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Introduction 

Theme 

Greek religion is a topic familiar in many respects, but at the same time difficult to 

comprehend and curiously obscure to the modern reader. Through ancient literature and art, 

the modern reader and museum visitor is able to read and behold the spectacular and 

grotesque, the sophisticated and the barbaric, and the reasonable and the irrational. The study 

of ancient Greek religion is traced back to the time of which it was practiced,1 and has been a 

study of interest to historians, linguists, anthropologists, philologists, and philosophers ever 

since. An important aspect of Greek religion is the many ways the worship and devotion was 

manifested. The most discernible is the celebration of divinities in festivals of varying size 

and intervals. The study of ancient religious festivals is as the study of the religion itself 

largely centred on myth and ritual.  

Religious festivals were in the centre of Greek society, both in terms of political and social 

organization. The festivals were numerous and diverse, and served an important function in 

the organization of the calendar and agricultural year and gathered the participants in a 

communal act of worship in order to ensure the protection or prosperity in public and private 

spheres. The importance of these celebrations are not to be underestimated, considering the 

sheer number days set aside for such celebrations.2 Despite the important function the 

festivals served, the study of them has been rather limited, and especially when investigating 

the social functions these festivals served. When narrowing the scope even further, and 

focusing on a particular group of celebrants, such as women in this case, the study is even 

more restricted.  

The paradox of female participation in religious activities in ancient Greece during the fourth 

and fifth century BCE is conspicuous in relation to almost all other features of Greek society 

in the same period. From birth to death, girls and women were creatures of the ‘inside’, 

meaning the household and its members and would rarely enter the world ‘outside’, the world 

of men. The only real exception to this rule is the participation in religious myths and rituals, 

                                                 
1 By historians such as Herodotus and Thucydides  
2 Including monthly festivals and annual festivals, 120 days of the year counted as festivals days for the 

Athenians (Zaidman, Louise Bruit, Pantel, Pauline Schmitt: Religion in the Ancient Greek City. University of 

Cambridge. 1989. Translated by Paul Cartledge, p. 104) 
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particularly in the numerous festivals celebrated annually, every other year, and every fourth 

year, each in honour of a religious deity. Although the festivals were celebrated strikingly 

often in the course of a year, the implications of the participation of women here and not 

elsewhere are curious. The festivals were an important element in the society, and the extent 

and frequency of the celebrations is a testimony to that. The topic of Greek religion is 

extensive enough in and of itself, but when focusing on the ‘invisible’ members of the society 

in which it was exercised, the scope is narrowed dramatically.  

Encounters between men and women in Greek myth regularly associate women with the wild 

and the sacred, with what is outside the limits of ordered civilisation, and with the forces of 

life, with mountains and forests, with rivers, springs and fountains. Turning this statement 

around, the civilized and controlled is associated with men. In politics, such as in the ecclesia, 

and in cultural aspects of Greek society, such as in the symposia and possibly the theatre, the 

participants and the spectators were male. These male congregations are intertwined with 

religious activities, and set with the order and organization one might expect of a polis. More 

straightforward; virtually every aspect of Greek society, masculinity was the ruling force.  

The sheer number of religious festivals is a testimony to the importance of these celebrations, 

and beckons the question of the motivation of the polis and the participants. The Anthesteria 

is one of such festivals celebrated in Athens, and its importance is mirrored in the fact that it 

gave its name to the month in which it is celebrated; Anthesterion.3 The festival is celebrated 

in honour of the multifaceted god Dionysus, whom among other qualities is known as the god 

of wine, which incidentally is the main theme of the festival. The topic of ancient religious 

festivals has been of interest of researches in various disciplines for centuries, which has 

resulted in a plethora of theories and various interpretations of the available primary sources. 

There is an obvious advantage for a student of ancient history in this, as there are  

The aim of this thesis  

The celebration of ancient religious festivals is apparently inclusive in the Greek society, and 

although the field has been studied for centuries4, the general motive for studies has been the 

what and how of celebration, not the why or for whom of celebration. By extension, the social 

                                                 
3 Parke, W. H. Festivals of the Athenians. London: Butler and Tanner. 1977. p. 29-156 
4 “The modern discussion of the Athenian festivals of Dionysus began with Jos. Scaliger De emend. Temp., 

1583” Capps, Edward. "The "More Ancient Dionysia" at Athens-Thucydides II. 15." Classical Philology 2, no. 

1 (1907): 25-42. http://www.jstor.org/stable/261659, p. 25 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/261659
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value and function the festivals satisfied is not as readily available as the overall descriptions 

of the execution of the festivals. The shift from “philosophy of nature [with a] focus on the 

world of nature beyond mankind”5 to humankind taking centre stage elevated above the 

scope of descriptive studies of the topic. The mythical background of the gods is a causal 

explanation of interactions and “unconscious social control”6 and a way to impose social 

control of a group, especially in terms of ritual practice. The paradox of female participation 

is therefore all the more interesting, seeing as women were subject to social control in almost 

every aspect of society, but were apparently included in most activities in connection to 

religion.  

The participation of females in ancient Greek festivals in Athens in the Classical era is the 

main subject of this thesis. I will use the Anthesteria festival as a case study, in order to 

concretise. The choice of this particular festival is not incidental, but rather because the 

divinity celebrated in this festival is an important figure in female participation in Greek 

religion.  

First, I will briefly discuss some central aspects of Greek society, in order to give context to 

the discrepancy of female participation. Secondly, I will investigate central aspects of 

religious practice, namely the rituals and their mythic background, in order to give a 

comprehensive and thorough background for the participation of women. Furthermore, I will 

discuss Dionysus. What qualities did he possess that resonated so well with women? The 

majority of my sources are literary, with additional archaeological sources. The following 

two chapters are dedicated to religious festivals and to the Anthesteria festival. Lastly is a 

discussion and conclusion.  

Sources 

This thesis is primarily based on the written works of Thucydides, Euripides, and 

Aristophanes, with support from other ancient historians and authors. The comedies from 

Aristophanes and tragedy from Euripides are used mainly in the chapters concerning 

Dionysus and festivals, and are thus analysed to serve the purpose of the thesis question. 

                                                 
5 Iddeng, Jon W. "What is a Graeco-Roman Festival?: A Polythetic Approach". In Greek and Roman Festivals: 

Content, Meaning, and Practice, by Brandt, J. Rasmus & Jon W. Iddeng, eds. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2012. Retrieved from Oxford Scholarship Online, 2013. DOI: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199696093.003.0002, p. 

2  
6 Ibid. 
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Although the authors wrote their works in roughly the same period, the works are in different 

genres, and will therefore serve multiple purposes in the thesis. As the topic is the practice 

and function of religious festivals, interpreting the entirety of the different literature and plays 

is not necessary and I will rather use the appropriate excerpts in order to support the thesis. 

The most readily available material for studying is the written material; this will form the 

start of the chapter. Although there are quite a few surviving texts from the period in 

question, the texts concerning the Anthesteria festival and female participation are scarce.  

The most ample material comes from Thucydides in his History of the Peloponnesian war 

which is used mostly concerning the topography of Athens, Aristophanes’ The Frogs and 

Acharnians, and Euripides’ Bacchae. With the exception of History, the texts were produced 

and displayed in dramatic competitions in theatre during certain festivals, which provides an 

additional dimension concerning theme and participation. Furthermore, and perhaps 

controversially, I have used Nonnus’ Dionysiaca in the chapter concerning Dionysus, as I 

found the Dionysiaca to be a practical and coherent selection of the different myths 

concerning the divinity. I am aware of the issues concerning the poem, especially considering 

its late date,7 but as a reference work the use of the poem can be justified. Another 

controversial source is the Bibliotheca Historica by the historian Diodorus Siculus, which 

have some of the same problems as the Dionysiaca, namely the late date, as well as the lack 

of information concerning his sources.8 

A selection of archaeological sources are also included, described in detail in the following 

chapter.  

Lastly, as this is a thesis on the Anthesteria festival, an overview of the sanctuary and theatre 

of Dionysus is included. This has been a topic of dispute in the academic community, largely 

because of Thucydides description of the location of the sanctuary of Dionysus.9 

Furthermore, the theatre of Dionysus on the south slope of the Acropolis is a useful source of 

                                                 
7 It is believed to have been written between the fourth and fifth century AD 
8 More information concerning the criticism can be found here: "Diodorus Siculus". In obo in Classics, 

https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195389661/obo-9780195389661-0320.xml 

(accessed 1 Nov. 2019). 
9 For more information concerning this debate, see: Farnell, L. R. "Questions concerning Attic Topography and 

Religion with Reference to Thucydides II. 15." The Classical Review 14, no. 7 (1900): 369-76. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/695139 
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information, both because of its size in comparison with other public areas, as well as the 

preservation of the theatre.  

This thesis consists of an introduction and an overview of the sources, followed by five 

chapters, and lastly a discussion/conclusion. The first two chapters are relatively short and 

will include an account of relevant aspects of Athenian society, as well as aspects of the vast 

topic that is Greek religion, likewise concerning the aspects of importance to the analysis of 

participation in the Anthesteria festival. These two chapters will establish an historical and a 

theoretical background for the following analysis. The next chapter (chapter 3) is dedicated to 

Dionysus, and the different myths surrounding his cult and mysteries, and a discussion of the 

functions he served in the Athenian society in relation to the festival. Chapter 4 is dedicated 

to contextualizing the finds from the preceding chapters in the Anthesteria festival. This final 

chapter will comprise the main discussion of this thesis, in order to identify the function of 

participation by ‘invisible’ groups of the Athenian society in religious spheres. Relevant 

pictures and maps are included in the list of figures on page X.  

Literature, theory and method 

The study of ancient religion is a complex task, both because the topic is vast and 

complicated in itself, and further complicated by the plethora of theories and directions to 

follow. This is not necessarily an unfavourable aspect; it gives the modern student quite a 

large index of available material. For the purpose of this thesis however, two aspects need to 

be addressed. Firstly, as the central investigation includes both religious and societal aspects, 

the theory and method are adapted accordingly. Secondly, the source material is largely based 

on literary sources, written in a language I do not master. Therefore, I have used English 

translations that to the best of my knowledge are sufficiently accurate in terms of conveying 

the original message. These has however generated two problems: the printed versions of the 

plays by Aristophanes10 are not marked with lines as the printed version of Euripides11 plays 

are, which means that the references to Aristophanes are marked by page from the edition I 

have on hand, not by line.  

                                                 
10 Aristophanes, The Complete Plays of Aristophanes, Edited by Moses Hadas, New York: Bantam Books, 2006 
11 Euripides, Ten Plays by Euripides, Translated by Moses Hadas and John McLean, New York: Bantam Books, 

2006 
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As previously mentioned, the Greek society was almost entirely dominated by men. This has 

affected both the source material, and the subsequent research on the topic; it is centered on 

men and their achievements (or even lack thereof). This is no surprise, considering that 

equality between men and women is on the agenda today, 2500 years after the era I am 

investigating in this thesis. The literature concerning the female participation are few and far 

between, and are often centered on specific aspects of participation, and are much dependent 

on interpreting the few sources. The reason for this is quite clear – women were in many 

aspects of Greek society invisible. This makes participation in religious activity all the more 

interesting, but forces an analysis of society in terms of those who are invisible, or simply not 

present in the sources that remains.  

Furthermore, society and religion were highly dependent on each other, thus complicating the 

matter even more. Religion was an important part of Athenian society, and religious belief 

had an impact on every aspect of Athenian life, from birth to death. The closeness to the 

religious does provide material to investigate, but poses difficulties in the comprehension of 

the material for a modern reader. Did the Greeks truly believe prayer and rituals made a 

difference? Would they have performed them if they did not? Is it a matter of tradition, such 

as attending church on Christmas Eve in our secularized present? Questions like these are 

interesting, but proposed answers are mainly of an interpretive nature, based on information 

left out from the sources, or otherwise forced in a narrative suited for the purpose of the 

research. This is especially evident in research concerning women; another aspect that needs 

to be addressed, considering the age of some of the literature.  

Historiography  

Characteristic for contemporary studies of Greek religion is the shift in focus and aim. For the 

purpose of this thesis, the word ‘contemporary’ includes research and theories from the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, namely that of The German school, The Cambridge 

School, and The Paris School. The German school brought rituals into focus beside the 

myths12, whilst the Cambridge school mainly investigated rituals, with the central works of 

William Robertson Smith, Jane Ellen Harrison, and James George Frazer, and the subsequent 

works of Gilbert Murrey, who argued for the ritual origin of tragedy. The Paris school 

                                                 
12 Burkert, Walker: Greek Religion. Basil Blackwell Publisher and Harvard University Press. 1985. Translated 

bt John Raffan. P. 2 
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included a sociological and psychoanalytic viewpoint, which incorporated the general 

investigation of religion in a functional context. These developments happened parallel to 

each other, and yielded many important works in the study of ancient religion.  There are 

several more authorities on ancient Greek religion, and to include all would demand a second 

thesis on the subject. However, the research from the nineteenth and early twentieth century 

are key in the history of modern scholarship on ancient Greek religion.  

The classical scholars in Germany and Britain drew on developments from other fields as 

well, such as anthropology and comparative mythology, in order to answer the central 

question of the origin of Greek religion. The gradual development from the theory of a 

monotheistic strand in Greek religion, via Christianity, to Jane Harrison’s sociological 

theories has yielded a field of study with countless theories and books on the topic.  

In the field of research on women in classical Athens, the discourse has been highly affected 

by the contemporary situation of the research. German scholar Friedrich Jacobs for example, 

disputed the seclusion and inequality Athenian women were subject to, and suggested that 

this changed with the “advent of Christianity.”13 Several attempts of reconciliation with 

Christianity had been endeavored since the eighteenth century, and was only contented by 

treating ancient religion as the pagan counterpart to Christianity. This direction seems to be a 

way to justify lack of thorough research on women, justifying research ancient women based 

on the treatment of contemporary women. This view did not meet much resistance, and was 

in fact dominating for several centuries. Although hardly surprising, it provides difficulties, 

as the modern analyst must read the literature with this in mind. Addressing this is not a way 

to pass judgement on the appropriate scholars, but rather a factor that needs consideration. 

The most valuable contemporary research on Athenian women in religion is that of Louise 

Bruit Zaidman, Pauline Schmitt Pantel, and Matthew Dillon.  

                                                 
13 Katz, Marilyn. "Ideology and "The Status of Women" in Ancient Greece." History and Theory 31, no. 4 

(1992): 70-97. doi:10.2307/2505416, p. 74 
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Ancient literature and archaeology 

The current chapter is dedicated to a study of the available source material concerning Greek 

religion and the festival system. The primary sources are divided into two categories; the 

literary sources and the archaeological sources. The literary sources primarily consist of 

ancient plays with festival celebrations as a central theme, or otherwise mentioned or 

included in a lesser degree. The sources are translated to modern English, making them 

readily available to a large audience. The archaeological source material consists of vases and 

chous, excavated in Athens and surrounding areas, as well as larger archaeological 

excavations concerning sanctuaries and other places of worship. The sources, with the 

exception of Thucydides, will be more thoroughly examined in the chapters concerning 

Dionysus and the chapter concerning Anthesteria Festival, information about the authors is 

included in this chapter.  

Furthermore, the archaeological sources, mainly consisting of red- and black-figure vases 

have been a valuable resource for the thesis. The visual portrayal of myths, divinities, as well 

as everyday life in Athens, has proved to be excellent additions to the literary sources. 

Decorated pottery provides material that have be dated relatively precisely, as well as giving 

a representation of what occupied the needs and wants of the contemporary Athenian 

consumers. The pottery used are thus both relevant in the discussion of everyday life in 

Athens, as well as in the context of religion. Pottery used as gifts in weddings, and smaller 

objects found in graves are vital in the context of religious practices, and are often found to 

depict the religious and abstract together with the physical and temporal. As with the literary 

sources, there are advantages and disadvantages with the archaeological sources, and they 

will be addressed in this chapter. The pottery used in the thesis are described continuously 

throughout, and referenced in the list of figures on page X.  

Literary Sources 

This thesis is, as mentioned above, primarily based on the written works of Thucydides, 

Euripides, and Aristophanes. They lived in approximately the same time; 460 BCE – 400 

BCE, 480 BCE – 406 BCE, and 446 BCE – 386 BCE, respectively. Other authors and 

playwrights might make an appearance where appropriate, but these three will form the main 

body of the literary source material. Literature concerning Dionysus is also included in this 
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chapter, with the same aforementioned source material. The most readily available material 

for studying is the written material; this will form the start of the chapter. Although there are 

quite a few surviving texts from the period in question, the texts concerning the Anthesteria 

festival are scarce. The sources utilized in this thesis are Thucydides’ History of the 

Peloponnesian war, Aristophanes’ The Frogs and Acharnians, and Euripides’ Bacchae.  

Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War 

The Anthesteria festival is briefly mentioned in book two of Thucydides History, as “the 

older/more ancient Dionysia”. The term “older/more ancient” suggests a comparison with 

other Dionysiac festivals, but there is consensus that Thucydides is talking about the 

Anthesteria as that was the only festival honouring Dionysus in the month of Anthesterion. 

The passage reads as follows:   

This is shown by the fact that the temples of the other deities, besides that of Athene, are in 

the citadel; and even those that are outside it are mostly situated in this quarter of the city, as 

that of the Olympian Zeus, of the Pythian Apollo, of Earth, and of Dionysus in the Marshes, 

the same in whose honour the older Dionysia are to this day celebrated in the month of 

Anthesterion not only by the Athenians but also by their Ionian descendants.14 

Although Thucydides only mentions the Anthesteria festival briefly, it gives some important 

information. Among other, it gives a geographical location to the celebration, and that the 

festival is older than the Ionic emigration. The geographical location is much debated, as the 

temple or shrine of Dionysus is gone. The description of Dionysus in the marshes is also an 

interesting feature of this excerpt. The description of Anthesteria as the older/more ancient 

Dionysia suggests a comparison of the Anthesteria to similar festivals. They would 

necessarily be in celebration of Dionysus, and roughly around the same time of year. With 

that in mind, the two candidates are City Dionysia and The Lenaea celebrated in Poseideon 

and Gamelion, respectively, but research has showed that the City Dionysia was established 

after the Anthesteria, and that the Lenaea was celebrated in the preceding month of 

Gamelion.   

 

 

                                                 
14 Thucydides History of the Peloponnesian War. Translanted by Rex Warner.  London, England: Penguin 

Books, 1972, p. 134 
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Archaeological sources 

Although the literary sources offer an extensive insight into the celebration of religious 

festivals, a study of certain archaeological finds will help to corroborate the literary evidence. 

The archaeological finds described in this thesis is primarily ceramic pottery, vases and other 

vessels of similar shape, as well as a shrine or sanctuary dedicated to Dionysus. Concerning 

the vases, the most important function is visual; some show specific scenes from comedies 

and tragedies, some show myths as described in literary sources, some show aspects of 

religious celebrations, and some show aspects of everyday life. The sanctuary of shrine of 

Dionysus is included to give a geographical location to the religious celebration of the 

Anthesteria festival, as well as shrines and sanctuaries being important aspects of festivals in 

general. The location of the sanctuary will be included in a map shown in the last chapter of 

this thesis.  

Chous and Other Vessels 

A chous is a type of oinochoe, from the Greek word for “wine” (Oînos), and the word for “I 

pour” (khéō), which describes its purpose as a vessel for serving wine. The chous has a 

rounded shape, and a trefoil mouth, giving it its unique shape. The shape made it ideal for the 

Anthesteria festival, in which one of the main events was the drinking of the new wine. The 

size of the chous would vary, but for the drinking competition the chous would hold 

approximately two and a half litres of mixed wine, and the size would therefore have been 

quite large. In order for a fair competition, all the chous would have been of the same or 

similar size as well. Children would also have used the chous, although a smaller version. As 

the Anthesteria was a festival that included participation by children from the age of three, 

several chous have been found with motives depicting children. If a child died before it was 

able to participate, it would usually have been buried with a chous, and because of a rather 

high mortality rate in the period15, many have been found in graves. Although the chous is 

particularly well attested for in connection to the festival, it is not an exclusive feature or in 

any way confined to the three-day event.  

Vases were multipurpose objects, and were available in different styles and decors. For 

storage and transport, the amphora and hydria among others were used, for mixing liquids 

                                                 
15 Golden, Mark. "Did the Ancients Care When Their Children Died?" Greece & Rome 35, no. 2 (1988): 152-

63. http://www.jstor.org/stable/642999 155 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/642999
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the krater and the dinos were used, and for oils, perfumes and other cosmetics the large 

lekythos and the smaller aryballos were used. Although decorated differently, the shape and 

size of the different types were roughly similar independent of the intended purpose. From 

the seventh century BC to around the fifth century BC, black-figure was the most popular 

technique in the pottery, although black-figure pottery made in a later date have been found. 

Following the black-figure technique is the red-figure technique. The colouring is inverted, 

where the black-figure had black figures on red background, the red-figure had red figures on 

black background. 

The Sanctuary and Theatre of Dionysus  

The geographical location of the sanctuary of Dionysus has been of great dispute over the last 

two centuries. This is mostly a result of Thucydides description of the sanctuary in his 

History, where he describes the temple of Dionysus as the temple “in the marshes”. 

Concerning the theatre, there are little dispute as to its placement in the fifth and fourth 

century BC. The issue with the theatre is rather the available material, as the theatre one can 

see on the south side on the Acropolis today is of a newer origin. There is visual evidence on 

vases painted between 580BCE and 550BCE that portrays spectators on rising rows of seats, 

suggesting that these constructions existed from approximately the sixth century.16 At this 

time, the sanctuary was already in place further down on the slope. The sanctuary included a 

small doric17 temple, an altar, and it is suggested that it possibly consisted of a peribolos18 as 

well.19  

As briefly mentioned earlier, the topographical placement of the sanctuary has been debated 

for centuries. Although the discrepancies make for an interesting read, they are not 

particularly relevant for this thesis. It will therefore suffice to affirm that the shrine “in the 

marshes” is the shrine that was open on the 12th of Anthesterion during the Anthesteria 

                                                 
16 MORETTI, JEAN-CHARLES. "The Theater of the Sanctuary of Dionysus Eleuthereus in Late Fifth-Century 

Athens." Illinois Classical Studies 24/25 (1999): 377-98. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23065378 377 
17 The Doric order is the earliest of the three Classical orders of architecture and represents an important 

moment in Mediterranean architecture when monumental construction made the transition from impermanent 

materials—like wood—to permanent materials, namely stone. The Doric order is characterized by a plain, 

unadorned column capital and a column that rests directly on the stylobate of the temple without a base. The 

Doric entablature includes a frieze composed of trigylphs—vertical plaques with three divisions—and 

metopes—square spaces for either painted or sculpted decoration. (From khanacademy.org – Greek 

Architectural orders) 
18 An enclosed court especially about a temple of classical times also: the wall of such a court (Definition from 

the Merriam-Webster online dictionary) 
19 Moretti “The Theatre of the Sanctuary of Dionysus Eleuthereus in Late Fifth-Century Athens, p. 381  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23065378
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festival, and that there was another temple in the same precinct open in connection with other 

festivals in honour of Dionysus. “In the marshes” might originate from an older shrine on the 

south-east of the Acropolis, where stagnant pools was “formed by streams trickling down the 

Acropolis slope.”20 This is the location of the earlier celebration of the Anthesteria, consisting 

of “rude jokes and dances and songs.”21 The other shrine was included in the existing 

enclosure of Dionysus in some time in the seventh or sixth century, with a similar cultic 

development as the earlier cult of Dionysus; song, dance, theatre, and drama. A dancing place 

or orchestra was formed within the enclosure, enabling the celebration of three distinct 

festivals of Dionysus; the Anthesteria, the Lenaea, and the Greater Dionysia. 

 

Figure 1 Sanctuary and theater of Dionysus Emeutherus, at the foot of the Athenian Acropolis. Floor plan with the old and 

new temple of Dionysos south of the theatre of Dionysus. 

                                                 
20 Carroll, Mitchell. "Thucydides, Pausanias, and the Dionysium in Limnis." The Classical Review 19, no. 6 

(1905): 325-28. http://www.jstor.org/stable/694224 327 
21 Ibid.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/694224
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Greek Society 

In order to give an adequate presentation of the purpose and function of religious 

celebrations, an outline of the society in which it was celebrated is imperative. The study of 

ancient customs and rituals is complicated in and of itself, but even more so with one’s own 

perceptions and notions concerning religious activities. An outline of the community in 

which the activities took place will perhaps help elucidate and contextualize the religious 

activities. There are three main points of relevance to this thesis, namely democracy, 

geography, and participation including marriage and children. War and disruptions will not 

be a major influence on this chapter, but included where appropriate.   

Attic Geography 

Mountains and sea are prominent features in the Greek scenery. The rugged landscape made 

communication difficult, and will have affected the political unity. Small settlements 

developing independent of each other are the manifestation of this. These poleis rarely grew 

to any considerable size, except for Athens. The attic peninsula lies in the southeast corner of 

Greece, stretching over an area of 2,500 square kilometers.22 The sheltered nature of the attic 

peninsula led to difficulties in communication, and a necessity for self-sufficiency. The area 

was rich in material such as clay and stone, and could support the need for building material 

for construction and infrastructure, as well as for bricks and pottery. Some areas were rich in 

marble, used for monumental sculptures and smaller items. 

This inhospitable landscape was not necessarily ideal for agricultural development. Even with 

agricultural terracing to increase efficiency, only around 20% of the total land area yielded 

results fit for human consumption.23 Despite the challenging premises, agriculture was 

deemed somewhat of a quintessential line of work. “The model Athenian citizen was a man 

owning farm land, able to dower his daughters and endow his sons from that land, with 

sufficient surplus to purchase the specialized goods and services beyond the capacity of his 

own household […].”24 As only those few who were citizens were allowed to own property, 

they were expected to attend several public institutions in addition to producing food for the 

                                                 
22 The World of Athens – An Introduction to Classical Athenian Culture. Cambridge University Press. 1984. P. 

73 
23 Ibid. p. 67 
24 Jameson, Michael H. "Agriculture and Slavery in Classical Athens." The Classical Journal 73, no. 2 (1977): 

122-45. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3296867, p. 124 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3296867
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household. This beckoned the need for household slaves, as well as a contributing wife. It is 

suggested that the contribution of women in agriculture made the political participation of the 

citizens possible, even in a larger extent than the contribution of slaves.25 

Democracy and political authority 

The political life of Athens is marked by the introduction of democracy. The system is 

traditionally thought of as e result of Cleisthenes’ reforms of 508/507BCE, or at least as a 

starting point for the system. At this point, it was not given the name democracy, and did not 

do so until at least one generation after Cleisthenes. The term and what it entails is also a 

matter of dispute. Dēmokratia is literally translated to sovereign power (kratos) and the 

people (demos), i.e the sovereign power of the people. The difficulties lay in the 

understanding of who the people were in Athens. It could for example mean the adult male 

citizen body, or the common people, or the people of the ecclesia, or the people as a whole. It 

could also be a contrast of those who favored another form of government, or even the state 

itself. The development was interrupted by war and conflict, but goes on to represent “one of 

the longest periods of popular self-government in human history.”26 The evidence of the early 

days of the democracy is quite scant, and consists of physical objects, such as inscriptions on 

marble stela, or from literary sources, such the works of Herodotus.27 

Consequently, discussing the inhabitants of the Polis is no easy task. As mentioned above, 

depending on the purpose of the research there are many ways to count Athenian inhabitants. 

In order to be a citizen of Athens one had to be male and both parents had to be Athenian 

citizens.28 With these rules imposed, only approximately 30 000 men were legal citizens.29 

Other inhabitants were metics30, slaves31, women and children. Overall, the citizens were a 

minority in Athens, and were the only group who has political rights, social rights, and the 

right to own property.32 The political rights included the permission to participate in the 

                                                 
25 Hansen, Mogens Herman. Demokratiet i Athen. Denmark. Nyt Nordisk Forlag Arnold Busck A/S, 1993. P. 46 
26 Ibid. p. 197 
27 Ibid. p. 15 
28 In Cleisthenes democracy only one parent had to be an athenian citizen, until the reforms of Pericles in 451. 
29 This is matter of continuous debate, although the number presented by Hansen is an accepted estimate.   
30 Metics were foreign residents, and usually made a living of trade, crafts, and other services. They had no 

rights, and including women and children exceeded the number of citizens. The metics were taxed and served in 

the military, and it is therefore possible to give an estimate of how many they were, approximately 35 000 in the 

fourth century, women and children included. (Hansen, Demokratiet i Athen, p. 30)  
31 Slaves were not taxed or in the military, and it is therefore impossible to estimate the number, and the 

estimates range from 150 000 to 400 000. (Hansen, Demokratiet i Athen, p. 30) 
32 Hansen Demokratiet I Athen,  p. 34 
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ecclesia at the age of 20 on the Pnyx, such as Dikaeoplis in the opening scenes of the 

Acharnians, and the possibility to participate in the council of 500 and other political 

congregations. The ecclesia was the only organization open to all citizens above the age of 20 

by default, participation in the other congregation was decided by election or by lot, and 

demanded the candidate to be over the age of 30.  

In addition to the public institutions in which a citizen could engage, private gatherings in 

residential homes was also a popular and significant pastime. This was called the symposium, 

which can be translated to “drinking together”, and was a continuation of a communal meal. 

The citizens would drink, converse, listen to music, and be entertained. It was an important 

activity, one in which the citizens, usually of respected families, could debate and plot. The 

symposia were also a means of celebration, such as victory in sports or poetic contests, as 

well as it being an important introduction for younger citizens into the political life. Although 

the symposia usually happened in private residences, neither the wife nor the daughters of the 

owner of the residence were allowed to participate. There was however made allowances for 

female slaves or metics, who were brought in for entertainment. These women had literary of 

musical skills, in addition to “physical charms”, for the purpose of entertainment for the 

symposiasts. On a red-figure bell-

krater from approximately 420BCE 

(figure 2), one such symposium is 

depicted, with men half-lying on 

sofas whilst being entertained by a 

young woman playing an instrument. 

The symposium was an “institution 

where values, political and moral, 

public and private, were tested.”33  

Although the Athenian symposia was 

an informal event, thematically it 

pairs well with more restrictive institutions, considering its functions    

   

 

                                                 
33 Bowie, A. M. "Thinking with Drinking: Wine and the Symposium in Aristophanes." The Journal of Hellenic 

Studies 117 (1997): 1-21. http://www.jstor.org/stable/632547, p. 1-2 

Figure 2 Red-Figure Bell krater, Nikias Painter, ca. 420BCE, National 

Archaeological Museum of Spain (Photograph Marie-Lan Nguyen 

2008) 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/632547
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Crime and punishment 

Another governmental organ was the court of justice, the dikasterion. As stated above, only 

elected citizens over the age of 30 could participate, and there was no demand for prior 

knowledge or education. The jury consisted of randomly selected citizens, as were the polis 

officials one year prior to the court summon. The cases were presented by the accused or the 

aggrieved part, either on behalf of himself or on behalf of the polis. Paying someone to act as 

attorney was prohibited. These measures were most likely imposed to ensure a democratic 

process34, as the Athenian democracy was direct rather than representative. Usually only the 

aggrieved had the right to present his case to the court, unless the person was unable to 

attend, in which case a representative could attend on his behalf.  

When investigating crime and punishment in ancient Athens, it can be useful to use two 

categories: public and popular or formal and informal. Although some historians have refuted 

the use of these terms in the judicial system of classical Athens35, it can be useful when 

discussing crimes and punishment in the context of male and female participation in the 

Athenian society. The public system of justice was organised by the thesmothetai, a group of 

six officials within the group of nine arkhōns.36 These officials were in charge of public or 

formal conduction of justice, the heads of the dikasterion, and would preside over the court in 

most public processes. Most criminal cases were the result of a conflict between two citizens, 

and would usually end up in the court if one of the parties refused to accept the arbitration. 

More severe crimes, such as murder, could end in execution without trial, if the perpetrator 

was caught in the act.37  

Popular forms of punishment outside the court would more often affect women than the 

public forms of punishment. This is most likely a result of the general seclusion of women; 

most of their lives happened within the oikos. It is therefore no big surprise that the most 

                                                 
34 Hansen, Demokratiet i Athen, p. 64 
35 Forsdyke, Sara. "Street Theatre and Popular Justice in Ancient Greece: Shaming, Stoning and Starving 

Offenders inside and outside the Courts." Past & Present, no. 201 (2008): 3-50. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25580909 6 
36 The ‘eponymous’ arkhōn dealt with state festivals, further discussed later, the king arkhōn, who supervised 

the religious life of the city, and the polemarkhos, a civilian official in charge of lawsuits involving metics. (The 

world of Athens p. 212) 
37 Hansen, Demokratiet i Athen, p. 63 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25580909
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common offence that demanded punishment was adultery and rape. The Greek term moicheia 

covers adultery38, whereas there is no explicit term for rape. In comparison, adultery was the 

most serious offence, because of the use of persuasion, consent, and the lack of violence. 

That is to say, adultery suggests planning and intention from both parts, and is thus more 

shameful for the husband or kyrios of the woman. Rape was physical and corrupted the body; 

adultery corrupted the mind as well. 

The formal system of punishment for male rapists were usually fines paid to the victim if the 

victim was male or to the kyrios if the victim was female. The three laws that covers 

punishment for moicheia in Demosthenes’ Against Neaera are quite different in implications. 

One law “requires a husband who catches an adulterer to cease living with his wife or face 

the possibility of atimiai”3940 In this law, the wife would be refused to participate in religious 

activities. A second law gives the kyrios the right to kill the adulterer caught in the act with a 

woman under his guardianship without punishment, and is only applicable if the kyrios is 

recognized as having a close relationship to the woman in questing, either by blood, marriage 

or otherwise in a relationship to the (free) woman.41 The third law was in potential favour of 

the accused adulterer, and states:  

if a man unlawfully imprisons another on a charge of adultery, the person in question may 

indict him before the Thesmothetae on a charge of illegal imprisonment; and if he shall 

convict the one who imprisoned him and prove that he was the victim of an unlawful plot, he 

shall be let off scot-free, and his sureties shall be released from their engagement; but if it 

shall appear that he was an adulterer, the law bids his sureties give him over to the one who 

caught him in the act, and he in the court-room may inflict upon him, as upon one guilty of 

adultery, whatever treatment he pleases, provided he use no knife.42 

The first law concerning moicheia is the most consequential for woman and husband. The 

importance of participation in politics for a citizen of Athens is not to be underestimated, and 

if the choice was between living with an adulterous woman or in practice being removed 

from the society, the choice cannot have been too difficult. Furthermore, the punishment for 

the woman in question would mean total seclusion from the society, as religious activities, 

which will be repeated ad nauseam, were the only areas in which women would participate in 

                                                 
38 The term most likely had broader connotation, but the translation to rape/adultery suffices in this context 
39 Susan Guettel Cole, "Greek Sanctions against Sexual Assault," Classical Philology 79, no. 2 (Apr., 1984): 97-

113. https://doi.org/10.1086/366842 p. 100  
40 Atimiai meant that the husband in question was disenfranchised, and would make him unable to participate in 

the democracy (Guettel Cole, “Greek Sanctions Against Sexual Assault” 1984, p.100) 
41 Ibid.  
42 Dem. 59. 66 

https://doi.org/10.1086/366842
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any meaningful way. This exclusion of both adulterer and victim is an important marker of 

the seriousness of the crime, as the very marker of a citizen was participation in either a 

political or a religious context.  

Another aspect of adultery is the popular or informal means of punishment outside the court, 

which women were subject to in a larger degree than men. The formal and informal 

punishment were often used in combination, for example a fine and the additional public 

shaming. The public shaming was somewhat of a ritual, and was probably a popular ritual for 

the spectators, and could consist of having to stand near-naked on a stone in public, or being 

paraded around the city. Breaking social norms was thus both a matter for the state and the 

general population, which can be explained by the patrilineal nature of the Athenian society. 

Purity of the blood line was important, therefore by restricting the meetings between women 

and strange men the husband or kyrios could either be sure of no illegitimate children or 

dispose of the child if uncertainty prevailed. Further, because women are “by definition 

unreliable”43 adultery involving “a widow or divorced woman, raises the possibility that any 

existing children may be the result of an affair, while in the case of an unmarried female it 

opens the threat of future affairs which will corrupt the bloodline of her future oikos.”44  

As shown above, the aspects of Athenian society concerning politics are inherently male, and 

only open for citizens. An interesting exception is in the judicial system, where both men and 

women could be punished harshly. It is interesting that one of the more serious crimes are 

those that potentially could harm the Polis, such as illegitimate children. The Athenian 

society was however more than politics and court cases; it had several domestic institutions, 

as well as a substantial cultural sphere, which appears to be more inclusive than that of 

politics.   

Marriage and family 

After discussing the sanctions of infidelity, the institution this affected was the marriage and 

the oikos. The most important purpose of marriage was to yield legitimate children, 

preferably male children. For the women, the marriage was an important rite of passage, from 

childhood to adulthood, from one oikos to another oikos, and from one master to another. The 

                                                 
43 Carey, C. "Rape and Adultery in Athenian Law." The Classical Quarterly 45, no. 2 (1995): 407-17. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/639529 416 
44 Ibid. 416 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/639529
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process of the betrothal was between the kyrios of her oikos and the prospective husband, and 

took place in front of as many witnesses as possible, to attest for the girls dowry and 

virginity. The contract between the new husband and the kyrios took place without the girl in 

question, and could be planned when the girl was around five years old.45 The marriage 

ceremony took place when the girl was around 14 years old, typically to a man aged 30, 

although a 20-year-old could marry without his father’s consent.46  

The oikos is the most covering term for the ancient family, although it consists of more 

members than what one would consider a family in modern time. There are different 

translations of the word oikos,47 and the most useful translation for the word in this context is 

‘household’ or at least signifying a unit of people living under the same roof. This does not 

include the prior generations, but the nuclear family with a kyrios, wife, children, and slaves. 

Although the oikos was connected with other oikos, and even arrange marriages between 

them, the oikos of the fifth and fourth century was quite conservative. The background for 

this is the previously mentioned laws on citizenship; the status as a citizen was heavily 

dependent on the parentage and family connections. This also a reason for why adultery was 

such a grave offence.  

Another important originally familial institution is the (primarily religious) phratriai. The 

phratry did not necessarily demand strictly familial connections, although the literal 

translation of the word would be ‘blood-brotherhoods’; the phratry would have been more 

open in the period in question, and possibly of a geographical nature. As the name suggests, it 

was an inherently male-oriented institution. The phratries were a subordinate group to the 

demes and tribes, and were the mediator of citizenship before the reforms of Cleisthenes in 

508 b.c.e. Although the new organization of the society and the population were profound, 

the status of the phratries was relatively unchanged, although the function and structure 

became more religious than related to citizenship. 

The research on the phratry shrines is limited, and although the nature of these phatries is 

difficult to describe in detail, what we do know is the importance of the phratries in religion. 

The phratry would congregate in their shrine during religious celebrations, particularly during 

                                                 
45 The World of Athens. 1984. 162 
46 Bardis, Panos D. "The Ancient Greek Family." Social Science 39, no. 3 (1964): 156-75. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23907609 p. 157 
47 Other translations include ‘house’ or ‘property owned by one person’: Roy, J. "'Polis' and 'Oikos' in Classical 

Athens." Greece & Rome46, no. 1 (1999): 1-18. http://www.jstor.org/stable/643032, p. 2 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23907609
http://www.jstor.org/stable/643032
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festivals, where children over the age of three were presented to the phratry. The institution 

served as a smaller unit within the deme, and being included would therefore have been an 

important milestone in the life of young male Athenians. Although most of the evidence 

concerning societal participation mostly deals with men and boys, one institution was of an 

apparent inclusive nature, namely the theatre, which will be elaborated below.  

The audience of theatre 

The audience of the theatre is in some ways as challenging to analyse as the plays shown 

there. The discrepancy between actual and notional audience is conspicuous, and the 

evidence for participation of other groups than men is scant. However, there is no evidence 

suggesting that females were banned or otherwise kept from attending the theatre, and 

absence of specific accounts of female participation does not eliminate the possibility of 

participation, it rather opens for interpretation of the available evidence. 

An important aspect of the alleged participation is the theatre itself. The theatre of Dionysus 

on the south slope of the Acropolis could seat between 4000 and 7000 spectators in the fifth 

century.48 The theatre still standing today is not the theatre the ancient audience would 

observe the works of Euripides or Aristophanes, as excavations in the 1960s revealed that the 

fifth century theatre was built almost entirely of wood.49 The theatre would be furnished 

temporarily for the festivals, in a trapezoidal rather than rounded shape.50The foundations of 

the earliest stone theatre are dated to the mid-fourth century.51 The theatre in the fifth and 

fourth century would thus have been of a wooden construction, at least in the beginning, and 

would have had a limited space for spectators.  

In addition, there was an admission fee to observe the performances on stage. The fee is 

calculated to around two obols for each entry to the theatre, participating in the City 

                                                 
48 The theatre still available to an audience today is the adaptation from the Romans, and could seat up to 17 000 

spectators. The estimations of the capacity in the fifth century is the average between different research from 

1997-2002. (Csapo, Eric. “The Men who Built the Theatres: Theatropolai, Theatronai, and Arkhitektones.” In 

The Greek Theatre and Festivals: Documentary Studies, by Peter Wilson ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

2007, p. 87-212) 
49 Ibid. p. 98 
50 Ibid.  
51 Ibid.  
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Dionysia52 would cost at least one drachma and four obols.53 The modern day equivalent is 

difficult to determine, but considering that the average wage for a skilled worker was one 

drachma a day54, the entrance fee was most likely a substantial amount for the average 

Athenian. The aforementioned City Dionysia was the first religious festival to charge 

entrance, and the reason is difficult to determine. Some have suggested that the fees were 

used to cover maintenance and construction of the theatre,55  which is reasonable considering 

the wooden constructions and the popularity and frequency of festivals and dramatic contests.  

Although the process seems relatively straightforward at first glance, the likelihood of a 

female audience in ancient Greek theatre is quite complex. Firstly, in addition to being 

written and produced by men, there were only male actors in the plays, even in plays with a 

large female cast of characters, such as the Bacchae. This meant that male actors would have 

to utilize costumes and other gender markers, such as masks.56 Secondly, the Athenian polis 

was inherently male in most aspects of political and cultural life, as shown in the preceding 

chapters. However, female spectators in the audience are not completely unlikely. Female 

participation in any aspect of political or civic life in Athens was extremely limited, except 

for in the religious sphere, which also included the dramatic festivals where the theatre 

productions were presented. In this almost parallel polis, women could be priestesses and in 

fact had important duties in rituals, and participate in public life much like other citizens.  

Furthermore, the theatre had an educational purpose in addition to entertainment. Access to 

education was limited to most of the population, and not even mentioned where women were 

concerned, as they were expected to learn practical tasks within the confinement of the 

household. The exclusion is not limited to women, but encompasses them along with metics 

and slaves. The theatre, however, was open to a large part of the population, and thus became 

a place of moral and ethical education, which is evident in the surviving plays from this 

period. It would seem rather redundant to produce plays such as Euripides’ Medea to a 

                                                 
52 The City Dionysia was a religious festival celebrated in honour of Dionysus in the month of Elaphebolion 

(Parke, Festivals of the Athenians, London: Thames and Hudson, 1986, p. 125) 
53 Csapo “The Men who Build the Theatres: Theatropolai, Theatronai, and Arkhitektones”, The Greek Theatre 

and Festivals: Documentary Studies, p. 97 
54 Peter Fawcett. "“When I Squeeze You with Eisphorai”: Taxes and Tax Policy in Classical Athens." Hesperia: 

The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens 85, no. 1 (2016): 153-99. 

doi:10.2972/hesperia.85.1.0153. p. 165 
55 Csapo “The Men who Build the Theatres: Theatropolai, Theatronai, and Arkhitektones”, The Greek Theatre 

and Festivals: Documentary Studies, p. 97 
56 Versényi, Laszlo. "Dionysus and Tragedy." The Review of Metaphysics 16, no. 1 (1962): 82-97. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20123925, p. 87 
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homogenous audience of citizen men, or even the Alcestis of the same writer, as the central 

themes are what a good wife should or should not be. The theatre can be seen as a moralising 

and educational arena, where Athenian women could learn how to behave in relations to 

citizen men, especially where tragedies such as the aforementioned are concerned.  

In terms of comedies, it is more difficult to determine. Logistically it would be rather a 

nuisance to remove women and other more “sensitive” groups from the audience in between 

plays during the dramatic contests, as the programme was not organised by genre. 

Considering that women, children, slaves and foreigners would have been seated after the 

citizens were accommodated, it would seem insensible to organise the departure of a specific 

group of people from the theatre. Furthermore, although the themes and humour of the 

comedies often were of a bawdy and obscene nature, as in for example the Lysistrata of 

Aristophanes, it cannot have been any more shocking than a trip through the streets, where 

“on every side, and indeed at every door, [there were]signs and symbols of unspeakable 

pollution.”57 The argument of male-only participation does not stand, particularly when 

considering that the theatre and the production of plays were an important part of the 

religious life in Athens, and as we know, women and children were an important part of the 

religious aspects of Athens. It is thus appropriate to place women and children in the theatre 

before approaching the bewildering and incredible field of Greek religion. 

                                                 
57 HUGHES, ALAN. ""AI DIONYSIAZUSAI": WOMEN IN GREEK THEATRE." Bulletin of the Institute of 

Classical Studies 51 (2008): 1-27. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43646704 2 
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Greek Religion 

Because of the extensive nature of the topic of religion, this chapter is limited to aspects of 

the religion and religious practice relevant for the study of festivals, such as myths and 

rituals, the location of worship and the functions of the religious practice. A take on the origin 

of Greek religion is included in this chapter, with a particular focus on the social context of 

religion, and the theory of ethology, introduced to the field by Walter Burkert.58   

The study of religion is extremely comprehensive, and has been a topic of interest in several 

disciplines for centuries. Although this is positive in terms of material and literature, it also 

makes the search for a clear definition complicated. Before finding an appropriate definition 

to use in this thesis, some disclaimers are in order: this is not an attempt to give a definition 

of all religion, nor a complete study of everything religion can be. The purpose is to build a 

frame that will hold the different components together, and provide a general understanding 

of what religion is in relation to one of its manifestations; the festivals. Included in this 

chapter are some examples of the mythology of Greek religion, in order to exemplify the 

reasoning behind some central rituals, such as sacrifice and prayer, as well as a brief 

description of the mediators of religion; the priests and priestesses.  

Firstly, because this is a thesis concerning a certain aspect of Greek religion, as opposed to 

Greek religion in and of itself, a definition of what ancient Greek religion is, is pertinent.  

What is ancient Greek religion? 

Greek religion is a complex and bewildering subject. Both because can be approached in 

many different ways, and because one is bound to leave learned ideas concerning modern 

religion behind, as they do not apply to the ancient religion. 

The Greek gods were not external to the world, and were created themselves rather than 

creating both the cosmos and humankind. The gods were not omniscient, but possessed 

specific abilities and functions, which in turn means that the Greek gods were in abundance 

compared to for example the Christian god. The term “Greek religion” includes both the 

mythology concerning the divinities they worshipped, the rituals they performed to honour 

                                                 
58 Burkert, Walter. Structure and History in Greek Mythology and Ritual. United States of America: University 

of California Press, 1982 
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them, public and private expressions of devotion, including large and small festivals. The 

topic of the Greek gods will be explored further later in this chapter, but the term “Greek” 

will be omitted and implicit from this point.  

Myth 

As with the rituals outlined above, the myths of the religion are well attested for in ancient 

literature and subsequent research and interpretation. However, in order to examine the topic, 

a brief discussion of what the term signifies is in order. This has been a topic of discussion 

for a long period, thus giving a short and concise definition seems unreasonable for such a 

vital part of the study of religion. Because the myths are so diverse in theme and composition, 

it is too ambitious to say something general that will be true for all myths, and therefore only 

a few myths will be used in this chapter, and put in the context of the thesis question. 

Therefore, the myths considered will be those with a basis in the ancient sources, and 

concerning the disparity between divinities and mortal men, functioning as an explanation to 

the rituals discussed below. 

There are several categories of myth, some concerning the origin of the world, other concern 

the deities, heroes, and other creatures, whilst other explains rituals and cult practices. Myths 

were originally shared and maintained orally,59 eventually becoming a part of the literary 

traditional poems of Homer and Hesiod, and later gathered in the Bibliotheca by Pseudo-

Apollodorus.60 Visual representation of myth in objects such as vases and decorative votive 

gifts supplement the literary evidence, and are important evidence of the development of 

myth. 

The myths concerning the organization of the universe are complex and bewildering. They 

tell a tale of powerful divinities, deceit, life, death, as well as the origin of the gods the 

Greeks worshipped. The belief in the power of these myths are shown through the persistence 

of rituals and the various other manifestations of faith in the divinities and their abilities. Zeus 

for example, is celebrated as the strongest of the gods, as well as a weather god. The myth of 

Zeus is, as told by Hesiod, a triumphant tale of how Zeus overthrew his father, Kronos, whom 

                                                 
59 Burkert, Structure and History in Greek Mythology and Ritual, p. 2 
60 Homer and Hesiod were considered active between 750-650 BCE, and gathered myths in their Illiad and 

Odessey, and Theogony and Works and Days, respectively. Pseudo-Apollodorus three-book Bibliotheca is dated 

to approximately the first or second century AD. (Gregory Crane, Perseus Encyclopedia Online, Apollodorus 

(4)) 
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after learning that he (ironically) would be overthrown of his own children, swallowed them 

as soon as they were born. When Zeus was born, his mother Rhea gave Kronos a stone 

instead of the infant, and Zeus was kept hidden61 until he was strong enough to challenge his 

father. After Kronos had disgorged the stone and Zeus’ older siblings, Zeus with the help 

from his siblings and other mythical creatures overthrew their father. The usurping of Kronos 

was enabled by the thunderbolts forged by the Cyclopes, which became Zeus’ weapon of 

choice. The physical manifestations of human worship are shown through the many shrines 

built where lightening had struck.62 Other manifestations is the sanctuary63 set up on the 

battlefield after victory in Zeus’ honour.  

Another divinity whose mythic origin had a direct impact in the Greek world is Demeter, and 

her daughter Kore, also known as Persephone. According to the Homeric Hymn 2 to 

Demeter64, Kore was picking flowers on a meadow created by Zeus to please “the Host of 

Many”, and to lure Kore into a trap. The Host of Many is known by many names, as the 

Greeks feared to use his real name, Pluto. Pluto stole Kore and brought her to the 

underworld, to Demeters great despair and anger. She did not gather the gods, but went to the 

realms of men in a disguise. She went to the house of the lord of Eleusis, Celeus, and nursed 

his son with the purpose to render him immortal, until the biological mother of the child 

Metaneira questions her and her motifs. Demeter is angered, and deems the mortals witless 

and dull, and reveals herself to be Demeter. She demands a temple and an altar built in her 

honour, and initiated her rites in Eleusis.  

Still pining for her daughter, she caused  

[…] a most dreadful and cruel year for mankind over the all-nourishing earth: the ground 

would not make the seed sprout, for rich-crowned Demeter kept it hid. In the fields the oxen 

drew many a curved plough in vain, and much white barley was cast upon the land without 

avail. So she would have destroyed the whole race of man with cruel famine and have robbed 

them who dwell on Olympus of their glorious right of gifts and sacrifices […]65 

                                                 
61 According to a post-Hesiodic Cretan Theogony, Zeus was hidden on Crete (Burkert, Walker. Greek Religon. 

Translated by John Raffan. Massachusetts: Basil Blackwell Publisher and Harvard University Press, 1985, p. 

127  
62 Burkert, Greek Religion, p. 126 
63 Ibid. 128 
64 Although the story is mentioned already in Hesiods Theogony, the most extensive version if found in the 

Hymn to Demeter.  
65 Homeric hymn to Demeter, line 302-307 
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Despite the other divinities’ best effort, Demeter would not end the famine until she was 

reunited with her daughter. Zeus sent Hermes to the “hidden places of the earth” to retrieve 

Persephone to the land of the living. Hades accepts, but sneakily gave her a pomegranate 

seed, to ensure her regular return to him and to the land of the dead. This meant that 

Persephone had to return to Hades “a third part of the seasons”, and ascend from him every 

two parts of the season, when the earth “bloom with the fragrant flowers of spring in every 

kind”. After Persephones return, Demeter agreed to end the famine, and showed the 

Eleuisians the conduct of her rites and taught them her mysteries.  

Considering the terrible consequence the mortal beings of Eleusis suffered under Demeter, it 

is no wonder that the Athenians celebrated six festivals in her honour.66 The hymn describes 

Demeter as “lady of the golden sword and glorious fruits” and a “bringer of seasons and giver 

of good gifts,” with the power to end and start agricultural seasons at will. The importance of 

steady production of produce is unparalleled, and had a direct impact on every Athenians life.  

The complexity of the Greek divinities is not only that they are so numerous; they possessed 

different qualities, and served different purposes for different occasions. The function of the 

myths concerning the divinities would also differentiate, and could be used to further political 

claims or to legitimate dynasties.67 The scholars investigating myths would also analyse them 

differently, and subsequently provide a wide variety of research. The German school for 

instance, would explain the aforementioned myths with the “Vegetation spirit which dies to 

rise anew”68, whereas the Cambridge school might have traced the myths to rituals, and lastly 

the Paris school would incorporate a sociological viewpoint. Walter Burkert however, traces 

myths back to prehistoric rituals as seen in animal behaviour, and includes the scientific 

theory of ethology.   

 

Ethology  

The theories concerning the origins of religion are plentiful and sometimes contradictory, but 

one of the most interesting ones connects the abstract world of religion with that of the very 

                                                 
66 The Eleusinia(in the months Metageitnion and Boedromion), Stenia, Thesmophoria, Haloa, and Skira are 

celebrated in Demeter’s honour (Zaidman, Pantel, Religion in the Ancient Greek City. P. 193) 
67 M. P. Nilsson, Cults, Myths, Oracles and Politics in Ancient Greece (Lund, 1951, repr. New York, 1972) 
68 Burkert, Greek Religion, p. 2 
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concrete world of biology, ethology. Ethology is the study of animal behaviour in their 

natural conditions, and is attributed to Charles Darwin. The general idea is that many of the 

rituals and ritual behaviour is traceable to the animal kingdom, particularly in terms of 

primates. The theory is actually applicable in a few aspects, and particularly in terms of 

phallic procession and libations, and can answer the question of the “pragmatic, unritualized 

function of a behavioural pattern, in order to understand its form and the message 

transmitted.”69 This method is useful because it removes presumptions and biases concerning 

religious activities, and gives a scientific theory concerning the origin. Burkert applies the 

theory in connection with the Herm, or the apotropaic70 phallus.  

 

Herms 

The phallus itself is a symbol of fertility, but the apotropaic phallus was not placed where 

fertility was a necessity, such as in the fields or the bedroom. The phallus would be placed in 

the front of the house or in the market place, or even at crossroads, and would therefore not 

have a fertilizing function. This leaves the biological explanation, and evidence is found in 

certain species of monkeys, where the males act as guards for the rest of the group in 

“outposts, facing outside and presenting their erect genital organ.”71 The purpose is to 

communicate the protection of the group and the presence of power of masculine specimen.  

In the world of humans, the phallus is left in the form of an artefact, but the function and 

purpose are unchanged based on the placement of the phallus. The herm was not considered 

an object, but rather a symbol of the god Hermês, a god whom got his name from the 

tradition of herms and hérma, a pile of stones equivalent to the modern cairn, used as a 

monument of demarcation. The hérma are considered of a later origin than the herm, but are 

considered a continuation of the phallus display.72 This also supports the theory of an 

ethological background, as the phallic display is of a much older origin, as well as giving the 

name to a god, as opposed to deriving the name from a god.  

                                                 
69 Burkert, Structure and History in Greek Mythology and Ritual p. 39  
70 Ibid. p. 40 
71 Ibid. p. 40  
72 Burkert, Greek Religion, p. 156 



28 

 

 

Spondē and Thuein 

In terms of libation, the theory of ethology is somewhat dubious. The act of libation is usually 

performed by pouring a liquid of some sort on the ground, in order to “share” or sacrifice the 

fluid to the gods. Burkert deems the act as “a peculiar way of ‘giving’: you pour out wine on 

the soil, and there it stays: How are the gods in heaven to get any of it?”73 The act is 

considered to be a way of marking territory, a behaviour common in predators, such as 

wolves and bears. The purpose is to “maintain the animal’s familiarity with its 

environment”74, which is somewhat similar to the human act of libation; a way to not only 

familiarize oneself with the environment, but acknowledge the place as a sacred and 

significant.   

The biology of rituals is not applicable to all rituals, and to prove a continuous tradition is 

impossible, although the theory shows how the same demonstrative function may evolve 

anew from similar behaviour patterns meaning that there is a continuity without it necessarily 

being in a linear timeline. In the case of the libation, the origin might be traceable to the 

animal behaviour, but the act serves several more purposes than marking territory. The act is 

a form of sacrifice, and can be associated as thus, but also stand on its own as a ritual. 

Libations were performed rather frequently, for some even daily, and were used to mark 

arrival or departure of guests, in private parties, at the opening of the ecclesia, or to conclude 

peace treaties.75 The liquid sacrificed was usually a mixture of wine and water, but could on 

occasion be mixed with honey, or be plain milk. Other libations were devoted especially to 

the dead, and in this context the liquid would be poured on the ground in its entirety, with the 

purpose to establish a bond between the living and the dead.76 

Other rituals, such as the sacrifice of animals, have a different background. The act of 

ritualized killing is above that of killing for the purpose of sustenance, and has a 

demonstrative and communicative function. Because of the thorough descriptions of sacrifice 

in ancient sources, and especially those by Homer, the act of sacrifice can be reconstructed 

                                                 
73 Burkert Structure and Religion in Greek Mythology and Ritual, p. 41 
74 Ibid. p. 43 
75 Zaidman, Louise Bruit, Pantel, Pauline Schmitt: Religion in the Ancient Greek City. Translated by Paul 

Cartledge. University of Cambridge. 1989, p. 40 
76 Ibid. p. 41 
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rather comprehensively. The sacrifice involved a slaughter of one or more animals, following 

a set structure. The ritual is usually well prepared in advance. The participants would bathe 

and wear clean clothes and ornaments, and usually abstain from sexual intercourse for a 

period. The procession is a vital part of the ritual, and the animal is brought along with the 

participants, likewise decorated with ornaments and properly washed.  

In procession, the animal is lead to the location of the sacrifice, usually an altar with a lit fire 

on top of it. A virgin girl77 carries a basket filled with grains, concealing the knife to be used 

in the sacrifice. The other participants mark of an area by creating a circle, and the basket 

with grains as well as a jug of water are carried around the assembly “[…] marking of the 

sacred realm from the profane.”78 Afterwards follow several communal acts, the washing of 

hands and sprinkling of water on the animals head, and giving the animal water to drink. The 

purpose of the hand washing is to cleanse oneself of any impurities and prepare for the 

sacrificial act, and the sprinkling of water is a way of making the animal agree to the sacrifice 

by shaking or bowing its head.79 The fire mentioned earlier serves two purposes: to sacrifice 

to the gods by cremating certain parts of the animal, and the cooking of the remaining flesh 

for consumption by the participants.   

The sacrificial act itself is also riddled with rituals beyond the act of slaying an animal for a 

more substantial purpose of sustenance. The basket of grains carried by the virgin girl 

concealed a knife, uncovered at this stage, and first used to cut of some hair from the animal 

which is cast onto the fire. The knife is hidden from the animal at all times, but the sacrificial 

act is inevitable. At the killing the women in the crowd raise the “sacrificial scream”80, 

serving both to hide the sound of the slow death of the animal, and as a triumphant scream 

marking the “emotional climax”81 of the ritual. The blood is drained and poured on the altar 

or in the fire, by either holding the animal over the altar, or collecting the blood in a bowl. 

The animal is subsequently dismembered, and the different parts are treated differently and in 

a specific order. The heart is placed on the altar, while the edible organs such as the liver and 

                                                 
77 The role of basket-bearer was ‘elitist’, reserved by custom (and the necessity of having fine clothes) to the 

daughters of aristocratic families. (Matthew Dillon. Girls and Women in Classical Greek Religion. London: 

Routledge. 2002. p. 295 
78 Burkert, Walter. Homo Necans – The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth. Translated 

by Peter Bing. United States of America: University of California Press, 1983, p. 4 
79 Detienne, Marcel and Vernant, Jean-Pierre. The Cuisine of Sacrifice Among the Greeks. Translated by Paula 

Wissing. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1989, p. 9 
80 Burkert Homo Necans , p. 5 
81 Ibid. p. 5 
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spleen are roasted and eaten immediately. The inedible organs, such as the intestines and bile, 

are disposed of. The bones are also placed on the altar, before they are burned on the fire 

along with the few bits and pieces 82unfit for consumption.  

The animals used for sacrifice would be of a domesticated kind, and different animals would 

serve different purposes. On the lower end of the scale one finds animals such as goats, 

sheep, pigs, and poultry, which were considered modest offerings, while cattle were 

considered extravagant and the most valued sacrifice.83  

The purpose of all these rituals is complex and meaningful in the entire process. From the 

start of the procession until the throat is slit, the consent of the animal is important. The 

sprinkling of the water as well as giving the animal water to drink signifies the importance, 

and is a way to ensure the “purity” or innocence of the animal as well as the act itself. The 

burning of the bits and pieces deemed inedible secures the inclusion of the deity in which the 

sacrifice was to honour, by directing the fumes from the fire upwards. Herbs and other spices 

was usually added to the fire, in order for the fumes to have a pleasant smell.84 

Whether or not women were permitted in the sacrificial ritual is a topic of dispute, and 

consequently whether or not they could perform the ritual. According to Detienne women 

were regularly excluded from both ritual and meat, whereas Burkert includes women in both 

the act and the subsequent distribution of meat.85 Although there are examples of sanctuaries 

where women were prohibited86, they are quite few. Both the carrying of the basket and the 

sacrificial scream are distinct roles allotted to women specifically, meaning that they were 

indeed a part of at least some sacrificial rituals, however, the there are no examples of female 

mageiros,87 the word itself does not have a feminine form.88 Concerning the consumption of 

meat Detienne states both that “the portion meant for the wife is entrusted to the man”89 and 
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that women cannot “function as full adults”90 particularly at blood sacrifice. Zaidman 

supports the claim and states:  

[…]blood sacrifice was central to Greek religion; because it made visible the accord between gods and 

men and renewed the bonds of human community, it was the foundation on which political life was 

based. The fact that women participated in this ritual only through their husbands was perfectly 

compatible with their exclusion from active civic and political life.91 

The explicit inclusion or the explicit sacrifice performed by women are festivals such as the 

Anthesteria, which will be investigated further in later chapters. Areas in which women had 

duties include those of priesthoods and prayers, which is the topic of the next few pages.  

Prayer 

A fundamental deed in all these rituals surrounding the practice of religion is the prayer. A 

libation without prayer is simply pouring a liquid on the ground, and a sacrifice without 

prayer is a butchering with a large crowd present. Prayer “initiated the act that was played out 

around the altar following the procession”92, giving it its divine connection and securing a 

relationship with the deity honoured. During the sacrifice, a priest would say prayer over the 

animal and to the group assembled, in the ecclesia a prayer was said over the group 

attending93, and before meals or private parties, a prayer would be said. Prayer and ritual are 

closely connected, and as good as mutually dependent.94 The most commonly used Greek 

word for prayer, euchesthai, is used to describe prayer, but also boast or cry of triumph.95 The 

use of the word to describe both prayer and triumphant outcry leads to the assumption of 

rather loud utterances during prayer. This is reinforced considering the large crowds the priest 

or priestess were addressing.  

The prayer served as an invocation to the divinity the congregation were sacrificing to, or 

more generally to the prescribed divinity for certain deeds, such as prosperity in agriculture, 

in which one would, for example, pray to Zeus and Demeter.96 Prayer could therefore vary in 

complexity and length depending on the purpose and circumstance. The prayers were often 
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accompanied by hymns and chants, and often during sacrifice, the ololygē97 of the attending 

women. The ololygē is a ritual outcry, with no inherent linguistic meaning. The function of 

the cry is not known, but in connection to sacrifice, it appears to mark the moment of divine 

presence, as the outcry is uttered directly after the slicing of the animals’ throat. This is what 

Burkert called the “emotional climax” of the ritual, as mentioned above, and is thus an 

important part of the procedure. Although most common in connection to sacrifice, the 

ololygē could also follow prayer without sacrifice.98  

The mediators of religion 

Although there was no requirement for religious personnel for the accomplishment of sacred 

rituals, priests and priestesses, as well as more administrative offices are central actors in the 

public practice of religion. Their responsibility included the organization of the festivals, as 

well as finances and revenues and expenditures. The religious authority exercised their 

responsibilities on behalf of the population, and was quite numerous, especially during the 

fifth century. In Athens, the organization of the largest festivals was delegated to a board of 

10 citizens, chosen by the council of 500. These were responsible for the animals for 

sacrifice, and the general administration and organization of the festivals. The received 

certain privileges for the office, such as a role in the distribution of the sacrifice. These 

officials were elected every year. 

Another annually elected personnel, where the three Arkhons; the Basileus, the Eponymous, 

and the Polemarkh. The Arkhon Basileus had “legendarily inherited the religious functions of 

the old kings of Athens”99 and had the highest rank in religious matters in Athens. Especially 

in rituals such as sacrifice, and specifically in the more ancient festivals, such as the 

Eleusinian mysteries. In addition, he had other responsibilities, such as judicial matters 

concerning impiety and conflicts within the priesthoods and the religious calendar. The 

Eponymous Arkhon was in charge of the festivals established late, such as the Great 

Dionysia, whereas the Polemarkh were in charge of religious cults of a military nature, such 

as festivals commemorating great battles, or honouring casualties of war.  They were in 
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charge of the dramatic contests during the festivals, and would organise the entire production, 

and choose playwrights, poets, actors, and the citizen patrons providing the funds.  

The priests and priestesses had a somewhat less official position, in the sense that they were 

in charge of the ceremonial and liturgical parts of religious celebrations. The priests and 

priestesses dealt more with the abstract and impalpable realm of the divinities, and was their 

representatives in the realms of men. They usually served one deity, and could not preside in 

cults outside the sphere of that divinity. There were some limitations in a few priesthoods, 

such as to the members of a particular genos,100 and the priests would be chosen from 

selected family groups, and subject to different rules. These would usually hold the 

priesthood for life. Other priesthoods were open for anyone, as long as they were of the 

appropriate gender, age group, status, and physically unblemished, either by appearance or 

disability.101 

The most important tasks of the priests and priestesses was to ensure that cultic procedure 

was followed correct, and particularly concerning the sacrifice.102 Their roles in this rituals 

constituted “consecrating the victim, pronounced the formulas of invocation and recited 

prayers.”103 The stunning of the animal and subsequent cut of the throat could be delegated to 

others in the sacrificial group, which was a necessity for priestesses, as they could not 

perform the sacrificial rite themselves.104 Other tasks was to take care of the paraphernalia of 

the temple, and taking care of the sanctuary to which the temple was attached. Financial and 

administrative responsibilities were also a priestly task.  

These groups constitute a part of the people responsible for the maintenance and continuity of 

religious activities. The majority was appointed by the community or by lot, and would 

usually hold the office for a year. Although the reforms of Cleisthenes in 508/507 did not 

interfere with gentile priesthoods, it deprived them of any political power, and removed them 

from the “working units of the Athenian constitution.”105 The power of the priesthoods were 
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dependent on the popularity of the cult they served, which also affected the economic status 

of the priest or priestess.106   
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Dionysus  

After discussing ancient Greek religion in general, the next topic on the agenda is that of the 

complex god Dionysus. Described as the god of wine and intoxicated ecstasy it is no wonder 

that several festivals were celebrated in his honour; the Rural and City Dionysia, the 

Anthesteria, and the Lenaia. Although Dionysus is acclaimed as the god for wine and ecstasy, 

and rightly so, there is more to the divinity than this initial impression, and that is the topic of 

the following chapter. Firstly, there is an overview of the theories of the origin of the god, as 

the theories and evidences are relatively contradictory, followed by an examination of the 

roles of Dionysus, and lastly a look into the functions he served in the society in which he 

was honoured in. The sources are from Hellenistic and roman period, and will therefore 

suppose a degree of continuity between the dionysiac mysteries of the classical and later eras.  

Myths 

The myths of Dionysus are best put in plural, as they are quite numerous. Firstly, there is the 

issue that there are several incarnations of Dionyus, secondly the myths concerning his 

parentage and creation, and thirdly the lore of his divine powers and characteristics. The 

different incarnations of Dionysus are mentioned in many works of ancient literature, such as 

in Diodorus107, fragments from Aeschylus, in Pausanias108, in Nonnus109, in the Homeric 

Hymns and other contemporary works. The different versions of the divinity are tied to 

different epithets, in connection to location or cults. I shall not delve into all the different 

incarnations, but discuss the most relevant for the purpose of this thesis.  

The first Dionysus is Zagreus, “the first-born Dionysus”, son of Zeus and Persephone and 

god of the Orphic mysteries.110 Zagreus is the surname of the mythic Dionysus, or the 

Chthonic Dionysus. The word chthonic is in English translation “under or beneath the 

earth”111, signifying Dionysus’ connection with the underworld. The chthonic cults include 

Persephone, the first mother of Dionysus, as well as other divinities. After the birth of 
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Dionysus, Zeus took him to Mount Olympus, where the child was victim to Heras jealousy 

and spite, and Dionysus suffered greatly from it. The child was torn to pieces by the titans on 

Heras command, with the aid of distracting toys.112 According to Diodorus the titans divided 

the parts equally between them, but threw the heart into a river, to be retrieved by Athena.113  

The second mother of Dionysus is the mortal woman Semele. The correlation between the 

first and the second birth of the divinity is difficult to, or perhaps impossible, to find, but the 

story nonetheless goes as follows: “Zeus loves Semele, the daughter of Kadmos – and 

consumes her with his thunderbolt; the rescued child completes its period of gestation in 

Zeus’ thigh, a male womb, and is born a second time from the thigh.”114  Again, the jealous 

Hera has a part to play, and according to Nonnus she visits Semele in disguise of an old 

woman, and plants a seed of doubt in Semeles mind, and wants her to ask of Zeus the same 

treatment as she experiences being the wife of Zeus: “Or if as you say, Cronion is your 

bridegroom, let him come to your bed with amorous thunders, armed with bridal lightning, 

that people may say - Hera and Semele both have thunders in waiting for the bedchamber!”115 

Semele does as Hera wishes of her, she asks Zeus to “deck her chamber with his heavenly 

fire”116, and wishes to touch the lightning and hold the thunderbolts. More than this, Semele 

wanted to see Zeus, a futile proposition, as mortal man could not look upon an undisguised 

god. The envy of Hera became the downfall of Semele, who was burnt to ashes by Zeus’ fire. 

The child Dionysus was “half-grown”, but delivered from “the mothers burning lap”, and 

subsequently sown in to Zeus’ thigh to further develop.117 

These two origin myths shows that there are in fact two different versions of Dionysus, and 

according to Diodorus, “the younger one [Dionysus] also inherited the deeds of the older 

[Zagreus], and so the men of later times, being unaware of the truth and being deceived 

because of the identity of their names, thought there had been but one Dionysus.”118  

Therefore, if the traits of both have been merged, it might explain the diverse and complex 

nature of the divinity. However, it would seem that the younger Dionysus, of Semele and 

Zeus, is the incarnation of which the sources are most descriptive. That is not to say that traits 
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of Dionysus Zagreus are lost, but rather that they are incorporated in the lore of Dionysus. As 

a divinity of viticulture, wine, ecstasy, fruit, madness, festivities, reincarnation, and the 

afterlife, to name some of his traits, Dionysus’ complexity is a result of a combination of the 

origin myths, giving him these properties. The myths are also represented in physical objects 

and characteristic human behaviour, described in the following paragraphs.  

 

Curiosities in the cult of Dionysus 

The toys of Dionysus 

The toys of Dionysus are connected with the titan-myth above, and central to the cult of 

Dionysus. As mentioned, the toys were used to distract the child Dionysus, and the Titans kill 

the infant. The set of toys consisted of a rhombos, kōnos, dolls, golden apples, a mirror, and 

knuckle-bones. According to Levaniouk, the toys “correspond to a set of ritual objects – the 

so-called “tokens” (symbola) – which may have been handled in the rites […] and which also 

had a symbolic function.”119 In the article she investigates the rhombos and the kōnos, their 

relationship, such as how they function as a pair, and the available evidence is sufficient to 

give an analysis of their function in the mysteries. The interesting connection for this thesis is 

the correlation between the toys of the myth and the mania of the bacchants.  

The rhombos is described as a plank or a piece of wood of a certain size, attached to a rope. 

The purpose is to produce a sound, which to a modern listener would sound like the engine of 

a car120 or like a rather large flying insect. The sound is compared to thunder, and could 

produce different sounds depending on the speed of the whirling.121 The kōnos is a whipping 

or spinning top, and is designed to spin rapidly on the ground, and is also characterized by the 

sound and the spinning. Knuckle-bones is a game played with small objects, where the 

objects were thrown and caught in various ways. As the name implies, it was originally 

played with knuckles, usually from sheep or other small domestic animals. The mirror of the 

myth is for now nothing more than a tool to distract the child by his own reflection, the 
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golden apples likewise, although prominent in several other ancient myths,122and furthermore 

originating from Heras own apple orchard, and lastly the same for the dolls with bendable 

limbs. Although the age of the child is not mentioned at any point in the literature, one must 

assume that he had left the stage of infancy in order for the toys to make sense, as all of them 

would require basic motor skills, as well being of interest to the child.  

 

Thyrsus 

The thyrsus is a staff or a wand of the giant fennel, a plant quite similar to the hogweed or 

Tromsøpalme, both in size and general appearance. The thyrsi consist of the stem or stalk of 

the plant, and are decorated with specific plants, such as the ivy vine and leaf, and sometimes 

with a pine-cone on the top and a ribbon tied around the staff. Some were even decorated 

with grapes or berries. The pine-cone is in appearance quite similar to the kōnos from the 

preceding paragraph, and thus might be connected to that myth. The decorations are 

imperative for the thyrsus; without them it is a mere stalk of a quite common plant. Unlike 

the toys of Dionysus, the Thyrsus does not have a clear origin in the myths. There are 

depictions of Thyrsi on vases and other vessels, and descriptions in Euripides’ Bacchae. The 

thyrsus was an object used mainly by the maenads or bacchants in Dionysiac cult, which is a 

paradox considering the obvious phallic nature of the staff.   

Maenads and nymphs 

The maenads are the female devotees of Dionysus, and best known from, and most 

thoroughly described in, the Bacchae by Euripides. They carried the thyrsus, wore fawn skins 

and garlands (more on that in the following paragraph), and were mainly found in forests and 

on mountains. The maenads in the Bacchae are described as being in the state of “mad 

frenzy”123, driven from their homes, and roaming the mountain Cithaeron. According to the 

dramatic rendition, Dionysus has made the women mad in order to prove himself as a god in 

the eyes of the Thebans who had refused to believe the aforementioned story of Semele to be 

true. The intention is to initiate the Theban population in the Bacchic rites, “whether it likes it 

                                                 
122 Apples and other fruits as aphrodisiacs in Faraone, C. A. "Aphrodite's ΚΕΣΤΟΣ and Apples for Atalanta: 

Aphrodisiacs in Early Greek Myth and Ritual." Phoenix 44, no. 3 (1990): 219-43. doi:10.2307/1088934 
123 Euripides line 318 
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or not”124. The process is violent, and the maenads are equipped with the “militant thyrsus”125 

which most likely is thyrsi with a sharp tip concealed by the aforementioned decoration and 

used with the purpose to injure. The evidence for this is found on an amphora by the 

Kleiophrades Painter, where a female devotee aims her thyrsus towards the genitalia of an 

aggressive silen.126  

Whereas the maenads are literally “mad women”, there are other female devotees of 

Dionysus, the nymphs, and more specifically, the nymphs of Nysa. Unlike the maenads of the 

Bacchae, the nymphs are voluntarily following the divinity, and are completely devoted to 

him.127 The myth is connected with the above-mentioned myth of Zeus and Semele, where 

Zeus sends Dionysus to live with the nymphs on Nysa after his rebirth from Zeus’ thigh. The 

nymphs foster Dionysus on the mountainous area, and were “wont to wander in the woods, 

filling them with the sound of their revels.”128 They are creatures of myth, and are also 

participants in the tale of Pentheus’ demise in the Bacchae. In the play they are the chorus, 

and are faithfully dedicated to the service of Dionysus129, and have followed him from Asia 

to Thebes in order to aid in the establishing of his myths there. The nymphs in the Bacchae 

are dressed similarly to the maenads, or at least wearing the garlands and carrying the 

thyrsus.130  

Possession and ecstasy – ritual madness 

A central aspect in the maenadic rites are the madness and ecstasy they experience under the 

spell of Dionysus. Music, dance, letting down their hair, wine, fawn-skins, and ivy is the 

recipe for the madness the women experienced, on the margin of civilised society and 

diametrically opposed to the ordered women of the polis.131 The dance was not especially 

complicated – based on the descriptions in Euripides – they tossed their head, and whirled 

around.132 This dance is confirmed by pottery, on which many maenads are depicted as 

tossing their heads. The women were accompanied by snakes, as they often crawled out from 

                                                 
124 Ibid. 318 
125 Ibid. 
126 Guy Hedreen. "Silens, Nymphs, and Maenads." The Journal of Hellenic Studies 114 (1994): 47-69. 
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127 Hedreen, Silens, p. 50 
128 Versényi, "Dionysus and Tragedy," p.  83 
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132 Eur. 569 - 570 



40 

 

their baskets and ivy,133 and the snakes are depicted in their hair on a few vases.134 The 

inferences of excess alcohol as alluded to by Euripides135 is backed by vases showing women 

drawing wine from large vessels, and dancing under the influence of the wine in front of a 

pillar idol of Dionysus. (Figure 3)  

Figure 3 Stamnos, Dinos Painter, Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale 2419 (Side A) 

In addition to the ritual madness, the ritual slaughter or dismemberment of animals is a 

central aspect of maenadic madness. Although the likelihood of the women slaughtering with 

their own hands, as described in Euripides, or that they consumed the flesh raw, are slim, the 

descriptions of the process is significant. This is an aspect limited to myth – the historical 

maenads did not tear sacrificial animals limb from limb.  

Masks 

The mask is perhaps the simplest and at the same time the most compelling form of 

Dionysiac representation.  

It can be put on and dis carded. It can be filled with all manner of content. The same people 

can wear different masks and the same mask can be worn by different people. Depending on 

its use, the mask can make both form and content irrelevant; the mask dissolves136 
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The maenads of Euripides become the mask of Dionysus, the corporal representation of the 

divinity in Thebes. The physical masks representative for Dionysus could be made of 

different types of wood, such as vine wood when representing the frenzied god, or from fig 

wood, which might point to the underworld.137 There are examples of masks in marble, but 

these would naturally not have had a practical purpose, although the representational value is 

not to be underestimated.  

Ritual clothing 

Continuing on the topic of maenads and nymphs, what set them apart from the ordinary 

women of Athens? What made them maenads and nymphs were primarily the clothes they 

wore, in addition to the thyrsus described in the preceding paragraphs. The clothes included 

the fawn skin, which were briefly mentioned earlier, snakes and ivy crowns. The fawn is a 

young deer, and after tanning, the skin is soft and supple. In addition to being a functional 

material, the fawn or deer is also a wild animal, in tone with the wild nature of the maenads. 

The deer was most likely a popular animal to hunt, so the skin would probably be available to 

use as clothing. The snakes were used as belts by the maenads, wrapped around the fawn-

skin, and nymphs have been known to use the snakes as a defensive weapon, especially 

towards silens.138 The ivy crown is a wreath of ivy leaves, and is associated with the ivy 

wreath or crown Dionysus himself is wearing on several occasions.139 

 

Dionysus in Literature and Theatre 

The Dionysus portrayed in the ancient theatre embodies many of the traits mentioned above. 

The Greeks did in fact worship the theatrical Dionysus to quite an extent. Interestingly 

enough, Dionysus is portrayed quite differently by different playwrights. Naturally, 

depending on the genre, the portrayal would differ to suit the theme and purpose, but the 

different uses and interpretations of the divinity is also a testimony to the complex qualities 

of Dionysus.  

                                                 
137 Burkert, Greek Religion, p. 166-67 
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The Bacchae  

In Euripides Bacchae, particularly, the paradoxical nature of Dionysus is central. The play 

concerns Dionysus’ establishment of his mysteries in Thebes, and is celebrated as a valuable 

depiction of the female followers of Dionysus, the maenads. The play was produced for the 

City Dionysia festival in 405BCE, and won first prize in the dramatic competition. Dionysus 

is the first character to appear, returning from Asia to Thebes after establishing his cult there, 

and having gathered a large crowd of maenads. He establishes himself as the son of Zeus and 

Semele “the thunder-blasted”, in accordance with the dramatic story of his birth. Thebes is 

the first city of Hellas in which Dionysus intends to establish his mysteries, perhaps a 

testimony to the familiar connection to the area. In lines 13-54 Dionysus explains how he 

“[…] have filled Thebes with the cries of exultant women […] fitted the fawn-skin to their 

bodies and have put in their hands the militant thyrsus, entwined with ivy.”140 The antagonist 

of the play, Pentheus, the king of Thebes, is strongly against the arrival of Dionysus and his 

crowd of maenads. He has the women imprisoned, in order to stop the “immoral revelry”141 

and intends to find the rest of the maenads to imprison them as well. This does not go well for 

Pentheus, who in disguise as a woman, and possibly under the spell of Dionysus, seek out the 

maenads on mount Cithaeron, ending in his dramatic and grotesque death.  

The play is a testimony to the popularity of Dionysus among women, and thrilling tale of 

how the mysteries of Dionysus came to the Hellenic world, but most importantly, the 

discrepancy between the god and the base value of the polis. Because the participants of the 

Dionysiac revelries are women, the play sheds light on the attitude towards them, as well as 

the limitations they would experience. Women had to be controlled because they were “by 

nature incapable of sufficient moral restraint; or to put it the other way round, women are 

morally unreliable, in regard to both sexual behaviour and financial expenditure.”142 By 

engaging in hunt143 by drinking wine, “when the sparkle of wine finds a place at women’s 

feasts, there is something rotten about such celebrations[…]”144 and not least by leaving the 

limits of the household, women infiltrated the realms of men. Furthermore, the wilderness in 
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which the women find themselves is connected both with masculinity and “the negation of 

civilized values.”145 Religious sacrifice is conducted almost polar opposite to the slaying the 

women conduct on the slopes of mount Cithaeron, emphasizing the wild nature of the 

maenads. 

Pentheus, a thoroughly unpleasant character in the play, represents the tyrannical need for 

total control, and “in the myths, those who oppose Dionysus on the law-and-order platform 

set the stage for their own lynching.”146 Interestingly enough, it is the young king who is set 

against Dionysus, whilst his grandfather Cadmus and the Theban prophet Tiresias happily 

and more than voluntary joins the revelries and the festivities Dionysus brings with him. 

Tiresias has made arrangements with a man older than himself, to “dress the thyrsus”147 and 

is for all intents and purposes the instigator for the event. For the already reluctant Pentheus, 

this is both distasteful and improper. The continuing renunciation of the religion is on the 

verge of comedy, and especially considering the sudden change of heart148. Up until this 

point, Pentheus has captured and imprisoned the divinity, threatened to gather “all the 

hoplites”149 to march on the maenads, and to sacrifice them. In line 8, however, the tune 

changes. Pentheus is under the spell of Dionysus, and wishes to observe from a respectful 

distance, and all talk of sacrifice and bloodshed is gone.  

The frogs 

The theme of the play is highly political, and sheds light on significant issues of the period in 

which it was written and performed. The political environment of Athens is covered in 

chapter one, but some points will be presented in this chapter where appropriate. Specifically 

concerning the democracy of Athens, as this is of importance to the theme of the play. 

Further, in order to examine the comedy comprehensively, theories concerning the function 

of old comedies will be included, in articles by Paul Woodruff150 and James Redfield151  

                                                 
145 Cassidy, William. "Dionysos, Ecstasy, and The Forbidden." Historical Reflections / Réflexions Historiques 
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Aristophanes’ play Frogs was presented during a dramatic contest at the Lenaia festival in 

late January/early February in 405.  The play is a comedy concerning Dionysus’ descent to 

the underworld to retrieve a dramatic poet. The main objective is to retrieve Euripides who 

died in 406, as Athens has, according to Dionysus, no good tragic poets left. The play is 

structured as an “errand to a foreign land”152, in this case Hades. 

According to Redfield, the first half of the play “has no point except the comedy itself”153, 

and is “pure clowning”154, a somewhat simple assessment of one of the last old comedies in 

existence. Although the humour is easy enough for a modern reader to understand, to 

discredit the entire first half because of its lack of political implications and use of comedy is 

a mistake. Luckily, there are others who corroborate this view, such as Richard Moorton. The 

focus of the article is of course on rituals, and the “journey to a foreign land – and back 

again”, using Arnold Van Genneps theories on the morphology of transition. According to 

Van Gennep, a “Rite[s] of passage mirrors the regeneration which a society must experience 

to exist”155, which implies that the first half of the play is indeed worthy of attention, as the 

most significant rites occur there. 

The first half of the play is almost exclusively driven by comedy and its effect on the 

audience. The opening act of the play is the line in which Dionysus’ slave Xanthias asks if he 

can use the “good old jokes that all the poets use”, in order to both captivate and repel the 

audience, and to hold their attention and arouse laughter. The first half is full of relatively 

uncomplicated humour, and although Dionysus forbids Xanthias to use the “good old jokes”, 

Dionysus uses the jokes himself as examples of what not to say in order to make the audience 

laugh. The first jokes are mainly in the rather rude category, and still holds a certain comedic 

quality even today. There is a clear comedic development as the first half progresses, from a 

slightly universal comedy into obscure humour that requires a degree of background 

knowledge in order to understand the connotations.  

As mentioned above, the main objective is to retrieve Euripides, who died during the winter 

of 407/406, and thus somehow restore the Athenian society. The journey takes Dionysus and 

Xanthias to the home of Heracles, who gives several advices on how to best descend to 
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Hades, which is by means of suicide. After some back and forth between Dionysus and 

Heracles, the route in which the latter travelled himself is deemed the best option. This takes 

Dionysus across the lake forming the threshold between the world of the living and the dead, 

with the help of the capitalist corpse Charon. The rather comical scene is a demonstration of 

the funerary rites in ancient Athens, where the dead would be buried with their assets in order 

to make the journey to the land of the dead, and indeed fare well there. Xanthias is forced to 

walk around the lake, as he did not serve at sea; on account of an eye infection.  During this 

scene the chorus of the frogs appears, singing its song of kroaxes, accompanied by a 

disgruntled Dionysus.  

Following the Parabasis, the second half, and according to Redfield, the political and serious 

part of the play begins. The central subject of the parabasis is the decline of politics in 

Athens, as a result of the advance of new politicians. Aristophanes wishes to “revive the old 

politics of the great houses with their tradition of service to the city, to put an end to civil 

faction and restore to the city the unity of the Persian wars.”156  The competition between 

Euripides and Aeschylus in the play is a testimony to this, as Euripides represents the new 

men, and therefore the new politics, while Aeschylus is a representative for the old politics, 

and the old moral centre. It is thus no surprise when Dionysus decides to bring Aeschylus 

back from the dead, even though the objective of the journey was to retrieve Euripides. 

Because drama is analogous to politics, the dramatic action is assimilated to political action, 

and for Athenians “the fully expressive mode is competitive debate.”157  The theatre was 

therefore a place of politics and debate rather than pure entertainment, as we would consider 

the modern theatre to be.  

Although the play is for the most part driven forth by men, there are some female characters 

as well, the landlady and Plethane whom is only briefly a part of the play158 and the chorus of 

mystics, which most likely is a group of bacchants. Furthermore, Dionysus himself possesses 

many qualities one could deem more female than male. He is wearing a krokōtos, a saffron-

dyed robe, typically worn by young girls, and the kothornoi, described as “ladies boots,”159 

but more accurately shoes used primarily in the theatre, to increase the actor’s height. The 

                                                 
156 Redfield, “Comedy, Tragedy, and Politics in Aristophanes’ “Frogs””, p. 117 
157 Ibid. 109 
158 Aristophanes, The Complete Plays of Aristophanes, p. 444-445 
159 Sfyroeras, Pavlos. "Πóθος Εὐριπíδου: Reading "Andromeda" in Aristophanes' "Frogs"." The American 

Journal of Philology 129, no. 3 (2008): 299-317. http://www.jstor.org/stable/27566713. p. 305 



46 

 

dress and shoes are paired with the lion skin of Heracles160, and a club161, making the outfit 

rather ambiguous. Dionysus is throughout the play cowardly and timid, not at all behaving in 

a way one would assume for a divinity. He changes identity with his slave more than once 

when threatened162 and this chaotic display of cowardice makes the transition to serious judge 

in the competition between Aeschylus and Euripides quite entertaining. Although Euripides 

seems to be the better contestant, Aeschylus is chosen as the winner of the dramatic contest, 

being deemed the most fit to assert power over the community, and having the ability to 

revive the politics of Athens. In the Frogs the revival of politics and tragedy are one.  

The reason for including this particular play in this thesis is of course the connection with the 

Anthesteria festival, and its patron deity Dionysus. There are several allusions to the 

celebration throughout the play, such as during the journey across the lake when the frog 

chorus sings its song to Dionysus and Charon. They “sang at limnae when in drunken revelry 

at the Feast of the Jars, the crowd of people marches to my sanctuary”163, a direct reference to 

the twelfth day of the festival, in which the celebrants went to the sanctuary of Dionysus. 

Later in the play, the chorus sings to Iacchos, whom is believed to be equated with Dionysus 

at this point, and they sing: “Through thy holy rite. Beaming with your torch, lead forth to the 

flowering stretch of marsh”164, which is believed to be another reference to the festival of 

flowers to honour Dionysus in the marshes, considering the location of the sanctuary in the 

marshes, as well as the word ‘flowering’ referring to the Anthesteria/Anthesterion. The 

implications of Dionysus are composite and therefore difficult to make sense of, particularly 

when considering the appreciation of Dionysus among women.  

 

An understanding of Dionysiac qualities 

The objects described above do not fully explain the attraction for women towards the 

Dionysiac cults, but they do provide a “bigger picture” in the quest to find an explanation. 

Omitting the toys from the discussion, the thyrsus, the fawn-skin, the snakes, and the ivy 

crown, are objects associated with the wild or the wilderness. As mentioned in the chapter 
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concerning Greek society, the wilderness was in opposition to the polis, and was in many 

ways all that the polis was not, i.e. unorganized and wild. The objects used by the maenads 

and nymphs emphasized this discrepancy, and the portrayal of women furthermore led to a 

larger divergence between the genders. The Bacchae is perhaps the best example of this, 

where the women leave home and household to partake in activities normally conducted by 

men, such as hunt, and even return triumphant with the (unfortunate) result of the hunt, as 

men would have done. The huntress of the story, Agave, even demands praise for the result:  

[…] come and see this pray, the beast which we daughters of Cadmus hunted down, not by 

the looped darts of the Thessalians, not with nets, but with our white arms and hands. Why 

then must the men boast and get instruments from the armorers in vain? With our bare hands 

we took this animal and tore the beast’s joints asunder165 

The clothes and adornments the women wear during their ecstatic and raving celebration on 

the mountain is ridiculed when worn by Tiresias and Cadmus166, and subsequently ridiculed 

by Pentheus when Dionysus urges him to wear the same clothes to be able to see the 

Bacchants.167 The function of the clothes is to enable Pentheus to sneak up on the bacchants 

unseen, but there is no hope for Pentheus’ survival from this point: “first drive him from his 

wits, make him a little mad. If he is in his right mind, there is no chance of his ever 

consenting to put on a woman’s dress”168 indicating that the costume is superfluous; Pentheus 

will suffer at the hands of the Bacchants either way. Although the costumes and 

accoutrements the worshippers of Dionysus wears and carries are ridiculed by Pentheus, they 

intensify the opposition between the ordered and systematic of the polis with the disorganised 

and wild of the nature outside the restricted life of the polis where women are concerned.  

This might be a part of the allure; the abandonment of the toils in everyday life in the oikos, 

being able to let their hair down, walking barefoot, dancing, and drinking, and subsequently 

the reason for Pentheus’ dislike of the divinity, whom turns Pentheus’ world upside down and 

disrupts the order and control over the women. “Maenadism involves so many inversions of 

the normal state of affairs that it underlines the status quo and the rule of men”. Maenadism is 

but one example of rituals conducted by women only, there are more examples of similar 

rites, explained as the due demanded by Dionysus.169 
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Furthermore, one of the most important expressions of Greek religion are the festivals 

celebrated in honour of the divinities, and Dionysus is celebrated in two distinct festivals in 

Athens, both in which certain women had important functions. One of these festivals is the 

topic for chapter 5, firstly an overview of what these religious festivals could be is in order.  
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Concerning festivals 

The term festival has a plethora of definitions, much due to the different varieties of festivals 

in existence. A music festival for example will have a different definition than say a food 

festival. A festival can also be defined by genre within the different categories, such as an 

ethnic food festival or a rock music festival. It is therefore important to define what a 

religious festival in the classical era entails, and what defines is as religious as opposed to any 

other genre, within the era it was celebrated. A polythetic approach is beneficial in this 

endeavour, as it gives some leeway in defining religious festivals without missing important 

functions or characteristics. I will be following the approach as suggested by Jon W. 

Iddeng170 which  

[…] argues that a Greco-Roman festival can be defined as a socio-religious phenomenon, containing 

certain physical elements, such as a cyclic public celebration, held at a specific place, open to a defined 

group of community members (whether narrowly or widely delimited), with a ritual programme of 

sacred and secular character that customarily comprised sacrifice, prayer, banquet, display/treatment of 

cult objects, procession and other pageants, shows or games.171 

Furthermore, as this is a thesis on Greek religious festivals with a focus on Dionysus and the 

Anthesteria festival, a look into what constitutes a festival in the classical era is a given. A 

categorization will also be of interest, specifically with a look at the calendar, location and 

participation. The Anthesteria will be used to exemplify in this chapter; a more thorough 

discussion on central myths and rituals specific for the Anthesteria are included in the 

following chapter. There is no exhaustive definition of religious festivals in the classical era, 

and this paper will be a mere suggestion and in no way an attempt give a set definition on 

religious festivals in the classical era or any other period in time.  

There are several historians and professionals to consult on in this subject, like the 

aforementioned Jon W. Iddeng, and Walter Burkert, Martha Habash, and H. W Parke, to 

name a few. In order to cover all the bases, some older authors will also be included in the 

study of ancient festivals, such as Thucydides, Aristophanes, and Euripides, and excerpts 

from their relevant plays and literature. There are also some archaeological finds to consult 

on this matter, such as vases and geographical locations, and these will be included in this 

chapter where appropriate.  
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A religious calendar 

In order to organise the topic of Athenian religious festivals somewhat a description of the 

calendar is pertinent. The Athenian calendar is a complicated matter, as there are more than 

one calendar, and more than one way to use the calendar. Athenians would operate with five 

separate calendars – Olympiad, Seasonal, Civil, Conciliar, and Metonic.172 The use would 

usually depend on the event or type of event in question. Without delving too far into the 

different types, the calendar most relevant for the purpose of festivals is the civil calendar, 

which is the calendar of which we have the most information. It was used primarily in order 

to coordinate the numerous festivals in a year173. The calendar is a “lunisolar” type, 

comprised of 12 or 13 lunar months. The term lunisolar means that the Athenians would use 

“ongoing periodical intercalations”, the method of deleting/inserting days and inserting 

months, so as to keep the oscillations to a minimum.174 

The festival Anthesteria gave name to the month in which it was celebrated, Anthesterion, 

and is the equivalent to todays February/March. The word Anthesterion means something 

along the lines of flowers or wine-bloom175, connected with both the first shoots of blossom 

showing themselves, and the tradition of decorating drinking vessels during the festival. 

According to Parke, “the link of the Anthesteria with flowers […] may have resulted from 

Dionysus being in some aspects not only the god of the vine, but of all birth and growth”176 

There are several articles available on the topic of the formation of the word, but I have 

neither the skill in Greek grammar, nor the intention to challenge or add anything new to the 

topic.177 

The festival is celebrated by opening the finished product of the grape harvest the previous 

year, the new wine. It is also celebrated to welcome the spring, and to insure a plentiful 

harvest the following season. With that in mind, the name Anthesterion is logical, as the 

focus is the result of the harvest from the previous year, and the desire for a good harvest the 

current year. The civil calendar is more or less an outline of all the festivals celebrated in a 
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year, more than 80178 in total, including annually recurring festivals and monthly festivities. 

The other months, Hekatombaion, Metageitnion Pyanepsion, Maimakterion, Poseideon, 

Gamelion, Elaphebolion, Mounichion, Thargelion, and Skirophorion are also named after 

festivals or deities celebrated that particular month. The fact that the calendar of which we 

know most about to this day is the civil calendar shows its importance. Anthesterion in 

particular is of great importance, as it “[…] is attested for in the entire Ionian region, for 

Eretria on Euboea, for the island Tenos, from Miletus to Priene on the coast of Asia minor 

[…]”179 and so on. It is a testimony of the importance of the festivals celebrated, and to an 

extent the importance of civic religion in the Hellenic world.  

A Polythetic Approach: Location 

The locations of the festivals were usually limited to a specific shrine or sanctuary, or 

otherwise to a location with religious significance. The festivals would be arranged on the 

same location every time, either in urban areas or in rural areas, although moving from one 

are to another could be a part of the festival.180 Central in the celebration, wherever that may 

be, is the altar where the sacrifice would happen. There are festivals that deviate from the 

rather strict locational placement, and could be celebrated wherever the participants were, 

such as the Thesmophoria, an all-women festival celebrated throughout Greece.181 

Concerning the Anthesteria, there are a few ancient accounts of the physical location of the 

festival. The most recognized comes from Thucydides in his History of the Peloponnesian 

War in book two chapters 16.182 Here he describes the Temple of Dionysus “in the marshes”, 

outside of, but close by, the Acropolis. The description of “in the marshes” has made the 

temple itself difficult to locate. During an excavation in 1894 archaeologist Wilhelm 

Dörpfeld identified the location of “Dionysos in the marshes”, with a temple, altar and a 

winepress. Dörpfeld corroborates the find with an excerpt from Against Neaera, where 

Demosthenes describes the law or oath the Gerairai had to swear prior to the wedding 

between the Basilinna and Dionysus during the Anthesteria.  “This law they wrote on a pillar 

of stone, and set it up in the sanctuary of Dionysus by the altar in Limnae（and this pillar 
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even now stands, showing the inscription in Attic characters, nearly effaced)”183.  The stelè 

did in fact have inscriptions corresponding to the proposed interpretation by Dörpfeld.184 It is 

believed that this stelè was placed in the shrine to limit the access to the general population, 

as the shrine was only open one day of the year, on the 12th of Anthesterion.  

This has however been met with protests. Concerning the literary interpretation of 

Thucydides’ chapter on the matter, instead I will include the  archaeological finds 

themselves. Oxford Scholar Lewis Richard Farnell discredits Dörpfelds argumentation, and 

calls describes them as in “[…] the fashion of an amateur.”185 Walter Burkert offers a more 

credible explanation as to why “the marshes” make sense in connection with Dionysos. The 

general idea is that it symbolizes Dionysos’ rebirth after being devoured by the titans (and 

other similar stories), because “[…]marshes and swamps[…] are the places where things 

disappear and surface again miraculously.”186 The likelihood of marshes in Athens was slim, 

and Burkerts theory might be somewhat more probable than Dörpfelds, although a 

consideration is appropriate, as the research Burkert had to lean on was far greater than that 

Dörpfeld had. 

Another ancient source to the location of religious festivals is the Frogs by Aristophanes. In 

his article187 G. T. W. Hooker argues that the plot would have had to be located in a familiar 

place to the Athenian audience, and therefore that the journey Dionysus and his servant 

Xanthias takes to the underworld of Hades would be familiar, or at least recognizable to the 

audience.188  The term “in the marshes” is used when Dionysus encounters the chorus of the 

frogs. The theory of another location with stagnant pools in ancient times would both explain 

“in the marshes” as well as the croaking frogs in the play, as frogs would need a body of 

water to thrive.  

If the term “in the marshes” is simply a way to describe Dionysus and his history of birth, 

death, and rebirth, the location of the shrine is not too complicated to locate. The consensus is 

that the shrine used during the Anthesteria festival was on the south slope of the Acropolis, as 
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illustrated in Figure 1, considering both the evidence from Thucydides as well as this 

placement is the lowest-lying ground in the area with an adequate supply of water, two 

necessities for the formation of marshes.189  

Participants 

With a geographical demarcation, and the matter of the location settled, the next category is 

the participants, those who were permitted to engage in the festivities. A festival was first and 

foremost a public and inclusive event, at least for the male inhabitants of the polis. There 

were several degrees of admittance, and some parts of the festival were restricted, particularly 

in terms of rituals. However, most religious celebrations were at least somewhat open to the 

male citizen body. Other festivals, such as the aforementioned Thesmophoria, which was 

restricted to adult women only. Other festivals were celebrated by foreigners, or otherwise 

not restricted by social group or gender. The festivals also often included theatre and 

games/competitions, with restrictions on participation. The complexity of the involvement of 

the citizen body, meaning the entire population of Athens, is a testimony to the sophisticated 

system of which the calendar is based on. 

The Athenian society had several different categories of inhabitants. The citizen body, 

consisting of the legal citizens, as discussed in chapter 1, formed the most important group 

concerning both political and religious aspects of society. In addition to the citizen body 

however, there were also a large group of immigrants from around the world, both on a 

temporary and a permanent basis, who were included in the celebration of festivals. These 

inhabitants did not share any of the rights, benefits or duties a citizen of the Polis would have, 

such as congregation in the Ecclesia, or serving in the military. The laws of citizenship were 

exceedingly strict, and the loss of citizenship would be detrimental. The citizen law of 451 

determined that only men with an Athenian mother and father would be considered citizens, 

excluding all women, and men without the right parentage.190 This of course included the 

large group of slaves, as well as foreigners.  

Generally, the group with the largest number of participants were adult male citizens of 

Athens. As well as the right to congregate in the Ecclesia, they would have the right to 

participate in debates or in judgements, which Aristotle defined as the defining rights for a 
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citizen in his Politics.191  In drama and theatre, the entire production, from writing to 

performing were done by men, even in plays with female characters. The dramatic festivals 

were organized by the Demos, the sovereign autonomous corporation of adult male 

citizens.192  

However, the idea of female citizenship did exist, although it was defined by descending 

from a mother and a father belonging to the city193, and is described by the term astoi. Female 

membership to the city was linked to “the legitimacy of the couple and the transmission of 

citizenship through the male line.”194 The feminine form of astoi, astē, denotes the ability to 

bring forth new male citizens to the polis, but did not facilitate engaging in debates or 

otherwise partake in the sphere of male citizens. This would make certain festivals highly 

significant for the female population. In fact, the role allotted to females in religious rituals 

were “extraordinarily prominent”195, and provided the “element of continuity fundamental to 

the perpetuation of the Polis and the maintenance of right relations between men and 

gods.”196 Their participation would be the equivalent of the male participation in the political 

life of the polis, and most likely increase the importance of the festivals in which females 

were allowed to participate, such as the Anthesteria, or festivals for women only, such as the 

Thesmophoria. During the latter festival, the women were allowed to debate and could utilize 

freedom of speech to a degree as well.  

The rearing of children, and especially male children, was extremely important in Athens, as 

shown in chapter 1, and infidelity was punished harshly to avoid the threat of illegitimate 

children. There were several rules and traditions, which sound extremely odd today, such as 

the right to decide whether to keep the child or abandon it, or the ten day period it took for 

the father to officially recognize the child as his own.197 The inclusion of an infant in a 

household included several traditions and rituals. First “the birth [of a boy] was announced by 
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placing and olive wreath on the door, which symbolized his potential triumphs in the future. 

[But] when the infant was female, a knot of woollen thread was hung, symbolic of the […] 

thalasia erga198 in which women engaged”199 In the ten day period in which the father could 

decide to recognize the infant it underwent an oil bath and being decorated with trinkets 

around its neck. On the fifth day, the child was part of a ritual to be governed by the 

protection of the household Gods, in a ritual by the hearth. Because of the high child 

mortality rate in Athens in the period200, the execution of  these rituals and otherwise making 

sure that all necessary precautions in order to ensure survival must have been of great 

importance, both in terms of the household and for the Polis’ development. Therefore, the 

initiation of children were an important part of the festival celebration, particularly for boys, 

as the initiation signified the start of the life as a citizen.  

It is therefore no surprise that both women and children were involved in religious festivals. 

During the Anthesteria festival, for example, children turning three years old the year of the 

festival would be included, and to an extent be of priority in the festivities. On the day of the 

Choes, the second day of the festival, children were given presents, such as miniature choes 

and figurines of animals. These gifts have been a source of information of the festivals, as the 

shape of the jug both in full size and in miniature size has been used in reference to the 

Anthesteria. The miniature choes was of course used, as the children would partake in the 

drinking of the new wine, although probably not indulging in the same amount as grown men 

would. Furthermore, if a child was to die before the festival, it would be buried with the 

aforementioned choes and toys, which has also been of great importance in the study of the 

festival. Although the shape in and of itself is quite common, the important function it served, 

being used to measure the wine for drinking contests, has made the shape of the jug most 

distinguishable with the festival. As well as being included in the drinking of the wine, the 

children would also be swinging, a ritual used to ensure either fertility or purification. In the 

case of children being swung, the goal is most likely purification, and as an initiation in the 

Bacchic mysteries.  

As shown, the religious festivals could be a rather inclusive event, both concerning gender, 

age, and societal group. The calendar organised the festivities, the sanctuaries provided a 

location, and the participants enabled the celebration. The last objective is an overview and a 
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discussion of central aspects specific to the Anthesteria, both the order of events, the rituals 

conducted, and the myths that explain them.  
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Festival Programme and Rituals in the 

Anthesteria 

 

The rituals performed during the Anthesteria are quite numerous. One of the most important 

ones is the sacrifice, which could range from the straightforward sacrifice of wine on an altar, 

to the extensive sacrifice of livestock. The key element in rituals is repetition. A person 

spilling wine on the ground is no ritual, but if several people deliberately pour wine on the 

ground on the approximately same location on the same day, it is closer to a ritual. The 

festival programmes would naturally change somewhat over time, and new traditions or 

rituals might have been included as time went by, but the main programme would most likely 

have been relatively fixed around certain rituals. The rituals would usually coincide with the 

theme of the festival, for example agricultural prosperity or the prospects of a good hunt, or 

fortune in war. The rituals in and of themselves are quite straightforward, but the origin of the 

practice is dubious.  

The Order of Events 

The Anthesteria was celebrated over three days, where each day had a specific theme related 

to the divinity and the season of celebration. The first day, named Pithoigia, was dedicated to 

the opening of the new wine, and the entire population participated in the festivities. The 

wine was a staple almost equal to the grain201, and the opening of the seasons vintage must 

therefore have been an important celebration. On the first day the wine was opened, most 

likely close to the sanctuary of Dionysus, which would have been closed on this day, or at 

least in the city centre close to the Acropolis.202 There are few evidences for the Pithoigia in 

Athens in the literary sources, but the wine would have been fermented to the extent that it 

could be consumed in Anthesterion, and there are evidence for similar celebrations around 

the same time in other parts of Greece.203 During the first day, the wine would be brought in 

to the city in carts, and distributed and sold throughout the city. The wine was mostly sold for 
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private consumption, where a share was saved for the following day, and some earmarked for 

official use as the prize awarded to the fastest drinker at the contest the next day. On the first 

day, the wine would be drunk mixed with water, and in moderation, unlike during the second 

day of celebration.  

The most well attested day of the festival is the second day, named Choes, after the shape of 

the drinking vessel, as described in the introduction. This was the only day in which the 

sanctuary of Dionysus was open, and the day the drinking competition took place. 

Aristophanes’ Acharnians is the most detailed rendition of the competition, with Dicaeopolis 

partaking and winning the entire competition at the very end of the play. The prize is of 

course more wine, which would suggest that he partook in the official or public competition, 

which was more restricted than the private celebrations. Another important feature of this day 

is the dramatic procession where Dionysus “came riding in a ship mounted on wheels”204 

followed by more carts filled with revellers engaged in abuse and mocking the people they 

wheeled passed. The route they took is not known, but it must have been believed that 

Dionysus came from the sea at some point.205 In the procession was also the animals for 

sacrifice, the religious personnel who would perform the sacrifice, as well as a large crowd of 

joyous people. The atmosphere is joyful and full of merriment. After the arrival at the temple, 

libations from the contest earlier that day were poured, the animals sacrificed, and singing 

and dancing in celebration of spring ensued. The following day, however, had a more sombre 

character. 

The third day, Chytroi, has darker implications than the two preceding days. The name stems 

from a cooking utensil, in which vegetables and legumes were boiled together, and 

subsequently sacrificed to Hermes of the Underworld, in order to honour the dead. No living 

person could eat this dish, which was intended to ensure prosperity for the following summer 

crops and pasture. Furthermore, the Athenians believed that the spirits of the dead were free 

to roam the land of the living. The korios took precautions and smeared doorways with pitch 

to stop the souls from entering the house, and people chewed buckthorn as another 

precaution. All sanctuaries in the polis where roped off on this day, to stop the souls from 

entering the sacred places. The rituals described above mostly concern the household, but 
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there were official rituals organised by the state as well, such as the sacrifice in 

commemoration Deucalion’s flood.   

 

An Interpretation of Events 

The activities on the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth of Anthesterion are convoluted and 

somewhat incoherent on closer examination. The first two days are in close connection to the 

most well-known aspects of the cult of Dionysus, namely the consumption of wine, and the 

merriment that follows. The third day however, is marked by an altogether different 

ambience and mood, which makes the festival seem rather fragmented and incoherent.   

These discrepancies and other unclear aspects will be discussed below.  

The first day is dedicated to the opening and the first taste of the new wine, that much is 

known. The wine was mixed with water somewhere around the sanctuary of Dionysus, but 

not in the sanctuary itself, which was definitely closed on the eleventh of Anthesterion. The 

phrase used to describe the first opening places the location as being “at the sanctuary”, 

meaning the sanctuary of Dionysus, which has been a topic of debate among scholars. Some 

suggests that the phrase could be suggestive of a general location, a close proximity to the 

sanctuary206, whilst others suggest the phrase to mean outside the sanctuary.207 To my 

understanding, the second option seems the most probable. Because the Anthesteria festival is 

in celebration of Dionysus, and congregating at the location of the sanctuary to purchase wine 

is therefore logical. It would also mean that a larger crowd would be able to partake, and 

could simplify the mixing of the wine for the gathered crowd. The first day appears to be an 

introduction to the following day, which can also explain the scant source material; if the 

only activity were the mixing and tasting of the wine, there would not have been any need for 

elaborate descriptions of the activity.  

The second day however, is both much more attested for in the sources and at the same time 

more challenging to decipher. The rituals described above are those we can say with some 

degree of certainty were conducted, but there are rituals mentioned in connection with an 

unclear origin, rituals that are mentioned in passing, and rituals that are difficult to place in 
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the chronology of the festivals. The drinking contest, for instance, is considered a feature 

event of the festival, but could not have included a very large group of participants. Private 

celebrations would most likely have been the norm, and the official contest seems to have 

been limited at least for citizens. There are no sources to corroborate the assumption, but 

considering the limited space in the precinct of Dionysus, as well as the assumed short 

duration of the event, the majority of the celebrants would have been found in residential 

homes. Although the duration of the contest is difficult to determine, considering that the 

objective was to drink the contents of the chous first, it cannot have been a lengthy affair. It is 

more probable that the feast was placed in residential homes, where meals were prepared, and 

wine were drunk in informal competitions, and the official contest with limited participation 

in the precinct of Dionysus. This is not to say that there were few participants in the official 

contest, as there was a need for a “trumpets blow” to signal the start, which suggests that the 

crowd was of a size large enough to need a loud instrument to start the contest. I propose that 

the official contest was for citizens of the Polis, and potentially guests of high rank. 

The myth of Orestes’ arrival in Athens during the Choes supports this claim. The order of 

events is unclear, one version suggests that Orestes came during the celebration, and was 

included in the contest on the condition of total silence to avoid pollution, another version 

suggests that the establishment of the Choes was a result of Orestes’ arrival in Athens.208  

However the events unfolded, Orestes’ arrival was not unnoticed, which leads me to believe 

that the group of participants must have been in a limited number. The result that the 

participants continued the contest in silence without complications suggests that this was an 

incorporated tradition, and not a result of the murderous Orestes.  

The remaining wine from the competitions was subsequently brought to the sanctuary of 

Dionysus and sacrificed in libation. It seems likely that the celebrating households would 

congregate in the precinct of Dionysus with the participants from the official drinking 

contest, to observe the rituals to follow there; the sacrifice and the wedding of Dionysus.   

Thus far, the official parts of the festival have been a male dominated affair, as all sources 

lead to the conclusion that the contest was for male participants only. However, several 

important rituals were centred on women, such as the hieros gamos between the wife of the 

Archon Basileus, the Basilinna and Dionysus. The issue with this wedding is mainly deciding 

                                                 
208 Hamilton, Choes and Anthesteria – Athenian Iconography and Ritual, p. 15-16 



61 

 

which of the festival days the ceremony was arranged, as well as the location in which it took 

place. The source for the wedding is found in Demosthenes, in Against Neaera, where 

Neaeras daughter is brought up in the judicial process against Naeara. The case against her is 

that she is a foreigner in Athens, and therefore legally excluded from arranging a marriage 

with a citizen. Despite this, she arranges a marriage between her daughter and a citizen, 

which ensued her daughter’s inclusion in the Athenian society. The citizen her daughter 

married was elected Archon Basileus at some point after their wedding, which made the 

offence much more serious. The couple shared some of the important religious rites with his 

wife, and the rites in which the prosecutor emphasizes were those in connection with the 

Anthesteria: 

This law they wrote on a pillar of stone, and set it up in the sanctuary of Dionysus by the altar 

in Limnae (and this pillar even now stands, showing the inscription in Attic characters, nearly 

effaced) Thus the people testified to their own piety toward the god, and left it as a deposit 

for future generations, showing what type of woman we demand that she shall be who is to be 

given in marriage to the god, and is to perform the sacrifices. For this reason they set it up in 

the most ancient and most sacred sanctuary of Dionysus in Limnae, in order that few only 

might have knowledge of the inscription; for once only in each year is the sanctuary opened, 

on the twelfth day of the month Anthesterion209 

They specifically mention the stele210 and the restrictive nature of religious activities in 

Athens, as the sanctuary is open only on the twelfth to ensure the secrecy of the inscription. 

Apollodoros continues in the prosecution speech:  

These sacred and holy rites for the celebration of which your ancestors provided so well and 

so magnificently, it is your duty, men of Athens, to maintain with devotion, and likewise to 

punish those who insolently defy your laws and have been guilty of shameless impiety toward 

the gods; and this for two reasons: first, that they may pay the penalty for their crimes; and, 

secondly, that others may take warning, and may fear to commit any sin against the gods and 

against the state.211 

The impiety in this context is being the daughter of a foreigner and entering the holy 

sanctuary without right and saw what “no foreigner could fittingly see, and entered whither 

no other Athenian, of all the many there are, enters except the wife of the Basileus”212 A 

sacred ritual is alluded to, but not described. The last excerpt from the prosecution speech is 

the testimony from a Herald, who: 

waits upon the wife of the king, when she administers the oath to the venerable priestesses as 

they carry their baskets in front of the altar before they touch the victims, in order that you 
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may hear the oath and the words that are pronounced, at least as far as it is permitted you to 

hear them; and that you may understand how august and holy and ancient the rites are.“Oath 

of the Venerable Priestesses 

I live a holy life and am pure and unstained by all else that pollutes and by commerce with 

man, and I will celebrate the feast of the wine god and the Iobacchic feast in honor of 

Dionysus in accordance with custom and at the appointed times.”213 

It is clear from the testimony that one of the functions of the Basilinna was to exact an oath 

from the Gerarai, the fourteen women who performed ritual function under the direction of 

the Basilinna. The rites are not described, but it is suggested that there was a sacrifice 

involved, though what they sacrificed is not clear. The fourteen women were appointed by 

the Basileus every year, and the oath as described above was made to ensure that the women 

were suited for the office, which must have been of great honour for the women.  

The ceremonial part of the marriage between the Basilinna and Dionysus is not described, but 

locations of the ceremony are. The stele the Basilinna shoud not have seen is located in the 

sanctuary of Dionysus, but the wedding ceremony took place in the Bucoleium, which would 

indicate that the wedding was conducted before the ceremony in the sanctuary. This second 

location is not known specifically, but a suggested placement is on the east of the Acropolis, 

in the old city centre.214 Again, there is no description of the ceremony in the sources, but it is 

assumed that there was a procession from the Bucoleium to the sanctuary of Dionysus 

afterwards where variations of sacrifice took place. In this procession was the wagon of 

revelers, a wagon with the Basilinna and ‘Dionysus’(most likely the Basileus with a mask215), 

the crowd of celebrants carrying their choes with garlands wrapped around them, “an 

amphora of wine and a vine-branch, a basket of dried figs, and the phallus.”216 A male goat 

for sacrifice at the sanctuary was also a part of the procession.217 

As mentioned previously, the libation of the remaining wine is considered a sacrifice. The 

ritual blood-sacrifice of the young goat is significant in the cult of Dionysus, not for the 

distribution of meat, which after the feast the celebrants had just finished would seem 

redundant, but because of the mythic background the goat represents. The myth tells the story 

of how Icarius sacrificed a “he-goat” for gnawing at the first vines, which was maintained 

during the Anthesteria, as a punishment for the goat who destroyed Icarius’ vines. The wine 

                                                 
213 Dem. 59 78 
214 Robertson, Noel. "Athens' Festival of the New Wine." Harvard Studies in Classical Philology p. 215 
215 For more information on the masks see: Chapter 3 
216 Robertson “Athens Festival of the New Wine”, Harvard Studies in Classical Philology p. 220 
217 Ibid.  
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was poured over the goats head as he stood by the altar, and the usual ritualistic slaughter 

continued as described in chapter two, followed by dancing and singing throughout the 

night.218 

The third day is marked by gloom and mysticism. There are several complications concerning 

the third day, but the most bewildering is the sacrifice to Chthonic Hermes. Not only does it 

seem out of place in a festival in honour of Dionysus, the meal prepared is vegetarian, and is 

evidently not made for human consumption. The added information that the sacrifice is made 

remembrance of Deucalion’s flood. These aspects need an inquiry, as the components add up 

to a fragmented and incoherent celebration. The aetiology of the chytroi comes from different 

scholiasts of the Acharnians and the Frogs. In one scholium to the Acharnians we find that: 

Theopompus says that those saved from the flood boiled a pot (chytra) of panspermia (“all 

seeds”), from which the festival got its name. And they sacrificed at the Choes to Chthonic 

Hermes and no one tasted from the pot. The ones saved did this, begging Hermes also 

concerning the dead. [The festival was celebrated on the thirteenth of Anthesterion as 

Philochorus (says).]219 

Scholium to the Frogs explains the song of the chorus of frogs as follows:  

For the holy Chytroi. (Chytroi is) an Athenian festival. It is held for the following reason, 

which Theopompos pubslishes writing thus: ‘Therefore the people who had been saved called 

the whole festival by the same of that day on which they took courage’. Thereafter (he says), 

‘They have the custom to sacrifice to them, to no one of the Olympians at all but to Chthonic 

Hermes,’ and (he says), ‘No one of the priests tastes from the pot which all those throughout 

the city boil. They do this in the day, and (he says), ‘Those then present besought Hermes on 

behalf of the dead.’[…]220  

There are several versions on these excerpts, which more or less gives the same information, 

although there are differences in the scholia to Acharnians and the Frogs. Firstly, there is a 

discrepancy over whom did or did not eat from the pot (chytroi). The first excerpt states that 

“no one tasted from the pot”, whereas the second excerpt specifies that “no one of the priests 

tastes from the pot”. Scholars have different views on this matter, some prefer the first 

version, such as Parke, whilst Burkert argues for the second. To my understanding, the first 

explanation is the most likely. The sacrifice took place on the third day, which I would 

assume is subdued and slow for reasons beyond the spirits roaming the city considering the 

                                                 
218 Robertson, Athens Festival, p. 225 
219 Hamilton, Choes and Anthesteria – Athenian Iconography and Ritual, p. 33 
220 Ibid. p. 34 
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competition and the feast the previous day, as well as the fact that the dish prepared seems to 

be of the kind of dish haphazardly combined and boiled.  

The Anthesteria in comedy: The Acharnians of Aristophanes 

Acharnians is the oldest of the surviving plays of Aristophanes, produced around 425, and 

presented at the dramatic contest during the Lenaia festival, as the Frogs was around twenty 

years later. As the Frogs, Acharnians is in the Old Comedy-genre, and it is also a play in 

which religion and politics are key elements. The play itself was produced on behalf of 

Callistratus, and won the aforementioned competition at the Lenaia festival.221 Until recently 

it was believed that the purpose of the play was to plea for peace between Athens and Sparta, 

but at the time of the production of the play neither state had experienced any major military 

defeats or setback, making the plea for peace rather redundant. This does not mean that the 

play is apolitical, but rather that the political implications are supported by the ongoing war, 

not as a result of the war itself, and that other elements of the play are just as important as the 

political backdrop. Key information is provided in journal articles and essays by Martha 

Habash222, N. R. E. Fisher223, Helen P. Foley224, and Christopher Carey.225 Although this is a 

thesis concerning Greek religion, and not Greek politics, the two are interdependent, and it is 

in my view necessary to study them in connection to each other in the context of Greek 

drama. 

Acharnians’ main character is the Athenian citizen, Dikaiopolis, who has grown tired of the 

Peloponnesian War, and, rather astonishingly obtains a peace treaty with the Spartans. The 

play begins at the Pnyx, where the ecclesia would traditionally meet to discuss matters of the 

state. Dikaiopolis is quite clear on his motive for attending the ecclesia: “[Therefore] I have 

come to the assembly fully prepared to bawl, interrupt and abuse the speakers, if they talk of 

anything but peace.”  Dikaiopolis, which literally translates to “just city” (Finn kilde), is 

longing back to the simple life on the countryside, but is unable to do so because of the 

                                                 
221 Helene P. Foley. "Tragedy and Politics in Aristophanes' Acharnians." The Journal of Hellenic Studies 108 

(1988): 33-47. doi:10.2307/632629 p. 33 
222 Habash, Martha. "Two Complementary Festivals in Aristophanes' Acharnians." The American Journal of 

Philology 116, no. 4 (1995): 559-77. doi:10.2307/295404 
223 Fisher, N. R. E. "Multiple Personalities and Dionysiac Festivals: Dicaeopolis in Aristophanes' 

'Acharnians'." Greece & Rome 40, no. 1 (1993): 31-47. http://www.jstor.org/stable/643216. 
224 Foley, “Tragedy and Politics in Aristophanes’ Acharnians.”  
225 Carey, Christopher. "THE PURPOSE OF ARISTOPHANES' "ACHARNIANS"." Rheinisches Museum Für 
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continual pillaging and looting by the Lacadaemonian invasions in the demes outside Athens, 

forcing the inhabitants to seek shelter behind the secure walls of Athens. After making a 

private peace treaty with Sparta, at the cost of eight drachmae, Dikaiopolis is able to return to 

his home in the countryside, symbolizing the return of Dionysus to the countryside, his 

rightful place.   

The return is celebrated with a rural festival, the Rural Dionysia, a festival traditionally 

organized locally in the demes of Attica in the month of Poseidon. The Rural Dionysia is a 

fertility festival, used specifically in this play to resume the growth of the soil, which had 

been harmed during the six years of war. Dikaiopolis celebrates the festival with his 

household, where his daughter, wife, and the slave Xanthias are mentioned. There is another 

slave involved in carrying the phallus, a central part of the procession. The phallus is a quite 

common feature of procession, especially in connection with festivals for Dionysus. Other 

elements of the procession include a jar, a cake, and a basket. The jar is most likely a vessel 

for wine, as this is a festival in honour of the wine-God. The cake is a substitute for a 

sacrificial animal, another testimony to the hardships of war, as there might have been a 

shortage of pasture for livestock to graze on, or that they needed the animals for milk rather 

than sacrificial meat. The basket is carried by Dikaiopolis’ daughter, and is an important part 

of the ceremony.  

Although the festival is local in this situation, consisting only of his household, Dikaiopolis 

acts as if the entire deme was present, which would usually have been the case. In this 

festival, only the people enjoying the new peace are included, but nonetheless Dikaiopolis’ 

wife warns their daughter of both suitors and thieves in the crowd, implying a larger crowd 

than the one present:  

O daughter, bear the basket sweetly, sweet,  

with savoury-eating look. Happy the man,  

Whoe’er he is, who weds you and begets  

Kittens as fair and saucy as yourself.  

Move on! But heed lest any in the crowd  

Should nibble off, unseen, your bits of gold226  

                                                 
226 Aristophanes p. 25 
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The Rural Dionysia serves the purpose of being a clear break from the toils of war, and an 

opportunity to wish for prosperity and growth. This is a recurring theme in the play, and 

would have been a central issue in both the agricultural and urban areas, who were dependent 

on regular crops and supplies of food.  

The second festival described in the play is the Anthesteria. The play omits the first day of 

the three-day festival, and includes only the twelfth and thirteenth day, the choes and the 

chytroi. The festival is introduced in line 959, by a servant who announces the start of the 

celebrations on the second day, and invites Dikaiopolis to participate on behalf of Lamachus. 

Lamachus is a general, and a devoted supporter of the war. He asks Dikaiopolis to bring with 

him luxury food items, some thrushes and one copaïc eel. The celebrations start with a 

proclamation from Herald: “Come, drain your pitchers to the trumpet’s sound, in our old 

fashion. Whose drains his first, shall have, for prize, a skin of – Ctesiphon.” Ctesiphon is a 

reference to a particularly portly Athenian, who proved valuable when measuring large 

volumes. Dikaiopolis goes on to win the entire contest, and is awarded the most dionysiac of 

prizes – more wine and courtesans.  

In Acharnians Aristophanes gives an account of the events, and the most detailed description 

of the festivals second day of celebration. The play shows that the rules for eating and 

drinking “were very odd, mirroring the complex and curious mixture of the Anthesteria, 

which combined the celebratory and the gloomy, mixing new-wine drinking with elements of 

bloodshed, death, and the temporary accommodation of aliens”227   

The Rural Dionysia and the Anthesteria represents two quite different Dionysiac festivals, 

although they share the common denominator of fertility and deity. The festivals complement 

each other; both in terms of theme as the first festival is the hope and wish for a prosperous 

season, and the latter is the result, but also chronologically, as the Anthesteria serve as a 

continuation of the disrupted Rural Dionysia.228  

 

                                                 
227 Fisher, N. R. E. "Multiple Personalities and Dionysiac Festivals: Dicaeopolis in Aristophanes' 
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Mythical Background 

The topic of religion is heavily affected by the many myths surrounding the deities 

worshiped. The myths are often spectacular, such as that of Dionysus being prematurely 

ripped from his mother’s womb and subsequently placed in Zeus’ thigh to be born again. 

Although the authenticities of these myths can be argued, and deemed unlikely, they can 

function as a source of information about the society in which they started, and the society 

that maintained the myth. For the Anthesteria festival, there are many such myths, firstly 

because it is a festival in honour of the complex divinity of Dionysus, and secondly because it 

is a three-day event. In this subchapter three myths concerning the Anthesteria will be 

discussed; one concerning the silence of the drinking competition, one concerning the rite of 

swinging, and one concerning the sacred marriage between Dionysus and the Basilinna.  

The silent competition 

One of the peculiar traditions during the Anthesteria is the drinking competition on the eve of 

the choes, where the participants would drink a measure of mixed wine in complete silence. 

The wine would be prepared in a communal bowl prior to the celebration, and would be 

served by wine-pourers. Each participant would sit by his own table, and receive a pitcher 

that could hold around two and a half liters of mixed wine, and would drink the liquid at the 

fastest possible rate. The competition would start by the blow of a trumpet229 at the Basileus’ 

order. The competition is inconsistent with the usual atmosphere of a merry celebration and is 

a result of a myth concerning the admittance of Orestes to Athens. The origin of the myth is 

much too complicated and ambiguous for this thesis, but the main idea is that Orestes is 

presumed tainted with murder, and arriving in Athens to be judged on the Aeropagos, 

simultaneously as the Athenians celebrated the Anthesteria. In order to avoid the pollution 

drinking from the same vessel as a murderer would lead to and at the same time avoid 

seeming unhospitable, the tradition of separate tables and drinking vessels was created.230 

The closing of the public shrines is also a part of the myth concerning Orestes’ arrival in 

Athens during the festival.231 
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The rite of swinging 

The rite of swinging is connected with another Greek festival – The Aiora, which is translated 

to swing, as in the childish activity of swinging from a tree, for example. The background is 

found in the poem Erigone by Eratosthenes, where Icarius was urged by Dionysus to 

introduce the vine to Attica, and subsequently suffered a murderous death by shepherds who 

believed they had been poisoned by the unmixed 

wine. Icarius’ daughter Erigone hanged herself 

from a tree after discovering her father’s fate, and 

thus a series of virginal hangings occurred, until 

the Aiora festival was established to soothe the 

ghost of Erigone. There is at least one more 

variation of this myth232, but although the journey 

might be different, the outcome is the same. The 

connection with the Anthesteria is twofold – the 

involvement of Dionysus and the wine as a 

triggering cause. According to B. C. Dietrich, the 

swinging was a “symbolic act of purification”233, 

and is depicted on fifth century choes (figure 3), 

giving it a clear connection to the Anthesteria.  

However, if the rite of swinging is a symbol of 

purification, as Dietrich suggests, it is peculiar that 

the fifth century choes depicts children being swung. In the case of young maidens234 the 

purifying rite is more plausible, considering the mythic background of Erigone and her 

suicide. In the context of the Anthesteria, the rite is therefore more likely to be a process of 

initiation, or a fertility rite. As mentioned, the Anthesteria festival was in part a celebration of 

children surviving infancy235, and the process of initiating them in the Bacchic mysteries was 

an important part of the three-day event. According to M. P. Nilsson, swinging was an 

important part of the initiation, by being swung in a liknon between to adults. The liknon 
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itself is an important symbol of Bacchic mysteries, and in addition to storing fruit, it was also 

used as a cradle.236 The children were initiated in the mysteries the year they turned three, and 

would probably be too heavy for a liknon, thus making the swing a plausible substitute. 

Further, Nilsson substantiates the importance of children in Bacchic cult with the 

“sentimental love of children”237, and the myths concerning Dionysus himself, as they 

include his birth and childhood in a larger degree than other divinities.238 

                                                 
236 M. P. Nilsson. Dionysiac Mysteries of the Hellenistic and Roman Age, New York : Arno Press, 1975, p. 109  
237 Ibid. 111 
238 Ibid. 111 



70 

 

The Participation of Athenian women  

The aim of this thesis was to investigate the participation of women in an important aspect of 

Greek religion, namely the festivals. This is a complex topic to investigate, and is heavily 

dependent on interpretation and area of research. Firstly, the areas where women were 

excluded vastly outnumbers the areas in which they were included. The public and political 

society of Athens was focused primarily on citizen men, of that there is little doubt. The 

question of female participation in religious activities however, is much more complex than 

first anticipated. The literature on the topic suggests that females were particularly involved 

in the religious activities, and especially in the realm of religious festivals. The sources 

utilized in this thesis are not that straightforward, and required a certain degree of 

interpretation to be able to conclusively place women as a group in the practice of religious 

festivals.  

Where women are visible in the political or formal parts of society are typically as 

marginalised groups, such as the women entertaining citizen men at the symposia. Although 

they had received a very limited form of training, the purpose was for the entertainment of 

the symposiasts, such as in Figure 1, where a young woman is playing the aulos239 for a 

group of relaxed men reclining on sofas. Although the context is societal rather than 

religious, the vase is symptomatic of the representation of women throughout the visual 

sources. Women are rarely depicted as the main motif, where they are included it is usually 

under the supervision of men, satyrs, or other representations of men.  

In the judicial system, the formal punishment for adultery for women was the exclusion from 

religious rites, which suggests that the ability to participate was profoundly important 

keeping in mind that adultery was an offence against the Polis as well as the husband. The 

main objective for the polis was the rearing of new citizens, making the women conceiving 

illegitimate children a genuine threat to the polis and its citizens. The informal punishment 

would also mean alienation for women, as the shaming was public and for all to see.  

The representation of women in theatre is also limited, and the fact that the evidence is based 

on the lack of explicit exclusion, not explicit inclusion is a weakness. The assumption is 

however strengthened by central themes in the theatre productions. The Bacchae for an all-
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male audience would not remove its tragic theme; an audience where women were allowed to 

watch the performance as well gave the play an ethical and moral function. The purpose 

would thus have been multifaceted, a level above that of just entertainment. Especially 

considering women rarely received any education, save from that of practical skills in the 

oikos.  

The clearest societal role for women were that of daughter, wife, and mother. Marriage and 

motherhood were the ideal conditions for women, and the condition that was worthy for a 

‘citizen’ woman of the polis. Both the role of daughter, wife, and mother were confined to the 

oikos, where the substantial rite of passage was that of moving from the oikos of her kyrios, 

to that of her new husband. The role as wife and mother could also be a considerable factor in 

the religious realm, as the aforementioned rearing of new citizens would demand fertility, 

which could be achieved with a sacrifice to the right divinity.  

Because the societal participation of women was extremely limited and almost non-existent, 

the participation in religion is much more prominent and tangible. I do not suggest that 

societal and religious participation are in opposition, especially considering that the polis was 

very much involved in religious affairs, I rather believe that the visible participation of 

women points to the separation between the concrete world of politics and the spiritual world 

of religion. The seclusion of women from politics and the general setting of the polis could be 

explained by tradition or indeed a self-reinforcing of traditions, where women did not receive 

education and were considered unfit for the rule of the polis, or were considered unfit for the 

rule because the lack of education. Women could also be included in religious activities 

because it was a fact that women had a place in that realm, considering all the powerful 

female divinities.  

 

The examples of female participation in the religious sphere is usually the representation of 

individual women, not women as a group of participants. Consider Agaue and her sisters in 

the Bacchants, or the family of Dikaopolis in the Acharnians. Furthermore, the women 

represented are often of a certain class or societal position, and thus represent a minority of 

women, the select few of wealth and position in the Athenian society, such as the Basilinna, 

the basket-bearer, or the gerarai. As these roles were dependent on the Basileus, or appointed 

by the Basileus it is not surprising that the girls and women chosen were of a similar status, 
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as those would have been socially closer to him. The main issue with these specific tasks is 

that there is no description of what they entailed beside that of the testimony in Demosthenes. 

What they do show however, is the participation of at least some Athenian women.  

Concerning sacrifice, one of the most important rituals, the situation is more complex. During 

the Anthesteria the Basilinna and Gerarai were an important part of the sacrifice, such as in 

other sacrificial rituals, where women carried the basket with the hidden tools to conduct the 

sacrifice. Although the sacrifice itself is difficult to recreate, the sources describe how the 

women of the crowd would cry out the ololuge, placing a group of women in the ritual, as 

opposed to just the women with specific roles in the sacrifice. The distribution of sacrificial 

meat is described, but most likely shared between the participants, in the appropriate order, as 

evidence specifies when women were excluded from partaking in the sacrificial meal only 

exceptionally. 

It is interesting to note that the only evidence to the duties of the Basilinna is from a 

prosecution speech where the Basilinna has seen something she should not have, and not 

from a source describing the wedding ceremony during the Anthesteria. The festival is not 

unique in this manner; the fact that there are some specific evidence about the order of the 

festivities is an exception rather than a rule. The evidence from Aristophanes’ plays does not 

include women as a group in the celebrations of the Anthesteria, but rather as marginalised 

others with the purpose of entertainment for the celebrating men, such as in the very last 

scenes when Dikaopolis wins more wine and the company of courtesans. The frogs sing of 

how townsmen and villagers journey to the sanctuary of Dionysus, which could include 

women, although the answer is not given. Other translations describe a crowd of people, 

although this does not enlighten a conclusive answer. However, combined with visual 

evidence, assuming that women were a part of the procession is not too controversial, again 

as they are not explicitly excluded from the rite, and both ‘villagers’ and ‘a crowd of people’ 

could include women.  

Furthermore, the aspect of fertility is not to be underestimated. Both in terms of agricultural 

prosperity and the rearing of new citizens, this aspect was of vital importance for both the 

polis and its inhabitants. The participation in festivals in honour of divinities with abilities to 

ensure fertility is therefore an important part of the sphere that concerns women and can also 

explain why there were festivals and rituals specifically for women, which were secret to 

men. Their service to the divinities was indeed important to the society, strengthened by their 
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ability to bear children. The issue with this secrecy however, is that these types of rituals and 

festival rarely are described in sources. That can be explained either by the fact that men were 

not allowed to participate, and logically could not describe the rites, or that the celebrations 

were considered unimportant by the men who could describe them. The latter seems quite 

unlikely, as religion was such an important part of the Athenian society, which points to 

either a loss of sources, or that the sources simply did not exist. The fact that these rituals 

were conducted in seclusion could also be an explanation; they were hidden and beyond the 

reach of the civilized citizens of the polis, or in the case of indoor-celebrations, secret for the 

purpose of secrecy. 

Women were not entirely invisible in Athens, much because of the religious activity that 

transpired all over the Polis regularly. The fact that women were able to participate in the 

activities, whether they were of a festive or gloomy character, or even both, as during the 

Anthesteria festival, gives one the impression that the reason for inclusion was to keep the 

order of the Polis. The portrayal of women in the ancient sources is rather hysterical and 

hectic, with The Bacchants being a prime example, and gives the impression that the women 

were erratic and in need to blow off steam regularly. This is of course not entirely novel, 

what strikes me in the context of ancient religion is the systematization of the female 

‘qualities’ as the opposition to male ‘qualities’. The systematization, somehow justifies the 

erratic behavior in the Bacchae, and as a reader I cannot help but feel sorry for Agaue when 

she discovers the consequence of her actions. The death of Pentheus, which I consider to be a 

personification of the Polis and all that is rational and civic, is not one of sadness.  

However, the chaotic and disorganised portrayal of women by Euripides is a work of fiction, 

presented in a dramatic contest. I do not believe that the portrayal is entirely accurate, 

although it does shed light on the opposition between the order of Pentheus’ polis and the 

lawlessness and freedom the women experience on the mountain. Early in the play Pentheus 

has some of the women jailed for fear of the maenadism to spread, and is able to do so with 

the help of the military. On the mountain however, he is alone and powerless at the hands of 

the Bacchants. The allure of Dionysus is evident, not in terms of ritualised murder, but in 

terms of freedom and the ability to leave the household and the tasks there for a while, 

possibly also for the sense of the forbidden.  

The issue of group representation in the sources an issue which can be explained by the 

general order of the Athenian society. Women could be priests, basket-carriers, Gerarai, but 
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these were limited, and reliant on social status and wealth. Not including women as a group, 

but a selection of representatives of the gender does not have to mean that these were the only 

ones present during religious rituals, but that these were worth of mention in the context of 

the scope or theme of the literature or pottery in question. If one assumes that more than the 

women with the specific roles and women of different backgrounds are included, which I 

thoroughly believe, the ancient Greek religion is quite inclusive.  

Although Athenian women experienced hostility in the society in light of their gender, 

considering their roles in the context of the patriarchal nature of Athenian society; their main 

duties of being wife and mother channeled them into the religion with ease. Whereas men 

were in charge of the physical world of order and control of laws and wars and the general 

rule, women were included in the metaphysical area of insuring prosperity, thus no less 

importance to the polis. Although the clearest participation of women are in the context of 

fertility, a general inclusion of women in religious festivals is evident, including those 

celebrations and rituals in which men were present.  
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