associated with these 

beings could also define limitations, and eschatological boundaries, and so enriched the 

experience of encountering them. Like landscape motifs, we shall also see that these reflected 

perceptions of observable reality, and the nature of humanity could be explored by confronting 

these motifs, and the beings that they helped define. 

5.1 Snakes & Dragons. Connecting to the mythical past. 

Snakes were popular in Greek myths. They were an inspiration for the dragons of European 

folklore, though in Greek sources they lacked the typical wings and legs, appearing more like 

giant snakes. The Greek word dragon (δράκων) was sometimes interchanged with the term for 

the common snake (ὄφις), though as Ogden noted there was a tendency to relate the former to 

serpents of mythical stature.354 I follow Ogden in his use of ‘serpent’ as a practical term which 

encapsulates the subjects of this chapter, but also use dragon and snake where appropriate.355 Due 

to Ogden’s thorough and valuable volume on Greek dragons, his work will be regularly used 

within this chapter. 

This chapter explores the aspects of snakes connected with themes of autochthony, 

antiquity, divine intervention, and ancient wisdom and prophecy. Violence is also thematic of 

dragons and is a supporting element in the recurring theme of confronting the threatening nature 

of chthonic landscapes and beings. Due to constraints, this chapter avoids discussing sea-monsters 

(kete), and multiform monsters, which Ogden included within the scope of his work as composite 

dragons; either anguipede or anguiform. These are also excluded for practicality, since their 

draconic features were not their sole defining attributes. Neither Apollodorus nor Hyginus, for 

example, understood Typhon as a dragon. The former called him a hybrid of man and beast 

(1.6.3), the latter emphasised that dragon heads sprouted from his shoulders (Fab. 152). Likewise, 

I do not consider goddesses like the Erinyes to be representative of this group, though they were 

depicted in art with snakes wound about their bodies or with snaky hair. I seek to show what these 

snake-like elements contributed to composite figures like these.  

                                                      
354 Ogden 2013: 2-4. 
355 Ibid., 4. 
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Ancient perceptions of serpents were both complicated and polyvalent. They were 

equally dangerous and beneficial. Scullion pointed to the snake on Athena’s cult statue on the 

Acropolis in Athens as representative of her relationship to Erechtheus, thus autochthony.356 This 

kind of connection cannot be insignificant, for it was intrinsically an appeal to authority. 

Robertson objected to Scullion, claiming that snakes do not stand for the earth in any significant 

way because they were associated with gods who were not chthonic.357 I argue instead that when 

we see them connected to figures, even non-chthonic gods, it is to attribute to them chthonic ideas 

intrinsically associated with snakes. Snakes became so popular in Ancient Greece that the 

Agathos-daimon, a tutelary spirit, became represented as a snake.358 The beneficent gods of many 

cults, such as Asclepius and Zeus Meilichios, became increasingly identified with snakes from 

the late 5th century.359 Agathos-daimon was also one of several dragons depicted with a beard and 

crest. Following Küster, Gow, and Grabow, Ogden posits that depictions of dragons with beards 

may have occasionally served to differentiate mythical dragons from common snakes.360 Perhaps 

these suggest that the serpent possesses something of a personality; perhaps a side effect of the 

Greek habit of using myths (and their monsters) to analyse themselves, as well as an increasing 

association of serpents with heroes and deities – this will be discussed below. 

The genealogies of the serpents clarify their role in the primordial foundations of the 

Greek universe, as well as their chthonic origins. Hesiod made most of his monstrous bestiary 

descendants of the primordial sea deities Phorkys and Keto (270-336). Hesiod’s genealogy is 

problematic due to his vague repetition of “ἣ δὲ” (295, 319, 326). Ogden preferred a flattened 

genealogy following Apollodorus (2.3.1, 2.5.1, 2.5.10, 2.5.11, 3.5.8) and Hyginus (praef. 67.4, 

Fab. 151).361 This makes Keto’s daughter, the half-nymph half-serpent Echidna (297-99), the 

parent of Chimera, the Sphinx, and the Nemean Lion. This family contained only one pure serpent 

(Ladon), and the half-serpent Echidna (“Viper”), but it situated several anguiform monsters within 

the early primordial phase of the theogonies. Most monsters might have been thought to have 

originated in the primordial phases of creation.  

In this simpler genealogy, Phorkys and Keto were the children of Gaia and Pontos (Earth 

and Sea: Hes. Th. 237-39). Gaia was also a mother of serpents. She was often credited as the 

mother of the anguiform monster Typhon (Hes. Th. 821f; Aesch. PV 353, Sept. 516; Verg. Georg. 

1.278-79; Ov. Met. 5.325; Apollod. 1.6.3; Ant.Lib. 28; Nonn. 1.154-56). She gave birth to the 

Giants, who were depicted with serpent legs from the 4th century BC (Hes. Th. 183-86; D.S. 

                                                      
356 Scullion 2006: 35. 
357 N. Robertson cited in ibid. 
358 Ogden 2013: 286-309. 
359 Ibid., 271-272. 
360 Ibid., 160; Gow 1954: 198 n. 2; Grabow 1998: 18-19; Küster 1913: 76 n. 2 
361 Ogden 2013: 148-150 contra West 1966: ll.270-326. 
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3.70.6; Hor. Od. 3.4.49-80; Ov. Met. 1.151-62; Apollod. 1.6.1).362 Python, the Delphic dragon, 

was also thought to be her offspring (Eur. IT 1247; Hyg. Fab. 140; Ov. Met. 1.438; Pind. F55 

S-M). The Nemean Serpent (Stat. Theb. 5.505), and the snake Heracles cooperated with against 

the Nemean Lion (Phot. Bibl. 190), were also her children. Other serpents were thought to be her 

children in variant traditions. Apollonius preferred Gaia as Ladon’s mother (4.1398). She was 

mother of the Dragon of Ares, and the Spartoi grown from his teeth (Eur. Ph. 931, schol. ad loc.), 

though the scholiast on Sophocles’ Antigone (126) made Tilphossa Erinys his mother. The 

Colchian Dragon was born to Gaia of Typhon’s blood according to Apollonius (2.1208f), but 

Hyginus makes him Echidna’s child (Fab. 151). Echidna herself was a child of Gaia in the simpler 

theogonies of Apollodorus (2.1.2) and Hyginus (praef. 67.4, Fab. 151). Finally, we should 

mention Chronos of the Orphic theogony, who took the form of a dragon, and was an early 

progenitor like Gaia (Orph. FF54, 57 Kern).363 

Competition between Gaia and Keto in the genealogies reveals useful information. It is 

unsurprising to find Gaia as a mother for serpents; Herodotus reported a tradition that snakes were 

children of the earth (Hdt. 1.78.3), and Artemidorus (2.13) claimed that dragons were of the earth 

and make their life within it.364 Snakes do not typically burrow but will occupy available holes by 

removing obstructing dirt with their bodies. It is possible that ancient people observed them doing 

this. Plutarch (Defectu 414a) may have imagined this behaviour when he spoke of Python (as a 

drakaina) occupying the abandoned pre-Delphic oracle because he was attracted to the 

‘desolation’ (ἐρημία). In Aristophanes’ Frogs (143) Heracles told Dionysus that there were tens 

of thousands of snakes in the underworld, suggesting that the snake belonged in the earth for 

mythical and metaphysical reasons (cf. Apul. Met. 6.14). This is shown by the mythological 

evidence, in which serpents dwelled in caves, including Ladon (Hes. Th. 333-36) who was 

typically identified with the grove he guards.365  

Due to restrictions on space I will continually refer to the myth of the Dragon of Ares 

from which to expand ideas surrounding serpents and compare with the other dragons. In this 

myth, Cadmus defeated the dragon, who guarded a sacred spring where Cadmus would go on to 

colonise Thebes. The Dragon of Ares myth is rich in several themes, including his origin in the 

mythical past, as well as the foundation of the peoples inhabiting Boeotia. It emphasised his 

autochthonous origins, his heritage from the god Ares, which passed on to the Thebans, and his 

role as protector of a sacred space. He guarded a spring sacred to Ares, simply called the ‘Spring 

                                                      
362 Ogden suggested this tradition originated in Magna Graecia: Ogden 2013: 82-86. 
363 Discussion: West 1983: 189-202. 
364 Both sources have mantic contexts. Since snakes are often associated with oracles, traditions of snakes 
as underground dwellers may have been influenced by their oracular practices. For example, lab subjects 
experiencing altered states of consciousness will use cultural experience to reframe visual phenomena like 
zig-zags into snakes: Ustinova 2009b: 29. 
365 Ogden 2013: 161-162 n. 89; Ogden 2015. 
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of Ares’ (Ap.Rhod. 3.1180; Apollod. 3.4.1; Suda s.v. Καδμεία νίκη).366 As its guardian, he had a 

role in sanctifying and defining the sacred space around the spring. It was often stated that he was 

placed there because he was a child of Ares (Hyg. Fab. 178; Ov. Met. 3.31f; Apollod. 3.4.1; Nonn. 

4.357f; cf. Palaeph. 3). He was not named, so I follow the convention in Euripides (Ph. 657f), in 

which he was either named after Ares or the spring he guarded. Euripides may implicate Gaia as 

the mother with γηγενής (Ph. 931), but a scholiast (Soph. Ant. 126) suggested the chthonic 

Boeotian Naiad Tilphossa Erinys in her place.367 Each emphasised autochthony; birth from the 

earth itself, Gaia, or birth from a local nature divinity. The Dragon’s story appeared in almost 

complete form in Apollodorus (3.4.1-2, 3.5.4), who drew upon Stesichorus (PMG F195) and 

Pherecydes (F88 Fowler) for details. The consequential wedding between Cadmus and Harmonia 

appeared in Hesiod (Th. 933-37). Ovid and Nonnus wrote baroque accounts of the battle between 

Cadmus and the dragon (Ov. Met. 3.28-98; Nonn. 4.348-463). The spring itself became associated 

with the common Theban narrative motif of familial violence in some myths, but this is usually 

told through the lens of Athenian drama. Athens and Thebes clashed frequently throughout 

history, and their myths about the Thebans must be coloured by their impressions of the Thebans, 

and the god Ares. 

The location of where Cadmus established Thebes was revealed and legitimated by an 

oracle from Apollo. After finding the spot, he sent his men to the Spring of Ares, where they were 

killed by the Dragon protecting it. To make Thebes safe, Cadmus was forced to kill it (Eur. Ph. 

638-48, 657-75, 931-41, 1060-65; Ov. Met. 3.28-98; Apollod. 3.4.1-2; Paus. 9.12.1; Nonn. 4.348-

463). There is little to be said about the battle itself, or the role of the dragon as a guardian. Ogden 

explained why serpents were suitable guards; on one hand there was a view that they were 

                                                      
366 On the spring’s identification with Dirce, see below. 
367 Gaia as mother: Ogden 2013: 51. Tilphossa: Fontenrose 1959: 308, 366-374. Tilphossa is a complicated 
figure. Her name was a variant on the Boeotian Naiad, Telphusa (Τελφοῦσα), who orchestrated Apollo’s 
battle with Python (h.Hom. 3.244-76, 375-87; Paus. 9.33.3). Fontenrose argued that Telphusa was Python’s 
mate and also a variant of him in female form, named Delphyne. He explained this using the myth of 
Poseidon’s mating with Demeter Erinys, which was an aition for chthonic cults in Arcadia (Chapter 3.1). 
They produced the horse Areion (‘Little Ares’); evidence to Fontenrose that Poseidon was also Ares. 
Because the Cyclic poets claimed this mating took place in Boeotia (schol. Hom. Il. 23.346), and because 
of Callimachus’ claim that the two goddesses were the same (Call. F652 Pfeiffer), Fontenrose believed that 
Areion was the Dragon of Ares, and Demeter Erinys was his mother Tilphossa Erinys. He conflated the 
dragon Ladon with the river god as evidence, citing Lycophron, who called Telphusa the “hound living 
beside Ladon’s stream (1040f).” This did not reference the dragon Ladon but referred to either Demeter 
Erinys bathing in the River Ladon’s waters to purify herself (Paus. 8.25.6), or to the River Ladon’s daughter 
Telphusa (8.25.2). Fontenrose’s comparativist deconstruction of Cadmus’ Serpent-slaying myth (311-20) 
attempted to equate Cadmus with Zeus and his father Agenor with Kronus. He claimed that Telphusa took 
the dragon-breeding role of Gaia in this tale-type, though failed to notice supporting evidence in what might 
be a folk-etymological link between Telphusa and Cadmus’ mother Telephossa/Telephassa (Apollod. 3.1.1, 
3.4.1; cf. Heges. FGH 391 F6 = schol. Eur. Rh. 28). There are other chthonic elements, since Telphusa’s 
water was the subject of sacred oaths, but also fatal for Tiresias, who drank from it (Paus. 9.33.1; Apollod. 
3.7.1). For Gourmelen this equated her with the Arcadian Styx: Gourmelen 2004: 90. Without succumbing 
to feverish comparativism, it is simply that local Greek traditions elevated the important local deities into 
common tale-types, introducing their local cultural nuance. Telphusa embodied the vengeful aspects of 
earth goddesses, important in Arcadia and Boeotia, where chthonic cults were valued (cf. schol. Lyc. 153 
connecting the traditions of the two regions). 
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unsleeping, since their eyelids do not close, but the natural territoriality of snakes may have 

contributed to their role.368 There was little ingenuity involved in Cadmus’ defeat of the dragon, 

and it was typically stated that Athena aided him, and then instructed him to sow the dragon’s 

teeth (Eur. Ph. 657-75; Apollod. 3.4.1-2; Nonn. 4.389-405). After the teeth were sown, the famous 

Spartoi (“sown men”) sprung from the earth fully armed and prepared for war. Their names, 

which were chthonic or monstrous, were given in some sources: Oudaios and Chthonios, each 

meaning “of the earth”, Peloros “monster”, Hyperenor “overbearing”, and Echion “Viper” (Hyg. 

Fab. 178; Apollod. 3.4.1; schol. Pind. Isth. 1.41; schol. Eur. Ph. 670, 934; schol. Ap.Rhod. 

3.1179). Cadmus employed a trick, throwing a rock amongst the warlike Spartoi, confusing and 

setting them upon one another, allowing him to kill them until the five named Spartoi remain.369 

These joined with the Cadmeans to establish Thebes. Cadmus then entered servitude to Ares as 

restitution for slaying his child, after which he received Harmonia (daughter of Ares and 

Aphrodite) as a bride from Zeus. In their later years Cadmus and Harmonia migrated into Illyria, 

where they ruled a tribe called the Encheleis ‘Eel-people’, making battle against other Illyrians, 

and Greeks. Ultimately the pair are metamorphosed into snakes. 

Cadmus removed the threat from the chthonic landscape by slaying the dragon. He then 

civilised the landscape by establishing the Theban polis. After the dragon, he had to confront the 

autochthonous Spartoi. They had already been rationalised as indigenous tribal groups in 

antiquity (Conon Narr. 37; Palaeph. 3). Ovid implied it when one of the spartoi shouts: ne cape 

[arma] / nec te civilibus insere bellis, “Lay down your arms! … Take no part in civil strife.” (Met. 

3.116f, tr. Melville; cf. Sen. Oed. 738). Palaephatus claimed they were the children of Drakon, 

rationalised into a hero, who were scattered (spartoi) by the conflict.370 The resolution in the myth 

is partly culling, and partly integration. The indigenous nature of the Spartoi was shown by 

generation from the earth (autochthony), and their potency as defenders of the polis was shown 

through their birth from the dragon’s teeth and their ancestry from Ares. Cadmus’ marriage to 

Harmonia, whose name means ‘harmony,’ is symbolic of the conflict’s resolution. The harmony 

did not only result from the removal of the dragon and Spartoi as threats, but the integration with 

the Spartoi, and union with Harmonia, daughter of war (Ares) and love (Aphrodite).  

The sense that dragons could define the nature of landscape is shown through the 

production of the Spartoi, who were products of the dragon’s lingering influence. Dragons’ 

physical presences in the landscape were supported by the beliefs that they could shape it 

themselves. Dragons seem to have shaped the land with their bulks. This is most suggestive in the 

                                                      
368 Ogden 2013: 37, 165-178, 238-240. 
369 Directly paralleled in Jason’s Argonautic saga: he is made to sow the teeth specifically of the Cadmean 
Dragon (Ap.Rhod. 3.1179-90; Apollod. 1.9.23) into the Field of Ares at Colchis, from which grow the 
Colchian Spartoi (Ap.Rhod. 3.1277-1404).  
370 Conon’s narrative is difficult but apparently claims that spartoi was a sobriquet for the Phoenicians, for 
ambush tactics of ‘sprouting up.’ 
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Python myths. Menander Rhetor (3.17) stated that Python’s massive, coiling body obscured 

Mount Parnassus entirely. Both Callimachus (Hymn 4.90-93) and the Homeric Hymn to Apollo 

(353-74) emphasised the change wrought on the landscape by Python’s manoeuvring through it; 

in the latter source it occurred during the battle with Apollo. The theme was later adopted by 

Statius (Theb. 5.531-33) and Nonnus (4.316-18). These may suggest that the immensity of the 

serpent allowed it to affect the landscape, perhaps providing an aition of sorts for Delphi’s 

winding sacred way, and the winding valleys around Mount Parnassus. We know that Delphi was 

called Pythian from the rotting of Python’s body (h.Hom. 3.373f), and have also discussed the 

parallel between dragon breath and the mephitic vapours of chthonic entrances.371 Ogden also 

noted similar relationships between the landscape and other draconic figures such as Typhon and 

Chimera.372 The landscapes themselves were proof that dragons had been there in the mythical 

past, and these revealed vestiges of the dragons’ threatening nature, as the Spartoi did. 

The sense that Serpents defined landscape can be also be found in their pairing with 

nymphs, for whom they seem to act as guardians. It was mentioned above that Cadmus’ defeat of 

the dragon removed the dangerous element of nature from the landscape, granting access to the 

positive, life-giving nymph of the spring. In Greek and Roman myths serpents were commonly 

associated with water sources.373 This may have been because snakes are attracted to water and 

would have been regularly encountered near water-sources. In the myth of Philoctetes, he was 

bitten by a snake when he approached to close to the Naiad Chryse’s spring (Soph. Phil. 1326-

28; Hyg. Fab. 102; schol. Lyc. 911). Snakes as chthonic motifs therefore contributed to the 

recurring theme that space outside human control was threatening. Their attachment to water 

might also have been explained by comparisons of shape, since Hesiod compared the constellation 

Draco to a river, and conversely compared the Cephisus river to a dragon (FF70, 293 M-W). 

These comparisons were also made of the Dragon of Ares (Ov. Met. 3.77-80), and the Colchian 

Dragon (Val.Fl. 8.89-91). The river god Achelous took the form of a serpent (Soph. Tr. 9-14, 

Strab. 10.2.19; Ov. Met. 9.62-64), while the drakaina Sybaris changed into a spring when she was 

thrown from Mount Crisa and crashed into the rocks (Nic. F53 G-S = Ant.Lib. 8). These stories 

show that the serpents could be associated with the water sources themselves, but others, which 

we shall explore, place them in a rich and complicated relationship as guardians for water nymphs.  

Identifying dragons with springs had the benefit of anchoring the mythical tradition to 

the landscape. Ogden commented on themes of dragon-slaying relating to some city-founding 

myths.374 This may have occurred because water access is essential for both cities and cults. 

Richey argued, using Apollonius’ Argonautica, that colonisation aitia were regularly described 

                                                      
371Chapters 3.1, and 4.4. See also: Chapters 5.2.1 and 5.2.4. 
372 Ogden 2013: 161-165. 
373 Ibid., 165-173. 
374 Ibid., 183. 
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through mankind’s depredations upon Nymphs and Naiads.375 Almost all Nymph cults were 

located in the wilderness, while Apollonius’ colonisation myths each involved Olympian gods, 

such as Zeus, Ares, Poseidon, and Apollo.376 Again this demonstrates the tension between the 

polis, which was under mankind’s purview, and the wilderness beyond. The landscape 

remembered the Cadmean claim to Thebes by connecting the myth to the local spring which he 

had made safe, but it was a doubly legitimated by claiming Theban autochthony from the dragon 

who guarded it. Though no nymphs were named in the Cadmus’ myth, there had to be one 

associated with the spring. This was simply called the “Spring of Ares” (Ap.Rhod. 3.1180; 

Apollod. 3.4.1; Suda s.v. Καδμεία νίκη), though in iconography it was identified once with a 

nymph (labelled κρηναῖη: ‘Spring-woman,’ LIMC Kadmos i 23).377 Euripides later innovated an 

aition making Dirce the spring’s nymph (TrGF F223.109-14 Kannicht).378 We will see below that 

he did this to emphasise the persistent violence surrounding Thebes, that was written into its 

foundation. Dragons seem to represent wild aspects of nature which must be destroyed during 

colonisation. There is a sense of loss associated with the dragon’s death, which we shall see that 

Cadmus had to atone for, and which Euripides probably built his ideas upon. This was cleverly 

captured by one artist, who depicted the goddess Ananke (Necessity), rising from the earth 

alongside Thebe, as Cadmus fought the dragon (Figure 13 = LIMC Kadmos i 24). As seen above, 

it was the gods of the city-state, either Zeus, Ares, or Athena, who helped Cadmus confront the 

dragon, and harness its autochthonous potential. The dragon paired with the nymph to show the 

special quality of the Theban landscape, not just suitable for colonisation, but to produce heroes. 

                                                      
375 Richey 2008: 1-57 & n. 98. 
376 Larson 2001: 8-11, 91-98. Colonisation myths in Ap.Rhod.: 2.500-27, 990-92, 946-54, 1231-41, 4.566-
71, 1490-94. 
377 Thebes personified appeared twice in iconography (LIMC Kadmos i 19, 24) but was probably not also 
the nymph of the spring. In Ap.Rhod. 2.990-92, Harmonia was a nymph, but as the bride of Ares, and 
mother of the Amazons, who parallel the Spartoi in this context. 
378 The River Dirce and its spring were on the opposite side of Thebes. cf. Paus. 9.10.5; Ael. VH 12.57. I 
know of no depictions of Dirce with the Spring of Ares. 
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The Athenians followed the Theban example, tying their mythical half-dragon founding 

kings to the landscape through marriage with nymphs.379 Tensions with Thebes probably inspired 

them to differentiate the Spartoi from their own culture heroes. Euripides’ innovative association 

of Dirce with the spring guarded by the Dragon of Ares did this by cleverly reversing the heroic 

potential of the dragon into a penchant for violence. Dirce was the wife of King Lycus, and naiad 

of the river on Thebes’ Western border. She was killed for the persecution of his niece Antiope 

(Apollod. 3.5.5; Hyg. Fab. 7). Euripides first associated Dirce with the serpent in Phoenissae 

(931). He knew the spring’s original name, which he interchanged with Dirce in the Suppliants 

(637, 650). The aition for this change is provided by Hermes in a fragment of Euripides’ 

Antiope:380 

ὅταν δὲ θάπτηις ἄλοχον εἰς πυρὰν τιθείς, 

σακρῶν ἀθροίσας τῆς ταλαιπώρου φύσις 

ὀστᾶ πυρώσας Ἄρεος εἰς κρήνην βαλεῖν, 

ὡς ἂν τὸ Δίρκης ὄνομʹ ἕπώνυμον λάβηι 

κρήνης [ἀπό]ρρους, ὃς δίεισιν ἄστεως 

πεδία τ[ὰ Θή]βης ὕδασιν ἐξάρδων ἀεί. 

                                                      
379 Larson 2001: 126. 
380 Berman 2007: 30-39. 

 

Figure 13: Athena assists Cadmus to fight the Dragon of Ares, as Ananke rises from the earth behind 
him. Paestan Red-figured lekanis lid, c. 330 BC. Basel, Antikenmuseum Basel und Sammlung, 
Ludwig, BS1421. © Antikenmuseum Basel and Sammlung Ludwig. 
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But when you set your wife on the pyre and bury her, having collected the form 

of the poor woman’s flesh and burned the bones, cast them into the spring of 

Ares, so that the name ‘Dirce’ may be the eponymous name of the spring that 

flows out and passes through the city, irrigating the Theban plain with its waters 

in perpetuity. (TrGF F223.109–14 Kannicht, tr. Berman) 

Hermes’ solution to honour Dirce appears empathetic but is exceedingly unsettling. Offering her 

remains to the Spring of Ares changed the spring in more than its name. The spirit of Dirce’s 

violence now irrigated the plain which already produced crops of dragon-men. Thus, Nonnus 

called Dirce’s spring “murderous” and “dragon-breeding” (4.356, 398, 5.4). Euripides took away 

the positive potential of the naiad as way of explaining the perpetual Theban inability to master 

the violence inherited from their autochthonous ancestors.  

The natural co-operation between nymph and serpent was found in another myth located 

in Boeotia, in which Apollo overcame the nymph Telphusa to establish Delphi (h.Hom. 3.244-

387). Apollo wanted to establish his oracle at Telphusa, but the nymph, not being entirely 

dishonest, suggested Mount Parnassus was a better location. Parnassus was already occupied by 

a chthonic oracle guarded by the dragon Python. Accounts disagree on its ownership, but it was 

either owned by Gaia (Eur. IT 1248f; Ov. Met. 1.434-60), her Titan daughter Themis (Pind. F55 

S-M; Apollod. 1.4.1), or both (Aesch. Eum. 1-8). Sometimes Python owned it (Hyg. Fab. 140), 

even jointly with Kronus (Lyc. 202-4; schol. Lyc. 200).381 The theme of positive potential 

emerging from confrontation with the dragon in a threatening chthonic landscape appears again. 

Plutarch stated that the dragon was attracted to Mount Parnassus in the first place because it was 

desolate (Defectu. 414a, Bruta. 988a). Its role as a sacred guardian appears again in traditions in 

which it was thought to have nursed Typhon there (h.Hom. 3.278-374), or guarded Zeus’ sinews 

when Typhon had stolen them (Apollod. 1.6.3). An alternative foundational tradition states that 

the dragon threatened Apollo and/or his family when they approached the oracle (Eur. IT 1234-

57; Apollod. 1.4.1; Ov. Met. 1.434-60). After defeating Python, Apollo took possession of Delphi. 

The Hymn (3.375-87) continued with a second aition that explained the establishment of the cult 

of Telphusian Apollo. He returned to Telphusa and buried her beneath an avalanche for deceiving 

him; a straightforward explanation for an underground spring. It again demonstrates tension with 

chthonic beings, as Apollo established Olympian cults, more amenable to the polis, in place of 

dangerous chthonic ones.  

Apollonius portrayed the dragon fights in his Argonautica in ways that support co-

operation between nymphs and serpents. Jason’s labours for Aeetes were directly compared with 

the Dragon of Ares (3.1176-90), because of the obvious parallel of sowing the Dragon’s teeth on 

Colchis’ Plain of Ares (Ap.Rhod. 2.1268f). Jason then stole the Golden Fleece from the Grove of 

                                                      
381 See below. 
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Ares guarded by the Colchis Dragon (Ap.Rhod. 2.402, 1268f; Apollod. 1.9.16), with the help of 

Medea. She was portrayed like a nymph, with a sympathetic relationship with the dragon. 382 

Apollonius created a version that superseded an earlier tradition in which Jason killed the dragon 

(Pind. Pyth. 4.242-50). In iconography Medea intervened by making Jason invincible so he could 

survive being swallowed by the dragon (LIMC Iason 30-35, cf. Pind. Pyth. 4.213-29; Ap.Rhod. 

3.1026-62, 1191-267). These eventually evolved into traditions in which the dragon was spared 

because Medea drugged it (Ap.Rhod. 4.123-66; D.S. 4.48; Hyg. Fab. 22; Ov. Met. 7.149-58; 

Val.Fl. 8.69-121; Apollod. 1.9.23; Orph. A. 887-933).383 

Apollonius intended to contrast Jason’s encounter with the dragon with Heracles’ slaying 

of Ladon (4.1396-449), according to Richey.384 Heracles – a thief in this instance – violated the 

grove and killed Ladon. The Hesperides gave a particularly repulsive account of the hero as they 

wept over Ladon’s body (4.1400-407, 1432-40). In Apollonius’ time it appears to have become 

popular to depict Ladon being drugged or tricked like the Colchis Dragon, and one depiction of 

the Hesperides which lacks the theme of Heracles or theft might show them treating Ladon like a 

pet (Figure 11 = LIMC Ladon i 8).385 The drugging of Ladon was adopted by Vergil (Aen. 4.480-

86) and Seneca (HF 530-32). The theme of sympathy adopted by the Roman poets was also 

present in their indigenous tradition of Regulus’ battle with the Bagradas River dragon. The 

dragon had been a servant of the river’s naiads, who mourned for him, and destroyed Regulus’ 

army in vengeance (Sil. 6.283-90). Richey argued that Apollonius’ episodes in the Grove of Ares, 

and the Hesperidean Grove each relied upon the nymphs to save the Argonauts.386 This nurturing 

element of the chthonic goddesses extended to the dragons, whom they did not wish killed. 

Apollonius penned his epic in the third century, after the soaring popularity of Serpent cults that 

Ogden saw commencing from the 420s BC.387 Ogden believed the theme of drugging mythical 

dragons might have been related to the practise of feeding serpents in cults (Hdt. 8.41; Ar. Nu. 

508 & schol. ad loc.; Paus. 9.40; Hsch. s.v. οἰκουρόν ὄφιν). The myths in which dragons were 

spared, and the practise of keeping serpents in cult space both suggest that dragons were an 

integral part of sacred space. The necessity of their removal in early myths might have been 

replaced by a belief that this could be avoided. Their adoption as symbols of autochthony beyond 

the Theban traditions possibly contributed to this, and since they were already guardians of the 

sacred landscape in myth, they were the precursors, in a sense, to the heroes they would come to 

be identified with.  

                                                      
382 Extensive analysis of Medea as nymph: Richey 2008: 126-182. 
383 Discussion: Ogden 2013: 58-63, 201-206. 
384 Richey 2008: 146-159. 
385 Ogden 2013: 39. Ladon tricked/drugged: LIMC Hesperides 2-4, 7, 28, 36, 41, 63; LIMC Ladon i 6, 9; 
LIMC Herakles 36, 38, 62, 2719, 2726. 
386 Richey 2008: 146-159. 
387 Ogden 2013: 271-309. 
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Cadmus’ confrontation with the dragon defined the future of Thebes as a city patronised 

by Ares, who in turn provided the Spartoi, as Kearns put it, as “heroic paradigms born of the 

motherland and ready to defend her.”388 They embodied their god and the dragon as ideal 

guardians for the future generations.389 The snake’s natural territorial tendency, its association 

with protection, and beliefs that it originated in the earth made it an ideal synonym for ancestor 

heroes who were tied to the landscape through their monumentalised cult. Later writers believed 

that dead heroes were associated with snakes because the decaying marrow of a dead man’s spine 

could transform into a snake (Ov. Met. 15.389f; Plin. HN 10.188; Plut. Cleom. 39; Ael. NA 1.51; 

Origen Cels. 4.57). A relief depicting a Spartan hero and heroine showed a snake closely aligned 

with the hero’s spine (Figure 14). Snakes were also regularly found in funerary iconography, one 

of the most famous of which showed a snake inside Patroclus’ tomb as a ghost hovered overhead 

(LIMC Achilleus 586). Snakes also defended the dead heroes’ bodies. One supposedly manifested 

on the corpse of Cleomenes III and chased away carrion birds (Plut. Cleom. 60). Porphyry witness 

a snake dart from beneath the bed of the dying Plotinus (Porph. Plot. 2), and Aeneas on seeing a 

snake in his father’s tomb conjectured whether it was the tomb’s guardian or his father’s servant 

(Verg. Aen. 5.84-96). A Tyrrhenian amphora depicted Amphiaraus as a bearded snake rising from 

his pit, defending Eriphyle’s corpse (LIMC Erinys 84 = Alkmaion 8). The habit of depicting 

snakes with beards may demonstrate their association with heroes or somewhat humanise them.390 

                                                      
388 Kearns 1989: 111-112. 
389 Yoshino observed a global tendency to associate the snake with deceased ancestors and advanced the 
position that it is based around three criteria. These were the phallic shape of the snake’s relevance to male 
fertility symbolism, the predatory nature of the snake as a symbol of power, and the shedding of its skin as 
symbolic of renewal, therefore immortality. Yoshino 2001: 85. cf. Artem. 2.13 and Chapter 5.3. 
390 Ogden 2013: 155-160. 
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At the end of their lives, Cadmus and Harmonia were said to have left Thebes to live with 

the Encheleis in Illyria, where they were metamorphosed into serpents (Eur. Ba. 1330-43; Hyg. 

Fab. 6; Ov. Met. 4.563-603; Apollod. 3.5.4; Philostr. Im. 1.8; Nonn. 4.416-20). Their union with 

the Encheleis is curious and no explanation was given for it. Euripides stated that it was 

prophesied, and implied that their worship of Ares caused the exile and metamorphoses.391 

Encheleis means ‘Eel-people’, and Pausanias reported that Lake Cephisus/Copais in Boeotia 

contained exceptionally large eels (9.24.2). Hellanicus (FGrH 4 F50) added that a tribe called 

Encheleis also lived in Boeotia. Diodorus (19.53.3-5) claimed that these were driven out by the 

Spartoi after the establishment of Thebes. Others testified that the Boeotians venerated eels as 

sacred (Agatharch. FGrH 86 F5; Eub. PCG FF34, 36).392 The metamorphosis of Cadmus and 

Harmonia into snakes among the Encheleis may suggest a unique local synonymity between 

snakes and eels, and that local traditions held the pair as autochthonous. They were certainly given 

the trappings of hero cult in Illyria, where sources attested to the existence of their tomb 

                                                      
391 Euripides was also building on the knowledge that the Encheleis had sacked Delphi (Hdt. 5.61, 9.43). 
392 Ethnicity of the Encheleis and their strong connection to Cadmus outlined, with consideration of the 
archaeology: Theodossiev 2000: 177-181. 

 

Figure 14: Spartan hero and heroine receive offerings, with a snake at their rear. Laconian relief 
from Chrysapha, c. 540 BC. Berlin, Pergamon Museum SK 731. © Antikensammlung, SMB. 
Photograph: Erich Lessing. 
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(Ap.Rhod. 4.516-18; Phylarch. FGrH 81 F39; St.Byz. s.v. Δυρράχιον). Scylax (24) mentioned 

‘stones’ of Cadmus and Harmonia on the River Rizhous in Illyria, and Callimachus (F11 Pfeiffer) 

said their tomb was furnished with the image of a stone snake. The traditions were combined by 

Nonnus, who claimed that the pair transformed into stone snakes, which became their cult images 

(4.416-20).393 The power of the heroes is demonstrated in their cult, focused on landscape which 

showed proof of influence and presence in physical form. 

The association with snakes described their continuing presence in the landscape, and a 

special status which afforded them the power to manifest and affect the world in a way that the 

mundane dead could not. The Elean child-hero, Sosipolis, demonstrated his power by taking the 

form of a dragon when approached by an Arcadian army, and subsequently put them to rout (Paus. 

6.20.2-5). His sanctuary was established on the spot where he disappeared into the earth in snake 

form. Sosipolis thereby added a divine quality to the landscape. Scullion argued that traditions of 

representing saviour-heroes as snakes inspired a scene in Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers.394 In this 

scene, Orestes, who was at his father’s tomb, heard of Clytemnestra’s dream in which she gave 

birth to a snake that bit her breast (523-39). Orestes subsequently identified himself with the snake 

(540-50). Oedipus’ ascension to cult hero status in Attica through his katabasis at Colonus may 

have been expedited by his descent from the draconic Spartoi. He was credited with appearing 

and repelling a Theban invasion (schol. Aristid. Or. 46.172). Daimones, such as Amphiaraus and 

Trophonius, were associated with snakes and occasionally took on protective roles.395 Asclepius’ 

cults were sometimes transferred by moving one of his sacred snakes to a new location (IG iv. 

952; Paus. 2.10.3, 4.4.7-4.14.8; 3.23.4). Trophonius’ cult was founded where bees had flown into 

the earth (Paus. 9.40.1-2; schol. Ar. Nu. 508a), while Amphiaraus’ was associated with the 

disappearance of his chariot (Paus. 1.34.2).  

Serpents were not adopted as symbols of autochthony during the early myths of Athens. 

Thucydides (1.2.5, 2.36.1-2; cf. Strab. 8.1.2) had asserted that the Athenians could claim 

autochthony since no one bothered to invade because of Attica’s poor soil.396 Increasing conflict 

leading up to the 5th century might have contributed to growing interest in national identity, and 

a need to make mythical claims to autochthony by identifying their heroes with dragons. Ogden 

noted that Cecrops began to appear in iconography both as a human, and as an anguipede from 

the 490s BC (after the Persian Wars), while Apollodorus (3.14-15) provided the first 

unrationalised tradition naming him as earthborn.397 Erichthonius became king of Athens some 

                                                      
393 Pittane on the coast of Asia Minor had its own massive stone image of a serpent (Ov. Met. 7.357f), 
perhaps because it was once owned by the Amazons (Scyl. 66; D.S. 3.55.6). 
394 Scullion 2006. 
395 Chapter 3.2. 
396 Compare Epameinondas’ claim that Boeotia was the ‘dance-floor of Ares’ (Plut. Marc. 21.2) because 
of frequent warfare. Boeotian geography favoured battle as much as farming and trade (Thuc. 1.2.3; Ephor. 
FGrH 70 F119 = Strab. 9.2.2). Perhaps this explains a need for autochthonous claims early in Theban myth. 
397 Ogden 2013: 259-263. 
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time after Cecrops, and was regularly imagined as a snake and thought to be born of the earth.398 

He sprung from the earth when Hephaestus spilled his seed while attempting to rape Athena (Call. 

F260 Pfeiffer; Cic. ND 3.22; Hyg. Astr. 2.13, Fab. 166; Ov. Met. 2.757-59; Apollod. 3.14.6; Paus. 

1.2.6, 1.14.6).399 His serpent aspect was balanced by his civilising one: he was credited with 

instituting the Panathenaea, resolving the dispute between Athena and Poseidon, developing 

chariot technology, and winning the battle that brought Eleusis into Attica (Thuc. 2.15; Verg. 

Georg. 1.205, 3.113; Hyg. Astr. 2.13; Apollod. 3.14.1, 3.14.6; Ael. VH 3.38). Cecrops introduced 

writing (Tac. Ann. 11.14), burial practices (Cic. Leg. 2.25.63), and monogamous marriage (schol. 

Ar. Pl. 773). Ogden also suggested a parallel between the early mythical law-giver of Athens 

‘Draco’, who though not a dragon, bore the name of ‘dragon’. Draco’s homicide law (Cratin. 

PCG F300 = IG i3 104) was thought to be designed to end blood violence within the Cylonian 

affair (Hdt. 5.71; Thuc. 1.126), which Ogden parallels with the resolution of a blood feud in Argos 

credited to Zeus Meilichios, who took the form of a serpent (Paus. 2.20.1-2).400 The Athenian 

traditions cast their heroes in a civilising light, while at the same time using the dragon element 

to emphasise autochthony. 

Cadmus and Harmonia’s transformation into dragons suggested that they were 

autochthonous heroes themselves. Though the Cadmeans were thought to have migrated from 

Phoenicia, recent research into ethnicity has revived a proposition that they had originated the 

Poion range between Boeotia and Epirus, and that Homer thought them related to the Boeotian 

King Phoenix, rather than the Sidonian Phoenix.401 Toponyms tied the Cadmean ‘Φοίνικες’ to the 

landscape in Epirus, Boeotia, and the coast of Asia Minor, but no further than the Troad.402 Cult 

worship in the form of the Samothracian Mysteries, and particular Olympian gods, including 

Ares, also suggests ties between the Troad and Central/Northern Greece rather than Phoenician 

Sidon.403 Genealogy also tied Cadmus to Greece. He was usually thought a descendant of Zeus 

(Eur. Ba. 1330-43; Hyg. Fab. 6; Ov. Met. 4.563-603; Apollod. 3.5.4; Philostr. Im. 1.8; Nonn. 

4.416-20), but in an alternate Theban colonisation translation he was a son of Ogyges, Thebes’ 

first autochthonous king (Suda s.v. Ὠγύγια κακά; cf. Paus. 9.5.1). His reign ended with a deluge 

that destroyed Boeotia (Acus. FGrH 2 F23; Hellanic. FGrH 4 F47; Varr. RR 3.1.2-3; Afric. FGrH 

328 F92; Nonn. 3.204-8; schol. Pl. Tim. 22a) and might account for the Cadmean diaspora.404 

                                                      
398 Erichthonius is indistinguishable from the Athenian king Erechtheus in early myths: ibid., 263-267. 
399 Androtion remembered the non-Athenian (FGrH 324 F37) influences: he thought that Erichthonius had 
been born from one of the Cadmean dragon’s teeth. 
400 Ogden 2013: 263., also noting that Python guarded the oracle of Themis (meaning ‘Law’) at Delphi, 
LSJ s.v. θέμις. 
401 Smoot 2015: 349-405 building on Bonfante 1941; Sakellariou 1990. 
402 Bonfante 1941. 
403 Tsagalis 2008: 13-29. Cadmus may have been ‘Kadmilos’ in the cults of the Kabeiroi: Smoot 2015: 371. 
cf. RE s.v. Κάδμος. 
404 Cadmus’ sister, Europa, was a local woman as her name suggests, according to Hegesippus (FGH 391 
F6 = schol. Eur. Rh. 28). 
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Like dragons, Ogyges existed in the primordial past. ‘Ogygian’ became an adjective meaning 

‘primordial’ (Phot. s.v. Ὠγύγιον, Suda ad loc.), also used of the Thebans, who descended from 

the dragon (Paus. 9.5.1). Cadmus’ mother was either Telephassa (Apollod. 3.1.1; probably an epic 

form of Telephane, her name according to Hegesippus: FGH 391 F6 = schol. Eur. Rh. 28), or 

Argiope (Pherecyd. F86 Fowler = schol. Ap.Rhod. 3.1186; Hyg. Fab. 6, 178, 179).405 Naiads 

named Argiope had ties to Boeotia (Paus. 4.33.3), and Attica (Apollod. Epit. 2.1).406 There also 

may have been a folk-etymological association between Telephassa and Telphusa, the Naiad from 

Boeotia (Paus. 9.33.1) and Arcadia.407 The gaps in our knowledge become apparent whenever we 

investigate beyond Attica. The Theban colonisation myth remembers that Cadmus and Harmonia 

were naturalised into Boeotia. The role of dragons as symbols of autochthonous heroes, combined 

with the spread of Cadmean names as toponyms across Central Greece, might support the 

argument that the Cadmean were not Sidonian Phoenicians but originated in Greece.408 Their 

metamorphoses might remember that they had once been autochthonous to Illyria, or Epirus, or 

that they were adopted as such. 

The special nature of dragons was also reflected in the need to sometimes atone for their 

deaths. Their deaths were monumentalised in some cases, again comparing them to heroes. It is 

probably their divine origins that drives the need for this behaviour, just as Polyphemus was 

avenged by his father Poseidon, despite his belligerence.409 Cadmus served Ares for eight years 

for killing his dragon (Apollod. 3.4.2; Phot. s.v. Καδμεία νίκη; Suda s.v. Καδμεία νίκη), despite 

its destructiveness. Frazer long ago identified that the eight-year period was related to 

homicides.410 One may only guess the nature of Cadmus’ servitude to Ares, but there were 

attempts to show restitution in other forms. The earliest was the self-sacrifice of Menoeceus, a 

descendant of the Spartoi. During the war with Argos, Ares chose him as a human sacrifice as 

vengeance for the dragon, and in exchange he saved Thebes (Eur. Ph. 930-52, 991-1018; Hyg. 

Fab. 68; Stat. Theb. 10.610-15; Apollod. 3.6.7). Menoeceus threw himself into the dragon’s deep-

dark sekos (Eur. Ph. 1010), a word used of pens for rearing animals, as well as sacred precincts 

and tombs (LSJ s.v. σηκός). Ovid called the dragon’s grove inviolate, and untouched by man 

(Met. 3.27f). Could the Thebans have dedicated a space to him? Euripides (Ph. 1060-66) also 

                                                      
405 A scholiast (Eur. Ph. 5) conflated her with Antiope, who was persecuted by Dirce. 
406 Argiope of Attica may be conflated with Boeotian Argiope, since the event, involving Theseus (Apollod. 
Epit. 21), located it at Eleusis, which according to Pausanias was also a city in Boeotia before the deluge. 
In both regions Eleusis was located beside the Cephisus River (9.24.1-2). A scholiast (Luc. JTr. 21) located 
the events in Apollodorus at Eleutherae, which defected from Thebes to Athens during the Peloponnesian 
War. Probably an attempt to create a mythical tradition between Eleutherae and Athens. cf. Strabo (9.2.18): 
Cecrops once ruled Boeotia. 
407 See note 367. 
408 Compare traditions that Cecrops was Egyptian (schol. Ar. Pl. 773; Suda s.v. Κέκροψ): Gourmelen 2004: 
109-111, 371-373. 
409 The Odyssey was introduced with the story of Aegisthus, in which Zeus emphasises Aegisthus’ 
foolishness (1.26-43), as a precursor to Odysseus’ treatment of Polyphemus (1.34, 10.431-37). cf. Clare 
1998: 1-4. 
410 Frazer 1921: ad locc. 2.5.11, 3.4.2 
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believed the Sphinx was punishment for the dragon’s murder, and the scholiast (1065) elaborated 

that she was sent by Ares. Another claimed that Gaia bore the Spartoi to take revenge for the 

murder (schol. Eur. Ph. 934). Others claimed that Cadmus and Harmonia’s metamorphoses into 

snakes was Ares’ revenge (Hyg. Fab. 6; Ov. Met. 3.97-8, 4.563-603; Nonn. 4.416-20). These 

alternatives to Apollodorus’ account of servitude suggest that perhaps Cadmus did not make 

amends in some traditions, and that this contributed to future pollution in Thebes.  

Python was also memorialised after he was killed by Apollo. While outlining the various 

forms of memorialisation, Ogden noted that it was not always clear whether it was Apollo’s 

victory, or Python himself that was memorialised.411 The iconography, the ‘Pythian’ byname of 

Delphi, and the Pythian Games and Festivals are all unhelpful, for they encapsulate the entire 

myth. A single clear testimonial that Python himself was memorialised came from Hyginus (Fab. 

140) who claimed that the Pythian Games were funeral games (ludos funebres). Clement of 

Alexandria (Protr. 2.34) claimed that the festival was for the dragon, and that the dragon was 

worshipped at Delphi, but Ogden rightly observed that Clement, being a Christian, probably 

considered this as a smear. There is room for speculation however, since Delphi’s Septerion 

festival re-enacted the killing of Python, and was only celebrated every eight years, the period of 

purification for homicides.412 The festival described by Plutarch included Apollo’s pursuit of 

Python to Tempe in Thessaly where he found the dragon had died from its wounds (Quaest.Graec. 

293c; Ael. VH 3.1).413 The Septerion centred upon the battle, and the purification of Apollo. A 

building was erected to represent the dragon’s dwelling, and a boy was chosen to represent Apollo 

and fire burning arrows upon it. After the house was burned, the boy was taken into ritual 

servitude, and was purified at Tempe (Ephor. FGrH 70 F31b = Strab. 9.3.12; Plut. Defectu 418a-

c; Ael. VH 3.1). A single source assimilated this with Apollo’s nine-year servitude to the 

Thessalian king Admetus (Anaxandr.Hist. FGrH 404 F5 = schol. Eur. Alc. 1).414 Plutarch believed 

that Apollo purified himself of his own volition (Quaest.Graec. 293b-c), and a Sikyonian tradition 

had Apollo and Artemis purify themselves in Aegialeia (Paus. 2.7.7). Whatever the case, the need 

to purify because of Python’s death was a recurring theme, perhaps because he guarded the oracle 

for Gaia/Themis. 

Python may have had a tomb at Delphi; this was the purpose of the Delphic omphalos 

according to Hesychius (s.v. Τοξίου βουνός) and Varro (LL 7.17). Fontenrose believed that the 

                                                      
411 Ogden 2013: 178-181. 
412 Two sources (arg. 3 Pind. Pyth.; Schol. Hom. Od. 3.267) claimed that the Pythian Games were originally 
held every eight years. 
413 Compared with the Nemean Games by Ogden, established after the Nemean Dragon killed Opheltes, 
and a tomb was built for him (Bacchyl. 9.10-14; Aesch. TrGF F149a; Eur. TrGF FF752-69; Apollod. 3.6.4; 
Hyg. Fab. 74, 273; Stat. Theb. 5.505-753; Paus. 2.15-2-3; Clem.Al. Protr. 2.34; Serv. Ecl. 6.68; AP 3.10; 
schol. Pind. Nem. 8.85). See: Ogden 2013: 54-58, 182. 
414 His servitude was sometimes for killing the Cyclopes: Apollod. 3.10.4; D.S. 4.71, 6.7; Serv. Aen. 7.761. 
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omphalos was built in the shape of a Mycenaean beehive tomb.415 Parallels with hero cult in the 

Delphic festivals become much clearer if we consider that Python would be an actual human hero 

in rationalised accounts. Plutarch’s Cleombrotus (Defectu 418a-c) rationalised Python into a 

brigand and claimed that the structure used in the Septerion resembled a king’s hut, not a dragon’s 

den.416 Porphyry complicated this by claiming that Pythagoras visited Apollo’s tomb at Delphi, 

which was built where he had been slain by Python (VP 16). This probably reflected a specifically 

Pythagorean tradition, however it may be related to the cult of chthonic Dionysus at Delphi, which 

also seems to be informed by the ritual practices. Dionysus was also thought to be buried at the 

omphalos (Tatian Adv.Gr. 8.4), or near the Delphic tripod/temple according to some traditions, 

either when slain by Perseus, or dismembered by the Titans (Philoch. FGrH 328 F7b; Din. FGrH 

399 F1a-d; Call. F643 Pfeiffer; Plut. Iside 365a; Clem.Al. Protr. 2.18; EM s.v. Δελφοί; schol. 

Arat. 73).417 The snake was one of several animals representative of, or associated with Dionysus, 

and this symbolism possibly caused some conflation with Python.418 The scholiast on Pindar’s 

Pythian (arg. 1) claimed that Delphi was the first place Dionysus had given oracles, and implied 

that Python usurped him, after which Apollo killed Python. The exchange was reflected in the 

practices at Delphi. During Winter, Dionysus was worshipped at Delphi and gave oracles, while 

in the remaining nine months, Apollo was worshipped (Plut. E. 389c; schol. Pind. Pyth. 4.5). 

Apollo’s period of exile paralleled the length of his servitude and purification. These complicated 

traditions suggest that in the past Python might have even been an oracular figure, whose history 

was forgotten or became identified with Dionysus’. He at least became incorporated into some 

aitia for the exchange between Dionysus and Apollo. 

Traces of traditions which made Python a previous owner of Delphi parallel him with 

Trophonius, and Amphiaraus: oracular heroes whose cults originated in Boeotia, who lived in the 

earth, gave oracles, and were identified with snakes.419 These connections reinforce the theme 

that wisdom could be found in the earth. Several traditions gave Python credit for operating the 

oracle at Delphi. Hyginus (Fab. 140) stated that Python himself gave oracles. Elsewhere he had 

dual ownership. One account made the Titan Cronus the ‘fore-prophet’ (προμάντις) and Python 

the ‘after-prophet’ (ὑστερόμαντις, (Lyc. 202-4; Schol. Lyc. 200). Lucian (Astr. 23) described an 

arrangement in which Python shared Delphi with the Pythia, and perhaps suggested an oracular 

chasm, since the “dragon cries out from beneath the [Delphic] tripod” (δράκων ὑπὸ τῷ τρίποδι 

φθέγγεται). We have just discussed a scholium (arg. 1 Pind. Pyth.) which stated that Python ruled 

                                                      
415 Fontenrose 1959: 377. 
416 Other rationalisations: Ephorus FGrH 70 F31b = Strab. 9.3.12; Paus. 10.6.5-7. 
417 In some traditions Dionysus defeated Perseus (Cephalion FGrH 93 F1a; Euph. F19 Lightfoot), just as 
Apollo’s victory was interchangeable with Python’s. 
418 The snake appears strongest in Bacchic cult iconography, and with the cista mystica (see: Burkert 1987: 
96-97.), but see also: Apollod. 3.5.3; Eur. Ba. 99-104, 1017-19.  
419 Chapter 3.2. 
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the tripod where Dionysus first gave oracles in terms of competition between the two, but the 

relationship may have also been co-operative. 

The Boeotian daimon Trophonius gave oracles from within the earth, and snakes were 

involved in his cult praxis (Paus. 9.39.11; schol. Ar. Nu. 508a-b). A late source identified 

Trophonius himself as a snake (Poll. 6.76). Other sources claimed that snakes performed the 

prophecy on behalf of Trophonius (Schol. Ar. Nu. 508d; Suda s.v. μελιτοῦττα). Amphiaraus, who 

operated a healing oracle, was depicted as a snake on the amphora discussed above (LIMC Erinys 

84). Snakes were regularly depicted in his iconography, perhaps to emphasise his oracular 

function.420 At the beginning of this chapter we mentioned two sources in which snakes 

functioned as meaningful signs in mantic visions (Artem. 2.13; Hdt. 1.78.3). In some of his 

iconography, eagles carrying snakes were possibly intended to depict the bestowal of prophecy 

upon Amphiaraus by his ancestor Melampus (LIMC Amphiaraos 7, 37).421 Melampus’ mythical 

discovery of prophecy had its own parallel. In separate accounts snakes licked the ears of Helenus 

and Cassandra (Tz. Lyc. genus; scholl. Hom. Il. 6.76a, 7.44), and Melampus (Apollod. 1.9.11), 

bestowing the gifts of prophecy upon them. This also granted Melampus the ability to understand 

animals (Apollod. 1.9.11). Porphyry explained this, adding an anecdote about a boy who 

understood the language of birds, and explained that all of them were prophetic (Abst. 3.3-4). It 

is a symbolic tradition, since hearing facilitates knowledge and understanding. This complements 

the tradition of the Odyssean Sirens, since listeners with clear ears received their knowledge, but 

those with stoppered ears were ignorant.422 

There were other traces of oracles associated with snakes. The Roman cult of Juno Sospita 

shared similarities with Trophonius. Young girls offered barley cakes to the cult-snake who could 

determine their chastity; if he did not eat the cake the girls were punished (Prop. 4.8.2-14; Ael. 

NA 11.16). Herodotus also told that the snake of the Athenian Acropolis foretold the sacking of 

Athens by the Persians when it failed to eat its honey cakes (Hdt. 8.41). In Thrace Ares had his 

own divination cult and given his proximity to dragons there was possibly a connection (Hdt. 

7.61.1). 

The healing virtues of serpents were well attested. The healing god Asclepius, universally 

attested as a son of Apollo (h.Hom. 16.1-5; Pind. Pyth. 3.5; Ap.Rhod. 4.612-17; D.S. 4.71.1, 

5.64.6; Cic. ND 3.21; Hyg. Fab. 202; Ov. Met. 2.628-630, Fast. 1.291f; Apollod. 3.10.3; Paus. 

2.26.1, 3.26.4), was associated with serpents, like his father. Legends varied on how Asclepius 

learned healing, but one claimed he learned it from snakes. He was shut in a cave with the dead 

hero Glaucus, when a snake appeared. After killing it, a second snake appeared and used a herb 

to revive its partner. Asclepius learned from this and used the herb to revive Glaucus 

                                                      
420 Ogden 2013: 321-322. 
421 Sineux 2007: 40-41, 64-65. 
422 Chapter 5.4. 
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(Amelesagoras FGrH 330 F3 = Apollod. 3.10.3 = schol. Eur. Alc. 1; Hyg. Astr. 2.14).  Another 

variant of this myth credited the seer Polyidos with the miracle (Hyg. Fab. 136; Apollod. 3.3.1), 

but Ogden noted that this was a universal folk-tale type, so there is no surprise that there were 

competing traditions.423 The reception of knowledge from snakes was expressed by Eusebius (PE 

3.11.26), who thought that the snake itself was an expert in medicine. Snakes kept in cults of 

Asclepius seem to have aided the healing process by licking or biting. Evidence sometimes pairs 

the sanctuary snakes with the epiphanies of the healing god. An Epidaurian inscription told of a 

patient whose toe was treated by Asclepius in epiphany, while a snake from the abaton licked the 

wound (EMI (A) 17). This can be compared with a votive dedicated by Archinus at Amphiaraus’ 

cult at Oropus, which depicted the god in epiphany treating Archinus’ shoulder as a snake reared 

above it to lick or bite.424 In Aristophanes’ Wealth Asclepius called upon two snakes which licked 

Wealth’s eyes and restored his vision (727-41). Another snake at Epidaurus cured a tumour by 

biting it open (EMI (C) 45), while a mute girl was healed simply by observing a snake within the 

grove (EMI (C) 44). 

Each of these traditions focuses on the knowledge of snakes, some directly giving snakes 

credit for prophecy, but snakes were also directly associated with healing. Ogden concluded that 

this was because of multiple ideas associated with snakes: they provided metaphors for heroes 

who returned to life in some form, the shedding of their skin was loosely representative of 

immortality but also medical renewal, and the healing function suited the tutelary idea of snakes 

in Greek folklore.425 I suggest that the affiliation with healing is supportive of the broader idea of 

the earth as a source of wisdom, which is demonstrated by snakes also being associated with 

oracles. Trophonius, for example, was not a healing oracle, so this helps explain the relevance of 

snakes in his cult.  

The multiple themes of protection, strength, savagery, knowledge, and chthonic origins 

made serpents useful comparisons for human nature as well as heroes. Through introspection, one 

might learn to be useful to the polis, like his autochthonous ancestors. Thanks to Plato, we know 

that the Greeks had been exploring questions of human nature through the confrontation of 

monsters in myth and ritual. Werner observed that the Phaedrus revealed Socrates’ use of myth 

to extract truths about human nature, the soul, and reality.426 The Greeks’ exploration of the 

monstrous part of human nature looked like a nascent form of Jung’s Shadow.427 Monsters, and 

                                                      
423 Ogden 2013: 346. 
424 Athens, National Museum no. 3369 = IG ii2 4394. For interpretation of epiphany: ibid., 367-368; Sineux 
2007: 203-206 & n. 57 
425 Ogden 2013: 310-346. 
426 Werner 2012: 33-35. 
427 “The shadow is the unknown ‘‘dark side’’ of our personality – dark both because it tends to consist 
predominantly of the primitive, benighted, negative, socially or religiously depreciated human emotions 
and impulses like sexual lust, power strivings, selfishness, greed, envy, aggression, anger or rage, and due 
to its unenlightened nature, obscured from consciousness. Whatever we deem evil, inferior or unacceptable 
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dragons, were mirrors of human nature, which could be both savage and docile. As Socrates 

expressed: 

τοῦτο ἔτι ἀγνοοῦντα τὰ ἀλλότρια σκοπεῖν. ὅθεν δὴ χαίρειν ἐάσας ταῦτα, 

πειθόμενος δὲ τῷ νομιζομένῳ περὶ αὐτῶν, ὃ νυνδὴ ἔλεγον, σκοπῶ οὐ ταῦτα ἀλλ᾽ 

ἐμαυτόν, εἴτε τι θηρίον ὂν τυγχάνω Τυφῶνος πολυπλοκώτερον καὶ μᾶλλον 

ἐπιτεθυμμένον, εἴτε ἡμερώτερόν τε καὶ ἁπλούστερον ζῷον, θείας τινὸς καὶ 

ἀτύφου μοίρας φύσει μετέχον. 

And so I dismiss these matters [the chimeric shape of monsters] and accepting 

the customary belief about them, as I was saying just now, I investigate not these 

things, but myself, to know whether I am a monster more complicated and more 

furious than Typhon or a gentler and simpler creature, to whom a divine and quiet 

lot is given by nature. (Pl. Phdr. 230a, tr. Fowler) 

The acknowledgement of complexity (πολύπλοκος) was implicit in Socrates’ idea of Typhon, and 

therefore himself. He compared the problematic nature of the soul to driving a two-horse chariot, 

with one horse of noble breed, and the other the opposite, making the driving troublesome (Phdr. 

246a-b). The Jungian Shadow was a part of this duality: 

… the unconscious man, that is, his shadow, does not consist only of morally 

reprehensible tendencies, but also displays a number of good qualities, such as 

normal instincts, appropriate reactions, realistic insights, creative impulses, 

etc.428 

Socrates confronted the monster as Jung would have imagined confronting the shadow. In 

Phaedrus this occurred in the eschatia, outside the polis where mankind’s sovereignty was 

threatened.429 Aristotle (Pol. 1253a) said that a man without a polis was either a beast (θηρίον) or 

a god (θεός), the same dichotomy explored by Socrates (Pl. Phdr. 230a). This was the chthonic 

landscape of myth, charged with potential, where the monster lived. Reflections on the duality of 

human nature had already appeared in the context of ambiguous landscapes in Homer’s Odyssey. 

Polyphemus also had a dual nature: Clare showed that Odysseus’ account initially emphasised 

the domesticity of Polyphemus’ cave (9.181-86, 216-24), which Odysseus immediately 

juxtaposed with savagery (9.187-92, 230, 236).430 Clare argued that Polyphemus had reflected on 

his own nature, for having heard a prophecy about Odysseus, he expected his adversary to be 

someone great and noble, clad in strength (9.513f); someone like himself.431  

                                                      
and deny in ourselves becomes part of the shadow, the counterpoint to what Jung called the persona …” 
Diamond 2010: 836. 
428 Jung 1968: 266. 
429 Werner 2012: 21-27. 
430 Clare 1998: 11-14. See also: Chapter 5.2.4. 
431 Ibid., 16. 
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This kind of introspection might have encouraged the Athenians to incorporate snake-

imagery into their autochthonous heroes, as the Thebans did, where it had previously not existed. 

Athenian dramatists began to emphasise characteristics about historical figures by comparing 

them with dragons. References to initiation rituals were prominent in some of these, and we know 

that in these rituals, the participants confronted monsters within chthonic landscapes.432 Lada-

Richards noticed this duality embodied within the autochthonous Athenian hero Cecrops, who 

was credited with instituting writing, burial practises, religious organisation, and monogamous 

marriage into Athens, despite being part monster.433 Lada-Richards argued that the Aeschylus of 

Aristophanes Frogs was also depicted in a monstrous manner (he was compared to Typhon: Ra. 

846) to compare him with Erichthonius.434 He was called ‘earthborn’ (γηγενής: 825) as was 

Erechtheus/Erichthonius (Hom. Il. 2.546-51; Hdt. 8.55). Aeschylus defended Athens from the 

Persians at Marathon (Paus. 1.14.5, 1.21.2), and in Aristophanes’ Clouds (961-99) the victors at 

Marathon were compared to the other autochthonous symbols of Athens, cicadas.435 Aeschylus 

was cast a hero, like the autochthonous kings, capable of using his autochthonous nature to benefit 

the polis. Lada-Richards showed that the Erinyes in Aeschylus’ own tragedy Eumenides 

redirected their monstrosity in the same way, since they were incorporated into the civil institution 

of Athens’ Areopagus.436 These might be compared with anthropological accounts of peoples 

such as the Ophiogeneis (Strab. 13.1.14; Ael. NA 12.39), descended from a dragon, who mastered 

the poison of snakes to their benefit.437 

Euripides, in his tragedies, seems to suggest that the Thebans descended from the Dragon 

of Ares and the Spartoi were incapable of mastering their draconic nature. He called the Spartoi 

both the glory and shame of Thebes (Ph. 818-21).  Lada-Richards argued that their descendant, 

Pentheus, in Euripides’ Bacchae was cast as a failed initiand (resulting in his death) because of 

his inability to divorce himself from his ancestor Echion’s draconic heritage.438 The tragedy 

situated Pentheus’ confrontation with his monstrosity within the ambiguous landscape outside of 

the polis. In initiatory terms, his failure to integrate his draconic identity showed that he could not 

integrate into the civilised Greek polis. In the same tragedy Dionysus blamed Cadmus’ future 

exile and metamorphosis into a snake upon Theban Ares-worship; he might have averted his fate, 

had he embraced Dionysus instead (Eur. Ba. 1330-43). Sophocles was more hopeful in Oedipus 

at Colonus. Oedipus (descended from Echion through his mother Jocasta) resolved to redirect his 

destructive power in defence of the Athenian polis.439 Calame compared Oedipus, who descended 

                                                      
432 Chapters 3.1, and 3.2. 
433 Lada-Richards 1998: 67-69. 
434 Ibid., 69-75. 
435 Chapter 5.3. Aeschylus was also initiated at Eleusis (Aristot. EN 3.1.17, cf. Ar. Ra. 884). 
436 Chapter 5.2.3. 
437 Ophiogeneis and similar tribes: Ogden 2013: 209-213.. 
438 Lada-Richards 1998: 56-58. 
439 Chapters 3.1, and 3.2. 



156 
 

into the earth at Colonus at the end of the tragedy (providing an aition for his hero cult in Attica: 

Paus. 1.28.7, 1.30.4), to Erechtheus, who was ultimately reabsorbed by the Athenian soil (Eur. 

TrGF 370.55-62 Kannicht).440 The protective aspects of the snake adopted by Oedipus and 

Aeschylus were probably paralleled by the snake associated with the Erechtheum on the Athenian 

Acropolis (cf. Paus. 1.24.7).441 Oedipus’ transformation from a destructive character into a 

positive one after his naturalisation into Attica is emblematic of the tension between Thebes and 

Athens on the dramatic stage. It was a statement on the quality of the Athenian autochthones over 

the Theban ones. 

The dragon’s status as a guardian of special places in ancient narratives may have 

eventually allowed it to be shaped into a beneficial figure. The dragon’s connectivity to the distant 

past and the earth in which it lived was consistent and made it a particularly useful symbol of 

autochthony. Its chthonic origin underpins the constellation of ideas surrounding it; antiquity, 

violence, wisdom, territorialism, guardianship. This is complemented by the close association of 

serpents with naiads, as both represent elements of nature, and the serpents territorially defend 

their naiads. Thanks to the popularity of composite monsters in Greek myths, the Greeks could 

use the serpent in various ways to promote these ideas in their composite monsters simply by 

including snakes in their representations. The same can be said of the heroes, healing gods, and 

tutelary spirits. Their increasing popularity and their association with serpents may well have 

benefited from the use of snakes in iconography. While the association of the snake with prophecy 

is late, it falls into the larger argument of the underworld as a source of wisdom and shows that 

this idea may have been expanding alongside the popularity of the serpent cults. Finally, we can 

say that the ancestral relationship between snakes and men made for interesting intellectual 

discourse about human origins and human nature. This also meant that with discipline, one could 

harness the strength of their autochthonous chthonic progenitors and control their savagery. This 

remains a relevant theme in future chapters. 

 

5.2 The Watch-Dogs of Hades: Cerberus, Scylla, the Erinyes, and 

the Sphinx 

Dogs were a common motif in the funerary art of Ancient Greece, though what role they played 

is unclear.442 It has been proposed that dogs found their way into eschatology due to anxieties 

concerning the threat of their devouring the deceased, therefore preventing funerary rites.443 This 

is not apparent in funerary iconography, for example, a vase depicting Priam’s supplication to 

                                                      
440 Calame 1996: 352-356. 
441 Kearns 1989: 111. 
442 Vermeule 1979: 105-112. 
443 Sourvinou-Inwood 1981: 31-32; Vermeule 1979: 105-112. On neglecting funerary rites: Chapter 3.3. 
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Achilles shows a dog beneath the table (LIMC Achilleus 650); whether it threatens or guards the 

corpse is unclear. A lekythos shows the chthonic goddess Hekate, with the Erinyes in attendance, 

standing before a corpse being torn apart by dogs (LIMC Hekate 95 = Erinys 7). The dogs may 

be a part of Hekate, or standing alongside her, but what process was being depicted? Was the soul 

of the deceased being punished? This is complicated by the connection of the dog with the 

domestic sphere, as in the depiction of Priam’s supplication, though not unexpected given the 

reflection of the domos in the underworld landscape, as has been discussed. This chapter looks to 

the use of dogs as motifs associated with chthonic beings to illuminate the association of dogs 

with the underworld and explore how they were used as motifs. 

5.2.1 Cerberus and Orthus, faithful hounds of Hades 

Cerberus is a fundamental figure in the cosmology of Ancient Greece. He played a specialised 

role in eschatology in the earliest sources. He can be interpreted metaphorically as a symbol of 

the immutability of death and was deployed in narratives which addressed the testing of 

eschatological boundaries, most famously, Heracles’ katabasis. Cerberus was consistently 

portrayed as a dog, and in his role as a guardian, he reinforced perceptions of Hades as a domos, 

even as a part of a family unit with Hades and Persephone. His eschatological function as an 

enforcer who prevented souls leaving their proper place suggests an orderly structure to the 

underworld. When Cerberus is absent or challenged, as in some narratives, this introduces the 

theme of potential, either positive or negative. This chapter examines Cerberus’ role as a chthonic 

guarantor of the eschatological boundaries, the permanence of death, and his contribution to the 

reflection of Greek domestic space in the conceptualisation of the underworld. 

Cerberus was clearly associated with the underworld, and was of chthonic origin, thus 

making him an excellent example for the relevance of dogs as chthonic motifs. He is consistently 

described as the offspring of Echidna, sometimes with Typhon as his father (Hes. Th. 310-12; 

Bacchyl. 5.56-62; Hyg. Fab. 30; Ov. Met. 4.501; Q.S. 6.261). Homer did not name Cerberus, but 

he described him as a dog, and knew the tradition that Heracles had removed him from Hades (Il. 

8.366-69, Od. 11.623-26). Though not mentioning Cerberus’ relationship with Heracles, Hesiod 

was first to name, and describe him:  

δεύτερον αὖτις ἔτικτεν ἀμήχανον, οὔ τι φατειὸν 

Κέρβερον ὠμηστήν, Ἀίδεω κύνα χαλκεόφωνον, 

πεντηκοντακέφαλον, ἀναιδέα τε κρατερόν τε  

… and then again she [Echidna] bore a second, a monster not to be overcome and 

that may not be described, Cerberus who eats raw flesh, the brazen-voiced hound 

of Hades, fifty-headed, relentless and strong.  

(Hes. Th. 310-12, tr. Evelyn-White)  
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Pindar increased the stakes by attributing one-hundred heads to him (Pind. F249a/b SM). We do 

not know whether these were all canine; Cerberus’ second mention from Hesiod suggests the 

possibility that only one head was, because he had two ears (Th. 771). His other heads may have 

been snakes, for he was eventually depicted canonically as a two, or three-headed dog, with one 

or more snake tails and sometimes a mane of serpents (Eur. HF 24, 611; Verg. Aen. 6.417; Ov. 

Met. 4.449f; Apollod. 2.5.12. See Figure 15 = LIMC Herakles 2616).444 Baroque depictions of 

Cerberus with a multiplicity of heads may have emphasised the impossibility of confronting 

death. The serpentine elements became popular during the 6th century BC, as on a c. 560-550 BC 

Laconian cup tondo (Figure 16 = LIMC Herakles 2605), which shows an exaggerated number of 

snakes covering Cerberus’ body.445 These may suggest attempts to faithfully depict the many 

heads described in mythical traditions within the constraints of the limited artistic medium, but at 

the same time they acknowledged his lineage from Echidna, as well as his chthonic relevance. 

Cerberus disappeared almost entirely from the iconographic record around the 3rd century BC, 

following the rise of the serpent cults, and did not regain popularity until the Roman period.446 

 

                                                      
444 LIMC Herakles 2554, 2560, 2571, 2579, 2586, 2588, 2595, 2600, 2603, 2604, 2605, 2614, 2628. 
445 cf. LIMC Herakles 2606, 2610, 2616, Kerberos 25. 
446 LIMC s.v. Herakles and Kerberos commentary. Serpent cults: Chapter 5.1. 

 

Figure 15: Heracles presents Cerberus to a frightened Eurystheus. Caeretan Black-figured hydria c. 
525 BC. Paris, Musée du Louvre E701. © RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre). 
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Snake-features were relevant to Cerberus as a chthonic being and a guardian. Hecataeus, 

writing c. 500-494 BC rationalised Cerberus into a dragon (Hecat. FGrH 1 F27 = Paus. 3.25.4-6), 

and convinced Pausanias who believed “Hound of Hades” was a metaphorical sobriquet for this 

dragon that lived in the cave at Tainaron. This tradition was not popular, though there were some 

artistic depictions that placed Cerberus alongside a single, large snake.447 The degree to which 

Pausanias accepted rationalisations is curious, for like Python, this draconic Cerberus ravaged the 

countryside from his cave, yet Pausanias seemed to prefer Python’s rationalisation into a brigand 

(Paus. 10.6.5-7.1). Pausanias offered the rationalisation of Python simply as an alternative to the 

mythical tradition (10.6.6), but by the end of his story he seemed to have accepted Python as one 

of a series of human leaders that attacked Delphi throughout history (10.7.1). Perhaps all we can 

learn from his inconsistency is that he thought later poets ought to have relied on Homer for 

descriptions, and that it was more likely that Cerberus was a dragon than a dog. A dragon (or 

equivalent) could certainly fill Cerberus’ role as both guardian and chthonic animal par 

excellence; hence Odysseus’ fear that, in Cerberus’ absence, he might encounter a Gorgon that 

would prevent him from escaping Hades (Hom. Od. 11.633-35). Despite this, Cerberus 

canonically remained a dog in Ancient Greek and Roman imagination. 

                                                      
447 LIMC Herakles 2562, 2563, 2565. 

 

Figure 16: Heracles drags up Cerberus. Laconian Black-figured kylix, c. 575-525 BC. Once London, 
Erskine Collection. Redrawn by the author. 
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The conception of Cerberus as a dog may have persisted because of the domestic 

impressions of the underworld, as well as Cerberus’ role as its guardian. He was consistently 

depicted in antiquity as a guarantor of the implacability of death. Hesiod described his function 

explicitly:  

ἔνθα θεοῦ χθονίου πρόσθεν δόμοι ἠχήεντες  

ἰφθίμου τ᾽ Ἀίδεω καὶ ἐπαινῆς Περσεφονείης  

ἑστᾶσιν, δεινὸς δὲ κύων προπάροιθε φυλάσσει  

νηλειής, τέχνην δὲ κακὴν ἔχει: ἐς μὲν ἰόντας  

σαίνει ὁμῶς οὐρῇ τε καὶ οὔασιν ἀμφοτέροισιν,  

ἐξελθεῖν δ᾽ οὐκ αὖτις ἐᾷ πάλιν, ἀλλὰ δοκεύων  

ἐσθίει, ὅν κε λάβῃσι πυλέων ἔκτοσθεν ἰόντα.  

ἰφθίμου τ᾽ Ἀίδεω καὶ ἐπαινῆς Περσεφονείης. 

There, in front, stand the echoing halls of the god of the lower-world, strong 

Hades, and of awful Persephone. A fearful hound guards the house in front, 

pitiless, and he has a cruel trick. On those who go in he fawns with his tail and 

both his ears, but suffers them not to go out back again, but keeps watch and 

devours whomever he catches going out of the gates of strong Hades and awful 

Persephone. 

(Hes. Th. 767-74, tr. Evelyn-White) 

Hesiod combined the domestic features of the underworld in the house (767) and gates (773), 

with Cerberus’ responsibility for keeping in the souls. Perhaps it was not Cerberus’ apparent 

duplicity that Hesiod found cruel, but the perverse inversion of the guard dog – keeping people 

in, rather than out.448 Cerberus ensured that the dead remained dead; these were the rules of Hades’ 

house. Hesiod’s earlier description of Cerberus’ unconquerable nature (Th. 310-12) emphasised 

his allegorical representation as the implacability of death. Apollodorus narrated Heracles’ 

katabasis into the underworld, where he found Cerberus guarding the ‘gates of Acheron’ 

(Apollod. 2.5.12). Seneca also had Cerberus guarding the gates of Hades (Sen. Oed. 559-81, Phdr. 

222-24, Tro. 402-4), and in Hercules Furens, he explained that Cerberus used his sense of hearing 

to detect escaping shades, which he then hunted down (Sen. HF 782-797). Quintus Smyrnaeus 

also had Cerberus guarding the gates of Hades and shepherding back the shades (Q.S. 6.261-68). 

In Aristophanes’ Peace, when Eirene was stuck in a deep pit in the earth, Tyrgaeus feared that 

Cerberus might trap her there (Ar. Pax 313-15); the implication being that she might perish, and 

Cerberus would not release her soul. In Frogs he imagined packs of dogs guarding the byways of 

the underworld, since Heracles had removed Cerberus (Ar. Ra. 472-74). Vergil had Cerberus act 

like a typical guard dog, preventing entry to the underworld, perhaps acknowledging that heroes 

                                                      
448 Palaephatus (6), in rationalising the Actaeon myth, said even dogs trained for hunting fawn on all people.  
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had been habitually breaching the eschatological boundary (Aen. 6.417-25; cf. Prop. 3.5, 3.18; 

Stat. Theb. 2.27-31). Vergil’s ‘house of Orcus’ was modelled closely on a type of Greek house 

described by Vitruvius (6.7.1-2), which he guarded with monsters like Scylla and the Gorgons to 

account for his placement of Cerberus elsewhere.449 In Vergil, Cerberus was drugged with a 

honey-cake, the appropriate offering for snakes, so that Aeneas could sneak past (Aen. 6.419-21; 

cf. Apul. Met. 6.19). The formulation of Cerberus as a house dog was so strong that he was 

rationalised as one by Philochorus (FGrH 323 FF18a-b; cf. Plut. Thes. 31, 35; Ael. VH 4.5). This 

story rationalised Theseus and Peirithoos’ katabasis into an attempted abduction of Persephone, 

a bride of the Molossian King Aidoneus, the rationalised Hades. The story unfolded as we would 

expect if the pair had attempted to escape the real underworld: Aidoneus fed Peirithoos to his 

guard dog, Cerberus (cf. D.S. 4.63.4; Apollod. 2.5.12). This consistent image of Cerberus as a 

guardian of a domestic space owned by Hades and Persephone reflected the familiar structure of 

the oikos or domos in antiquity, in a rather touching manner, given the context. 

 We may only postulate on the meaning of the methods Cerberus used to enforce the 

sanctity of death. Hesiod (Th. 771-74) said that he devoured souls attempting to escape Hades, 

and that was also reflected in Philochorus’ rationalisation. Apuleius’ protagonist, Lucius, 

certainly feared the same fate on encountering him (Met. 1.15). Eustathius (schol. D.P. 791) 

declared that the dead could not die again, but perhaps being eaten by Cerberus suggested the 

permanent death of the soul, a meaningful consequence considering ancient beliefs of 

reincarnation, as in Pythagoreanism. Despite this, Ogden observed that there was no certain 

evidence that the canonical Cerberus had ever eaten anyone.450 Scant traces of Cerberus acting as 

an agent of punishment appeared in the work of Lucian (Cat. 4, DMort. 4, Nec. 14), but his 

satirical representations cannot be taken too seriously. Ogden seems to suggest that Lucian’s 

transformation of Cerberus may have been a jab at the paradox observed by Eustathius of death 

being a threat to the dead.451 Elsewhere we are provided with the more palatable explanation that 

Cerberus simply induced terror into the dead (Prop. 4.11; Stat. Theb. 4.486f). This appears to be 

the significance of his ‘brazen-voice’ described by Hesiod (Th.  311). In Aristophanes (Pax. 313-

15), Seneca (HF 783-97), and Smyrnaeus (6.261-68), it is explicitly the force of his bark that 

frightens shades and keeps them controlled. Thus, like bronze, his voice was also ruthless and 

unyielding. 

Cerberus was not alone in this role of enforcing the boundary of life and death. There 

were other chthonic creatures with dog-like features which took on similar roles. Cerberus’ 

brother Orthus, or Orthros, appeared in another of Heracles’ labours, the theft of Geryon’s cattle 

(Hes. Th. 287-94, 309, 979-83; Pind. Isth. 1.1.10-13; Apollod. 2.5.10; Q.S. 6.249-55). Clark 

                                                      
449 Clark 2003. 
450 Ogden 2013: 109. 
451 Ibid. 
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identified the episode to be closely analogous with a katabasis.452 Orthus, like Cerberus, was 

typically depicted as a dog with a twin-headed snake-tail.453 His role was that of a sheep-dog; 

herding cattle for the giant Geryon and protecting it from thieves. The unfortunate intervention of 

Heracles, tasked with stealing the cattle as one of his labours, got Orthus killed in the process. 

However, Orthus appeared again as a dog enforcing boundaries within an otherworldly domestic 

space. The interpretation of this episode as a katabasis has its merits. Hades had his own flock, 

tended by a shepherd called Menoetes, whom Heracles was forced to wrestle after attempting to 

sacrifice some of the flock to the shades of the dead (Stesich. S11-12 Campbell; Apollod. 2.5.12). 

Clark suspected Apollodorus of conflating Menoetes with Geryon (though we have insufficient 

evidence on Menoetes to be certain).454 Geryon lived on the island of Erythreia, within the distant, 

otherworldly stream of Ocean, which might serve as an analogy for the underworld. Vergil even 

placed Geryon’s shade in the underworld during Aeneas’ katabasis (6.286-9), though Nilsson 

rightly argued that this does not establish Geryon as a truly underworld figure.455 Did Vergil place 

him there because he was dead, or did he follow a similar interpretation to the one offered by 

Croon, and Clark? Croon claimed that Geryon was intended to be understood as the ruler of the 

underworld, Hades himself, and to that end cited Pindar who depicted Hades driving the dead like 

cattle (Ol. 9.33-35).456 Despite that this interpretation is problematic, it does provide a second 

example of a special dog, with a chthonic pedigree, acting as a guardian of otherworldly space, 

in a similarly domestic context. 

Cerberus’ role was clearly to keep in Hades the people who belonged there. Yet the 

tradition of Heracles’ katabasis, as old as Homer, and as old as our knowledge of Cerberus, 

involved breaching the eschatological boundary that Cerberus symbolised. As the ultimate of 

Heracles’ labours, this was the one supposed to finally kill him, but by succeeding Heracles had 

conquered death. Not only this, but he removed the dog from his station. Homer was also the first 

to address the consequences. In the Odyssey, Heracles’ ghost laments having brought Cerberus 

back from Hades, but with little explanation (11.617-26). It perhaps hints towards a preference 

for death instead of his coming madness. The problem of this breach was outlined in both the 

Odyssey and the Iliad (8.366-69), since Heracles was only able to achieve this with divine 

intervention. In the Iliad Athena regrets her role in assisting Heracles breach eschatological 

boundaries on behalf of the wishes Zeus, since he was not willing to grant her the same 

concessions during the Trojan War. Aside from these allusions, the earliest stories are beyond our 

grasp: a short poem by Stesichorus entitled Cerberus (PMG F206), of which only fragments 

                                                      
452 Clark 1979: 83-86. 
453 LIMC Orthros i 6, 14, 20, 25, cf. LIMC Orthros i 1, 3, 10, 12, 19, 23. 
454 Clark 1979: 86. 
455 Nilsson 1932: 215. 
456 Croon 1952: 67. Rose criticised Croon’s interpretation at length, though his own interpretation was not 
very plausible: Rose 1954. Especially pp. 214-16. He resigned himself to the conclusion that Pindar’s 
depiction was metaphorical at best. 
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survive; and an epic from the Archaic period, ascribed to Cercops of Miletus, entitled 

Katabasis.457 The most comprehensive accounts of the myth can be found in Seneca’s Hercules 

Furens, written c. 65 AD, and Apollodorus (2.5.12), c. 100 AD. The return of Cerberus was rarely 

mentioned in antiquity. Apollodorus simply said that Heracles eventually returned him (2.5.12). 

Aristophanes hinted that Cerberus had been returned by alluding to a time in the past when he 

was above ground (Ar. Pax 313-15). Hesychius reported that he returned through a spring in 

Argos named Cynadra, ‘dog-water’ (Hsch. s.v. ἐλεύθερον ὕδωρ). Statius’ frequent mentions of 

Cerberus implied that he had reassumed his role (Theb. 4.486f, 8.55-58, Silv. 2.1.183f, 2.1.229-

31, 3.3.26-28, 5.3.277-79). In Seneca, Tisiphone took on the responsibility of guarding the gates 

(HF 985-86). Both the interest in replacing, or returning Cerberus, and the consequences of his 

absence underscore the importance of maintaining the eschatological boundaries. 

Removing Cerberus from the underworld allowed for the encroachment of chthonic space 

into the mortal world. This was most explicit in Seneca’s account. Seneca believed Cerberus 

emerged through the underworld entrance at Heracleia Pontica. The light of the sun shrank from 

him as he did so, but it also had the effect of dazing Cerberus and causing him to vomit (Herodor. 

F31 Fowler & Euph. F41 Lightfoot = schol. Ap.Rhod. 2.353; Xen. An. 6.2.2; Ov. Met. 7.406-19; 

Sen. HF 807-29; Mela 1.92; D.P. 788-92; Eust. ad loc.; schol. Nic. Al. 13b). This vomit poisoned 

the landscape around Heracleia Pontica and created the poisonous plant, aconite.458 His reaction 

and alteration of the landscape foreshadowed Hercules’ insanity in Seneca’s tragedy. Heracles 

also brought up Theseus, a sinner, who was also not comfortable in the daylight.459 When the 

Fury Tisiphone possessed him with madness, darkness obscured his vision (939-51). Like 

Cerberus, he became enraged, and created a chthonic landscape; when he awoke, he thought he 

was in Hades (Sen HF 1138-46; cf. Eur. HF 1088-1108). He saw the house of Hades because he 

had created it from the corpses of his murdered family. 

Elsewhere in Seneca, catastrophes were also expressed in terms of the metaphorical 

encroachment of negative chthonic space into the mortal world, in conjunction with the release 

of Cerberus. In his Oedipus, Seneca described a scene in which the underworld denizens ravaged 

the mortal world as a metaphor for drought and plague; Cerberus had broken free and roamed 

above ground, while the ghosts of men strayed through sacred groves (Sen. Oed. 160-75).460 Later 

in the composition, Cerberus howled in rage when Teiresias cast a spell appealing to Hades and 

Cerberus himself, which allowed the dead to walk the world freely (Sen. Oed. 559-81). Clark 

suggested that removing Cerberus may have also made the way to the surface safe for ghosts, a 

                                                      
457 Robertson 1980. 
458 Chapter 3.5. 
459 Chapter 3.4. 
460 In contrast with Hom. Il. 23.72 
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statement which seemed to be confirmed by both Seneca and Statius.461 It may have even 

explained Odysseus’ ability to explore the underworld with a relative amount of freedom, and to 

summon up ghosts in the Homeric nekyia. In bringing up Cerberus, Heracles shifted the 

boundaries of the underworld, the encroachment of the chthonic landscape was shown both in the 

production of the landscape and the retreat of the sun. This both legitimised the cults of the 

chthonic gods at the Heracleia Pontica nekyomanteion and provided an aition for the practice of 

summoning ghosts there. In Seneca’s account, Heracles metaphorically brought the underworld 

to light exposing new vistas of potential to mankind, including the possibility of learning from 

the ghosts of the past, the practice of psychagogia. At the same time, the negative potential was 

expressed in Seneca’s account, where the breaching of boundaries resulted in destruction. 

 Cerberus’ connection to underworld entrances was not just important at Heracleia. 

Several other cults claimed to be the places where Heracles had either descended or brought up 

Cerberus. A convincing claim to either would make a case for connectivity to the underworld at 

that cult site, and thus legitimate the cult in the eyes of its patrons. It was almost unanimously 

claimed that Heracles made the descent at the Tainaron nekyomanteion (Hecat. FGrH 1 F27 = 

Paus. 3.25.4; Eur. HF 23-5; Sen. HF 662-96; Apollod. 2.5.12), though Xenophon favoured 

Heracleia (An. 6.2.2). Hecataeus thought both the descent and ascent occurred at Tainaron 

(Hecataeus FGrH 1 F27 = Paus. 3.25.4; cf. Eur. HF 23-5). Strabo (12.8.21) proposed that the 

ascent was made through the well-known mephitic entrance at Phrygian Hierapolis. He based this 

conclusion from Alcman, a poet writing in the 7th century BC, who referred to a Phrygian 

‘Cerbesian tune’, which Strabo interpreted as a derivation from the ‘Cerbesian chasm’ and the 

local Cerbesian people at Hierapolis (Alcm. F126 PMG = Strabo 12.8.21). The Acheron 

nekyomanteion at Thesprotia was another candidate for Cerberus’ ascent. Acheron came under 

the jurisdiction of Elea, where coins struck c. 370-330 BC portrayed Cerberus.462 We have seen 

that the ancient scholiasts associated the topography of this the Acheron nekyomanteion with that 

in the account of Homer’s Odyssey; Ogden noted that Aristarchus and Crates had even wanted to 

emend the ‘Cimmerians’ whom Homer associates with the entrance to ‘Cerberians’ (Hom. Od. 

11.14; schol. & Eust. ad loc.).463 Apollodorus, Pausanias and Tzetzes each located the return 

journey at Troezen, which Pausanias explained was because of the presence of altars dedicated to 

the underworld gods located in the Temple of Artemis there (Apollod. 2.5.12; Paus. 2.31.2; Tz. 

Chil. 2.36.407). Pausanias also mentioned that Hermione was thought by its inhabitants to be the 

place where Heracles brought Cerberus up, through a chasm which was sacred to Hades Clymenus 

                                                      
461 Clark 1979: 87. Clark made a tempting suggestion that this might inform the Athenian Anthesteria, 
though the evidence that the dead roamed with the living during the festival is slim (Garthwaite 2010. Also 
Bremmer 1983: 109-123; Burkert 1983: 226-229; Pickard-Cambridge 1968: 14.), and neither Heracles nor 
Cerberus had strong connections to either Athens or the Anthesteria 
462 Dakaris 1993: 31. 
463 Ogden 2013: 114. 
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(Paus. 2.35.10). Hermione is the location where Heracles, in Euripides’ eponymous tragedy, 

stabled the hound before meeting with Eurystheus (Eur. HF 610-19). Pausanias also reported a 

Boeotian claim that Heracles brought Cerberus up at Mt. Laphystion (Paus. 9.34.5), where a 

shrine was dedicated to Heracles Charops for accomplishing that feat. Finally, the 12th century 

AD Etymologicum Magnum preserved an explanation for the name of Emeia near Mycenae as the 

place where Cerberus vomited (ēmesen) when brought up from the underworld, just like at 

Heracleia Pontica.  

Each of these places associated with Cerberus’ exit from (and return to) the underworld 

would have received a sense of legitimacy by making claim to the legend. On one hand this would 

suggest the special chthonic significance of the place, where under the right circumstances, 

individuals could access the underworld. At the same time, it would provide further legitimacy 

and a useful cult aition to the nekyomanteia, since Cerberus’ absence implied the ability of souls 

to move freely. The effects Cerberus had on the landscape also implied an interface between the 

chthonic landscape and the mortal world that was particularly special in those locations, such as 

the grove of Demeter Chthonia at Hermione, where Euripides thought that Heracles had kept him 

temporarily (Eur. HF 610-19). The grove itself must have been conducive enough to keep 

Cerberus content, and thus embody the characteristics of chthonic space. Or would we expect 

Cerberus’ presence to have changed the landscape at Hermione, as it did at Heracleia Pontica, or 

Emeia? At the same time, cults that could claim to be the places where Cerberus was brought up 

could also claim to be the same place where Heracles had conquered death. This too must have 

been a powerful source of legitimacy for chthonic cults, especially nekyomanteia.  

5.2.2 Scylla, guardian of Ocean’s byways 

Thus far the characteristics of chthonic dogs have mirrored aspects which can be naturally 

associated with dogs in the domestic sphere, specifically guardianship and the enforcement of 

boundaries. Cerberus did not have a strong presence in the Homeric epics, but several dogs 

appeared in the Odyssey performing similar functions. Beck wrote that “it is natural that the 

approach to a dwelling should involve meeting dogs”, and observed this phenomenon four times 

in the Odyssey:464 Alcinous’ metal dogs at the threshold of his palace (7.91-94), the wild beasts 

on Circe’s island which were enchanted to behave like dogs (10.212-219), the sheep-dogs of the 

shepherd Eumaeus, which attacked Odysseus as though they were wild beasts (14.21-38), and 

finally Argus, Odysseus’ faithful hound who welcomed him home (17.291-327). While most 

canine encounters in the Odyssey were related to the fantastical oikoi beyond the limits of the 

known world, the final encounter with Argus cemented Odysseus’ completion of his nostos and 

                                                      
464 Beck 1991. Both Beck, and Scott (1948.) before him have commented on the absence of dogs in the 
other Odyssean encounters, particularly with Polyphemus. Scott noted that a barking dog would have 
spoiled Odysseus’ escape plan in the Polyphemus episode. I can only add that if a dog appeared in every 
Odyssean circumstance which paralleled a domestic space, we might have had a poem about dogs. 
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return to his rightful oikos. It was Argus who signalled the beginning of Odysseus’ reintegration 

into his proper oikos, and into society in general. This was Argus’ role, for on recognising and 

welcoming his master home, Argus died (17.325-328). In the Odyssey, Scylla was a chimeric 

monster with canine elements, closely resembling Cerberus in her monstrous chthonic form, and 

her role in enforcing a chthonic boundary. This chapter examines the evidence that aligns Scylla 

with the chthonic dog motif, and the nature of the boundaries that she was enforcing. 

Scylla reveals her chthonic relevance through the combined elements of snakes and dogs 

in her chimeric form. Her pedigree was somewhat contested in antiquity, and but speaks to the 

adoption of both canine and serpent elements. Apollodorus thought her to be sired by the sea god 

Phorcys (Epit. 7.20), while Eustathius suggested it was Poseidon (Eust. Od. 12.85). Homer called 

her mother Cratais (Od. 12.125), agreed upon by Apollodorus (Epit. 7.20) and Apollonius, who 

conflated Cratais with the chthonic goddess Hekate (Ap.Rhod. 4.828; Dionys.Sam. FGrH 15 F2). 

Stesichorus named the draconic goddess Lamia as her mother (PMG F220 = schol. Ap.Rhod. 

4.825-31). Hyginus committed to the draconic genealogy, making her daughter of Typhon and 

Echidna (praef., Fab. 151).  

In Homer’s Odyssey, Scylla was not directly described as either canine or serpentine. The 

dog motif appeared in the form of her bark, but it was not a powerful voice like Cerberus’, instead 

being weak like a puppy’s (Od. 12.85-87). Homer took some care to point out that she was deadly 

despite it (87f):  

ἔνθα δ᾽ ἐνὶ Σκύλλη ναίει δεινὸν λελακυῖα. 

τῆς ἦ τοι φωνὴ μὲν ὅση σκύλακος νεογιλῆς 

γίγνεται, αὐτὴ δ᾽ αὖτε πέλωρ κακόν: οὐδέ κέ τίς μιν 

γηθήσειεν ἰδών, οὐδ᾽ εἰ θεὸς ἀντιάσειεν. 

τῆς ἦ τοι πόδες εἰσὶ δυώδεκα πάντες ἄωροι, 

ἓξ δέ τέ οἱ δειραὶ περιμήκεες, ἐν δὲ ἑκάστῃ 

σμερδαλέη κεφαλή, ἐν δὲ τρίστοιχοι ὀδόντες 

πυκνοὶ καὶ θαμέες, πλεῖοι μέλανος θανάτοιο. 

There within dwells Scylla, who barks dreadfully,  

And her voice comes out as loud as that of an unweaned puppy [skylax].  

But she herself is an evil monster, nor would anyone 

Take pleasure to see her, not if a god should confront her.  

There are twelve feet on her, all dangling in the air;  

She has very six long necks, and on each one  

A terrible head, and on it three rows of teeth  

Thick-set and in a cluster, and full of black death.  

(Hom. Od. 12.85-92, tr. Cook) 
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Whatever Homer had intended to portray by comparing Scylla’s voice with a bark, it was adopted 

into her depictions. In these she was human above the waist, serpentine below the waist, with dog 

heads protruding from her midriff, and dog legs which carried her along (Verg. Aen. 3.420-32; 

Hyg. Fab. 125; Sen. Med. 350-54; Apollod. Epit. 7.20-21).465 This was the canonical image of 

her propagated in the iconographic record, in which she appeared from the 5th century BC, 

onwards (LIMC Skylla i 69 = Figure 17), with only occasional, slight variations.466 

 In the Odyssey, Scylla was an obstacle to Odysseus’ return to Ithaca, but it was not 

entirely clear what kind of boundary she had guarded. Together with the monstrous whirlpool 

Charybdis, she seemed to prevent passage between the known world and the unknown world 

(Hom. Od. 12.54-110, 210-59; cf. Ap.Rhod. 4.786-90, 825-31, 920-25). What is clear is that the 

end of her cave, opposite to where Odysseus encountered her, opened onto Erebus (12.80f); it 

was a passage to the underworld. She is therefore an obvious comparison with Cerberus. Indeed, 

Ovid’s terrifying account of her metamorphosis into a monster directly compared the canine heads 

sprouting from her body to the head of Cerberus (Ov. Met. 14.59-66; cf. Ov. Her. 12.123-27). 

Vergil and Statius each thought of her in similar terms, situating her as a guardian of Hades. In 

the Silvae she did this with the help of Cerberus (Stat. Silv. 5.3.277-82, cf. Theb. 4.533-35). In the 

Aeneid she was among the guards of the underworld that Vergil placed in the ‘house of Orcus’: 

                                                      
465 These resemble depictions of Hekate (below, with Figure 18) and may have inspired Apollonius’ 
attribution of her as Scylla’s mother. 
466 Fish tails: LIMC Skylla i 22, 50ab, 70ab. Wings: LIMC Skylla i 73b, 76, 81. See: Ogden 2013: 132. 

 

Figure 17: Scylla. Boeotian Red-figured bell-krater, c. 430 BC. Paris, Musée du Louvre, CA 1341. © 
RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre) / Hervé Lewandowski. 



168 
 

“Besides, many variety of monsters can be found stabled here at the doors – Centaurs and freakish 

Scyllas” (Multaque praeterea variarum monstra ferarum / Centauri in foribus stabulant, 

Scyllaeque biformes: Verg. Aen. 6.285f, tr. Day Lewis). The adoption of Scylla into underworld 

celebrity by the Latin poets gives her legitimacy as a chthonic guardian, at the same time also 

giving legitimacy to interpretations of distant sea voyages, like the Odyssey and Argonautica, as 

metaphorical katabases.  

Scylla formed a part of a set obstacles that defined the terror of crossing into that unknown 

landscape, as outlined by Circe; Odysseus had to pass by the Sirens, and Scylla and Charybdis, 

as well as the much less terrifying island of Helios, equally dangerous due to the temptation of 

plundering the sun god’s cattle (12.36-141). Apollonius viewed Scylla in similar terms. The 

Argonauts were enjoined to take an alternate route home than through the terrors of Scylla, 

Charybdis, and the Wandering Rocks (4.920-25), which he described as κύντερος – “more 

canine”, translated as “more terrible” (LSJ s.v. κύντερος). “More canine” might instead mean that 

these obstacles were more like the canonical guardian of Hades, Cerberus. Thus, they were also 

more like the prospect of facing unyielding death, and passing them would necessitate more 

interventions, either divine or initiatory. The existential threat posed by Scylla was also present 

in Homer, and emphatically stated by Circe. She gave Odysseus a choice like the one given to the 

Argonauts. Pass by the Clashing Rocks, which according to the traditions of Homer’s time had 

not become fixed in place, and neutralised as a threat, or take the route past Scylla.467 In the 

Odyssey, the Argonauts had been the only ship to escape the Clashing Rocks with the aid of Hera 

(12.69-72), and for whatever reason (probably fidelity to oral traditions), this was impossible for 

Odysseus to achieve: 

Πλαγκτὰς δή τοι τάς γε θεοὶ μάκαρες καλέουσι. 

τῇ μέν τ᾽ οὐδὲ ποτητὰ παρέρχεται οὐδὲ πέλειαι 

τρήρωνες, ταί τ᾽ ἀμβροσίην Διὶ πατρὶ φέρουσιν, 

ἀλλά τε καὶ τῶν αἰὲν ἀφαιρεῖται λὶς πέτρη: 

ἀλλ᾽ ἄλλην ἐνίησι πατὴρ ἐναρίθμιον εἶναι. 

τῇ δ᾽ οὔ πώ τις νηῦς φύγεν ἀνδρῶν, ἥ τις ἵκηται … 

Those, indeed, do the blessed gods call the Wandering Rocks, 

Where nothing that flies can get by, not even the timid 

Doves that carry ambrosia to father Zeus. 

And the sheer rock always takes away one of them, 

But the Father sends another to make up the number. 

No ship of men that arrives there ever escapes … 

(Hom. Od. 12.61-66, tr. Cook) 

                                                      
467 On the fixing of the Clashing Rocks: Chapter 3.1, and Ap.Rhod. 4.1001-3. 
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The gravity of the threats in Homer’s epic were opposite to the ones of Apollonius’ epic, but the 

threats posed by Scylla and Charybdis were no less impossible. They were equally impassable by 

mortals (12.98f), and even the sea-god Poseidon was powerless to save anyone from Charybdis 

(12.106f). Odysseus asked Circe whether he could ward off Scylla (12.112-14), for which she 

chided him. Her exasperated response revealed Scylla’s unsurmountable nature as an existential 

threat: 

‘σχέτλιε, καὶ δὴ αὖ τοι πολεμήια ἔργα μέμηλε 

καὶ πόνος: οὐδὲ θεοῖσιν ὑπείξεαι ἀθανάτοισιν; 

ἡ δέ τοι οὐ θνητή, ἀλλ᾽ ἀθάνατον κακόν ἐστι, 

δεινόν τ᾽ ἀργαλέον τε καὶ ἄγριον οὐδὲ μαχητόν: 

οὐδέ τις ἔστ᾽ ἀλκή: φυγέειν κάρτιστον ἀπ᾽ αὐτῆς. 

You rash man, do the works of war concern you again 

And toil? Will you not yield to the immortal gods? 

She is not mortal for you, but an immortal evil, 

Dreadful, oppressive, wild, and not to be fought. 

And there is no defense. It is best to flee from her. 

(Hom. Od. 12.116-20, tr. Cook) 

Despite the impossibility of confronting Scylla, the solution for Odysseus had already been 

presented by Homer: become the pathetic ambrosia-carrying dove. Scylla had only six heads, and 

so could only catch six of Odysseus’ crew at a time (12.108-10). Therefore, eluding Scylla became 

a game of attrition, like the sending of doves through the Clashing Rocks. From these narratives 

we learn that Scylla’s nature was insurmountable like Cerberus, but her approach was unlike his 

‘cruel trick’ of letting invaders pass by and trapping them in Hades. Scylla simply solved the 

problem of breached boundaries by sending interlopers to Hades in the shape of a soul. She 

equally embodied the permanence of death, but it in a slightly different manner. 

 The kind of boundary guarded by Scylla in the Odyssey is still ambiguous. She certainly 

blocked an entrance to Hades, but that was not Odysseus’ route; she guarded two directions. The 

second was the passage between the landscape of the known world that contained Odysseus’ 

home of Ithaca, and one that was inaccessible and beyond the reach of human comprehension. 

This boundary was given more definition by the episode of Odysseus’ arrival on Scheria, which 

occurred immediately after he escaped Scylla, Charybdis, and Helios’ island. The Phaeacians’ 

island of Scheria was the farthest point of civilisation, a clear dividing point between mortal and 

divine landscapes. Nausicaa explained that the Phaeacians were both close to the gods, and the 

most remote of mortals:  

… μάλα γὰρ φίλοι ἀθανάτοισιν.  

οἰκέομεν δ᾽ ἀπάνευθε πολυκλύστῳ ἐνὶ πόντῳ,  

ἔσχατοι, οὐδέ τις ἄμμι βροτῶν ἐπιμίσγεται ἄλλος  
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 For they [the Phaeacians] are very dear to the gods, 

And we dwell far away in the much-surging Ocean, 

The remotest of men. And no other mortal has congress with us. 

(Hom. Od. 6.203-5, tr. Cook) 

Odysseus even thought that the mountains on Scheria looked like a shield (5.279-81). Scheria was 

located within the narrative as the boundary point between mortal and divine realms. At this point 

of Odysseus’ journey, his tribulations had ostensibly ended; all that remained was to reclaim his 

position in Ithaca. From a liminal perspective, he had overcome his pathos, and was ready to be 

reintegrated into society, significantly, starting with the Phaeacians at the boundary of civilisation. 

The threat Scylla posed was therefore an existential one, which conforms with the ancient 

anxieties surrounding exploration of unknown territory, therefore also fitting into the concept of 

liminal space at the eschatiai of society. 

 Scylla was sometimes referenced in later literature in ways that support the interpretation 

of her as a threshold guardian who was fatal for those who encountered her. A passage from 

Aeschylus’ Agamemnon seems written specifically to compare Agamemnon’s nostos with 

Odysseus’ nostos.468 In this passage, Cassandra’s prophecy warned Agamemnon about 

Clytemnestra’s intent to murder him by comparing her with Scylla: 

νεῶν τ᾽ ἄπαρχος Ἰλίου τ᾽ ἀναστάτης  

οὐκ οἶδεν οἷα γλῶσσα μισητῆς κυνὸς  

λείξασα κἀκτείνασα φαιδρὸν οὖς, δίκην  

Ἄτης λαθραίου, τεύξεται κακῇ τύχῃ.  

τοιάδε τόλμα: θῆλυς ἄρσενος φονεὺς  

ἔστιν. τί νιν καλοῦσα δυσφιλὲς δάκος  

τύχοιμ᾽ ἄν; ἀμφίσβαιναν, ἢ Σκύλλαν τινὰ  

οἰκοῦσαν ἐν πέτραισι, ναυτίλων βλάβην,  

θύουσαν Ἅιδου μητέρ᾽ ἄσπονδόν τ᾽ Ἄρη  

φίλοις πνέουσαν; 

The ships' commander and  

overturner of Troy will meet with underhand destruction, 

through evil fortune; he does not know the kind of bite 

behind the hateful bitch's tongue when it brightly laid back 

its ears and licked. Such is the male's female murderer in 

her audacity. What loathsome monster should I be accurate 

in calling her—an amphisbaena, or a Scylla living in the 

                                                      
468 Hopman 2012: 114-123. 
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rocks, destruction for sailors, a hellish mother raging and 

breathing war without truce on her dearest? (Aesch. Ag. 1227-35, tr. Collard) 

Aeschylus succeeded in creating one of the most well-constructed inversions of a mythical 

narrative. Cassandra took the role of Odysseus’ Circe, providing the knowledge to recognise and 

defeat Clytemnestra, but Agamemnon was, of course, doomed to ignore her wisdom (cf. Aesch. 

Ag. 1202-12). And while the ritual significance of Agamemnon’s murder whilst bathing has been 

commented upon,469 did Aeschylus pursue this theme to bring congruence to his Scylla analogy? 

For just as Scylla fishes for dolphins, sharks, and the like among her prey (Hom. Od. 12.95-7), 

Clytemnestra casts her robe like a net over Agamemnon to seize him fast like a haul of fish (Ag. 

1380-83). As Circe advised Odysseus, it is best to flee from Scylla (Od. 12.120), but Agamemnon 

had no choice.470 Aeschylus also aligned Clytemnestra with Cerberus by appealing to the Hesiodic 

image of the hound of Hades when Cassandra called her a “cursed bitch” (κυνός), who fawned 

on Agamemnon with “wagging ears” (1227-29). Clytemnestra was also given the sobriquet 

“mother of/from Hades” (Ἅιδου μητέρ: 1235), unique in the Greek corpus.471 This was possibly 

intended to represent her as the matriarchal head of a household that metaphorically resembled 

Hades. In this passage we see a metaphorical demonstration of Hades as a domestic space, with a 

comparison of Clytemnestra to both Scylla and Cerberus, through which she embodied the 

unyielding and inescapable nature of death. 

Aeschylus’ comparison of Clytemnestra to the Hesiodic Cerberus drew out an emphasis 

on her treachery, which Aeschylus seemed to emphasise by highlighting Scylla’s serpentine 

characteristics in calling her an amphisbaena (Ag. 1233). Amphisbaena (meaning “going both-

ways”) was a snake with a head at each end, known for its excess of poison (Plin. HN 8.35; Nonn. 

5.145-7; cf. Ael. NA 8.8, 9.23; Luc. 9.719; Phot. s.v. Ἀμφίσβαινα = PCG F457; Eust. Od. 2.290). 

It emphasised Clytemnestra’s deadliness and treachery, through its ambiguity (going in two 

directions), and her independence, through its proximity to the Greek word ἆμφίσβητέω: “to stand 

apart / disagree with.”472 This collided with the derogatory emphasis upon Clytemnestra as a dog 

to create an image of her as Scylla, which Hopman concluded was intended to highlight her 

aggressive sexuality.473 Graver has argued that the use of κυνός as an appellation in the Homeric 

epics denoted a promiscuous, aggressive, treacherous woman, as well as a sense of grasping 

                                                      
469 Duke 1954; Seaford 1984. 
470 The consequence of Agamemnon’s ignorance was that he wrongly interpreted Clytemnestra as his 
version of Penelope. Indeed, Hopman interpreted Clytemnestra’s apology to the citizens of Argos (Ag. 855-
94) as a “perverted parallel” of Penelope’s defence against the suitors: Hopman 2012: 129. 
471 Seaford preferred “maenad of Hades” based on its usage elsewhere in tragedy, and the association of 
maenads with kin-slaying: Seaford 2005: 35-37. The theory fits, as the Bacchic frenzy of maenads and their 
ritual connotations align with line 1235 – θύουσαν – which may derive either from ‘sacrifice’ or ‘fury’. 
472 Hopman 2012: 117. n. 6. It is worth recalling the predicted violence of Orestes, who identified himself 
with the snake that bit Clytemnestra in her dream, as well as the chthonic connotations of that scene (Aesch. 
Ch. 523-50), see: Chapter 5.1. 
473 Ibid., 114-123. 
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greediness.474 The treacherousness of dogs was something that resolved itself into proverb, 

“secretly biting dog” (κύων λαίθαργος), which was used in the same context in a fragment from 

Sophocles (TrGF F885 Radt).475 Campbell interpreted Cassandra’s use of the κυνός as a clear 

rejection of Clytemnestra’s claim to being a loyal house-dog (δωμάτων κύνα / ἐσθλὴν ἐκείνῳ: 

Aesch. Ag. 607-8) through the comparison with Cerberus, who would fawn on passers-by but eat 

them if they attempted to leave Hades (Hes. Th. 769-74).476 Clytemnestra, who licked the king’s 

hand, stretched out in gladness, then bit the hand that stroked her (Ag. 1229-33). Hopman 

recognised that the “hateful dog” metaphor was also present in Agamemnon’s description of 

Clytemnestra’s treachery in the Odyssey:477 

… ἡ δὲ κυνῶπις 

νοσφίσατ᾽, οὐδέ μοι ἔτλη ἰόντι περ εἰς Ἀίδαο 

χερσὶ κατ᾽ ὀφθαλμοὺς ἑλέειν σύν τε στόμ᾽ ἐρεῖσαι. 

ὣς οὐκ αἰνότερον καὶ κύντερον ἄλλο γυναικός 

… The bitch-faced woman 

Turned away; as I went to Hades she could not bear 

To shut my eyes with her hand and close up my mouth. 

So there is nothing more dreadful and shameless (κύντερον) than a woman  

(Hom. Od. 11.424-7, tr. Cook)  

Hopman also noticed that the dog that betrays through subterfuge worked with Cassandra’s Scylla 

metaphor, because just as she hid within the rocks in Cassandra’s prophecy (Aesch. Ag. 1233-

34), in the Odyssey she remained undetected until the moment she struck (Hom. Od. 11.424-7).478 

But in Agamemnon’s description of her ‘doggish’ behaviour she also demonstrated an ignorance 

of funerary customs, which compares the circumstances of Agamemnon’s death with the 

detestable fate of being devoured by scavenging dogs. The tragic beauty of Cassandra’s prophecy 

highlighted Agamemnon’s inability to understand that Clytemnestra was not his Penelope, but his 

Scylla, and his Cerberus, by combining multiple ideas surrounding the motifs of dogs and snakes. 

The Homeric Scylla was conflated with Scylla of Megara in later times. This seems to 

have followed from Aeschylus’ use of both Scyllas to suggest canine treacherousness. In the 

Libation Bearers, which followed the Agamemnon, Aeschylus alluded to Scylla of Megara to 

emphasise Clytemnestra’s monstrosity:  

ἄλλαν δεῖ τιν᾽ ἐν λόγοις στυγεῖν  

φοινίαν κόραν,  

                                                      
474 Graver 1995. 
475 Headlam & Pearson 1910: ad loc. 1227ff. 
476 Campbell 1932: 50. 
477 Hopman 2012: 129. 
478 Ibid. 
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ἅτ᾽ ἐχθρῶν ὑπαὶ  

φῶτ᾽ ἀπώλεσεν φίλον Κρητικοῖς  

χρυσοκμήτοισιν ὅρμοις  

πιθήσασα δώροισι Μίνω,  

Νῖσον ἀθανάτας τριχὸς  

νοσφίσασ᾽ ἀπροβούλως  

πνέονθ᾽ ἁ κυνόφρων ὕπνῳ.  

κιγχάνει δέ μιν Ἑρμῆς. 

There is another in myth to detest,  

that murderous daughter, 

for bringing her own kin 

death at the hands of his enemies', 

persuaded by the Cretan necklace, worked in gold, 

which was given her by Minos; 

she despoiled Nisus 

of his immortal hair while slumber's breath 

unguarded him, the heartless bitch [dog-minded]; 

and then Hermes came for him.  (Aesch. Ch. 613-22, tr. Collard) 

The introduction to Scylla in this passage added to the immediately preceding example of the 

treacherous Althaea (602-11). While ἄλλα δεῖ τιν᾽ referred to the Scylla of Megara, it may have 

simultaneously alluded to the Homeric Scylla. Scylla of Megara was a figure from mythical 

history, who murdered her father Nisus in order betray the city of Megara to King Minos (Hyg. 

Fab. 198; Ov. Met. 8.1-151; Paus. 2.34.7; Apollod. 3.15.5-8; schol. D.P. 420). Like Cassandra’s 

prophecy in Agamemnon, the lyrics of the chorus related the “dog” metaphor back to this Scylla, 

who was κυνόφρων – “dog-minded” (Ch. 621). Here the chorus drew mythical comparisons 

between Clytemnestra, and women of myth who – subdued by passion (ἔρως: Ch. 599f) – 

committed atrocities on their kin. The chorus framed their human subjects in terms suitable for 

mythical monsters:  

πολλὰ μὲν γᾶ τρέφει  

δεινὰ καὶ δειμάτων ἄχη,  

πόντιαί τ᾽ ἀγκάλαι κνωδάλων  

ἀνταίων βρύουσι 

The earth nurtures many terrors  

which frighten and cause grief; 

the ocean's rounded arms 

teem with hostile brute creatures (Aesch. Ch. 585-8, tr. Collard) 
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The framing of monsters from the earth and the ocean was possibly intended to remind the 

audience of the Scylla analogy made in the previous drama of the trilogy. Aeschylus’ use of both 

Scyllas, and his application of the dog to each may have encouraged conflation in later traditions. 

Ovid certainly conflated the two in his Fasti (4.499f) wherein Scylla was briefly mentioned. Yet 

in his Metamorphoses he made a clear distinction between the Megaran Scylla (8.1-151) and the 

Homeric Scylla (14.1-74). The conflation in the Fasti was an oddity, perhaps an innovation, but 

was not repeated by any other author in antiquity. Nevertheless, Ovid’s tales of the Scyllas 

duplicated the themes of betrayal and revenge found in Aeschylus. In the tale of Megaran Scylla 

there were allusions to the Homeric Scylla, since Minos declared her a monster, and cursed her 

to be banished beyond earth and sea (8.95-100). Regretting her actions, she cursed herself as a 

daughter of Syrtis, or Charybdis (Met. 8.119-21).479 Later she leapt into the sea and pursued 

Minos’ fleet, displaying surprising strength and comfort in the ocean (142-44). Nevertheless, the 

poem concluded with Scylla’s unexpected metamorphosis into a bird rather than a monster. 

Ovid’s second story of Scylla (Met. 14.1-74) was clearly about the Scylla of epic, who in 

his story metamorphosed into her monstrous shape because of Circe’s jealousy. Two familiar 

chthonic themes appear in this account. Firstly, the creation of a chthonic landscape by Circe, 

with help of the magic of the underworld goddess Hecate (42-44). It becomes apparent from the 

text that this was the cove where Scylla lived in the Odyssey, and it was the potent magical toxicity 

imbued into the landscape which transformed her into her canine form (51-67). Secondly, Ovid 

drew a clear parallel between Scylla and Cerberus, as she looked down upon her changing form, 

and saw “Cerberean jaws” – Cerbereos rictus – in place of her thighs (64f). Ovid reimagined 

Scylla’s attack on Odysseus as vengeance against Circe (70f), then explained the ability of Aeneas 

to circumvent the danger: after Odysseus eluded her, she was transformed into stone, and so she 

and Charybdis became associated with the Strait of Messina in antiquity (72-4). Ovid’s 

metamorphosis of Scylla into stone preserved her status as an impermeable threat that was only 

able to be overcome by Odysseus but was now nullified by her monumentalisation in the 

landscape, and like the symplegades did, she remained a clearly identifiable marker of space. 

 The Homeric account of Scylla lead to the attachment of dog motifs to her, whether 

intended or not. Both this and her position in the geography and narrative of the Odyssey may 

have caused ideas to be generated around her myth which aligned her closely with thoughts about 

Cerberus yet traces of the same ideas were already present in the Homeric epic. The Hesiodic idea 

of the treacherous house-dog became more detectable in the myths of Scylla than it was in the 

myths of Cerberus. Similar ideas about the implacability of death and the danger of chthonic 

spaces became associated with this monstrous figure who was consistently depicted with canine 

components. Again, we witnessed duality of potential in Aeschylus’ comparison of 

                                                      
479 Syrtis: a dangerous gulf on the coast of Libya (Plin. HN 5.26-28; Sall. Jug. 78).  
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Agamemnon’s and Odysseus’ nostoi through the metaphor of Scylla, wherein the ability to 

interpret wisdom correctly resulted in the Odysseus’ positive exploration of ambiguous territory, 

but Agamemnon’s journey into his metaphorical house of Hades resulted in catastrophe. 

5.2.3 The Furies: Erinyes, Keres, and the Dirae 

Both the Erinyes (Furies) and the Keres were chthonic beings who had been described using a 

combination of human appearance and dog motifs. They differ from Cerberus and Scylla in that 

their behaviour in narratives invites comparisons to hunting dogs, or scavengers, rather than guard 

dogs. The correlation of scavenging dogs with canine inhabitants of the underworld was well 

expressed in Aristophanes Frogs, when the ‘circling hounds of Cocytus’ threaten to feast on 

Dionysus’ insides, like scavenging dogs upon untended corpses (Ar. Ra. 465-78). Aristophanes’ 

hounds of Cocytus combined themes of the enforcement of eschatological boundaries with 

punishment, which also could be felt in the appeal to Cocytus itself, if we include Plato’s 

approach.480 From the earliest sources we learn that the Erinyes were more interested in moral 

prescriptions, overwhelmingly to do with kinship, but also the application of consequences.481 

Indeed, hunting terms were etymologically connected to the word “dog” (κύων), forming words 

like “huntsman” (κυνηγέτης/κυνηγός), “hunting” (κυνηγέσιον/κυνήγιοιν), and “to hunt” 

(κυνηγέω).482 The Keres were less well defined, particularly in Homer, and were later often 

conflated with the Erinyes. Both the Erinyes and Keres were concerned with the fate of 

individuals, pursuing and catching those who needed or deserved to die. Their interest in moral 

prescriptions added a new dimension to the inexorability of death, for we shall learn from the 

myths that these goddesses could be appeased if the moral conundrums could be resolved. This 

section explores the chthonic pedigrees of the Erinyes and Keres, how they had been depicted 

with dog motifs, and how the ideas surrounding them may inform the relevance of dogs to the 

underworld.   

We start with the Keres, whose depictions as bestial spirits may have influenced later 

perceptions of the Erinyes. The diffuse accounts of the Keres and Ker tend to align in the sense 

that they were death spirits.483 In epic poetry, Ker was typically a common noun meaning ‘doom’ 

or ‘fate of death’, occurring in both singular and plural.484 In Hesiod’s Theogony there was a 

single Ker, a sister of Hypnos (Sleep) and Thanatos (Death), and a group of Keres who were 

avenging goddesses like the Erinyes (Hes. Th. 211-22). Their Roman equivalents were the 

Tenebrae (Darknesses) (Cic. ND 3.17). Hesiod gave both Ker and the Keres chthonic pedigrees 

                                                      
480 Chapter 4.3. 
481 Erinyes and kinship: Johnston 2013: 251-267. 
482 Considering the Erinyes’ interest in prescriptions, this may have impinged on the belief that the 
fantastical tribe of Kynokephaloi (dog-heads) who resembled dogs in behaviour and look, were also known 
to be incredibly just (Ctes. F45.37-43 Nichols = Phot. Bibl. 72). 
483 Harrison 1908: 165-223. 
484 Sourvinou-Inwood 1981: 19. 
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as children of Nyx (Night). In Homeric epic, ‘Ker’ was violent, and personal, but also inexorable 

in a way that traditional death, Ker’s brother Thanatos, was not.485 These did not appear to be 

personified by Homer. The theme of ‘Ker’ as a violent death was perpetuated by Smyrnaeus in 

his epic The Fall of Troy, in which he frequently used the Keres as representatives of imminent 

death in battle. Yet there was also a sense that the certainty of Ker could be circumvented if one 

was not in the circumstances to encounter it. Thus, Paris avoided Ker simply by not confronting 

Menelaus (Hom. Il. 3.30-32, 355-60). 

The perception of Ker as a violent death, possibly the kind experienced in battle, 

conforms with the Keres’ depiction as ravenous dogs. This was best expressed by Apollonius, 

who described them as the swift hounds of Hades: 

ἔνθα δ᾽ ἀοιδῇσιν μειλίσσετο, μέλπε δὲ Κῆρας  

θυμοβόρους, Ἀίδαο θοὰς κύνας, αἳ περὶ πᾶσαν  

ἠέρα δινεύουσαι ἐπὶ ζωοῖσιν ἄγονται. 

And with songs did she propitiate and invoke the Death- spirits, devourers of life, 

the swift hounds of Hades, who, hovering through all the air, swoop down on the 

living. (Ap.Rhod. 4.1665-67, tr. Seaton) 

Medea conjured the Keres in her battle with the bronze automaton, Talos; they caused the vein in 

his leg to be opened, and having been weakened, he plunged to his death from the high cliffside 

(Ap.Rhod. 4.1659-84).486 While Homer did not seem to personify Ker, he did personify the Keres, 

and their association with dogs was present in his Iliad. Hector called the Achaean army ‘dogs 

born of the Keres’, and claimed that the Keres brought them on their ships (8.526-28). Homer 

later described the Keres on the shield of Achilles, not explicitly identifying them with dogs, but 

providing the details to do so: 

ἐν δ᾽ Ἔρις ἐν δὲ Κυδοιμὸς ὁμίλεον, ἐν δ᾽ ὀλοὴ Κήρ, 

ἄλλον ζωὸν ἔχουσα νεούτατον, ἄλλον ἄουτον, 

ἄλλον τεθνηῶτα κατὰ μόθον ἕλκε ποδοῖιν: 

εἷμα δ᾽ ἔχ᾽ ἀμφ᾽ ὤμοισι δαφοινεὸν αἵματι φωτῶν. 

ὡμίλευν δ᾽ ὥς τε ζωοὶ βροτοὶ ἠδ᾽ ἐμάχοντο, 

νεκρούς τ᾽ ἀλλήλων ἔρυον κατατεθνηῶτας. 

and Hate [Eris] was there with Confusion among them, and Death [Ker] the 

destructive;  

she was holding a live man with a new wound, and another  

one unhurt, and dragged a dead man by the feet through the carnage.  

                                                      
485 Vermeule 1979: 39-41. 
486 He also called Harpies the ‘hounds of Zeus’ (2.288-90). Penelope wished for these to carry her to the 
afterlife (Hom. Od. 20.61-65). 



177 
 

The clothing upon her shoulders showed strong red with the men's blood.  

All [the Keres] closed together like living men and fought with each other  

and dragged away from each other the corpses of those who had fallen.  

(Hom. Il. 18.535-40, tr. Lattimore) 

Here the Keres drag away the dead and dying, swarming and fighting over the bodies, like 

scavenging dogs.   

Hesiod described a battle scene on the shield of Heracles almost identically to the one on 

Homer’s shield of Achilles; a Ker dragged the corpses of men from the battlefield, wearing a 

himation soaked in blood, “and terribly she glared and gnashed her teeth” (δεινὸν δερκομένη 

καναχῇσί τε βεβρυχυῖα: Hes. Sc. 160, tr. Evelyn-White). Elsewhere, the Keres pursued men in 

battle, in a scene that also emphasised their canine nature: 

… αἳ δὲ μετ᾽ αὐτοὺς  

Κῆρες κυάνεαι, λευκοὺς ἀραβεῦσαι ὀδόντας,  

δεινωπαὶ βλοσυραί τε δαφοιναί τ᾽ ἄπληταί τε  

δῆριν ἔχον περὶ πιπτόντων: πᾶσαι δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἵεντο  

αἷμα μέλαν πιέειν: ὃν δὲ πρῶτον μεμάποιεν  

κείμενον ἢ πίπτοντα νεούτατον, ἀμφὶ μὲν αὐτῷ  

βάλλ᾽ ὄνυχας μεγάλους, ψυχὴ δ᾽ Ἄιδόσδε κατῇεν  

Τάρταρον ἐς κρυόενθ᾽. αἳ δὲ φρένας εὖτ᾽ ἀρέσαντο  

αἵματος ἀνδρομέου, τὸν μὲν ῥίπτασκον ὀπίσσω,  

ἂψ δ᾽ ὅμαδον καὶ μῶλον ἐθύνεον αὖτις ἰοῦσαι. 

Κλωθὼ καὶ Λάχεσίς σφιν ἐφέστασαν: ἣ μὲν ὑφήσσων  

Ἀτροπος οὔ τι πέλεν μεγάλη θεός, ἀλλ᾽ ἄρα ἥ γε  

τῶν γε μὲν ἀλλάων προφερής τ᾽ ἦν πρεσβυτάτη τε.  

πᾶσαι δ᾽ ἀμφ᾽ ἑνὶ φωτὶ μάχην δριμεῖαν ἔθεντο.  

δεινὰ δ᾽ ἐς ἀλλήλας δράκον ὄμμασι θυμήνασαι,  

ἐν δ᾽ ὄνυχας χεῖράς τε θρασείας ἰσώσαντο. 

… and behind them the dusky Fates [Keres], gnashing their white fangs, 

lowering, grim, bloody, and unapproachable, struggled for those who were 

falling, for they all were longing to drink dark blood. So soon as they caught a 

man overthrown or falling newly wounded, one of them would clasp her great 

claws about him, and his soul would go down to Hades to chilly Tartarus. And 

when they had satisfied their souls with human blood, they would cast that one 

behind them, and rush back again into the tumult and the fray. Clotho and 

Lachesis were over them and Atropos less tall than they, a goddess of no great 

frame, yet superior to the others and the eldest of them. And they all made a fierce 
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fight over one poor wretch, glaring evilly at one another with furious eyes and 

fighting equally with claws and hands. (Hes. Sc. 248-263, tr. Evelyn-White) 

In later literature the Keres were also occasionally identified with dogs. Euripides gave them an 

avenging role like the Erinyes, as they pursued Elektra, glaring like hounds (literally “dog-faced”: 

κυνώπιδες) and driving her to madness, until Athena intervened and turned them away with the 

Gorgon (Eur. El. 1250-57). Heracles, driven to murder his children through insanity induced by 

the goddess Lyssa (Madness), called out to the Keres (Eur. HF 858-74). It is uncertain whether 

Heracles called upon them to bring doom to his enemies for their part in his circumstance, or to 

punish himself for his crimes, but their association with kinship violence is clear. The Keres were 

also used by Aeschylus and Sophocles to personify the curse of Oedipus’ kinship violence. 

Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes concluded with an exhortation to the Keres and Erinyes in the 

same breath, for their part in cyclical familial violence of Oedipus’ dynasty (Aesch. Sept. 1060-

62). Sophocles employed them in a similar fashion, relating them directly to the curse of Oedipus, 

he was described moving furtively through woods, caves, and rocks as the Keres pursued him 

(Soph. OT 463-82). Pausanias’ description of the chest of Cypselus showed Ker standing behind 

Polynices, waiting to carry him to Hades; she “bares teeth no less fierce than beast, and there are 

curved talons on her hands” (ὀδόντας τε ἔχουσα οὐδὲν ἡμερωτέρους θηρίου καί οἱ τῶν χειρῶν 

εἰσιν ἐπικαμπεῖς οἱ ὄνυχες: Paus. 5.19.6). Presumably the sculptors had also conflated this Ker 

with the Erinyes, since these were concerned with the fate of Polynices. This synergy of purpose 

between the Keres and the Erinyes was thematic to the tragic poets, finding expression in 

Aeschylus, Euripides, and Sophocles. In later texts the Keres are more invested in a duty of ethical 

reprisal, a sense absent in Homeric epic.   

 Unlike the Keres, the Erinyes had always directly been concerned with kinship violence. 

They were also known and worshipped in cult by their euphemistic names the Eumenides (Kindly 

Ones), and Semnai Theai (August Goddesses).487 They entered the mythical record in Hesiod’s 

Theogony, with a pedigree that emphasised their chthonic origins, and their interest in kinship 

violence, having been born from Cronus’ act of patricide, from the spilt blood of his father 

Ouranos’ wounds mingling with the earth (Gaia) (Hes. Th. 183-87; cf. Apollod. 1.1.4). Their 

interests aligned with broader interests in justice, since Hesiod believed they were integral in the 

birth of the personified Oath (Op. 803f), while Homer had them punish oath breakers in the 

underworld (Il. 19.259f). Many later sources imagined the Erinyes exacting punishment in Hades 

upon the souls of those who had done wrong in their past lives; the theme was very popular in 

                                                      
487 There are objections to identifying the Erinyes with the Eumenides and the Semnai Theai, see Brown 
1984. However, the argument relies on the rejection of ancient testimonies, particularly of Pausanias 
(1.28.6) who visited and had direct access to the cult. Absence of cultic evidence under the name of the 
Erinyes was also cited, however it is well known that fearsome chthonic deities received worship under 
euphemistic names, eg: Hades, only worshipped under his name at Elis, and Pausanias noted that the case 
of Elis was unusual (6.25.2). See also: Johnston 2013: 267-273. 
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Latin poetry (Verg. Georg. 3.37-9; Prop. 2.20, 3.5, 4.11; Hyg. Fab. 79; Sen. HF 578-81; Val.Fl. 

2.192-95, 4.73-5; Stat. Theb. 1.56-87 & 712-15, 2.52f, 4.53-8; Q.S. 5.520-26). 

Various other accounts gave variations on the Erinyes’ genealogy. Epimenides thought 

them to be children of Cronus and Euonyme (schol. Soph. OC 42; schol. Tz. Lyc. 406). In Statius 

and in the Orphic Hymns they were the children of Hades and Persephone (Stat. Theb. 11.136, 

12.558-591; Orph. H. 29, 70). This arrangement fits well with the theme of the underworld as 

oikos, for the Erinyes could be understood as an extension of the underworld familial hierarchy. 

They were connected to Persephone and other chthonic gods in cult, where they were given 

images together with Persephone, or both Hades and Persephone, Gaia, and Demeter, or otherwise 

identified with Demeter herself (Paus. 1.28.6, 1.31.4, 8.25.3-7, 8.42.1, 9.33.3). Aeschylus thought 

them children of the chthonic goddess Night (Eum. 416), a tradition followed by Lycophron 

(437f), and the Roman poets Vergil (Aen. 6.249f, 12.845-8) and Ovid (Ov. Met. 4.451f). This 

tradition paralleled them with the Keres, also born from Night. It is worth mentioning that 

Valerius Flaccus made them the daughters of Poine (Retribution), of obvious metaphorical 

significance, but he was alone in doing this (Val.Fl. 1.730). 

There were typically three canonical Erinyes named Tisiphone, Megaera, and Alecto. It 

had been thought that Vergil was the earliest reliable source for the names of the Erinyes, after 

which other poets followed suit. Prior to Vergil, Euripides had not named them, but stated they 

were three in number (Tro. 457, Or. 408, 1650). They comprised the chorus of Aeschylus’ 

Eumenides thus suggesting that they numbered more than a dozen, though that may have been 

entirely the dependent upon the traditional size of the tragic chorus. Vergil’s Aeneid suggested 

numbers the size of a military cohort, a “column of sisters” (agmina sororum: 6.572), but 

Edgeworth suggested it may have also referred to any of the myriad daughters of Night.488 It is 

possible that Vergil thought of the Furiae and the Dirae, their Roman equivalents, as distinct 

groups, in which case he allotted Megaera into the latter group.489 However, it is unclear whether 

we should distinguish the Dirae from the Furiae, and Vergil’s divine hierarchy in the Aeneid 

operated somewhat differently from the Greek one.490 Despite the anonymity of the Greek 

Erinyes, they were depicted together and named upon Paestan vases from Southern Italy and 

Etruria dated to the Hellenistic period.491  Thus the traditions in which the Erinyes were named 

may have developed among the Greeks of the Italian Peninsula, and Vergil seems to have 

innovated in separating Megaera from her sisters.  

 The chthonic nature of the Erinyes was emphasised by depicting them with snakes, but 

this chapter is focused upon why they were related to dogs. We shall briefly address how they 

                                                      
488 Edgeworth 1983. 
489 Ibid. 
490 See below. 
491 Mackie 1992: 354-356. See below on the Erinyes’ distinct role in the Aeneid. 
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were shown with snakes, and later incorporate what was learned about these from Chapter 5.1. In 

iconography, the Erinyes were usually shown as maidens with snakes entwined around their arms 

or in their hair.492 According to Pausanias, Aeschylus began this tradition by dressing his chorus 

that way in Eumenides: 

πρῶτος δέ σφισιν Αἰσχύλος δράκοντας ἐποίησεν ὁμοῦ ταῖς ἐν τῇ κεφαλῇ θριξὶν 

εἶναι: τοῖς δὲ ἀγάλμασιν οὔτε τούτοις ἔπεστιν οὐδὲν φοβερὸν οὔτε ὅσα ἄλλα 

κεῖται θεῶν τῶν ὑπογαίων.  

Aeschylus was the first to represent them with snakes in their hair. But there is 

nothing terrible in their images nor in the other images of the nether gods. (Paus. 

1.28.6, tr. Frazer) 

The absence of any description of the Erinyes in the epics of Homer and Hesiod might explain 

the conformity of their cult images with the other chthonic gods. The iconographic tradition 

confirms Pausanias’ statement, since we have no certain evidence of their depiction with snake 

attributes before Aeschylus.  

Perhaps Aeschylus was inspired by other chthonic beings, for in the opening scene of the 

Eumenides, the terrified Pythia attempted to describe the Erinyes to Apollo, comparing them to 

women, gorgons, and harpies all at once (Aesch. Eum. 34-59). Likewise, their canine resemblance 

only begins to appear in Aeschylus and Euripides. It may be because of the influence of Aeschylus 

and their conflation with the Keres that they also became associated with dogs. In the Libation 

Bearers he had called them “wrathful hounds” (ἐγκότους κύνας: Ch. 924), but in Eumenides he 

pushed the dog metaphor to its limits. Clytemnestra’s ghost attempted to rouse the sleeping 

Erinyes by exhorting them with a dog metaphor: “In a dream you are! You're chasing a wild beast, 

and baying like a hound which never gives up its intent on the work.” (ὄναρ διώκεις θῆρα, 

κλαγγαίνεις δ᾽ ἅπερ κύων μέριμναν οὔποτ᾽ ἐκλείπων πόνου: Aesch. Eum. 131f, tr. Collard). The 

Erinyes used the hunting-dog metaphor themselves, referring to Orestes as their prey (147f, 303-

5). They tracked him by the scent of his blood, like hounds tracking a wounded fawn (244-53; cf. 

Aesch. Cho. 246). Euripides referred to them as κυνώπιδες, “dog-faced” when he conflated them 

with the Keres (Eur. Or. 260; cf El. 1252). Lycophron called Demeter Telphusa (in her aspect as 

Erinyes) a skylax (Lyc. 1038-41), which was a young dog or puppy, and thought to be the 

etymological root of Scylla’s name.493 The Erinyes were shown together with Hekate on a 

lekythos also dating within Aeschylus’ floruit, which depicted Hekate with both snake and dog 

features (Figure 18 = LIMC Hekate 95 = Erinys 7). Her body terminates in a snake’s tail, and dog 

heads appear to sprout from her waist as they did from Scylla’s. Hecate and the Erinyes were 

                                                      
492 Ogden 2013: 254-257. 
493 For Demeter Telphousa as an Erinyes see schol. Lyc. 153 and Paus. 8.25.3-5, 8.42.1-4. 
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sometimes invoked together in necromantic spells and curses (Hor. Sat. 1.8.33-36; Val.Fl. 1.787-

818; Stat. Theb. 4.410-87), and Cicero thought them closely related (ND 3.18).  

Perhaps the Erinyes and Hekate were closely aligned by their interest in avenging the 

deceased, since the lekythos showed Hekate inflicting punishment on a soul. Ogden made sense 

of this by referring to Harrison’s theory that snakes manifesting on tombs were the early forms of 

a hero’s Erinys, before they were depicted as maidens.494 He supported this with an anecdote from 

Hippocrates that compared the anxieties embodied within the experience of night with the attacks 

of Hekate and the onslaught of heroes (Hp. Morb.Sacr. 1.38). In this case the ‘onslaught of heroes’ 

would be the manifestation of their vengeance beyond the grave in the form of the Erinyes.   

The multiplicity of motifs comprising Aeschylus’ descriptions of the Erinyes was also 

expressed in his drama through the mouth of the Pythia (Aesch. Eum. 34-59). The Pythia’s attempt 

to describe them played on the theme of imperceptibility associated with Hades and may have 

also nodded to traditions in which chthonic beings like Sirens, Harpies, and Nymphs overlapped. 

To the Pythia’s eyes, the Erinyes were dressed like embodiments of the underworld, for their 

clothing was unfit to be seen by gods or mortals. This was doubly significant, since their robes 

were probably black like funeral garb (cf. Lyc. 1136). She also stated she had not seen the race 

that produced the Erinyes, nor the land that produced them, alluding to their birth from the earth. 

Their ‘unseen’ nature, and indistinct shapes were also echoed by Athena (Eum. 409-412).  

This thematic confusion of the Erinyes’ form was briefly touched upon by Vergil, 

alluding to Alecto as having many shapes (Aen. 7.328f), but it was Nonnus, writing much later, 

in the 5th century AD, who adopted all aspects of Aeschylus’ vision: 

Ταρταρίης δ᾽ ὀφιῶδες ἰδὼν ἴνδαλμα θεαίνης  

πάλλετο δειμαίνων ἑτερόχροα φάσματα μορφῆς,  

                                                      
494 Harrison 1908: 214-217; Ogden 2013: 257-258. 

 

Figure 18: Hekate dismembers a soul, accompanied by three Erinyes. Attic Black-figured lekythos, 
c. 470 BC. Athens, National Museum 19765. Drawn by the author. 
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ἀφρὸν ἀκοντίζων χιονώδεα, μάρτυρα λύσσης,  

ὀφθαλμοὺς μεθύοντας ἀπειλητῆρας ἑλίσσων. 

καί οἱ ὀπιπεύοντι πολυπλανέεσσιν ἐρωαῖς  

ὄμματα φοινίσσοντο: διὰ κροτάφοιο δὲ λεπταὶ  

ἀσταθέος μήνιγγες ἐδινεύοντο καρήνου. 

… 

παπταίνων δ᾽ ἑλικηδὸν ὑπὸ στροφάλιγγι προσώπου  

ἀλλοφυὲς νόθον εἶδος ἀθηήτοιο Μεγαίρης 

He [Athamas] would see the serpentine image of the goddess of Tartaros, and 

leap up scared at the many-coloured vision of the spectre, spitting snowy foam 

to witness his frenzy, rolling eyes drunken and full of threats. His eyes grew 

bloodshot as he stared about under vagrant impulses; inside his wagging head the 

flimsy brains rolled about behind his brows. … When he moved his face about 

he saw as his forehead turned a false transformed shape of the unseen Megaira. 

(Nonn. 10.18-35, tr. Rouse) 

The image of Megaera is kaleidoscopic and unperceivable at once, embodying the confusion of 

Athamas’ madness, but also invoked a savageness that was reflected in the madness she bestowed 

upon him. Nonnus later repeated this an in almost identical manner when she did the same to 

Dionysus (Nonn. 32.100-109). Both characters took on the image of the Erinys in their madnesses. 

It is tempting to think that this image of the Erinyes and their savage behaviour had been based 

upon ancient observations of rabies, which Aeschylus had imbued into his Erinyes.495 Madness 

personified was Lyssa (Λύσσα), whose name also applied to rabies (Xen. An. 5.7.26, cf. Nonn. 

10.20; Aristot. HA 604a). Perhaps the belief that the disease was caused by a small worm, sharing 

its name with Lyssa in Greek, accounted for some of the intersection between dog and snake in 

the image of the Erinyes (Plin. HN 29.100). Aeschylus’ Orestes described his madness like a 

disease that with savage fangs covered skin with ulcers and caused white fur to grow on them 

(Aesch. Cho. 276-82). It has become popular to cite Teucer’s description of Hector as a ‘mad 

dog’ (κύνα λυσσητῆρα: Hom. Il. 8.299) as evidence that rabies was recognised in the Homeric 

period, but this is not certain. However, Euripides’ Hercules Furens described the maddened 

Hercules in similar terms, tossing his head, rolling his bloodshot eyes, panting, and foaming at 

the mouth (867-870, 930-34). It was Euripides who personified Lyssa, and in doing so he made 

her of the same pedigree as the Erinyes, a daughter of Earth and the blood of Ouranos (Eur. HF 

843f), but also a hound (860), and a snake-haired Gorgon (880-84). In Seneca’s account, Hercules 

saw Tisiphone waving a torch in his eyes as he became mad (Sen. HF 982-86), though rather than 

                                                      
495 It could also be compared with kynanthropy, in which sufferers, among other things, behaved rabid and 
took to spending time in graveyards. Trace mentions of kynanthropy appeared in the work of Marcellus of 
Side in the 2nd century AD, but we have no reliable accounts until John of Ephesus’ Zuqnin Chronicle, 
writing later than Nonnus. See: Metzger 2015. 
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being reduced to an animal, he saw himself assaulting the Cyclopes (996-1002) and Juno on 

Olympus (1118-20). Philostratus (Im. 2.23) described a painting of Hercules’ insanity, and stated 

that in it you cannot see the Erinys, since in gaining mastery over Hercules, she had entered him. 

Hecabe’s transformation into a dog was known to Euripides (Hec. 1265), but a Greek lyric 

fragment preserved the savage details, and told that it was because of the Erinyes (PMG F965 = 

D.Chr. 33.59; cf. Ov. Met. 13.557-71). Consumed by madness at the loss of her children, Hecabe 

also took on the rabid form of the Erinyes. Whether ancient recognition of rabies was related to 

the image of the Erinyes created in the Greek mind is something to be entertained, but we have 

seen that this application of canine imagery emphasised the destructive nature of these goddesses. 

This image contrasts with the chthonic dogs we have encountered thus far, who were violent, but 

kept to their stations within eschatological space.  

Though we have an image of the Erinyes as destructive forces, we have learned 

previously that snakes were also perceived this way, but if harnessed correctly could be of benefit 

to society. This supports a part of Harrison’s proposal that in early times the Erinys of a hero took 

the form of a snake, since the hero’s Erinys could manifest beyond the grave to seek justice and 

may have done so on behalf of social groups.496 Could this potential positivity be detected in dog 

motifs? In combining civilised and savage nature, the curious Kynokephaloi (dog-heads) 

paralleled the anguiform heroes of Greek myth. These dog-headed men, with beards that Aelian 

compared to those of dragons, lived at the edges of civilisation (Hdt. 4.191.3; Ctes. F45.37-43 

Nichols = Phot. Bibl. 72; Plin. HN 6.190, 6.195, 7.23; Ael. NA 4.46, 10.25, 10.30). Despite having 

seemingly primitive and savage society, they were skilled in both trades and warfare, and Ctesias 

placed special emphasis on their sense of justice. Cerberus and Scylla maintained order at the 

most inaccessible reaches of the Greek universe; if they were beneficial, it was from a distance. 

The Erinyes were directly interested in justice within mortal space. They responded to threats to 

kinship systems, which meant they had a function maintaining proper order in society. But we 

have seen that their sense of justice is destructive, and we shall soon see that it tends to escalate 

problems until the problems are properly resolved and the Erinyes are propitiated. Then they can 

be treated as a boon. 

The actions of the Erinyes were typically outside the influence of the Olympians, and 

although they were concerned with a sense of justice, they often escalated the chaos caused by 

their intervention. In the Eumenides, Athena must deal with them diplomatically, because they 

hold the authority: 

γιγνομέναισι λάχη τάδ᾽ ἐφ᾽ ἁμὶν ἐκράνθη:  

ἀθανάτων δ᾽ ἀπέχειν χέρας … 

                                                      
496 Harrison 1908: 214-217. cf. Oedipus at Colonus: Ch. 3.2, and 5.2.4. 
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This office was ordained for us at birth; but the immortal gods must hold back 

their hands from us … (Aesch. Eum. 349f, tr. Smyth) 

Their intrusion into Apollo’s temple in the opening scene (34-59), and their rebukes towards 

Apollo for harbouring Orestes emphasized this (149-154, 198-212). We are never treated to the 

level of detail given by Aeschylus until the Roman period, but there is evidence that this was 

consistent. In the Iliad, the Erinyes were directed by Hades and Persephone (9.453-57, 565-72) 

thus part of the underworld schema that the Olympians could not interfere with. Iris warned 

Poseidon that the Erinyes would even come for him if he turned his hand against Zeus (Il. 15.200-

204). A Suda entry (s.v. Ἀεὶ παρθένους) under their cult sobriquet “Eternal Virgins” explained 

that they were incorruptible and never received bribes. There was a sense that they could be 

reasoned with, perhaps due to the influence of Aeschylus’ drama, for in the Argonautica, Circe 

prayed to Zeus to call off the Erinyes (Ap.Rhod. 4.712-17).  

In Vergil’s Aeneid, the Furiae/Dirae were extensions of Olympian will, influencing the 

course of battles and instilling irrational behaviour in leaders (7.323-53, 10.755-61, 12.843-94 & 

872-78). Since the Aeneid dealt with civil war, Vergil’s incorporation of the Furies into the 

Olympian hierarchy may have been influenced by their prominence in the Theban legends, in 

which their interest in kinship violence was also integrated into catastrophic civil war (cf. Soph. 

Aj. 835-44). He had to reconcile this with the theme of Olympian interference to make his homage 

to the Iliad. When Statius wrote on the Theban civil wars, the Furies were again a part of the 

underworld, where they acted outside of Olympian purview on behalf of Hades, re-establishing 

moral and eschatological prescriptions within chthonic jurisdiction (Stat. Theb. 8.31-68). Ovid 

also seemed to make them a part of the underworld hierarchy (Met. 4.449-78) so that they had to 

be appealed to by Olympians, while Flaccus (3.384-88), and Seneca followed suit (HF 100-104). 

The inviolability of their station was firmly expressed by Statius. When the Erinyes arrived at the 

battle between Eteocles and Polynices all the meddling gods (Ares, Enyo, Athena, and Virtue) 

fled the battlefield (11.403-15). Pietas (Piety) attempted to intervene, but Tisiphone swiftly 

removed her (11.472-96). Pietas’ subsequent complaints to Zeus were ineffectual. Likewise, 

when Eteocles attempted to pray to Zeus for help, Tisiphone simply redirected his prayers to 

Hades (11.205-9). Thus, from Statius we receive a firm sense that the Furies neither answered to 

Olympians, nor could they be overruled by them. 

 Vergil’s choice to address the madness of war because of the Erinyes’ attention was not 

a baseless decision. Their sense of justice was destructive. They did not seem to resolve problems, 

but instead escalated them until the problem was resolved by mortals. War involves entire 

communities, and the Erinyes’ influence manifested in ways that also affected entire 

communities. This suggests that kinship violence itself was thought catastrophic for the 

community at large. Again, we rely on the Romans for detailed elaborations, but one of the ways 

the Greeks expressed the Erinyes’ influence was through dearth upon the landscape. Athena said 
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that if Orestes was found guilty by Athens, the Erinyes would bring a perpetual plague upon Attica 

(Aesch. Eum. 475-79, 800-803, cf. 778-87). The Erinys of Alcmaeon’s mother caused the earth 

to turn barren after Alcmaeon failed to purify himself of her murder (Apollod. 3.7.5). Demeter 

Erinys brought a dearth upon Arcadia after she was raped by Poseidon and her daughter had been 

abducted (Paus. 8.42.1). The dearth suffered by Thebes described in Sophocles (OT 22-30) was 

the result of Oedipus having murdered his father (Soph. OC 1432-34). Euripides had Creon banish 

Oedipus from Thebes in fear that he would bring down an Erinys that was already present (Ph. 

1592-94, cf. 1029f). Aeschylus also made it certain that Oedipus was responsible for the Erinyes 

punishing Thebes (Sept. 69f, 654-56, 695-97, 709, 720-26, 886f, 895-99, 943f, 975-77, 986-88). 

 The tragedies of Seneca added darkness to dearth, suggesting that the presence of the 

Erinyes in the moral space brought the influence of Hades with them, as did Cerberus when he 

was dragged up. Seneca’s Oedipus paid homage to Sophocles’ tragedy by opening with an 

extended description of the barren landscape (1-70), but a black gloom had fallen upon the earth 

(45-49), and day was like night (5). The chorus described the dearth as though all the boundaries 

of the underworld had been broken, Cerberus, and the ghosts were roaming freely above, and the 

barks of dogs (Furies?) could be heard everywhere (160-79). Creon described the same effect 

when Creon performed his necromancy and opened the underworld (582-98). Renger described 

the effect as though hell and earth were no longer separate.497 

 In Statius’ Thebaid, Oedipus embraced his guilt and accepted the Tisiphone as a part of 

him (1.52). Having answered his prayer to punish Thebes, she sowed famine, madness, and 

discord within the landscape, across 150 lines of poetry (1.46-196). When she emerged from 

Tainaron, she brought Night into the world with her, and startled Atlas, almost causing him to 

drop the sky from the heavens (1.97-99). It was just the same when she appeared to Hercules, and 

darkness descended over his eyes (Sen. HF 939-44). Later in the Thebaid, Megaera entered battle, 

bringing more darkness into the world; the dead rejoiced as the darkness in the underworld 

dispersed at her absence (Stat. Theb. 11.73f). The unnatural nature of the Furies’ presence above 

was expressed by Tisiphone when she complained that they daylight had made the snakes in her 

hair sleepy (11.93f). The Furies were therefore an embodiment of disorder brought about by moral 

anathemas, which found expression in the landscape because the consequences affected entire 

communities. So, the dearth witnessed in the underworld by Seneca’s Theseus (HF 699-706) 

seemed to have been brought up by the Furies along with the darkness. This reversal of chthonic 

landscape was expressed by Sophocles: 

… ἐν δ᾽ ὁ πυρφόρος θεὸς  

σκήψας ἐλαύνει, λοιμὸς ἔχθιστος, πόλιν,  

ὑφ᾽ οὗ κενοῦται δῶμα Καδμεῖον, μέλας δ᾽  

                                                      
497 Renger 2013: 21. 



186 
 

Ἅιδης στεναγμοῖς καὶ γόοις πλουτίζεται. 

The withering god of fever [Ares] swoops on us  

To empty Cadmus' city and enrich 

Dark Hades with our groans and lamentations. (Soph. OT 27-30, tr. Kitto) 

The curse of the Erinyes made Hades fecund rather than Thebes. So too, Seneca’s Creon believed 

that Oedipus’ exile would cause fecundity to return (Sen. Oed. 642-58). This echoes the 

landscapes around nekyomanteia and birdless places, where nothing could flourish.498 The free-

reign of Cerberus and the dead during these Fury-induced dearths suggest that Seneca at least 

considered moral and eschatological boundaries to be related. Their sense of justice was 

destructive and expressed the catastrophic problems to which they responded. As these problems 

seemed to have extended to the community, we shall see that the solution was also often found 

within the community.  

The Erinyes’ alternate names, the Eumenides (Kindly Ones) and the Semnai Theai 

(August Goddesses) reflected their positive potential. The conclusion of Aeschylus’ Eumenides 

indicated that the Erinyes could bring blessings upon a polis and contextualised their titles as 

Eumenides and Semnai (Eum. 916-1047). This was the conclusion of the Athenian tradition of 

the Oresteia, in which Athena convinced them that the Athenian court was a judicial system as 

just as theirs (Aesch. Eum. 881-975).499 Athena satisfied the Erinyes by incorporating them into 

that system, bolstering it with their divine sanction and divine power. She recognised both their 

usefulness for the community, and their interest in it: 

τάδ᾽ ἐγὼ προφρόνως τοῖσδε πολίταις  

πράσσω, μεγάλας καὶ δυσαρέστους  

δαίμονας αὐτοῦ κατανασσαμένη.  

πάντα γὰρ αὗται τὰ κατ᾽ ἀνθρώπους  

ἔλαχον διέπειν. 

I do this from goodwill to the citizens here,  

in settling in this very place 

great deities who are hard to placate; 

for these have all that men do allotted them to manage.  

(Aesch. Eum. 927-31, tr. Collard) 

The process expressed in Eumenides also had psychological value, for it made the case that 

acquittal through judicial process was a reasonable way to absolve oneself of guilt and receive 

closure on the psychological trauma that the Erinyes seemed to metaphorically represent (cf. 

Philostr. VA 7.14). The Suda states that for the cessation of their hostilities it was Athena who 

                                                      
498 Chapter 4.4. 
499 Rynearson 2013; Sommerstein 1989: l. 885. 
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named them Eumenides (Suda s.v. Εὐμενίδες; cf. schol. Soph. OC 42). It seems that ‘Eumenides’ 

– “well disposed” – actually reflected their relationship with the Athenian polis. If the community 

of Athens is “well-minded” (εὔφρων) to them, then they too are “well-minded” (Aesch. Eum. 

992-94), and of “one mind with the land” (σύμφρονες γᾷ: 1040). This rang true in their treatment 

in cult and on the tragic stage.  

Aeschylus’ tragedy was, in part, an aition for the Eumenides’ cult below the Athenian 

Areopagus. An Arcadian tradition of the Oresteia established a similar cluster of cults near 

Megalopolis, after Orestes sacrificed a part of himself to the Eumenides (Paus. 8.34.1-2).500 In 

Athens, Aeschylus implied that they descended into a cave beneath the Areopagus at the close of 

the play’s events (Eum. 804f, 1006f, 1021-3). There was a potential votive cavern there, but no 

remains of a sanctuary have been found.501 It has been suggested that cult occupied a space within 

one of the caverns on the face of the Acropolis itself.502 However, Pausanias’ description of the 

cult mentioned no cavern at all (1.28.6). Their presence with other chthonic deities (Pausanias 

located Pluton, Hermes, and Gaia there: 1.28.6) at the Areopagus suggests judicial rulings were 

relevant to consequences in the afterlife. Pausanias states that the cult praxis for the Erinyes in 

Sicyon was closely aligned with that of the Moirai, who determined the fates of men (Paus. 

2.11.4).  

In their commitment to justice, the Erinyes were willing to receive suppliants into their 

sanctuaries as other gods did. This seems to have been an important part of Athenian identity, 

which was prominent on the tragic stage, and expressed their positive aspect as Eumenides. When 

Euripides blurred the line between the Keres and Erinyes in Elektra, he also echoed the Athenian 

process of acquittal by having Elektra attend the Areopagus to satisfy the Keres (Eur. El. 1250-

72). A Lakedaimonian squadron trapped in Athens also supplicated themselves at the sanctuary 

on the Areopagus (Thuc. 1.126.1-11; Paus. 7.25.1). Oedipus, seeking sanctuary, stumbled upon 

their grove at Colonus (Soph. OC 457-92). In Oedipus at Colonus the sanctuary of the Eumenides 

held such a close relationship with the Areopagus that the cults may have been one and the 

same.503 Colonus is not particularly far from the Acropolis, approximately two kilometres.  

Blundell observed that Creon’s argument that Theseus should return Oedipus to his care relied 

upon the Areopagus rejecting Oedipus as a polluted man (944-50), but this conflicted with 

Athenian piety towards suppliants, and Theseus’ recognition that the intent of Oedipus’ actions 

was important.504 Thus Oedipus paralleled Orestes, whose intent was just, despite being polluted 

by kinship violence. Oedipus at Colonus made it clear that Oedipus was pardoned for his crimes, 

as was shown by his συνουσία with Erinyes’ grove at Colonus, and the sema of approval from 
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503 Walker 1995: 179-183. 
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the chthonic gods.505 Theseus and Athens also accepted Heracles as suppliant after he was driven 

mad by Lyssa and murdered his family (Eur. HF 1313-25). Though not stated by Euripides, this 

was surely the jurisdiction of the Areopagus. Theseus stated this explicitly in Seneca’s version. 

Hercules asked Theseus to send him to a dark hiding place, to be returned to the underworld 

constrained in Theseus’ chains (Sen. HF 1332-41). Hercules asked to take Theseus’ former place 

in Hades, but he misunderstood this as a request to be arrested and tried at the Areopagus (1342-

45), because the cave of the Eumenides was a chthonic space.506  

It was possible for the Erinyes to bring a blight upon the land which harboured a polluted 

individual, and from this concept we may see the logic which Vergil followed when he involved 

them directly in warfare. This function is implied in Eumenides 858-66. During the tragedy, the 

chorus of Erinyes allude several times to the potential to bring calamity on the polis of Athens 

(477-9, 499-507, 711f, 719f, 721-3, 778-87), yet this was something avoided due to Orestes’ 

acquittal. When Oedipus supplicated himself to them at their cult at Colonus (Soph. OC 457-492), 

he was cleansing himself of his past crimes, the pollution of which had brought ruin upon Thebes 

and Oedipus’ bloodline in Sophocles’ Theban dramas. When Oedipus arrived in their grove, he 

understood that he could be acquitted (42-7). From the Odyssey we learned that the suicide of 

Oedipus’ mother Epicaste brought forth an Erinyes because of Oedipus’ culpability (Hom. Od. 

11.271-280). Hyginus mentioned that the Erinyes of Oedipus brought famine upon Thebes (Fab. 

67), but other sources had the Erinyes directly inciting conflict. The fraternal violence of Oedipus’ 

sons Eteocles and Polynices was brought about by the Erinyes’ curse, as witnessed in fragments 

of the Homeric Thebaid (F2 West = Ath. 465e; cf. F3 West = schol. Soph. OC 1375), as well as 

Pindar’s second Olympian. It was the subject of Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes in which 

Polynices led the Argive armies to Thebes to depose his brother Eteocles. The conflict throughout 

the drama was said to be incited by the Erinyes (69-77, 570-5, 720-91, 881-956, 1060-2). This is 

the theme which Seneca carried forward in his own rendition, Oedipus (160-79, 582-598, 642-

48).  

The Erinyes and Keres demonstrate a different use of the dog motif than we have seen in 

Scylla and Cerberus, though they had clear relevance to the underworld. They embodied the 

aggressive nature of dogs, which may have been incorporated into ideas about the madness they 

inflicted due to ancient observations of rabies. The Erinyes were destructive at the scale of the 

community, and this seems to have been expressed in the way they affected the landscape. Again, 

we have seen that these powerful goddesses could have their destructive nature harnessed towards 

the good of the community if their concerns were properly addressed. Even though they had a 

positive side, it seems that their connection to dogs was more descriptive of their chthonic origins 
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and the moral prescriptions associated with those, their impressive powers, and the madness that 

they inflicted.  

5.2.4 The Sphinx, rhapsodizing dog of Hades 

Having discussed the Erinyes, it is fitting now to discuss the Greek Sphinx, though details about 

her are appropriately elusive. She was a special kind of Erinys, personally connected to Oedipus, 

though there appeared to be generic sphinges connected to funerary iconography. In the Oedipus 

legend the Sphinx seemed to play an important role in exploring Oedipus’ psychology in similar 

ways to which we have discussed the psychological exploration of human nature through the 

myths of the anguiform heroes.507 The Oedipus legend was already complicated when the Greeks 

were telling it, and in this chapter we shall see how acknowledging the Sphinx as a chthonic being, 

similar to an Erinys, reveals why she was integral for the Oedipus myth, and why she is also 

represented in funerary art.  

 Little has been said about the Sphinx as a chthonic power concerned with justice. This 

idea was relegated to a footnote by Sourvinou-Inwood, and that itself was a reference to Moret’s 

brief observation that she was a guarantor of cosmic order.508 We shall see that her sense of justice 

was like the Erinyes’. But her chthonic pedigree was clear; Hesiod called her by her Boeotian 

name, Phix (Φίξ), after Mount Phikion, where she lived, and said she was the daughter of Orthus 

and either Echidna or Chimaera (Hes. Th. 326, cf. Sc. 32f; Lyc. 1465; Scholl. Hes. Th. & Lyc. ad. 

locc.). Others said that Typhon was the father (Apollod. 3.5.7; Hyg. praef., Fab. 151; Lasus F706a 

Campbell; Schol. Eur. Ph. 46). The Sphinx was depicted as a winged lion with the breast and 

head of a woman (Apollod. 3.5.8; Ael. NA 12.7; schol. Eur. Ph. 806), suggesting her heritage 

from Chimaera.509  

Despite her leonine appearance, the Sphinx was sometimes called a dog. The 

paradoxographer Palaephatus (4) came to believe she had the body of a dog instead of a lion. This 

might have been the influence of Orthus, but we shall see that the Sphinx shared characteristics 

of the Erinyes, as well as acting as a guardian. Aristophanes preserved a line from Aeschylus’ lost 

Satyr play, Sphinx, in which he called her “Sphinx, the dog that presides over ill-fortuned days” 

(Σφίγγα δυσαμεριᾶν πρύτανιν κύνα: Ar. Ra. 1287; schol. ad loc.). Aeschylus and Euripides also 

described her as ὠμόσιτον – “raw flesh-eating” (Aesch. Sept. 541; Eur. Ph. 1025), a word used in 

its earlier form (ὠμηστής) by Hesiod to describe both Echidna and Cerberus (Th. 300, 311), and 

by Euripides to describe the hunting dogs who devoured Actaeon (Eur. Ba. 337-42). Sophocles 

repeated the dog metaphor when his Oedipus asked Teiresias “Why, when the rhapsodizing dog 

was here, did you say nothing to release the people?” (πῶς οὐκ, ὅθ᾽ ἡ ῥαψῳδὸς ἐνθάδ᾽ ἦν κύων, 

                                                      
507 Chapter 5.1. 
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ηὔδας τι τοῖσδ᾽ ἀστοῖσιν ἐκλυτήριον; Soph. OT 391f). This reference to the Sphinx as a rhapsode 

will have been built upon the delivery of her riddles in verse since we learn that she was like a 

bard (ἀοιδός: OT 36; schol. Soph. OT 391 = Suda s.v. Ῥαψῳδός). She had learned her riddle from 

the Muses (Apollod. 3.5.8). Euripides called her a lyre-less Muse (Ph. 1028) also implying that 

she sang, and in an anonymous verse recorded in the scholia, Oedipus called her “wicked winged 

Muse of the dead (κακόπτερε Μοῦσα θανόντων: schol. arg. Eur. Ph.). Her riddle was a song of 

discord (ἄμουσος: Eur. Ph. 806, schol. ad loc.). It was also related to prophecy, as Socrates the 

historian believed that she had sung oracles, but the Thebans were led to their deaths because of 

their inability to interpret them (Socr.Arg. FGrH 310 F8 = schol. Eur. Ph. 45). The musical talent 

of the Sphinx, granted by the muses in combination with the dog motif points to the Sphinx’s 

chthonic power, and compares her with the Sirens.510 

It was popular to depict both Sirens and Sphinxes on funerary monuments, and both 

beings were associated with the underworld and possessed powerful voices. It has been argued in 

the past that Sphinx’s funerary function was apotropaic.511 This was supported by appeals to the 

influence of Eastern cultures that used Sphinxes as tomb-guardians. One cannot deny that the 

Sphinx may have entered the funerary domain in Greece because of such influences, and that this 

made her appropriate for the Boeotians, since Cadmus had supposedly emigrated from the East 

(Hdt. 2.49, 4.147, 5.57; D.S. 4.2.1, 5.47-49; Hyg. Fab. 178; Paus. 9.5.2). In some cases, the 

Sphinx herself was thought to have come from Ethiopia (Plin. HN 8.72; schol. Eur. Ph. 1760). A 

fragmentary Thessalian funerary epigram (CEG 120), c. 450 BC, seems supportive. It called her 

a hound of Hades (Ἀΐδαο κύων) and possibly suggested that she guarded the deceased. Petit 

rejected this interpretation of an apotropaic role as lazy, instead suggesting the Sphinxes had a 

precise eschatological function.512 He concluded instead that she had a role as an eschatological 

guardian and interrogator of the deceased during their katabasis.513 This conforms with what we 

have learned about the dog motif.  

Petit’s argument relied upon the detection of the Sphinx outside of Oedipoean contexts, 

and thus he asked whether it would be necessary to label Oedipus and the Sphinx’s riddle, as on 

the Vatican Cup, if there had only ever been one context.514  Likewise, Petit argued that it would 

be poor taste to show the Boeotian Sphinx in funerary contexts. According to his careful 

interpretation, a Chalcidian amphora showed deceased souls in funerary garb seated before the 

Sphinx (Figure 19).515 The man in front carries his traveller’s staff, and a bird motif is depicted 
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512 Petit 2016: §9 & n. 43. 
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to show the theme of passage into the afterlife.516 Aeschylus’ description of the Sphinx as a dog 

presiding over ill-fortuned days (δυσαμεριᾶν) may have been appropriate because of her funerary 

context, and δυσαμεριᾶν – precisely what a day should not be – might also reflect the experience 

of the deceased’s eschatological journey. Petit resolved the Sphinx into a role that paralleled the 

phylakes of the Orphic lamellae, who allowed the initiates to drink from Mnemosyne after they 

appropriately answered the guards’ questions.517 We also find concord with the canonical judges, 

who interrogated souls and determined their place in the underworld (Hom. Od. 11.568-71; Pl. 

Gorg. 524a; Sen. HF 731-46; Stat. Theb. 4.530-32), and the Sirens of Plato’s ‘spindle’ whose 

voices were fundamental to the passage of souls through the afterlife (Pl. Rep. 616b-617d).518 A 

scene in which Pluto was giving judgement in Statius’ Thebaid (8.21-31) with the Erinyes at his 

side is reminiscent of an Apulian krater (Figure 20), upon which Sphinxes look out from under 

the pediment above Hades’ and Persephone’s throne. Interestingly, Statius described the Theban 

Sphinx’s lair on Mount Phikion as a domus (2.504f), and the Sphinx herself as a host (hospes) for 

travellers (2.511). Thus, the Sphinxes, like Cerberus, who used the power of his bark, seemed to 

have used their voices to determine where shades ought to be located in the afterlife. The 

monumentalised funerary Sphinx might therefore be apotropaic in the sense that she protected 

initiates. 
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Figure 19: Eidola of the deceased sit before a Sphinx. Chalcidian Black-figured amphora, c. 530 BC. 
Stuttgart, Landesmuseum Württemberg, Arch 65/15. © Landesmuseum Württemberg, Hendrik 
Zwietasch. 

 

Figure 20: Sphinxes replace the capitals above the throne of Hades and Persephone. Detail of 
Apulian Red-figured krater from Rivo di Puglia, c. 350-375 BC. Karlsruhe, Badisches 
Landesmuseum, Inv.No. B 4. © Badisches Landesmuseum Karlsruhe. 
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The Theban Sphinx, who was a ‘dog’ also paralleled the Erinyes, as made clear by 

Euripides, for she was both a Muse without a lyre, and a dreadful Erinys at once (Eur. Ph. 1028f). 

Like the Erinyes, she was sent to punish Thebes, and we see this in direct comparisons to the 

Erinyes, as well as descriptions of her as a dog. By all accounts she was set upon Thebes as a 

punishment. Euripides knew that Hades sent her up from the earth (Ph. 810), and later called her 

by the epithet “of the nether-realm” (νερτέρου: 1020). He knew she was sent to punish the 

Cadmeans but was not specific by whom (1020f). He called her a τέρας (Ph. 806) – a divine 

portent – either of the displeasure the gods had towards the Cadmeans, or of the coming 

catastrophe caused by Oedipus (Ph. 1019-54, 1352f). Aeschylus called her the shame of Thebes 

(Sept. 538-44); was it because they could not defeat her alone, or because she symbolised their 

moral weakness? He later called her a Ker (772-27), providing another comparison to the Erinyes. 

Lycophron (1465) also called the Sphinx a τέρας to illuminate the unheeded prophecies given by 

Cassandra (Lyc. 1451-66). She was a symbol that the Thebans were ignoring either past or future 

problems. Thus, the explanation that the Thebans perished when they incorrectly interpreted the 

oracles she had sung (Socr.Arg. FGrH 310 F8 = schol. Eur. Ph. 45). A scholiast explained that 

Oedipus called her a dog because she had been preying upon the Thebans (schol. Soph. OT 391). 

Much later, Statius compared her to the Roman Furies, calling her a Dira (Theb. 2.555), and her 

lair was equally dira – “terrifying” (2.557). She was also named on a Latin curse tablet whose 

inscriber seriously wanted revenge, listed with the Furies and roughly twenty more chthonic 

figures.519 

Ancient testimonies gave various explanations of the moral problems to which the Sphinx 

responded. One scholium on Euripides’ Phoenissae claimed that she had been sent by Ares as 

restitution for the crime of killing his dragon (schol. Eur. Ph. 1064). Another argued that she was 

sent by Hera to punish Thebes for Laius’ seduction of the youth, Chrysippus (Apollod. 3.5.8; 

schol. Eur. Ph. 1760). This scholiast added that she had been sent from Ethiopia, not quite Hades, 

but the Ethiopians dwelled at the extremities of the known world and were considered ominous 

figures.520 This scholiast was probably reconciling the myth with a belief that Sphinxes were an 

animal native to Ethiopia (Plin. HN 8.72). Another account suggested that the Sphinx was once a 

Bacchant driven to madness by Dionysus and was metamorphosed into her monstrous form 

(schol. Eur. Ph. 45, cf. schol. Hes. Th. 326).521 This tradition is not chronologically consistent, for 

she would have become the Sphinx long after the events of the Oedipus myth. Nevertheless, it 

still located her within theme of moral transgressions, since Dionysus drove the Bacchants mad 

because they refused to recognise him as a god. Her possession by madness gives her another 

parallel with the Erinyes. Pausanias retold a rationalisation in which she was a pirate (9.26.2), but 
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a more interesting version rationalised her into a daughter of Oedipus’ father, Laius (Paus. 9.26.3-

4). In this story, Laius had shared the oracle that he received from Delphi with the Sphinx and her 

brothers. When Laius’ bastards attempted to make claims to the throne, she would ask them for 

the oracle as proof, and kill them when they failed to report it. This rationalisation also aligned 

with the moral problems surrounding Thebes, since Oedipus would have had to commit sororicide 

to kill the Sphinx and claim the throne. The Theban Sphinx, who murdered the Thebans who 

could not understand her oracles thus seems like a perverse inversion of the funerary Sphinx, 

determining the fates of souls based on their answers.522 

The sum of these features of the Sphinx answers why she had to be Oedipus’ opponent. 

No other monster could take her place. The reasons were elaborated primarily in the works of 

Sophocles, Seneca, and Statius. She combined the vengeful, savage aspect of the Erinys, with the 

verbal intelligence of the funerary Sphinx. Her adoption of the role of Erinys provided the reason 

for her presence in Boeotia. The riddle she posed was the ideal foil for an intellectual hero like 

Oedipus: 

τί ἐστιν ὃ μίαν ἔχον φωνὴν τετράπουν καὶ δίπουν καὶ τρίπουν γίνεται 

What is that which has one voice and yet becomes four-footed and two-footed 

and three-footed? (Apollod. 3.5.8, tr. Frazer) 

Edmunds wondered why the riddle was this, and not some other.523 This problem has been solved 

by Renger, who saw the answer in iconography: most of the depictions of Oedipus and the Sphinx 

showed the pair locking gazes in deep concentration.524 He saw the answer, “man”, reflected in 

her countenance. This has answered a question raised by Edmunds, who took a reductionist 

approach, claiming that a dragon could have replaced the Sphinx in the Oedipus legend.525 

Homer’s silence about the Sphinx was taken as evidence of absence (Od. 271-80), but he needed 

only narrate the cause of Jocasta’s death, not the details of Oedipus’ ascent to the Theban 

monarchy. There is no evidence that the Greeks knew a version of the myth that was simpler than 

the one largely known from the tragic milieu.  

This intellectual confrontation between Oedipus and the Sphinx had further significance 

in the negative potential of the chthonic monster that was also discussed of the autochthonous 

serpent heroes.526 The Oedipus myth is another exploration of ideas like a nascent form of Jung’s 

‘Shadow’.527 The Sphinx was human and monster at once. For Renger, it was Oedipus’ hubristic 

fixation upon his own human intelligence that ironically caused him to miss the reflection of his 

                                                      
522 On the recurring theme of chthonic beings creating chthonic landscapes in the mortal world, also caused 
by the Sphinx, see below. 
523 Edmunds 1995: 148. 
524 Renger 2013. 
525 Edmunds 1995. 
526 Chapter 5.1. 
527 The case for its presence in Socratic philosophy (eg: Phdr. 290a) has been made in Chapter 5.1.  
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own monstrosity in the Sphinx.528 It was as though Oedipus was a second Narcissus, staring into 

his own pool. 

[The shadow is the] sum of all personal and collective psychic elements which, 

because of their incompatibility with the chosen conscious attitude, are denied 

expression in life …529  

Oedipus’ chosen conscious attitude was the superiority of his own intellect, so he attempted to 

outwit Apollo’s prophecy. When Oedipus consulted Tiresias, the prophet made it clear that 

Apollo’s prophecy was enough to make him destroy himself – Tiresias need not provide him 

another (Soph. OT 376f).530 His arrogance resulted in the emergence of his neglected monstrosity: 

“The abject negativity and destructiveness of the shadow is largely a function of the degree to 

which the individual neglects and refuses to take responsibility for it …”531 The avoidance of the 

shadow often manifests in the act of “projection”, whereby people cast it onto others rather than 

confronting it.532 Oedipus did this twice, in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King. While Tiresias 

understood that Oedipus was the scourge of Thebes (OT 353) and blind to the latent anger within 

himself (337f), Oedipus instead accused Tiresias of plotting on the throne with Creon (345-49, 

380-403). After Tiresias made plain Oedipus’ guilt for patricide and incest (408-28), Oedipus 

accused Creon of murder and treason (532-42). Tiresias was a second Sphinx. His prophecy was 

to Oedipus ‘riddling and obscure’ (439). Tiresias’ inability to defeat the real Sphinx confirmed to 

Oedipus his intellectual superiority (390-98). Unlike the Attic heroes, Oedipus ignored his 

shadow, thus failing to integrate it. The tragic realisation that Oedipus could be both hero and 

villain was explored by Vernant who concluded that Oedipus himself was a riddle, who 

discovered himself to be the opposite of everything he thought himself to be.533 Oedipus, like the 

Thebans before him, misunderstood the riddle of the Sphinx.  

If there was anything heroic left of Oedipus at the end of Oedipus the King, it was his 

willingness to finally embrace responsibility for his actions. Despite how the philosophers were 

grappling with human psychology, it is difficult to discern the degree to which Sophocles 

identified Oedipus with the Sphinx. Aside from the prophecies of Tiresias, when Oedipus’ crime 

was revealed, Creon asserted that Oedipus was an anathema that should be confined to the dark 

(1426-29), as a monster would be. Oedipus eventually took responsibility and understood his own 

capacity for evil; the crimes were committed by his own hands (1331f, 1359f, 1369-83, 1395-97). 

Apollo’s prophecy was the prediction of the actions Oedipus would take, because Apollo knew 
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his personality.534 When Sophocles wrote Oedipus at Colonus, his hero had become ready to face 

the Erinyes, embrace his potential, and make it a benefit to the community (OC 84-110).535  

Bringing the shadow to consciousness is a psychological problem of the highest 

moral significance. It demands that the individual hold himself accountable not 

only for what happens to him, but also for what he projects …536 

In this drama, the Thebans’ rejection of their own monster, Oedipus, rather than an attempt to 

arrive at a solution through the cultural strength of their polis, was what gave Oedipus the impetus 

to become a boon for Colonus and a bane for Thebes (OC 421-49).  

It is likely that the recognition of Oedipus’ monstrosity having been reflected in the 

Sphinx was not an idea fully developed in the time of classical Athens. Only brief mentions 

occurred, but Aeschylus and Euripides, despite focusing their work on Oedipus’ children, could 

not avoid mentioning the Sphinx together with her nemesis. These focused upon Oedipus as a 

bane for the Thebes. In Euripides’ Phoenissae the Sphinx brought an Erinys down upon Thebes 

(1029f), and Creon subsequently banished Oedipus for fear that he would do the same (1592-94). 

Looking to Aeschylus, we find frequent references to Oedipus being responsible for the Erinyes 

who punish Thebes (Sept. 69f, 654-56, 695-7, 709, 720-26, 886f, 895-99, 943f). As the chorus 

sang a funeral dirge for Polyneices and Eteocles at the end of the tragedy, they mentioned twice 

that the destruction of the house of Oedipus was exacted by Fate, Oedipus’ shade, and by a black 

Erinys (975-77, 986-88). The Greek tragedians brought Oedipus and the Sphinx in close 

alignment with the Erinyes, without appearing to connect them directly.  

If the Greek tragedians did not outright connect Oedipus to the Sphinx, it was perhaps 

because they knew that monstrosity was embedded in human nature. The Roman poets took a 

different tack, stating outright their recognition of the comparison. In Seneca’s eponymous 

tragedy, Oedipus misinterpreted the pollution plaguing Thebes to have originated from the ghost 

of the Sphinx (Sen. Oed. 103-9), so both Sphinx and hero have the potential to cause the same 

devastation. Later, Creon recounted the necromantic consultation of Laius’ ghost, who revealed 

Oedipus to be his murderer with a rhetorical flourish that declared Oedipus to be more monstrous 

than the Sphinx (640-46). At the same time, Laius summoned a Fury in vengeance. After Oedipus 

discovered the truth about his own nature, he declared himself a monster three more times during 

the play (871, 927f, 1015). Seneca constructed two vivid explorations of chthonic landscapes to 

illuminate his tragedy. The first, the dearth of Thebes, was part of Oedipus’ first speech (36-70) 

on which the first chorus elaborated gruesomely (110-201) and described the landscape of Thebes 

as a hell on earth.537 The typical hallmarks of famine and infertility are expressed. The chorus 
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explained that the hills were ensconced in darkness, even though the trees bore no foliage (154f), 

and then revealed the explanation through a tour de force of chthonic personalities (Erinyes, 

Death, Charon, Cerberus, the Shades, and the dogs of Hekate) who were each present in the 

Theban landscape. Even the infernal rivers Styx and Phlegethon flowed through the Theban 

waterways (162f). This overflow of the underworld into the landscape of the mortal world 

comments upon the moral implications of Oedipus’ actions. Each of our ancient authors 

comments on the difficulty of resolving the issue through their work, but these accounts unite in 

the extent of societal harm caused by Oedipus’ actions, discussed above in the context of the 

Erinyes. In the second exploration of chthonic landscape, Tiresias’ nekyia (530-658), Seneca set 

the stage for Laius’ accusation of Oedipus’ guilt. Seneca innovated by placing this revelation in 

the context of necromancy rather than an oracle from Apollo. His Oedipus was worse than the 

Sphinx. So, when Tiresias conjured up Laius to name his murderer, he was conjuring up the name 

of the monster from its source in more ways than one. For Seneca, Oedipus’ actions disturbed the 

world so greatly that life became hell on earth. He framed the scope of Oedipus’ immorality in 

mythological proportions, and Oedipus, like an Erinyes, was responsible for the devastation of 

the landscape. 

Statius was the other Roman writer who tackled the problem of Oedipus and the Sphinx. 

He did this in context of the civil war between Oedipus’ children Eteocles and Polynices, and in 

doing so he introduced Tydeus as the third parallel for Oedipus and the Sphinx. In the opening of 

Statius’ Thebaid, it is clear that the fragmentation of the family drives Oedipus’ transition into a 

man who has been consumed by his monstrosity instead of integrating it (Stat. Theb. 1.56-87). He 

makes his prayer from within a kind of underworld, like a shade: 

Impia iam merita scrutatus lumina dextra 

merserat aeterna damatum nocte pudorem 

Oedipodes longaque animam sub morte trahebat. 

illum indulgentem tenebris imaeque recess 

sedis inaspectos caelo radiisque penates 

servantem tamen assiduis circumvolat alis 

saeva dies animi, scelerumque in pectore Dirae. 

Oedipus had already probed his impious eyes with guilty hand and sunk deep 

his shame condemned to everlasting night; he dragged out his life in a long-

drawn death. He devotes himself to darkness, and in the lowest recess of his 

abode he keeps his home on which the rays of heaven never look; and yet the 

fierce daylight of his soul flits around him with unflagging wings and the 

Avengers [Dirae] of his crimes are in his heart.  

(Stat. Theb. 1.46-52, tr. Shackleton Bailey) 
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Oedipus saw himself as a product of Tisiphone’s attention, and all his achievements were 

performed under her auspices.  

… Tisiphone, perversaque vota secunda:  

si bene quid merui, si me de matre cadentem 

fovisti gremio et traiectum vulnere plantas 

firmasti, si stagna peti Cirrhaea bicorni 

interfusa iugo, possem cum degere falso 

contentus Polybo, trifidaeque in Phocidos arto 

longaevum implicui regem secuique frementis 

ora senis, dum quaero patrem, si Sphingos iniquae 

callidus ambages te praemonstrante resolvi, 

Tisiphone, on whom I so often call: give me your nod and favour my warped 

desire. If I have done aught of service, if you cherished me in your lap when I 

dropped from my mother and strengthened me when they pierced my feet; if I 

sought Girrha’s pool poured out between two mountain peaks and in quest of 

father (though I might have lived content with the imposter Polybus) entwined 

the aged king in that narrow place of triply sundered Phocis and cut off the 

trembling old man’s head; if under your tutelage I had cunning to solve the riddle 

of the cruel Sphinx … (Stat. Theb. 1.59-67, tr. Shackleton Bailey) 

Oedipus interpreted his defeat of the Sphinx as a challenge surpassed only with the aid of 

Tisiphone. Gervais argued that this prayer cast Oedipus as a failed hero; unlike the typical hero 

who might receive patronage from Athena, as Odysseus did, Oedipus was nurtured by a 

destructive chthonic goddess.538 In the same prayer Oedipus subordinated himself entirely to her 

by offering her his crown (1.82f); in one and the same moment Oedipus became possessed of the 

Fury, and she became monarch of Thebes.  

The Sphinx and Fury unite again through Oedipus, when Statius explained to us that there 

is no difference between the hero and the monster: 

heu simili deprensa viro! 

“a man like (alas!) to herself caught her …”  

(Stat. Theb. 2.517, tr. Shackleton Bailey) 

The two were so alike that he represented their relationship in terms of guest friendship. The 

Sphinx, as a host, welcomed conversation with Oedipus: 

… si quis concurrere dictis 

hospes inexplicitis aut comminus ire viator 

                                                      
538 cf. Gervais 2015. 



199 
 

audeat et dirae commercia iungere linguae 

“… watching for a stranger who might dare to meet her in riddling words, a 

traveller to approach and have commerce with her evil tongue.”  

(Stat. Theb. 2.510-12, tr. Shackleton-Bailey) 

Without the context of these comparisons, Statius’ naming of the Sphinx as Oedipodioniae … 

alitis, “the winged Oedipoean woman” (2.505), would be far more innocuous. The meaning is the 

same. There was no difference between the pair. It was Oedipus’ complaint against his 

mistreatment by his sons that aligned him with the purpose of the Fury. We discover that he did 

not defeat the Sphinx, so much as usurp her, as the man who brought suffering upon Thebes. 

 Statius’ comparison between Oedipus and Sphinx is completed in Tydeus’ monomachy 

during the second book (Stat. Theb. 2.527-681). In this account Tydeus’ actions become 

constrained by the chthonic landscape created by the Sphinx as he is forced to imitate Oedipus’ 

journey to her lair. In doing so, he also succumbed to his monstrous side, like Oedipus, and 

became the Sphinx. The influence of the Sphinx upon the landscape was given in an ekphrasis on 

the grove where the monomachy occurred. Its suitability for ambush is illustrated by its darkness, 

but we soon discover its darkness is more pernicious: 

Fert via per dumos propior, qua calle latent 

praecelerant densaeque legunt compendia silvae. 

lecta dolis sedes: gemini procul urbe malignis 

fancibus urguentur colles, quos umbra superne 

montis et incurvis claudunt iuga frondea silvis 

(insidias Natura loca caecamque latendi 

struxit opem), mediasque arte secat aspera rupes 

semita, quam subter campi devexaque latis  

arva iacent spatiis, contra importuna crepido, 

Oedipodioniae domus alitis; hic fera quondam 

pallentes erecta genas suffusaque tabo 

lumina, concretis infando sanguine plumis 

reliquias amplexa virum semesaque nudis 

pectoribus stetit ossa premens visuque trementi 

collustrat campos, si quis concurrere dictis 

hospes inexplicitis aut comminus ire viator 

audeat et dirae commercia iungere linguae; 

nec mora, quin acuens exsertos protinus ungues 

liventesque manus strictosque in vulnera dentes 

terribili adplausu circum hospita surgeret ora; 

et latuere doli, donec de rupe cruenta 
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(heu simili deprensa viro!) cessantibus alis 

tristis inexpletam scopulis affligeret alvum. 

monstrat silva nefas: horrent vicina iuvenci 

gramina, damnatis avidum pecus abstinet herbis; 

non Dryadum placet umbra choris non commoda sacris 

Faunorum, diraeque etiam fugere volucres 

prodigiale nemus. tacitis huc gressibus acti 

deveniunt peritura cohors, hostemque superbum 

annixi iaculis et humi posita arma tenentes 

exspectant, densaque nemus statione coronant. 

A short cut leads through thickets. By a hidden track they hasten ahead through 

the dense forest, saving distance. A spot for guile is chosen. Far from the city a 

grudging pass constrains two hills; enclosing it is the shade of the heights above; 

leafy ridges with curving woods. Nature set up ambush for the place, dark aid to 

hiding. A rough narrow path divides the rocks midway; below lies a plain, a broad 

stretch of sloping fields. Opposite is a grim ledge, home of Oedipus’ fowl. Here 

once the savage creature stood, lifting up her pallid cheeks and eyes suffused 

with putrefaction, her feathers clotted with hideous gore, covering human 

remains, pressing half-eaten bones with her naked breast, and with wavering stare 

surveyed the plain, watching for a stranger who might dare to meet her in riddling 

words, a traveller to approach and have commerce with her evil tongue. And 

speedily sharpening her protended nails, with livid hands and teeth bared to 

wound, with frightful flapping she would rise around the stranger’s face. Her 

wiles stayed hidden until a man like (alas!) to herself caught her; and from her 

bloody cliff, cowed with flagging wings, she dashed her insatiate belly upon the 

rocks. The forest shows the horror; cattle dread the nearby meadows, the greedy 

flock shuns the sentenced grass. The shade pleases not the choirs of Dryads nor 

lends itself to the rites of Fauns, even foul birds flee the monstrous grove. Hither 

with muted steps comes the doomed band. Leaning on their spears and with their 

shields upon the ground they await the haughty foe, circling the wood with close 

guard. 

 (Stat. Theb. 2.946-526, tr. Shackleton Bailey) 

The Sphinx’s death has polluted the landscape, which Statius underscored with monstrat silva 

nefas, “the forest shows the horror” (2.519). It draws upon traditions of birdless places, as neither 

spirits nor animals can thrive off the grass that was ‘damned’ (2.520) in a physical and moral 

sense. Her lair was already like an underworld while she lived; a place strewn with corpses, but 

in death the Sphinx had poisoned the landscape near Thebes as Cerberus had poisoned Heracleia 

Pontica.  
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 Where the Sphinx was the hinge for Oedipus’ ascent to Theban monarchy, she was also 

the hinge through which the negotiation between Thebes and Argos tilted towards conflict. But 

this scene in which the landscape created by the Sphinx seemed to drive Tydeus’ actions by 

necessity also foreshadowed his act of cannibalism in the eighth book of the Thebaid. As with 

Oedipus, we are presented with an image of Tydeus as a man falling prey to the savage nature of 

the monster reflected in him. Tydeus was alerted to the presence by a spear throw that provoked 

in him a ‘savage alarm’ (2.545f). As they emerged, outnumbering him fifty to one, their numerical 

superiority was muddied by a simile: 

… tomumque sub armis 

collucere iter, ut clausas indagine profert 

in medium vox prima feras … 

All the road gleaming with weaponry, as when a first shout brings net-encircled 

beasts into the open. (Stat. Theb. 2.552-54, tr. Shackleton Bailey) 

We expect Tydeus to be the net-encircled beast, but it was the Thebans being exposed, and their 

fortunes were about to be turned against them. Their numbers necessitate that Tydeus’ strategy 

be driven by the landscape: 

… quae sola medendi 

turbata ratione via est, petit ardua dirae 

Sphingos et abscisis infringens cautibus uncas 

exsuperat iuga dura manus, scopuloque potitus, 

unde procul tergo metus et via prona nocendi 

Distraught, he has but one resource; he seeks the steep place of the fell [Dirae] 

Sphinx. Tearing his clutching hands on the sheer crag, he scales the harsh 

height and gains a cliff where danger from the rear is remote and the way to 

hurt runs downward.  

(Stat. Theb. 2.554-58, tr. Shackleton Bailey) 

The nature of the cliff makes Tydeus’ position impregnable; adopting the position of the Sphinx 

grants him absolute victory. Statius used dirus twice in this passage, first referring to the Sphinx 

(2.555), and then to her precipice (2.557). Tydeus masters the terrifying aspect of the Sphinx and 

takes possession of her lair, both in the same instant.  

Gervais observed that Tydeus adopted further features of the Sphinx’s monstrous nature 

as he climbed, his hands become uncas (556) – evoking a monster’s claws.539  Statius also used 

it of Poine’s claws (1.610).540 His having attained the cliff, Statius cycled through similes of 

                                                      
539 Ibid., 60. 
540 Ibid., 60 & n. 18. Poine was comparable to the Furies: Stat. Theb. 8.21-25, cf. Aesch. Cho. 935-38, 
Val.Fl. 1.794-98. 
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monsters to illustrate the battle. First, he was like the Centaur Pholus, heaving a boulder like 

Pholus’ gargantuan mixing bowl (2.559-64). Next, he became like Briareus, striking at Thebans 

just as the hundred-hander struck against the Olympians in the gigantomachy (2.595-601). This 

simile which places Tydeus in defiance of Olympus may look ahead to his loss of Minerva’s 

favour in book eight, following his cannibalism. But the final simile which ended the monomachy 

compared Tydeus to a lion worn out from slaughter (2.673-81). Gervais interpreted this as a 

comparison to Hercules, in which the tired lion Tydeus did not fulfil his heroic potential. But it is 

also an identification with the non-human element of the Sphinx; a rejection of the humanity that 

fixated Oedipus in favour of the savage element of the lion.  

Tydeus was given his own parallel of Oedipus’ gazing upon the Sphinx. It was the same 

moment of his full capitulation to his savagery. Tydeus, who wore a boar skin and was also 

compared with a boar throughout the Thebaid, was presented the head of his nemesis, Melanippus 

who was also made a boar through metaphor (8.749f):541 

… sed primus abit primusque repertum  

Astaciden medio Capaneus e pulvere tollit 

spirantem laevaque super cervice reportat, 

terga cruentantem concussi vulneris unda: 

qualis ab Arcadio rediit Tirynthius antro 

captivumque suem clamantibus intulit Argis. 

Erigitur Tydeus voltuque occurrit et amens 

laetitiaque iraque, ut singultantia vidit 

ora trucesque oculos seseque adgnovit in illo, 

imperat abscisum porgi, laevaque receptum 

spectat atrox hostile caput, gliscitque tepentis 

lumina torva videns et adhuc dubitantia figi. 

… Capaneus is first to go and first to find Astacus’ son and raise him from the 

dust and return with him on his left shoulder still breathing and staining his 

captor’s back with blood from the shaken wound. So returned the Tirynthian 

from the Arcadian cavern and brought the captive boar to applauding Argos.  

Tydeus raises himself and turns his face to meet him. He is wild with joy and 

anger as he sees the gasping visage, the fierce eyes, and recognizes himself in 

the other. He orders that his enemy’s head be cut off and brought to him. 

Holding it in his left hand, he glares at it savagely and swells as he sees it still 

warm and the eyes, grim and still uncertain, grow fixed.  

(Stat. Theb. 8.745-756, tr. Shackleton Bailey) 

                                                      
541 Ibid., 74-76. 
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Perhaps we are intended to expect Tydeus to recoil at this revelation, but Tisiphone influenced 

him: 

Infelix contentus erat: plus exigit Ultrix 

Tisiphone … 

The wretch was content, but avenging Tisiphone exacts more. 

(Stat. Theb. 8.757f, tr. Shackleton Bailey) 

The sentiment was repeated in book eleven when Tisiphone gloated to Megaera that it was 

through her aid that he received the head of Melanippus, which he devoured.  

vidistis (Stygiis certe manifestus in umbris) 

sanguine foedatum rictus atroque madentem 

ora ducem tabo: miserum insatiabilis edit 

me tradente caput … 

You saw (for sure he was manifest in the Stygian shades) a leader’s jaws 

befouled with blood and his face dripping with black gore; insatiable he 

devours a hapless head that I gave him. 

(Stat. Theb. 11.85-88, tr. Shackleton Bailey) 

Tydeus had wholly submitted to the intervention of Tisiphone, like Oedipus, and eaten 

Melanippus’ brain. Book eight concluded with one final recognition; that was Minerva’s 

understanding that her favoured hero was now a monster. She had come bearing the gift of 

immortality and witnessed Tydeus incorrigibly devouring the flesh of his enemy; the Gorgon on 

her Aegis reactively shielded her eyes, and she fled the scene, seeking purification in the 

Mysteries (8.758-66).  

 The dog motif may be related to the Sphinx because of how closely she resembled both 

the guardians of the underworld, like Cerberus, and the avenging Erinyes. The myths which 

explained her arrival in Thebes give the impression that she was removed from her station in the 

underworld. Petit’s convincing interpretations of funerary art suggested that role was as a 

guardian like the phylakes of the Orphic lamellae, combining their interrogative function with her 

riddling voice. Her voice was the method by which she determined where the dead belonged in 

the afterlife, thus she paralleled the Sirens. There were traces of evidence suggesting she had 

oracular power, which seem to have been conflated with the sense that she was a symbol of the 

moral disorder that plagued Thebes and needed to be solved. Therefore, while she is like the 

Erinyes whose unconstrained response to injustice was to escalate conflict, she is also connected 

to the tradition of wisdom located in the underworld. Like the ancient dragons, the Sphinx also 

reflected duality of potential, though specifically as a mirror for the intellectual hero, Oedipus. 

We have therefore seen that chthonic beings could be used as schemata to understand human 

psychology, and human potential, just as the landscape motifs that facilitated perceptions of the 
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world were reflected in chthonic landscapes. The question of Oedipus’ nature was mirrored back 

to him, but like Narcissus, he ignored crucial details; a mistake he had already made with Apollo’s 

prophecy. The poets recognised that Oedipus, a man, had the same destructive potential as the 

Sphinx, but Sophocles’ resolution was hopeful. His Oedipus, who came to the grove of the 

Eumenides at Colonus, resolved his problems, and became integrated as a hero of the Athenian 

community, paralleled the Eumenides themselves, whose destructive power as the Erinyes was 

made into a boon for Athens. 

 

5.3 Cicadas. Authochthony and rejuvenation. 

Cicadas appeared infrequently in Greek mythology, however they do have important chthonic 

connotations that agree with other motifs we have discussed. Cicadas have been extensively 

discussed (with treatment of the prior scholarship) by Davies and Kathirithamby.542 Cicadas share 

and support ideas which we have already discussed; beliefs that they were generated from the 

earth contributed to their use as symbols of autochthony, the power of their songs might be related 

to chthonic wisdom, and their songs also contributed to the idyllic setting of meadows. These 

ideas which underpin the cicada may have contributed to their popularity as a symbol of 

autochthony in Athens, where the power of civic discourse was of prime interest, providing an 

alternative autochthonous symbol to the dragon. 

 It is not possible to show cicadas as chthonic beings in the same way as the other motifs 

we have discussed. There were no beasts related to cicadas in the ancient genealogies or 

cosmogonies. Instead, we must discover why they might have been associated with the chthonic 

ideas we have discussed. It is well known that in Athens the cicadas were adopted as symbols of 

autochthony (Hsch. s.v. τεττιγοφόρας), and that the wearing of them as clasps was probably a 

tradition adopted from the Ionian ethne, of which the Athenians were a part.543 By the time we 

hear of these, on the dramatic stage (Ar. Eq. 1331, Nu. 983), and in the history of Thucydides 

(1.6.3), they were treated as anachronisms.544 The Athenians also chose to depict the cicada on 

their coinage, minting them on both obverse and reverse of their common denominations.545 This 

choice seemed to derive from the belief that, like snakes, the other autochthonous animal par 

excellence, cicadas were born in the earth (Pl. Smp. 191c; Heraclid.Pont. F55 Wehrli; Anacreont. 

34; Eust. Il. 4.150-52). This was based on observations of the cicada’s birth cycle that were 

somewhat misunderstood in antiquity. But Aristotle observed that their eggs were deposited into 

                                                      
542 Davies & Kathirithamby 1986: 113-133. 
543 Borthwick 1966: 107-111; Cook 1914: 3.250-256 n. 8. 
544 In a Socratic agon in Aristophanes’ Clouds ‘Unjust Argument’ told ‘Just Argument’ that the honoured 
traditions which produced the heroes of Marathon (Ar. Nu. 961-83, 986-99) were antiquated, like the 
wearing of cicada brooches (984f). 
545 Cook 1914: 3.250-256 n. 8; Davies & Kathirithamby 1986: 125-126. 
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twigs, and that after hatching the larvae dug into the earth, emerging fully grown after having 

hibernated (HA 556b, 601a-f, cf. Plin. HN 11.32). He was mostly correct: cicada larvae that have 

been deposited in trees will drop to the ground once they have become sufficiently nourished, 

after which they burrow into the earth and feed for up to seventeen years, when they emerge in 

their nymph stage.546 

 After having emerged in their nymph stage, the cicadas then slough their exoskeletons. 

Anacreonteum 34 spoke of the ability of the cicada to shed its skin as the feature that brought it 

close to divinity. Observations of this behaviour must have contributed to beliefs of cicadas’ 

divine status, as was probably the case with serpents.547 Ogden compared the life-cycle of cicadas 

to the myths of the daimones Trophonius and Amphiaraus who attained a kind of immortality 

through their descent into the earth without dying.548 Aristotle claimed that the nymph cicadas 

emerged at night, blacker, tougher, and larger (HA 556a-b). Gourmelen suggested that this process 

was also a metaphorical and symbolic account of the freeing of the soul from the constraints of 

its body, which he compared to Aristotle’s account of the life-cycle of the butterfly (HA 551a), 

which in its infant state was called a psyche (soul).549 The cicada’s sloughing of skin was also 

associated with the shedding of old-age; the Greek word for old age – geras – was also used of 

the old skin that had been shed by snakes (LSJ s.v. γῆρας). The scholiast Tzetzes used the same 

word for the shed carapace of the cicada (Chil. 8.166.79, Schol. Tz. Lyc. 18) The poet 

Callimachus appealed to be transformed into a cicada so that he could be free of old age (Aet. 

F1.33-5). It is hardly difficult to conceive of the nocturnal emergence of dark, stronger cicada in 

terms of a transformative katabasis, through which it learned the secret of rejuvenation; again, 

we find concord with the serpent’s autochthony and connection to wisdom traditions.  

 Gourmelen concluded that the autochthonous Athenian King Cecrops would likely have 

been a Cicada, were it not for the ascendance of the influential myth of the anguipede King 

Erichthonius.550 This argument claimed that Cecrops’ name was etymologically related to a 

certain cicada that the Greeks called kerkope (κερκωπή).551 Ogden preferred an etymology from 

kerkos (κέρκος), meaning tail, following discussions by Frisk, Chantraine, and Gourmelen, but 

still acknowledged the connection to kerkope.552 Cook noted a connection between Cecrops and 

the cicada by the names of his children: Herse, meaning ‘dew’; Aglauros, meaning ‘shining’; and 

Pandrosos, ‘all-dewy.’553 It is difficult to ignore the significance in the etymology of Cecrops’ 

                                                      
546 Davies & Kathirithamby 1986: 126; Egan 2004: 72-74. 
547 Chapter 5.1. 
548 Ogden 2001: 38. 
549 Gourmelen 2004: 357 n. 33. 
550 Ibid., 365-366. 
551 Cook 1914: 3.246-261. 
552 Ogden 2013: 261 n. 102; Chantraine 2009: s.v. Κέκροψ; Frisk 1960-72: s.v. Κέκροψ; Gourmelen 2004: 
63-67, 359-362. 
553 Cook 1914: 3.246-261. 
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children, since the Greeks believed that cicadas either subsisted on dew, or nothing at all (Hes. 

Sc. 393; Aristot. HA 532b, 556b, cf. PA 682a; Mel. AP 7.196 = HE 4066-74; Anacreont. 34; 

Aesop. 184). In Plato’s myth the cicada-men neglected to eat, singing until they had died and 

were resurrected by the Muses (Phdr. 259b-c). These beliefs may have also aligned the cicadas 

with divinities, since the Greek gods subsisted on ambrosia rather than food. In the Homeric Hymn 

to Aphrodite, Tithonus, who was later given immortality as a cicada, was fed with ambrosia 

(h.Hom. 5.232).554  

 Gourmelen observed that the cicada should have been a useful symbol of autochthony for 

the Athenian polis that valued art, music, and discourse.555 This comes from the cicadas’ 

association with the Muses in myth. The myth preserved in Plato’s Phaedrus (259b-c) told that 

cicadas were once men who lived before the muses were born. Once the muses were born, and 

they invented song, the men were so delighted that they sang until they died. The muses turned 

them into cicadas so that they could continue to sing until they died again. This important 

relationship with the muses was often repeated by other writers (Leon. AP 6.120 = HE 3074; 

Posidipp. AP 12.98.1 = HE 3074; Plut. Quaest.conv. 8.7.3; Ael.Dion. s.v. τεττιγοφόροι).556 

Anacreonteum 34 added that Apollo had gifted the cicadas with song. Apollonides talked of a 

hunter named Criton, who killed a cicada and so was cursed (by Apollo or the Muses?) to never 

hunt successfully again (AP 9.264 = GP 1225). Borthwick suggested that a fragment of Eubulus’ 

Antiope (F10 FAC) was a satirical jab at the lives of starving artists, because of the belief 

mentioned above that cicadas subsisted on dew, or nothing.557 In the Antiope, the brothers Zethus 

and Amphion discussed the merits of the artistic life, the text explained that Zethus would be 

happy to stuff himself in Boeotia, while Amphion would go to Athens and live among the starving 

sons of Cecrops, and “feed on empty hopes.”  

 As we have seen, Plato’s myth told that the cicadas were appreciated for their pleasant 

songs. It is important to recognise that modern reception of the cicada’s chirrup, which ranged 

from mildly to highly unappreciative, was contrary to the Ancient Greek experience.558 The 

cicada’s Greek name, τέττιξ (tettix) is an onomatopoeia of the sound they made, probably derived 

from the verb τερετίζω.559  The song of the cicada is used as a backdrop to idyllic settings. 

Theaetetus said that the sound would send farmers to sleep (AP 10.16), and Meleager says that 

their chirrup could distract lovers from their amorisms, also sending them to sleep (AP 7.196 = 

HE 4070). Aristophanes made the cicada’s song the background to a summer festival of cooking 

                                                      
554 See below. 
555 Gourmelen 2004: 356. 
556 The natural philosophers recognised that these traditions were false. See Davies & Kathirithamby 1986: 
123-124; King 1986: 24-27.  
557 Borthwick 1966: 108. 
558 Davies & Kathirithamby 1986: 116-117. 
559 Borthwick 1965: 253. 
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and feasting (Pax 1159-71).  Several Greek testimonies spoke of the sweet song of the cicada (Ar. 

Pax 1160; Apollonid. AP 9.264 = GP 1225; Pamphil. AP 7.201), and an inscribed epigram talked 

of the cicada’s sweet lips (GVI 2027).560 Hieronymus explained that Eos chose to turn Tithonus 

into a cicada so that she would have the pleasure of hearing his voice forever (Hieronym. F15 

Wehrli = schol. Hom. Il. 11.1 & Eust. ad loc.). Davies and Kathirithamby saw that the words 

λιγυρός (liguros: “sweet/shrill-sounding”), and μουσῖκός (mousikos: “musical”), used of the 

Muses, were also applied to cicadas.561 Liguros might have been attached to the name of a cicada 

that the Laconians called “ligantar” (Hsch. s.v. λιγάνταρ). Davies and Kathirithamby added that 

mousikos meant “something more than merely musical,” meaning that the primary use of the word 

conveyed devotion to the muses (LSJ s.v. μουσικός).562 

There is a cultic link to the Tainaron nekyomanteion which draws cicadas into the sphere 

of chthonic oracular wisdom. The story went that a man named Calondas (nicknamed Corax: 

Crow) sought purification at Delphi for the murder of the poet Archilochus. He was given an 

oracular response by the Delphic Pythia which ordered him to make reparations to the ghost of 

Archilochus at Tainaron, where “Tettix” (cicada) was buried (Plut. Sera. 560d-f; Suda s.v. 

Ἀρχίλοχος). Tettix was the nickname of a Cretan hero who colonised the Tainaron promontory, 

and Hesychius explained that the cult took its moniker “the seat of Tettix” for this reason (s.v. 

Τέττιγος ἕδρανον). Plutarch referred to it as “the house of Tettix” (Sera 560d-f). The poet 

Archilochus had, in his own poetry, desired to be referred to as a cicada (F223 West), likely as a 

way of legitimising his poetic skill.563 The narrative suggests that it was both appropriate to make 

reparations to a ghost at a nekyomanteion and also that the appropriate one for Archilochus would 

be Tainaron, sacred to ‘Tettix’. For Archilochus, an Ionian from Paros, the cicada may have been 

doubly symbolic. There is no information on the role of Tettix at the cult at Tainaron other than 

as an interred hero who colonised the nearby city. Ogden conjectured that Tettix may have been 

like the oracles Teiresias, Trophonius, Amphiaraus, and the Cumaean Sibyl, due to the cicada’s 

relationship with the earth and the special qualities of its voice.564 The Anacreonteum 34 described 

cicadas as both wise and prophetic. This was poetic metaphor for emergence of cicadas at the 

coming of summer, but metaphor is not so easily separated from tradition. We know that cicada-

related figures were associated with the Tainaron oracle of the dead, but we can only speculate 

on their involvement in the cult and its praxis.   

The myth of Tithonus elaborated on the quality of the cicada’s voice and contributed to 

the themes of immortality and rejuvenation. Despite that this myth appeared as early as the Iliad 

                                                      
560 The Greeks were aware that cicadas did not make their noise with their mouth: Davies & Kathirithamby 
1986: 119. 
561 Ibid., 117-118. 
562 Ibid., 118. 
563 Lefkowitz 2012: 30-37. 
564 Ogden 2001: 38. See below. 



208 
 

(Il. 11.1f, Od. 5.1f) the cicada was first connected to it by Hellanicus in the 5th century BC (FGrH 

F140 = schol. Hom. Il. 3.151). The fullest early account was in the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite 

(h.Hom. 5.218-238). The goddess Eos loved the mortal Tithonus, and requested that Zeus make 

him immortal, but she forgot to also ask for eternal youth on Tithonus’ behalf. Tithonus faded 

into old age, incapacitated, yet he could still be heard ‘babbling.’ Hellanicus incorporated Plato’s 

myth of the cicadas by adding that Eos also turned Tithonus into a cicada so that she might enjoy 

his songs for eternity (FGrH F140 = schol. Hom. Il. 3.151; Hieronym. F15 Wehrli = Eust. schol. 

Hom. Il. 11.1; schol. Lyc. 18). Eustathius commented that Tithonoi was a slur for babbling old 

men (Eust. Od. 5.121). Davies and Kathirithamby believed the use of tettix as a nickname for 

foreign cooks (Ath. 659a; Hsch. s.v. Τέττιξ) derived from using the sound of the cicada for 

“garrulous chatter.”565 Despite this, even in Homer the old men of Troy were positively compared 

to cicadas because of the quality of their speech (Il. 3.150-3). Tithonus’ voice and metamorphosis 

into a cicada may be suggestive about the role of Tettix at Tainaron. The Cumaean Sibyl was also 

made deathless and ageless, and her voice lingered on, giving prophecies (Ov. Met. 14.101-153). 

Other oracles were known to give prophecy through unseen voices (Eur. Alc. 966-71; Plut. Genio 

590b, 590c-592f; Paus. 9.39.8-14; Philostr. Her. 306).566 Since invisibility was a feature of the 

underworld, there may have been a natural connection between chthonic oracles and cicadas, 

which would typically be heard and not seen.  

Cicadas share the qualities of other chthonic motifs we have discussed. They had specific 

cultural value to the Athenians as autochthonous symbols, which seem to have been imported 

from the broader Ionian ethnicity. We must certainly entertain the possibility that the etymological 

link between cicadas and Cecrops was significant, but we are hampered by the relative absence 

of cicadas in the ancient material. Compared to dragons, always prominent, it was probably 

inevitable that the cicadas were eclipsed. Despite this, their relationship to the muses, and the 

embodiment of vocal power would have made them a compelling symbol for the Athenians. The 

strength of their songs, and their relationship to the Tainaron nekyomanteion underscores the 

recurring theme of wisdom in the underworld, which emerges through the power of voice and 

song. 

5.4 Bees and their honey. The wisdom and power of the chthonic 

voice. 

We have already encountered bees as metaphors for the soul in Greek poetry and know that they 

were also associated with the souls in the process of reincarnation in the afterlife (Chapter 2.3). 

Bees were also commonly connected to Ancient Greek chthonic cults and seem to be associated 

                                                      
565 Davies & Kathirithamby 1986: 119. 
566 Bonnechere 2003b: 181-184; Ogden 2001: 38. cf. Echo: Chapter 3.5. 
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with prophecy in a number of these cults, and elsewhere. This chapter begins by exploring more 

connections between bees and the dead. Then, by exploring bees as a motif, this chapter asserts 

that bees were associated with divine sources of knowledge, and that their ‘honey’ was the product 

of these sources. This ‘honey’ was beautiful and eloquent, but also seductive and persuasive. It 

could be potentially misleading, and thus confronting it could be harmful to the unprepared. The 

sense that chthonic beings had powerful voices might be because of a belief that beautiful or 

powerful speech could compel the soul. This provides part of the puzzle as to why wisdom was 

connected to the underworld: the voices of oracles also had the potential to move the soul. 

Therefore, the recurring theme that the chthonic world was potentially hazardous but could be 

positive if confronted with wisdom and preparation (like initiation) reappears in this motif.  

In antiquity bees were symbolic of the cycle of life in death. We have already discussed 

one of their chthonic aspects in the comparison of swarming bees with the masses of ghosts in the 

underworld in Vergil’s famous simile (Aen. 6.707-11) and elsewhere.567 As previously discussed, 

this comparison was illuminated by the perception that bees lived in caves. It has also long been 

understood that the ancient tradition of bugonia – a ritual based on the belief that bees could be 

spontaneously generated from the carcasses of animals – played a role.568 Bugonia was recorded 

in the myth of Aristaeus, mentioned briefly by Ovid (Fast. 1.363-80) but was presented in detail 

by Vergil (Georg. 4.281-558). In Vergil’s story, the beekeeper Aristaeus had been amorously 

pursuing Eurydice, the lover of Orpheus, when she was bitten by a snake and died. Eurydice’s 

nymph companions destroyed Aristaeus’ bee-hives in retaliation. Aristaeus, with the help of his 

mother Cyrene, and the seer Proteus, learned that he could propitiate the nymphs with bugonia: 

Quattuor eximios praestanti corpore tauros, 

qui tibi nunc viridis depascunt summa Lycaei, 

delige et intacta totidem cervice iuvencas. 

Quattuor his aras alta ad delubra dearum 

constitue et sacrum iugulis demitte cruorem, 

corporaque ipsa boum frondoso desere luco. 

Post, ubi nona suos Aurora ostenderit ortus, 

inferias Orphei Lethaea papavera mittes 

et nigram mactabis ovem lucumque revises: 

placatam Eurydicen vitula venerabere caesa. 

'The way to supplicate I will first tell: 

select four bulls, superior in form and frame, 

such as you've grazing now on lush uplands of Lycaeus, 

and an equal count of heifers, whose neck no yoke has ever touched; 

                                                      
567 Chapter 2.3. 
568 cf. Horsfall 2010: 41. 
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erect for these four altars by the tall temples of the goddesses, 

lance them, and let the sacred blood spill from their throats, 

and leave these carcasses abandoned in a leafy den. 

And later, when nine days have dawned, you'll send as offerings to Orpheus 

soporific poppies, and sacrifice a ewe that's black, 

then go back to the thicket and worship with a slaughtered calf 

Eurydice, who by now will be appeased.' (Verg. Georg. 4.538-547, tr. Fallon) 

When Aristaeus returned to the grove, bees swarmed spontaneously from out of the dead oxen. 

The ritual has clear chthonic significance in the offerings of Lethean poppies and the sacrifice of 

a black ewe for Eurydice’s ghost.  

Bugonia has been proven false. It is not clear whether it was widely known or accepted 

by the Greeks until Roman times. Aristotle had no name for the belief, though he rejected it (PA 

759a). The ancients also knew that bees were prone to olfactory sensitivity which would have 

deterred them nesting in carcasses (Theophr. CP 6.5.1; Arist. HA 625b21; Plut. Quaest.nat. 36; 

Ael. NA 5.11; Gp. 15.2.19), though it would not have been impossible if the carcass was extremely 

dry and free of bacteria.569 Belief that bees were exceptionally scrupulous probably contributed 

to their association with priestesses.570 Nevertheless, belief in bugonia persisted into the 

Byzantine period and beyond.571 Recently scholars have justifiably argued that ancient bee-

keepers might have been observing the wild bee (Apis mellifera), which was native to dry regions 

and would nest in any cavity, nesting in corpses of desiccated animals.572  

Corrington suggested several cultural influences from across the Mediterranean which 

might have contributed to ancient belief in bugonia in ancient times, but the use of honey in 

embalming practices might have been one of the most important.573 The practice of embalming 

with honey dates to the Aegean Middle Bronze Age for the Greek mainland, but also in the 

Cyclades, and on Crete, and was popular among the Mycenaeans (Hdt. 1.140.2, 4.71.1; Xen. HG 

5.318-19; D.S. 15.93.6; Strab. 15.3.20, 16.1.20; Joseph. AJ 14.124).574 The corpse of Alexander 

the Great was said to have been preserved in beeswax (Stat. Silv. 3.2.117f).575 Honey embalming 

seems to have also found its way into myths where it participated in cycles of death and 

resurrection. The hero Glaucus, sometimes conflated with a sea deity, was also connected to 

                                                      
569 Detienne 1981: 98-109. 
570 See below. 
571 On bees nesting in desiccated carcasses: Shipley 1915: 98-100. For the Byzantine tradition: Gp. 15.2.22. 
Other attestations: Antig. Mir. 19(23); Ov. Met. 15.364-67; Varr. RR 2.5.5; Plin. HN 11.20; Serv. Georg. 
4.286. See: Corrington 1956. 
572 Davies & Kathirithamby 1986: 65f; Harissis 2009. 
573 Corrington 1956. 
574 Garland 1982: 73; Kurtz & Boardman 1971: 186; Lindsay 1965: 211-212. 
575 Though Statius is the only source who specifically says so, the belief might have been inferred from 
Strabo’s records of Persian embalming customs (Strab. 15.3.20). Diodorus mentioned only that the body 
had been preserved (D.S. 18.26). 
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Cretan myth as a son of Minos (Hyg. Fab. 136; Apollod. 3.3.1).576 As a boy, Glaucus fell into a 

jar (pithos) of honey while playing and drowned. Since he was concealed in the jar, no one could 

find him, so Minos hired seers to find him by divination. In the version told by Hyginus, Polyidos 

found the corpse by following bees that were being chased by an owl to the jar in the cellar. Since 

Minos stipulated that the boy had to be found alive, he shut Polyidos in a tomb with the corpse. 

While waiting, Polyidos killed a snake that approached the corpse. Another appeared and used a 

herb to revive its mate. Polyidos learned from it, and restored Glaucus to life. The story gave rise 

to a Greek proverb “Glaucus drank honey and rose up” (Γλαῦκος πιὼν μέλι, ἀνέστη: Apost. CPG 

5.48). One recalls that souls awaiting rebirth were known as bees (Porph. Antro 18). In an alternate 

tradition, Asclepius took the place of Polyidos, and the tale was used to explain the presence of 

snakes entwined around Asclepius’ staff (Hyg. Fab. 49, Astr. 2.14; Ov. Fast. 6.735-62).577 

According to Apollodorus, Minos forced Polyidos to teach Glaucus the art of divination before 

he departed Crete (Apollod. 3.3.2). The story itself seems to draw on the practise of pithos burials 

and embalming with honey. 

In addition to the use of honey in embalming, which explained the preservation of 

Glaucus, honey had its own lifegiving properties. Because of its nourishing properties it was used 

in ritual offerings to ‘soothe’ the dead (μειλικτήρια, from μειλίσσω, LSJ s.v. μειλικτήριος), as in 

the propitiation of Darius’ ghost with honey, water, milk, olive, and flowers (Aesch. Pers. 607-

18). Honey was well attested as a remedy for various problems in the medical treatises in 

antiquity, including those of Aristotle, Hippocrates, Theophrastus, Pliny, Pidanius Dioscorides, 

Celsus, and Galen.578 It was known by Aristotle to have soothed fevers (Aristot. Met. 6.1027a), 

and in Aristophanes, a mouthful of honey soothed a screaming infant (Ar. Thesm. 506). Fertile 

offerings such as milk, water, and honey not only propitiated the dead, but reinvigorated them 

with a sense of life (Porph. Antro 7, 8, 13). The Homeric nekyia involved offerings of milk, honey, 

wine, and water, together with the blood of a black sheep, which the ghosts fed upon (Hom. Od. 

10.516-529, 11.23-36). Similar scenes, all involving honey, appeared elsewhere in Homer and on 

the tragic stage (Hom. Il. 23.166-76; Eur. IT 159-66; Soph. OC 466-92; Ov. Met. 7.179-349; 

Orph. A. 569-75). A fragment of Euripides preserves part of a necromantic ritual in which the 

speaker pours a libation, makes an offering of grain, and pankarpeia ‘all fruits’ – a cake composed 

of honey and a mixture of fruits (Eur. TrGF F912 Kannicht).579 There were also two myths that 

paralleled the myth of Glaucus, in which honey seemed to keep the victims nourished while their 

lives were threatened. The tyrant Periander’s father Cypselus took his name from the κυψέλη, a 

ceramic beehive in which he was hidden from assassins during his childhood (Hdt. 5.92), and a 

                                                      
576 Lindsay associated the two through the ‘herb of life,’ a motif found in both. Lindsay 1965: 214-216.  
577 See Chapter 5.1. 
578 Cilliers & Retief 2008: 10-14. 
579 Ogden 2001: 170-171. 
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slave named Komatas was nourished by bees whilst trapped inside a cedar-wood box by his 

master (Theocr. 7). 

The use of honey as an offering to the dead, who could also be consulted for wisdom, 

probably contributed to the association of bees with oracles. If offering honey to the dead 

temporarily restored them to some form of life, in which they retain the wits to offer wisdom, 

then it makes sense to have compared the dead with bees. This was most salient in the Homeric 

Hymn to Hermes, in which Apollo explained the difference between Olympian and chthonic 

prophecy: 

σεμναὶ γὰρ τινες εἰσί, κασίγνηται γεγαυῖαι,  

παρθένοι, ὠκείῃσιν ἀγαλλόμεναι πτερύγεσσι,  

τρεῖς: κατὰ δὲ κρατὸς πεπαλαγμέναι ἄλφιτα λευκά,  

οἰκία ναιετάουσιν ὑπὸ πτυχὶ Παρνησοῖο,  

μαντείης ἀπάνευθε διδάσκαλοι, ἣν ἐπὶ βουσὶ  

παῖς ἔτ᾽ ἐὼν μελέτησα: πατὴρ δ᾽ ἐμὸς οὐκ ἀλέγιζεν,  

ἐντεῦθεν δὴ ἔπειτα ποτώμεναι ἄλλοτε ἄλλη  

κηρία βόσκονται καὶ τε κραίνουσιν ἕκαστα.  

αἳ δ᾽ ὅτε μὲν θυΐωσιν ἐδηδυῖαι μέλι χλωρόν,  

προφρονέως ἐθέλουσιν ἀληθείην ἀγορεύειν:  

ἢν δ᾽ ἀπονοσφισθῶσι θεῶν ἡδεῖαν ἐδωδήν,  

ψεύδονται δὴ ἔπειτα δι᾽ ἀλλήλων δονέουσαι. 

There are certain holy ones, sisters born —three virgins gifted with wings: their 

heads are besprinkled with white meal, and they dwell under a ridge of Parnassus. 

These are teachers of divination apart from me, the art which I practised while 

yet a boy following herds, though my father paid no heed to it. From their home 

they fly now here, now there, feeding on honey-comb and bringing all things to 

pass. And when they are inspired through eating yellow honey, they are willing 

to speak truth; but if they be deprived of the gods' sweet food, then they speak 

falsely, as they swarm in and out together. (h.Hom. 4.552-63, tr. Evelyn-White) 

These nymphs, who live in a cave and closely resemble bees, must be given honey to be persuaded 

to speak true prophecy. ‘Bee’ (melissa/μέλισσα) was also given as a title within chthonic cults, 

some of which were associated with prophecy. The bee-nymphs of the Hymn shared Mount 

Parnassus with the oracle of Delphi, whose Pythian priestess was called ‘Delphic bee’ by Pindar 

(Pyth. 4.59f). Melitodes (honey-like) and Meliboea (honey-voiced) were both surnames given to 

Persephone (Lasus F702 Campbell = Ath. 624e; Theocr. 15.94; Porph. Antro 8). Priestesses of 

Demeter and Persephone were sometimes called melissai (Pind. F158 S-M; Call. Ap. 110-112; 

POxy. 15.1802; Col. 9.2.3; Porph. Antro 8; Lact. Inst. 1.22; Serv. Aen. 1.430; Hsch. s.v. Μέλισσαι; 

schol. Pind. Pyth. 4.106c;). These titles seem to be inherited from myths in the which nymphs 
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who attended Demeter and Persephone were also “melissai” (Apollod. FGrH 244 F89; schol. 

Pind. Pyth. 4.104). Priestesses in the cult of Artemis Ephesia were given the title melissonomoi – 

‘bee keepers’ (Aesch. TrGF F87 Radt = Ar. Ra. 1274), and male priests of the same cult, as well 

as those of Artemis Hymnia near Orchomenos were known as essenes, ‘kings’ of bees (EM s.v. 

Ἐσσήν, cf. Call. Jov. 66; Paus. 8.13.1).580 Servius recounted a story in which Ceres, the Roman 

Demeter, caused bees to be born from the body of her Priestess, a Corinthian woman named 

Melissa (Serv. Aen. 1.430). The bee-nymphs also sang their oracles (h.Hom. 4.561), like the 

Sphinx (Soph. OT 391, 1199-200; Sen. Oed. 101f; Socr.Arg. FGrH 310 F8 = schol. Eur. Ph. 

45).581 She took the place of the Delphic Pythia on a bell-krater which depicted a tradition 

preserved in Aesop’s Fables (55).582 Honey (μέλι) is etymologically connected to ‘singing’ 

(μελίζω), and ‘song’ (μέλος, cf. Pind. Nem. 11.18).583  

 The association of bees with young women, cult, prophecy, and the dead, all collided in 

the story of the tyrant Periander and his wife Melissa (Hdt. 5.92; cf. D.L. 1.7).584 Periander had 

sent to the Acheron nekyomanteion to inquire from the ghost of Melissa (whom he had killed in 

a rage) about a hidden cache of money. Melissa would not respond, complaining that he had 

buried her with unburnt funeral garments, which were thus of no use to her. After he satisfied her 

ghost, she revealed the location of the money. Bees and honey were associated with prophecy in 

other cults and myths. The hero Glaucus, conflated with the one who had been preserved and 

resurrected in his honey-jar, became a prophetic sea-god in some myths (Eur. Or. 360-67; 

Ap.Rhod. 1.1310-28; D.S. 4.48.6; Paus. 9.22.6; Philostr. Im. 2.15). Athenaeus claimed he taught 

prophecy to Apollo (Ath. 296a-f). In one tradition about the Cretan Glaucus, he was taught 

prophecy (Apollod. 3.3.2), and in another version bees had revealed the location of his corpse 

(Hyg. Fab. 136). Bees had shown the Boeotians the location of the lost oracle of Trophonius by 

swarming into his chasm (Paus. 9.40.2, 9.39.11; schol. Ar. Nu. 508a). Cleomenes I of Sparta 

severed the head of his friend Archonides and preserved it in a jar of honey so that he could 

consult it for advice (Ael. VH 12.8). This was like the prophetic cult of Orpheus, who was 

associated with bees through his love triangle with Eurydice and Aristaeus.585 After Orpheus was 

dismembered by the Bacchae, his head, still singing, was tossed into a river and drifted to Lesbos, 

where an oracular cult was established around it (Philostr. Her. 306). The cult praxis is shown on 

a Red-figure hydria (LIMC Orpheus 68, Figure 10); a consultant descends into a chasm to receive 

prophecies from Orpheus head, which is surrounded by his attendant Muses.586 This was like the 

                                                      
580 Chthonic Artemis: Scullion 1994.  
581 The Sphinx was also a maiden (παρθένος: Soph. OT 1199-200). 
582 Harrison 1908: 208-210. 
583 The scholiasts said Persephone’s nymphs were called melissai because they were pure, like the 
scrupulous bees (Pind. Pyth. 4.106c; schol. Eur. Hipp. 72), but they probably also associated young girls 
with singing. 
584 Ogden 2001: 54-60. 
585 Detienne 1981. 
586 Schmidt 1972. 
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praxis at the Trophonion, in which the severed head of Trophonius’ brother also played an 

important part in ritual (Paus. 9.37.7, 9.39.6).587 Onesilus, who besieged Amathusia, had been 

decapitated and had his head hung above the city gates (Hdt. 5.114). Bees supposedly nested and 

built honeycomb inside it. Interpreting this as an omen, the Amathusians buried the head and 

worshipped Onesilus as a hero.588 In these accounts bees and honey were closely related to 

oracles, and decapitated heads were involved in several of these, it is possible that embalming 

practices informed the beliefs. 

Honey was not just connected to prophecy, but to poetry and rhetoric. The language and 

cultural ideas surrounding each of these things was enriched by connections to honey and bees, 

and therefore can elucidate the nature of chthonic prophecy, and the importance of the voice for 

chthonic beings like the Sirens and the Sphinx. The dragon Python had possibly once given 

spoken prophecies at Delphi (Lyc. 202-4 & schol. 200; Hyg. Fab. 140; Lucian Astr. 23; arg. 1 

Pind. Pyth.), where Iamblichus also attached the Sirens (VP 82). In Vergil a Harpy gave an oracle 

to Aeneas (Aen. 3.245-57). Sirens, Sphinxes, and Harpies, each seem to have had roles in 

eschatology, and their connection to voices might be because the soul could be manipulated with 

speech. Cerberus’ bark might have been one way he kept souls in Hades (Hes. Th. 311; Ar. Pax 

313-15; Sen. HF 783-97; Q.S. 6.261-68).589 Lyssa instilled madness using the power of her music 

(Eur. HF 871). The dragon Ladon had many voices (Pherecyd. F13b Fowler = schol. Ap.Rhod. 

4.1396; Apollod. 2.5.11; Pediasim. 11); were they oracular, or were they weapons? We shall see 

that Socrates himself suggested that powerful speech was associated with the underworld. This 

type of speech held wisdom, but also the potential to mislead, bewitch, or persuade uncritical 

listeners. Thus, the phrase, “honey-sweet words.” Aristophanes in his Peace, when choosing a 

food to be representative of Athens and be mashed up by War in his mortar, opted for Attic honey 

to symbolise the city-state that prized the arts and intellectual discourse (250-54). Correct tools 

were needed to extract that wisdom from misleading language, just as the risk in undertaking a 

katabasis was mitigated through initiation.590 In the Homeric Hymn to Hermes Apollo explained 

the tools to understand both types of prophecy. Olympian prophecy, which he defined as 

‘knowing the mind’ of Zeus (h.Hom. 4.533-40), was verifiable through birds of omen (4.541f). 

The chthonic prophecy taught by the bee-nymphs was deceptive and required honey to persuade 

them to speak the truth (4.560-63). The nymphs, who were persuaded by honey, also produced it, 

just as bees produce and eat honey. These differentiations between prophecy in the Homeric Hymn 

seem to explain the second, chthonic type of prophecy offered at Delphi, possibly by Dionysus, 

                                                      
587 Chapters 1.3.1, and 3.2 
588 Oracular heads were not uncommon, and had roots in Indo-European traditions (cf. MIFL E783): Nagy 
1990. Also: Colledge & Marler 1981; Deonna 1925; Eliade 1964: 391; Ogden 2001: 208-216. 
589 Chapter 5.2.1. 
590 Plato’s cave (Rep. 514a-521b) also required the correct interpretive tools to escape it: Chapter 3.2. 
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or by Python in the past.591 Pindar expressed the anxiety about misinterpreting oracles in his 

twelfth Olympian:  

σύμβολον δ᾽ οὔ πώ τις ἐπιχθονίων  

πιστὸν ἀμφὶ πράξιος ἐσσομένας εὗρεν θεόθεν:  

τῶν δὲ μελλόντων τετύφλωνται φραδαί.  

πολλὰ δ᾽ ἀνθρώποις παρὰ γνώμαν ἔπεσεν,  

ἔμπαλιν μὲν τέρψιος, οἱ δ᾽ ἀνιαραῖς  

ἀντικύρσαντες ζάλαις ἐσλὸν βαθὺ πήματος  

ἐν μικρῷ πεδάμειψαν χρόνῳ. 

Never yet has a man who walks upon earth 

found from God sure sign of the matter to come. 

Perception of future goes blind. 

Many things fall counter to judgement, sometimes 

against delight, yet others that encountered evil 

gales win in a moment depth of grandeur for pain.  

(Pind. Ol. 12.7-12, tr. Lattimore) 

One thinks of when Croesus received a prophecy that he would destroy a great kingdom and did 

not understand that it was his own (Hdt. 1.53-54, cf. 7.37, 1.209-10). The historian Socrates also 

expressed the danger of misinterpreting the Sphinx’s oracles (Socr.Arg. FGrH 310 F8 = schol. 

Eur. Ph. 45). But there were fine lines between prophecy, poetry, and rhetoric. Aristotle used 

honey to demonstrate the manipulation of truth:  

ἐνδέχεται γὰρ τὸ αὐτὸ κατὰ μὲν τὴν ὄψιν μέλι φαίνεσθαι τῇ δὲ γεύσει μή, καὶ 

τῶν ὀφθαλμῶν δυοῖν ὄντοιν μὴ ταὐτὰ ἑκατέρᾳ τῇ ὄψει, ἂν ὦσιν ἀνόμοιαι. 

For it is possible for the same thing to appear to be honey to sight but not to taste 

and – since we have two eyes – for things not to appear the same to the sight of 

each, if the two sights are dissimilar. (Aristot. Met. 4.1011a, tr. Reeve) 

Philostratus explicitly criticised prophecy, rhetoric, and philosophy for confirming their claims at 

the same time as they asserted that they had no certain knowledge (Philostr. VS 1.480.6-481.2).  

The divinely inspired products of the poets were also both eloquent and bewitching and 

related to bees and honey. The Muses, as goddesses who inspired song and music, were naturally 

associated with bees, and poets engaged in self-aggrandising language that compared themselves 

to the Muses by using honey and bee symbolism.592 Varro said that bees were attendants of the 

Muses (RR 3.16.7) since they could be attracted by the rhythmic clashing of cymbals or clapping 

of hands. Other testimonies claimed that the Muses were metamorphosed into bees (Col. 9.2.3; 

                                                      
591 See Chapter 1.3.1, and 5.1. 
592 Horsfall 2010: 41; Lefkowitz 2012: 62, 85. cf. Cicadas, Chapter 5.3. 
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Hsch. s.v. Ὀροδεμνιάδες; schol. Pind. 1c; schol. Theocrit. 3.13). Pindar described himself as a 

bee flitting between subjects (Pyth. 10.54), and his songs were honey-sweet (F122 S-M, cf. 

Antip.Sid. AP 7.34 = HE 284-285). Similar statements were made by other poets or made about 

them.593 Poets and their biographers created traditions which made bees and Muses into portents 

of future poetic talent. Muses would appear to the poets in their dreams; or more fantastic, bees 

would build honeycomb in the mouths of sleeping poets while they were babies.594  

But poetry was subject to the same criticism that Philostratus showed toward oracles, 

philosophy, and rhetoric. Hesiod claimed his poetry was inspired by the Muses in a verse that 

made them appear as unreliable as the bee-nymphs: “we know how to tell many falsehoods just 

like truths; but we know, as we please, to sing the truth” (ἴδμεν ψεύδεα πολλὰ λέγειν ἐτύμοισιν 

ὁμοῖα / ἴδμεν δ᾽, εὖτ᾽ ἐθέλωμεν, ἀληθέα γηρύσασθαι: Hes. Th. 27f). Aristophanes mocked 

Homer’s use of the same technique (Av. 907-13; cf. Hom. Il. 1.1) as an excuse for speaking 

nonsense. The poetry of the Muses shares the same potential for wisdom, but also interpretive 

problems, as did the prophecy of the chthonic bee-nymphs. When Hermes gifted his lyre to Apollo 

in the Homeric Hymn, he treated music in a similar way to prophecy; whoever ignorantly 

‘enquired’ (ἐρεείνω) of music, received only foolish babbling (h.Hom. 4.482-87), just as oracular 

consultants receive nothing from chattering birds (4.543-49).595  Socrates compared poets to the 

Corybantes and Bacchants, whose mania robbed them of their senses, and was induced by 

‘drawing milk and honey from streams’ (Pl. Ion. 534a).596  

… καὶ τῶν μελοποιῶν ἡ ψυχὴ τοῦτο ἐργάζεται, ὅπερ αὐτοὶ λέγουσι. λέγουσι γὰρ 

δήπουθεν πρὸς ἡμᾶς οἱ ποιηταὶ ὅτι ἀπὸ κρηνῶν μελιρρύτων ἐκ Μουσῶν κήπων 

τινῶν καὶ ναπῶν δρεπόμενοι τὰ μέλη ἡμῖν φέρουσιν ὥσπερ αἱ μέλιτται, καὶ αὐτοὶ 

οὕτω πετόμενοι: καὶ ἀληθῆ λέγουσι. κοῦφον γὰρ χρῆμα ποιητής ἐστιν καὶ πτηνὸν 

καὶ ἱερόν, καὶ οὐ πρότερον οἷός τε ποιεῖν πρὶν ἂν ἔνθεός τε γένηται καὶ ἔκφρων 

καὶ ὁ νοῦς μηκέτι ἐν αὐτῷ ἐνῇ 

… the soul of the lyric poets does the same thing, by their own report. For the 

poets tell us, I believe, that the songs they bring us are the sweets they cull from 

honey-dropping founts in certain gardens and glades of the Muses—like the bees, 

and winging the air as these do. And what they tell is true. For a poet is a light 

and winged and sacred thing, and is unable ever to indite until he has been 

                                                      
593 Hesiod: Alc. HE 70-34. Homer: AP 2.342f. Horace: Hor. C. 4.2.27. Simonides: Suda s.v. Σιμωνίδης. 
Sophocles: Ar. PCG FF598, 679 = TrGF T108 = Vit.Soph. 22; Vit.Soph. 20. See: Lefkowitz 2012: 176 n. 
6. 
594 Archilochus: E1 II.22-39 Clay. Callimachus: schol. Call. F2.18 Pfeiffer. Lucan: Vit.Vaccae 20-25. 
Menander: FGE 238-39 = AP 9.187. Pindar: Paus. 9.23.2; Ael. VH 12.45; Philostr. Im. 2.12.1; Eust. 
Prooem. ad Pind. 27; Vit.Amb. 1.6-11. Quintus Smyrnaeus: Q.S. 12.308f. Vergil: Vit.Focae 28-30. See: 
ibid., 162 n. 46, 176 n. 5. 
595 Hermes states clearly that Apollo knows how to use the lyre: h.Hom. 4.478f. 
596 The Sphinx, who sang oracles, was a Bacchant in one tradition (schol. Eur. Ph. 45). 
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inspired and put out of his senses, and his mind is no longer in him 

 (Pl. Ion. 534a-b, tr. Ward) 

In the state of inspiration poets relinquished their souls to the Muses, who do not make it clear 

when they speak truth.  

The line between philosophical discourse, poetry, and oracular power in the Socratic 

dialogues was narrowed using the poetic metaphors of honey, and the technical language of 

necromancy. In the Gorgias it was said that if you removed rhythm and meter from poetry, you 

were only left with speech (502c). The bewitching characteristic of ‘honeyed-words’ was shown 

through the language of psychagogia. Thus, Socrates said that “speech gains force through 

evoking the soul” (λόγου δύναμις τυγχάνει ψυχαγωγία οὖσα: Pl. Phdr. 271c-d). He used the term 

psychagogia, the act of drawing up souls from Hades, employed by psychagogues at 

nekyomanteia. It is often translated in philosophy as ‘leading’ the psyche, from the second element 

of the word ‘ἀγωγός.’ Psychagogia places an emphasis on the ability to influence the soul, a sense 

compounded using force (δύναμις). While Socrates subscribed to a belief that the psyche was the 

seat of human intelligence (Phd. 94b), he is still reliant upon eschatological parlance in which the 

psyche was literally the soul, and still believed that it persisted after death (Phd. 61d-e).  In this 

context a psychagogue is, metaphorically, very similar to a demagogue. Earlier in Phaedrus he 

asked “Well now is it not so, on the whole, that the art of rhetoric is something of a manipulation 

of souls through speech?” (ἆρ᾽ οὖν οὐ τὸ μὲν ὅλον ἡ ῥητορικὴ ἂν εἴη τέχνη ψυχαγωγία τις διὰ 

λόγων: Pl. Phdr. 261a). Plato often had his speakers accuse one another of being a γόης, a word 

used for sorcerers, but also cheats (LSJ s.v. γόης). Achilles in Hippias Minor was accused of 

cheating and is called a treacherous goes (371a), and Callicles in the Gorgias condemned laws 

which attempted to constrain powerful citizens as being “codes, trickeries, and enchantments” 

(γράμματα καὶ μαγγανεύματα καὶ ἐπῳδὰς: 484a). Even Socrates felt vulnerable to this beguiling 

speech, for in Menexenus he laments that the funeral orators “beguile our souls” (γοητεύουσιν 

ἡμῶν τὰς ψυχάς: 235a). Psychagogia was used in the same fashion by Isocrates (2.49, 9.11) and 

Aristotle (Po. 1450a) to describe poetry which beguiled the audience’s soul. In the agon between 

Just Argument and Unjust Argument, that was initiated by Socrates in Aristophanes’ Clouds, 

Unjust threatens that his arguments would be like bees stinging the face and eyes (Ar. Nu. 945-

48). The philosopher Diogenes was said to have compared ingratiating speech with honey used 

to choke listeners (D.L. 6.2.51).  

Honeyed words that affected the soul could also be the products of skilled orators, and 

one needed proper tools in order to confront them. Thus, the words of orators were like those of 

the Sirens. The funeral orations of the Menexenus that bewitched listeners’ souls, must be 

considered in context with Pericles’ funeral oration; according to Socrates, Pericles was the most 

accomplished orator (269e-270a), and owed his skill to his association with Anaxagoras, who was 

credited with introducing philosophy to Athens. Yet in the Phaedrus he compared Pericles with 
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the eloquent King Adrastus, the ‘honey-tongued’ (Pl. Phdr. 269a). Perhaps he thought that 

Pericles achieved his persuasiveness through philosophical methods, rather than divine 

inspiration associated with demagogues, poets, and oracles. He used expertise to distinguish 

between these approaches in the Ion: 

οὐ γὰρ τέχνῃ ταῦτα λέγουσιν ἀλλὰ θείᾳ δυνάμει, ἐπεί, εἰ περὶ ἑνὸς τέχνῃ καλῶς 

ἠπίσταντο λέγειν, κἂν περὶ τῶν ἄλλων ἁπάντων: διὰ ταῦτα δὲ ὁ θεὸς 

ἐξαιρούμενος τούτων τὸν νοῦν τούτοις χρῆται ὑπηρέταις καὶ τοῖς χρησμῳδοῖς 

καὶ τοῖς μάντεσι τοῖς θείοις 

For not by art do they [poets] utter these things, but by divine influence; since, if 

they had fully learnt by art to speak on one kind of theme, they would know how 

to speak on all. And for this reason God takes away the mind of these men and 

uses them as his ministers, just as he does soothsayers and godly seers  

(Pl. Ion. 534c-d, tr. Ward) 

Socrates concluded that Ion could only speak on Homer, because he had not developed the 

philosophical tools with which to approach all poetry (536c-d). Having been convinced by the 

Socrates, Ion said “Your words touch my soul” (ἅπτει γάρ πώς μου τοῖς λόγοις τῆς ψυχῆς: Pl. Ion 

535a). Further proof that Socrates associated powerful speech and wisdom with the manipulation 

of the soul lay in his vision of the Sirens in the underworld. The Sirens, who enchant men with 

their honey-toned voices (Hom. Od. 12.187), would not leave the underworld, because even they 

were enraptured by the power of Hades’ voice (Pl. Cra. 403d-e). The analogy naturally fits the 

philosophical discourse, because the ruler of the underworld must have ultimate authority over 

souls. Socrates used Hades as an example of the ultimate statesman, because he ‘knows all things’ 

(Cra. 404b). A fragment from Simonides (PMG 607 = P.Berol. 13875) supposedly contrasted 

Peisistratus against the Sirens, since he was unable to coerce his opposition through martial 

strength or eloquent speech.597 In the Symposium, Alcibiades compared Socrates to the Satyr 

Marsyas, whose music beguiled and possessed his listeners (Pl. Smp. 215c). He then took the 

analogy further, saying that the only safety from Socrates lay in blocking one’s ears and escaping, 

as though from the Sirens (216a). Surprisingly, Plato’s biographical traditions were like the 

poets’: it was said that when he was an infant, bees had smeared honey upon his lips (Olymp. in 

Alc. 2.24-29, Anon. Proll. 2.12-23). Neo-Platonists believed that he was a son of Apollo, a god 

who was concerned with poetry and prophecy (Apul. Dogm.Plat. 1.1; D.L. 3.1; Olymp. in Alc. 

2.20-31; Suda s.v. Πλάτων). This is strange if we assume that Plato was unequivocally critical of 

poetry, as in the tenth book of the Republic. He argued that poetry was a form of rhetoric not 

grounded in truths, but in the emotional appeal to the audience’s passions. Biographers might 

have included Plato in the traditions because they thought he received divine inspiration, but also 

                                                      
597 Zuntz 1935: 6-7. 



219 
 

that he possessed the tools to use it and confront it properly. The Socratic method was equally 

able to affect the soul, like inspired speech, but it was grounded in philosophical truth. 

Socrates used Sirens and cicadas to illustrate the seductive power of voice and how to 

deal with it. We have already discussed the Sirens as chthonic beings that might have been thought 

of as psychopomps or guardians like the Sphinx.598 In some traditions the Sirens were daughters 

of the muse Melpomene (Ap.Rhod. 4.892; Lyc. 712ff; Hyg. Fab. 141; Apollod. 1.18). They knew 

of all things (Hom. Od. 12.184-91), like oracles, and their voices were honey-toned (μελίγηρυς: 

187). In Homer honey was almost exclusively used to describe alcohol, which Hector deplored 

because it dulled the mind (Il. 6.264f). It was also used of the fruit of the lotus-eaters (Od. 9.94-

7), and the persuasiveness of Nestor’s speech (Il. 1.247-9). His speech in book two had the Greeks 

buzzing like bees (Il. 2.87-93), as though they were eating his honey. The Sirens’ voices were 

irresistible, but they also deceived listeners: 

οὐ γάρ πώ τις τῇδε παρήλασε νηὶ μελαίνῃ,  

πρίν γ᾽ ἡμέων μελίγηρυν ἀπὸ στομάτων ὄπ᾽ ἀκοῦσαι, 

ἀλλ᾽ ὅ γε τερψάμενος νεῖται καὶ πλείονα εἰδώς. 

No one ever yet sped past this place in a black ship 

before he listened to the honey-toned voice from our mouths 

And then he went off delighted, knowing more things.  

(Hom. Od. 12.186-7, tr. Cook) 

Odysseus himself could not resist them (Od. 12.192f), but he had been initiated by Circe. She had 

told him that he would die in their meadow if he stopped his ship, and she gave him the tools to 

confront them (12.39-54). Like the bee-nymphs, the antidote to the Sirens’ honey was also honey: 

Odysseus could pass safely if he blocked his crew’s ears with beeswax and they bound him to the 

ship’s mast. The myth was a warning against the endless pursuit of knowledge. Wisdom, 

preparation, and restraint enabled Odysseus to set his limitations. His crew were ignorant and 

powerless. The beeswax that blocked their ears made them as equally witless as the Sirens’ songs 

would have.  

Werner argued that Socrates told the myth of the men who were metamorphosed into 

cicadas in order to show Phaedrus that philosophy was the tool with which one could confront the 

misleading Socratic palinode (Pl. Phdr. 244a-257b).599 Socratic philosophy again collided with 

chthonic ideas. Werner understood that setting the Phaedrus in the countryside beyond the polis 

communicated the sense of danger felt in landscape beyond human control, emphasised by the 

presence of the nymphs (230b-c).600 The idyllic meadow and the musical cicadas threaten the 

                                                      
598 Chapter 5.2.4. 
599 Werner 2012: 138-144. 
600 Ibid., 22. 
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intellectually complacent listener with sleep, and so he would learn nothing (259a). Socrates made 

the didactic meaning of the myth clear by stating that if one sailed past the cicadas, as though they 

were Sirens, he could share in their gifts (259a-b). Like the listeners who overindulged in the 

Sirens’ song, and died in their meadow, overindulgence in the cicadas’ song leads to sleep. It is a 

tight comparison; Sleep, we know, was the brother of the death (Hom. Il. 16.682; Hes. Th. 211f; 

Cic. ND 3.17; Hyg. praef.; Verg. Aen. 6.277f; Sen. HF 1065-69; Ael. VH 2.34). As Circe armed 

Odysseus with the tools to confront the Sirens, Socrates armed Phaedrus with philosophy.  

We have explored the traditions in which bees were associated with the souls of the dead 

and have now seen that they were also connected to prophecy in the chthonic sphere. The powerful 

voices of chthonic beings have been a recurring theme, and through the honey motif we have seen 

that their voices were a way of controlling souls. We have also seen how the honey motif 

highlighted the potentially misleading quality of chthonic wisdom. The philosophies of Plato and 

Socrates connected honey to the skilled and eloquent use of closely related prophecy, poetry, and 

rhetoric. As in the wider traditions about oracles, the philosophers felt that these arts contained 

potential wisdom for those who engaged them critically, and questioned them, but posed a threat 

to the ignorant. The Platonic dialogues aligned with broader ideas in which divinely inspired 

speech had chthonic origins, and confirm a theme running throughout this thesis, that confronting 

this speech was hazardous but potentially rewarding. This underscores the sense that the voice 

could have a powerful effect upon the soul. In the realm of chthonic beings, we are also firmly in 

the territory of compelling, examining and exploring souls. Thus, we have seen special concord 

between bees, who were chthonic and sometimes symbols of the dead. Their product, honey, 

associated with the voice, could affect people, or their souls. So, in the cult of Trophonius, where 

consultants experienced threatening chthonic space as a katabasis in search of wisdom, we find a 

tight association between bees, and the chthonic prophecy of the underworld. 
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6 Conclusion 

This thesis explored motifs associated with the Ancient Greek underworld and the chthonic sphere 

of Greek thought. This investigation made a case for the motifs as being chthonic and that 

exploring the ideas surrounding them facilitates interpretation of the mediums in which the motifs 

are embedded. The goal has been to illuminate the constellation of ideas that may have resonated 

for an Ancient Greek when he or she encountered a chthonic motif. Since the chthonic world is 

one partially manifested in real landscape, this exploration was not limited to exploring the 

resonances within narrative context, but also in the landscape of the ancient world. It is an 

overarching theme that chthonic motifs were explored as ways of understanding the world. 

Perhaps a sense of imperfection made chthonic figures accessible as reflections of Greek society, 

rather than the unapproachable Olympians, particularly if humans could claim autochthony from 

chthonic figures themselves. Olympians sometimes helped the Greeks negotiate improved 

relationships with the beings whose prescriptions surrounding moral and eschatological 

boundaries – what I called “chthonic role” – were often severe. The chthonic role does not 

perfectly encompass all the motifs discussed in this thesis. It is not clearly acted out by heroes, 

for example, nor is the theme of wisdom easily connected. I will review general conclusions made 

across the chapters of the thesis and will discuss whether disparities can be solved or reconciled. 

Section 2 laid the groundwork for the Ancient Greek perception of underworld as a 

chthonic space deep in the earth. This was compared with the idea that it was also manifest at the 

ends of the earth. It was therefore only reachable under special circumstances. Particular colours 

which evoke the depth of the underworld and its obscure nature were shown to be descriptive of 

its inhabitants and could be used to evoke ideas of the underworld when describing mortals or 

places in the mortal world. Night was something that could be understood as bringing all the 

ominousness and ambiguity of the dark underworld into the mortal world. Thus, we first 

encounter the sense that the mortal world and the underworld were reflections of each other; ideas 

could be interfaced between the two conceptions of space to make sense of reality. 

Next, we investigated the motif of wings as features of chthonic beings to prepare for the 

argument that these motifs explain something about the beings themselves. This idea is taken for 

granted in the iconography of figures like Hermes and Iris, who are known to have wings to 

facilitate their roles as messengers moving between metaphysical and mortal worlds. In the case 

of monsters, it is typically explained away as adding to their terrifying, chaotic nature. This 

chapter showed that wings were not whimsical additions but were descriptive of the need of some 

beings to move between worlds as Hermes did. It also introduced the relevance of water to the 

underworld and reinforced the concept of the underworld as a space only accessible under special 

circumstances. Analysis of the reasons why wings were used as a motif showed how they could 

elaborate upon conceptions of chthonic figures and chthonic space. 
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Chapter 3 focused on chthonic motifs in the landscape. We discovered that motifs such 

as stones, caves, and groves are evocative of chthonic ideas when examined in their contexts. 

Some motifs are more chthonic than others. The structure of a cave itself speaks to chthonic 

relevance, while a grove might be chthonic in special circumstances, yet a grove always holds 

that potential, and regularly appears in landscapes which we know to be chthonic. Following 

Buxton’s hypothesis, landscapes outside the control of the polis held negative potential. Sacred 

groves seemed to be a negotiation point where two worlds could interface and negotiate their 

needs. The sacred embodies mankind’s anxieties, and the establishment of cult within discrete 

spaces shows respect for mankind’s feeble nature, and an attempt through propitiation to reduce 

risk in surrounding landscape.  

Chthonic ideas were shown to be relevant even outside special contexts. The scholiast’s 

explanation for the Withering Rock (Ar. Ra. 194) discussed in Chapter 3.1 demonstrates that a 

profane landmark interfaced with popular religious traditions, culminating in a polyvalent joke 

exploitable on the comic stage. The threat of death implied by the rocks name already suggests 

the chthonic, but it must have evoked Demeter’s grief at the Eleusinian Mirthless Rock. Thus, it 

is appropriate for Aristophanes’ comedy of ritual, and the rock itself is informed by and 

contributes to mythology, ritual, and the intellectual milieu. The inclusion of landscape motifs in 

ritual space suggests that exploration of consciousness in ancient rituals gained potency and/or 

legitimacy by providing accurate experiences of chthonic landscapes. If chthonic environments, 

such as caves, were especially suited to inducing altered states of consciousness which the Greeks 

framed within their eschatological beliefs, then we cannot understate the emotional effect these 

motifs may have had across the narratives of ancient genres. 

A recurring theme of Section 3, and across the scope of this thesis, was the embodiment 

of antiquity within chthonic motifs. The earth goddess Gaia is responsible for much of creation 

in theogonies, and the earth is easily conceived of as a source of ancient origins. In this chapter 

some focus was placed upon how chthonic motifs contributed to the bedrock of reality. Rituals 

experientially connect the participant to their mythological past. In the Eleusinian ritual, Eleusis 

became a divine mirror of the mortal world. Motifs root constellations of ideas into their 

narratives, and these narratives also mirrored the Ancient Greek world. The caverns and rock 

pillars which defined the homes of chthonic beings in eschatological space became analogous to 

the domoi of the real world. In this way the underworld was conceived as a reflection of mankind’s 

own imperfect world. Framing a narrative with chthonic motifs could invoke that reflection and 

emphasise any number of ideas associated with chthonic space. Perhaps there was interchange 

between this idea and the conception of wisdom in the earth, for since knowledge could be found 

in the underworld, the cults of personality built around the sages gained legitimacy through 

emulating the traditions of the daimones.  
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Chthonic ideas of origins, boundaries, and morality are ensconced in the landscape of 

Sophocles’ Colonus, which he calls the bulwark of Athens, with its bronze threshold. The motifs 

in Sophocles’ landscape provided a shorthand for a complex constellation of ideas. The collection 

of foundational gods Poseidon and Hephaestus, together with landscape motifs which compare 

Colonus with the underworld, suggests Sophocles champions Colonus as an ancient, foundational, 

and integral deme of Athens. In this landscape where the Erinyes held primacy, Oedipus came to 

terms with his morality, and determined which ‘soil’ was worthy of his patronage. The play 

showed that correct negotiation between the state, individuals, and the imperfect chthonic justice 

of the Erinyes, could result in a useful outcome. The sense that the Erinyes exacted ‘justice’ on a 

communal scale for problems that were manifested and resolved on individual levels shows that 

the Greeks understood that individuals were part of a network, and their actions had communal 

consequences. The presence and resolution between the Erinyes and Oedipus at Colonus created 

an aition which not only embodied Athenian philosophies but described the redirection of the 

destructive powers of chthonic figures to benefit the community. This was also paralleled in 

Aeschylus’ Eumenides which we discussed in Chapter 5.2. 

In Section 4 we explored water-related motifs as chthonic. The labels themselves make 

the proposition uncomfortable. Perhaps the real common denominator for water motifs is their 

ambiguity. The logical groundwork is there, and the case is good; according to how the Greeks 

understood the universe, water originated in the earth, and the karst landscape of areas in Greece 

shows that the Ancient Greek myths reflected their knowledge of underground rivers. Water 

provided egress to the underworld as much as caves did. To what degree could Styx, and Acheron 

– clearly chthonic rivers – be compared against Oceanus, who we saw as a very liminal figure, 

not even at home among the Titans? He originated from within the earth, and defined 

eschatological and mythological boundaries, but in both metaphysical geography and in his 

personification, he was a figure between relationships.  

The Naiads, nymphs of water sources, had their own connections to the earth, and have 

long been recognised as equally ambiguous.601 It is difficult to perceive of them beneath 

categories other than the specificity of ‘Naiad’ or the vagueness of ‘nature spirit’, though 

MacLachlan’s recent work bolstered my claim that they have chthonic relevance.602 The Naiads’ 

role in myths of foundation and autochthony explored in Chapter 5.1 seems to be as part of the 

delicate equation between mankind and nature, rather than emphasising the chthonic qualities of 

the serpents with which they are often paired. In the Orphic landscape of the underworld the 

springs Lethé and Mnemosyne facilitate the rite of passage into the afterlife as much as they 

contribute to the eschatological landscape. The same may be said of the Styx, or other infernal 

rivers. These are clear eschatological boundaries, again symbolic of transition. The infernal rivers 

                                                      
601 Detienne 1981; Larson 2001: 3-11. 
602 MacLachlan 2016. 
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at least comment on moral boundaries also, Styx especially as keeper of oaths, but the others when 

elaborated upon by later authors parallel the Erinyes in function. Within the underworld they 

perform a kind of maintenance upon wicked souls, which in Plato looks like a ‘hard reset’, a 

restoration of functionality. Though the Greeks clearly held that water had chthonic origins, in 

such ambiguous cases it is perhaps best to simply declare that these motifs at the very least inform 

and comment on other chthonic motifs. 

Section 5 was something of bestiary, focusing on motifs which were descriptive of 

chthonic beings. In 5.1 we encountered the snake or dragon as a polyvalent emblem of chthonic 

ideas. Its clear connection with the earth made it an ideal symbol for autochthony, and that 

connection may have been the wellspring from which dragons were being increasingly perceived 

positively across time. Likewise, the sloughing of snakeskin seems to have been conflated with 

rejuvenation, and from this idea that suggests their possession of special knowledge, perhaps they 

found their place in the wisdom traditions. Their immortality equally suggested divinity, and this 

cluster of ideas made them suitable symbols of chthonic gods, daimones, and heroes. As 

protectors of divine space and extensions of divine will, dragons lent descriptive clarity to the 

powers of these figures. Each of these groups have their own interests, and I see little concord 

between daimones and heroes and the canine figures of Chapter 5.2 who address metaphysical 

and ethical boundaries, aside from interest in discrete communal and territorial boundaries and 

prescriptions. Perhaps this is a key difference. 

While the significance of snakes lies in their earthy origins, the beings bearing the dog 

motifs were more clearly associated with the underworld as a place of eschatology and moral 

interests. Perhaps this relates to the fear of scavenging dogs violating burial taboos as early as the 

Homeric battlefields, as well as dogs appearing in funerary art as some part of the familial unit. 

The case for dogs as protectors of eschatological boundaries is quite clear, but the moral interests 

of the Erinyes and Sphinxes are more difficult to grasp. Their canine nature is exposed in their 

violent retributive predations upon their victims who have violated moral boundaries. They 

respond to problems by exacerbating them; the chaos they cause grows like a Hydra until the 

precise solution is reached. The distinction between the two boundaries is not always clear; the 

Homeric ghosts preventing Patroclus’ entry into Hades are equally descriptive of ‘where one 

ought to be’ as they are of ‘what ought to be done’. These are questions of cosmic maintenance 

which I distil into the ‘chthonic role’. A polis’ neglect of these was as demonstrated in the Theban 

myths as it was in the ‘anomia’ of Thucydides’ Athens. 

The kind of justice embodied by the Erinyes, and the Sphinx, was violent, retributive, 

imprecise, and imperfect. The autochthonous ancestors of the Greeks were also imperfect, still 

bearing the features of their draconic origins. We think of Draco especially, a mythical lawgiver 

applying problematic laws. Thus, a major theme of this chapter has been the philosophical and 

psychological exploration of humanity through the chthonic lens. The chthonic realm provided a 
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mirror against which humanity could test its morality – an Olympian mirror is too hubristic. These 

ideas were explored through rituals, facilitated by chthonic landscapes, as shown in Chapter 2.1 

and 2.2. The landscapes likewise synthesised with the problems of the inhabitants. Tydeus’ 

exploration of his nature within the landscape of the Sphinx was tragic and fatal, but Sophocles’ 

Oedipus found his usefulness in the grove of Colonus, in a space of communal importance. He 

turned his personality toward the good of the polis. This is also the story of the Eumenides’ cave 

beneath the Areopagus. The complexity of humanity was reflected in the complexity of their 

mythology, and the ideas latent in chthonic motifs speak to our understanding. 

We briefly encountered the Cicadas in 5.3, where we found them as symbols of 

autochthony and immortality in the same vein as dragons. Cicadas also achieved polyvalence, 

finding their way into the aitia of nekyomanteia. Significantly the sounds of these chthonic insects 

were associated with the Muses, and so they intersect with the subjects of Chapter 5.4, the Bees 

that utmost express the idea of chthonic wisdom. We learned that honey as a metaphor for 

persuasive language held the potential for misdirection. This was the risk of poetry, rhetoric, and 

oracles. The Socratic philosophers countered it with their pursuit of truth, but the need to inoculate 

oneself from this kind of language was already communicated in the Homeric myth of the Sirens. 

Traces of this chthonic wisdom were latent in their myth, as well as the Sphinxes, cicadas, and 

bees. The distinction between chthonic and Olympian oracles seems to be this potential for 

misdirection, as shown in the Homeric Hymn.  

Why was this wisdom chthonic? The desire to locate seductive knowledge in the earth 

might have been influenced by the psychagogues who manipulated souls, thus the use of 

‘psychagogia’ in philosophical discourse. It is unclear why wisdom should be so thoroughly 

represented by chthonic figures. It may be implicit that chthonic figures possess knowledge, and 

I tentatively propose that this fits with their ‘chthonic’ interest in the proper operation of the 

universe, and their willingness to act on breaches of protocols. The dead are evocated because 

they possess knowledge, perhaps because of their experiences. Even Homer’s witless dead 

understood that it was imperative to prevent Patroclus’ entry to Hades until buried, and they acted 

on it. A fringe example of this communal chthonic knowledge was shown in Plato’s Cratylus 

wherein the eloquence of Hades’ speech compels the Sirens to remain in the underworld. Through 

the motifs of bees and honey we learned that speech could control the soul. Poetry, rhetoric, and 

oracles all fell under this category in some way, and so these virtues seemed to extend from the 

chthonic beings who controlled the dead with their voices, to all the dead, or at least the special 

dead. 

This thesis attempted to show how ideas structurally underpinning chthonic motifs 

provide tools for interpreting and understanding Ancient Greek thought. One of the obvious ideas 

was that the motifs could be used to suggest autochthony. We have seen that motifs typically 

communicate several possible ideas and claims to autochthony are likely to collect other ideas 
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latent within the motif. Autochthony seems to intersect with the sense that chthonic things are 

tied to an antique past. The relevance of the past is also felt in the ‘chthonic role’ which I have 

proposed. The prescriptions or boundaries set in place, which the chthonic beings maintain, are 

ancient, and inherently imperfect, but describe attempts to properly maintain a civilisation, and 

so are necessary and practical to some degree. The Olympians cannot always supersede this 

system, so they negotiate and cooperate within it on mankind’s behalf. Heroes and daimones do 

not fit perfectly within this system, but these figures are marginal, and their interests must reflect 

the discrete nature of local cults, though motifs attached to them express specific ideas drawn 

from the chthonic sphere. Chthonic antiquity might also be one of the ideas that differentiates 

chthonic wisdom from Olympian wisdom, as well as the sense that chthonic figures are interested 

in the proper function of the universe and know when protocols are breached. Each of these ideas 

informs our impression of the Greek underworld. It ought to be no surprise that one conclusion 

has been that the Greeks image of the underworld reflected their reality, but I hope that this thesis 

has shown how motifs informed that image, as well as the extent to which the Greeks used it for 

introspection. Exploring the use of landscape motifs has shown the extent to which the Greeks 

mapped taboo, terrifying ideas into their real landscapes, delving into the underworld to criticise 

their faults and pursue their potential. The Olympian sphere was not suitable for this task, since 

hubris was another forbidden boundary, but the chthonic realm provided the right circumstances. 

The ability to test these two worlds against each other, to recognise and criticise their strengths 

and flaws, to explore and to reason through problems of mankind’s volatile nature, with every 

tool at their disposal; that is the sign of minds worthy of their place in our cultural pantheon. 
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