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Dear Reader,  

 
It is with great pleasure that we present the second issue of Agora: the Undergraduate 
Journal of UBC Classical, Near Eastern and Religious Studies. Last year was the 
inaugural issue of Agora which was well received by both staff and students.  As the 
result of an executive decision, Agora has been converted to a digital format in order 
to make it more accessible and affordable for readers. 
 
The Agora means a "place of assembly", and in ancient times served as a 
marketplace, a centre for commercial transactions, political discussions, and the 
focus of city life. The Agora was an all-purpose space where all topics were 
discussed. It is therefore a fitting title for a journal that encompasses the vast topic 
of Classical, Near Eastern and Religious Studies. Within this department History, 
Art History, Archaeology, Philosophy, Literature and Religion are studied, and we 
have therefore attempted to select papers to represent each facet of the various 
disciplines.  
 
From such a wealth of possibilities, we hope that this journal includes papers that 
will spark the interest of a variety of readers, and encourage individuals to read on 
and explore the ancient world on their own. Though we are a small department, the 
passionate dedication of the undergraduate students in CNERS is evident in the 
representative examples included in the following pages. We hope that this spirit 
continues, and future undergraduates will put forward their work to continue to 
engender interest in this fascinating branch of the social sciences.  
 
We would also like to acknowledge the students, faculty and staff without whose 
help this journal would not have been possible.  
 
Sincerely,  
 

Duncan MacLeod and the editors of Agora. 
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From Ashur to Anatolia: The 

Merchant Middle-Men of 

Mesopotamia 

 

By Nick Kraus 

 

At the beginning of the second 

millennium BCE the city-state of Ashur 

prospered under its extensive trade 

network which included colonies that 

dotted Mesopotamia, Anatolia, Syria, 

and the Levant.  One such colony is 

known as karum Kanesh located in the 

south-east of Anatolia near a site known 

as Kultepe. During this period (c.1900-

1830 BCE) the majority of our 

information on the city of Ashur and its 

trade network comes from a corpus of 

approximately 15,000 cuneiform texts 

discovered at the site of Kanesh.
1
  From 

the textual sources and what is known 

about Mesopotamia during this time we 

can deduce that Ashur was a powerful 

commercial city and with its merchant 

colony at Kanesh it flourished under a 

heavy mercantile influence.  

To begin, it is important to 

understand the city state of Ashur and 

the importance of trade within it.  There 

are several factors which allowed Ashur 

to develop into a powerful commercial 

city-state.  First and foremost, during 

this period of time the Ur III dynasty had 

recently collapsed and city states were 

the norm of ancient Mesopotamia.
2
  This 

meant that Ashur was its own 

autonomous city, allowing the revenue 

from its far-reaching trade routes to go 

directly to Ashur and not be divided up 

into taxes or tributes to some larger 

ruling empire or government.   

Secondly, the geography and 

location are important factors that must 

                                                
1
 Kuhrt 1998: 90 

2
 Kuhrt 1995: 18 

be considered to understand the 

opulence that Ashur experienced from 

trade.  Although the city itself was never 

large during this period, it is located on a 

“nodal point” in the web of trade routes 

extending in Mesopotamia from south to 

north and east to west.
3
  The city sits 

almost as a gateway between 

Mesopotamia and the rest of the Near-

East as goods can travel north and south 

along the Tigris river, and both east over 

the Zagros mountains and west to the 

Euphrates and beyond to the 

Mediterranean sea.  Ashur is located on 

the edge of an area where agricultural 

production from rainfall is possible, but 

there was not suitable land in the area for 

a high yield of grain production 

(compared to the southern city states of 

Mesopotamia).
4
  In addition, the Tigris is 

unsuitable for irrigation, contributing to 

the agricultural unfeasibility.
5
  Instead 

Ashur’s Territories were best used for 

sheep and goat herding.
6
   

In several letters there is mention 

of the need to store up grain for the 

winter, which appears to have been 

bought and sold in the market, but there 

are no references to the actual 

production of grain in Ashur.
7
  

Considering these two factors, we can 

see how Ashur relied heavily on trade 

with other city states for the food supply 

necessary to maintain its inhabitants.  In 

addition to this Ashur was able to create 

a vast profit from its position as 

“middle-man” on the lattice of trade 

                                                
3
 Kuhrt 1995: 18-19 Interestingly it is estimated 

that Ashur could not have accommodated more 

than 15,000 people. Furthermore it did not 

control a very large area of the surrounding 

landscape. 
4
 Kuhrt 1998: 19 

5
 Larsen 2000: 77 

6
 Kuhrt 1998: 19 

7
 Larsen 2000: 80 
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routes.  In the texts of two kings of 

Ashur (c. 1939-1900 BCE), Ilushuma 

and his son and successor Erishum I, the 

kings of Ashur, seem to have been 

attempting to attract trade caravans from 

the south to come to Ashur to sell and 

buy goods.
8
  The following two excerpts 

are taken from the two kings Ilushuma 

and Erishum I respectively:  

 

“The ‘freedom’ of the Akkadians 

and their children I established.  I 

‘purified’ their copper.  I 

established their ‘freedom’ from the 

border of the marshes and Ur and 

Nippur, Awal and Kismar, Der of 

the god Ishtaran, as far as the City 

(i.e. Ashur).”
9
   

 

“...made tax exempt silver, gold, 

copper, tin, barley, wool...”
10

 

 

Mogens Larsen has convincingly argued 

that Ilushuma was attempting to attract 

traders from the south, and given the 

excerpt from Erishum I it seems likely 

that Ashur was attempting to establish 

itself as a preferred trade centre by 

making special privileges for traders 

coming from the south.
11

  Not only was 

Ashur deliberately intending to 

maximise its trade profits through these 

royal decrees, but Ashur had another 

powerful incentive which attracted 

traders from all over Mesopotamia; it 

seems the city had managed to establish 

a dominant tin trade connection with the 

east.
12

  Given the combination of such 

privileges for merchants, the location of 

                                                
8
 Kuhrt 1995: 87 

9
 Ibid.,  87. This excerpt is taken from a text by 

king Ilushuma. 
10

 Ibid., 87. This excerpt is taken from a text by 

king Erishum I 
11

 Ibid., 87. 
12

 Ibid., 87. 

the city on an important intersection of 

trade routes, and the commodities that 

flowed in and out of the city, it is easy to 

imagine how Ashur flourished under 

such an intense commercial industry.  

Since Ashur had established 

itself as a powerful trade city in 

Mesopotamia it extended its commercial 

potency through the establishment of 

“colonies” or “ports” among the various 

centers within their network.  The word 

used to describe one of these settlements 

was karum in the Old Assyrian dialect of 

Akkadian.  Originally the word was a 

Sumerian term for a river port or quay in 

southern Mesopotamia since the 

majority of their commercial 

transactions were done on harbours with 

merchants coming from the Persian Gulf 

or elsewhere along the rivers.
13

  In the 

Old Assyrian dialect the word became 

completely separated from its original 

reference to a water port and was simply 

used to denote a commercial 

establishment and the people inhabiting 

it.
14

  Similar to a karum was a “station” 

which was known as a wabartum and 

referred to a similar but much smaller 

establishment.  The word wabartum is 

postulated to be linked to a word for 

“guest”, which suggests how it came to 

be used for “pit stops” or “stations” 

along a trade route.
15

  Furthermore a 

wabartum would be under the 

administrative power of its nearest or a 

very important karum and in turn the 

karum was under the control of its 

mother city Ashur.
16

  

The colony set up at Kanesh was 

not actually established by the 

Assyrians; rather it was already a part of 

                                                
13

 Larsen 2000: 80 
14

 Ibid., 80. 
15

 Kuhrt 1995: 92 
16

 Larsen 2000: 80 
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the town and became inhabited by the 

Assyrian merchants trading with the 

Anatolians.
17

  Archaeologists have 

roughly estimated the number of 

Assyrians living at Kanesh to be around 

2,000 – 4,000 people.
18

  The process of 

getting to Kanesh was quite arduous, and 

a caravan took on average five to six 

weeks to get from Ashur to Kanesh.
19

  It 

seems that Assyrians and Anatolians 

lived among one another, with no 

separate area designated specifically for 

the merchants.
20

  However, the 

Assyrians had a separate ethnic and 

political identity from the local 

Anatolians.
21

  This identity existed not 

just at Kanesh but also extended to the 

rest of Mesopotamia as Assyrian citizens 

only referred to themselves as “sons of 

Ashur” while the southerners of 

Mesopotamia were designated as 

“Akkadians”; there were also 

“Subarians” denoting the peoples 

between Anatolia and Ashur (most likely 

the Hurrians), the “Amorites” who were 

the Semitic speakers from Syria-

Palestine, and finally the term “nu’a’u” 

which was used to refer to the 

inhabitants of Anatolia.
22

  This ethnic 

community of Assyrians at Kanesh was 

strictly reserved for Assyrian merchants, 

and no Anatolian could become a 

member.
23

  The reason for this was that 

the merchants living in Kanesh already 

had an established family firm back in 

Ashur through which they supplied and 

were supplied with the commodities that 

                                                
17

 Larsen 2000: 80. 
18

 Ibid., 79. 
19

 Kuhrt 1998: 26. 
20

 Larsen 2000: 82. 
21

 Ibid., 82. 
22

 Ibid., 82. 
23

 Ibid., 82. 

traveled to and fro Anatolia and Ashur.
24

  

 In particular it was tin and 

textiles which were being brought into 

Anatolia – almost exclusively these two 

materials – and in return the Assyrians 

were receiving silver and gold.
25

  The 

Assyrians in this network of trade were 

virtually “middle-men” who were 

exploiting the strategic position of Ashur 

in order to create revenue for themselves 

by buying and selling goods that came to 

Ashur from other areas of Mesopotamia 

and beyond.  In fact the tin which was 

being taken to Anatolia and elsewhere 

was being imported into Ashur from Iran 

(or farther) through Elam.
26

  

Furthermore the majority of the textiles 

were coming from Babylonia in southern 

Mesopotamia, supplemented by family 

industries in Ashur.
27

  Thus the 

Assyrians were exporting little of their 

own, but instead were acting as another 

pair of hands between buyer and seller.  

The importation and exportation of tin 

and textiles between the two sites was 

almost exclusively, on the side of the 

Assyrians, for turning a profit, as silver 

and gold were not a basic necessity for 

Ashur.
28

  

In Ashur, and most of 

Mesopotamia for that matter, silver was 

the universally accepted and even 

preferred mode of exchange and 

payment.
29

  Because of the different 

economic systems existing in Anatolia 

and Ashur, silver could be easily and 

cheaply obtained in Anatolia.
30

  Thus an 

                                                
24

 Larsen 2000: 82 
25

 Veenhof 1997: 339 
26

 Ibid., 339. 
27

 Ibid., 339. 
28

 Ibid., 340. 
29

 Ibid., 339. 
30

 Ibid., 340. Silver is a metal which was readily 

found and mined in Anatolia, as such its value 

was significantly less in Anatolia and was 
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Assyrian merchant was maximizing the 

profits of his investments (in tin and 

textiles) by selling his goods in Anatolia 

where silver was obtained easily, and 

subsequently the silver could be re-

invested by the merchant into more tin 

and textiles to be sent up from Ashur to 

Kanesh.
31

  In addition to the silver being 

brought back from Anatolia, gold was 

another (although less common) metal 

being brought back to Ashur.
32

  The 

reason it was less commonly used was 

that laws in Ashur prevented gold from 

being commercially circulated, as it 

seems there was a ban on doing so.
33

  

For example, a letter from the king of 

Ashur sent to karum Kanesh reads as 

follows:  

 

“The rule concerning gold is as 

previously: brothers (Assyrians) 

may sell it to each other; but in 

accordance with the rule on the stela 

no Assyrian, whoever he is, may 

sell gold to any Akkadian, Amorite, 

or Subariean. The one who does sell 

any will not live...”
34

 

 

As far as explaining why there was such 

a ban is a little unclear and the gold was 

potentially being horded in Ashur.
35

  It 

seems more likely that since silver was 

universally accepted in trade, then the 

gold was used either to fashion a variety 

of objects and ornaments (probably for 

                                                                 
essentially the preferred means of exchange in 

that area. Ashur however was not rich in silver 

and used different commodities for exchange, so 

when Assyrian merchants traded in Anatolia they 

obtained silver, and took it back to Ashur where 

it had a significantly higher value. 
31

 Veenhof 1997: 340 
32

 Ibid., 339. 
33

 Ibid., 339. 
34

 Larsen 2000:82 
35

 Veenhof 1997: 339 

palace and temple use), or was re-

invested into the trade network to 

purchase tin and textiles which could be 

sold for silver.  

While tin and textiles were in 

high demand in Anatolia, wool and 

copper were also being circulated for 

profit, within Anatolia especially.  Wool 

was found in abundance in Anatolia and 

could be bought cheaply in some areas 

and sold for profit in another.
36

  The 

purpose of the wool trade was not to buy 

and export the wool to Ashur, but rather 

the wool was used as a medium by 

which tin/textiles could be exchanged 

for silver.
37

  Furthermore, wool was not 

always converted directly into silver but 

instead traded for copper, and then 

silver.
38

  Rarely is there any reference to 

wool being sent to Ashur, the wool trade 

rather is almost strictly an intra-

Anatolian market.
39

  Nonetheless, if 

wool was expensive in Ashur then 

women would ask their male relatives to 

send some from Kanesh , but always 

small amounts.  Yet usually local wool 

would have been used in Ashur, except 

very little is known about wool 

production and circulation in Ashur.
40

 

Finally, while wool and copper were 

among some of the materials being 

traded in Anatolia, the goal for Assyrian 

merchants was always to obtain silver.  

In conclusion, the city of Ashur 

and its karum at Kanesh were able to 

prosper during the early second 

millennium BCE through the vast lattice 

of trade routes in which Ashur was a 

focal point.  The Assyrians themselves 

served as middle-men who turned a 

                                                
36

 Ibid., 130. 
37

 Ibid., 137. 
38

 Ibid., 137. 
39

 Ibid., 130. 
40

 Ibid., 130. 
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profit by purchasing goods from one and 

selling them to another.  The colony at 

Kanesh is just one example of the 

karum’s that existed throughout the 

ancient Near-East.  Furthermore, without 

the discovery of the cuneiform texts at 

Kanesh it is unlikely that archaeologists 

would ever have known that Assyrians 

had permanent residence at the site.  

Thus it is easy to imagine an entire 

network of karum’s and wabartum’s 

scattered throughout the Near-East, Iran, 

the Sinai Peninsula, and even as far east 

as the Indus Valley. 
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The Pythia’s Agency in Producing 

Verse Responses at Delphi 

 

By Clara Bischoff 

   

Modern scholarship has typically 

characterized the Pythia, Apollo‘s 

priestess at Delphi, as a woman 

possessed by a god, spouting gibberish 

that was fashioned into verse responses 

by the attendant priests of the sanctuary.  

This portrayal has been the result of 

supposed evidence that the Pythia was 

not only ignorant, but also intoxicated on 

laurel leaves or mysterious vapours that 

made it impossible for her to have been 

the actual purveyor of recorded 

responses, let alone produce them in 

verse.  Maurizio effectively argues for 

the Pythia‘s role as the creator of her 

own oracular responses and provides an 

interesting comparison between the 

verse purportedly recited by the Pythia 

and that of epic poets such as Homer.  It 

is the purpose of this paper to build on 

Maurizio‘s argument by critically 

examining the evidence that has been 

used to suggest that the Pythia played a 

passive role in oracular response, that 

she was ignorant, and to use the 

connection to epic poetry to suggest a 

possible method by which the Pythia 

could construct verse in dactylic 

hexameter.  

To evaluate the direct role the 

Pythia played in formulating her 

responses, we will first establish the 

practiced method of consultation.
1
 

According to ancient testimony the 

Pythia originally only gave responses 

once a year during the spring festival of 

Apollo‘s arrival in Delphi.  Later on, 

potentially as a result of the oracle‘s 

                                                
1
 For the following reconstruction see: Aune 30-

1, Bowden 17-8, Burkett 116, Parke and 

Wormell 1:30-1. 

increasing popularity, the oracular 

responses were given nine times a year, 

one day of consultation given on the 

seventh day of each of the nine months 

Apollo was believed to reside at Delphi. 

No oracles were given during the winter 

months, which Apollo spent with the 

Hyperboreans (Bowden 17).   

On the day of consultation, prior 

to approaching the temple, the 

Pythiawould bathe in the Castalian 

spring just after dawn for purification.  

She would then fumigate herself with the 

smoke of barley meal and laurel leaves 

burning in the eternally lit hestia.  The 

priests would take a goat to the altar 

outside of the temple for sacrifice to 

Apollo.  In accordance with sacrificial 

tradition the goat was sprinkled with 

water to see if it would shake its head, 

thereby giving assent to being sacrificed.  

If it did not shake its head, the day 

would be considered inauspicious and 

hence consultation could be put off until 

the following month. If, however, the 

goat “assented,” the sacrifice would take 

place followed by the Pythia’s entrance 

into the temple. The Pythia would enter 

the inner chamber, or adyton, and drink 

from the waters of the spring Kassotis 

that were piped into the chamber.  

Within the adyton was also the 

Omphalos, the rock considered to be the 

belly button of the earth, and a chasm in 

the ground over which sat a tripod 

cauldron.  The Pythia would take a seat 

upon the lidded tripod and enter into a 

trance from which she would deliver her 

oracular responses. Enquirers would 

either receive their responses by hearing 

them from a room outside the adyton or 

by having it relayed by an attendant 

priest.  The Pythia delivered her oracular 

responses through inspired speech or 

through lot oracle; lot oracle, though less 

renowned, was more common (Aune 



 8 

25).  Lot oracle consisted of the inquirer 

providing a question that could be 

answered with a “yes” or “no” response 

or by phrasing a question so that a 

solution could be chosen from two 

possibilities. For instance, the inquirer 

might say something to the effect of: 

“Would it be better to proceed with 

choice A or with choice B?”2
   

Be that as it may, it is those 

responses that were given through 

inspired speech that are of concern here 

and we must next consider the evidence 

for and against the Pythia’s ability to 

respond in verse.  The Pythia herself is 

described as an ordinary woman past 

childbearing age who remained chaste 

throughout her service and wore the 

dress of a young girl.
3
  Plutarch argued 

that, because of her low or rather 

ordinary standing as an illiterate village 

woman, it would be impossible for her to 

have spoken in poetry or have even 

heard poetry (qtd. in Bowden 34).  

Bowden appears to agree with this belief 

that the Pythia was too ignorant to be 

capable of responding in verse (34).  

Essentially, knowledge of verse is made 

to be dependent upon literacy.  This 

argument functions under an assumption 

of what constituted knowledge in the 

Greek mind, and relies primarily on 

Plutarch’s comments for its 

authentication.  

It is a question that would need 

to encompass the entirety of Greek 

thought and our ancient sources cannot 

account for the Greek view of 

knowledge as a whole. Furthermore, if 

we equate literacy and the use of writing 

with the ability to construct complex 

speech or even verse, how do we 

reconcile this with the bards of the oral 

                                                
2
 On lot oracles see Aune 25 in entirety. 

3
 Burkert 116, Hornblower and Spawforth 445. 

formulaic tradition of Homer or the 

philosophical teachings of Socrates, who 

was never responsible for the 

documentation of his own speeches?  

We can also not operate under the 

pretense that all women were illiterate 

when we consider the lyric poetry of 

Sappho, for example. The main 

argument against the Pythia’s ability to 

produce verse is the assertion that, since 

she did not come from a noteworthy 

family, she would not have had access to 

any form of education. However Tacitus, 

in his account of the head priest’s role at 

the oracle of Apollo at Clarus, notes that 

“…he is told the number and names 

(only) of his consultants, and then 

descends into a cave, drinks water from 

a sacred spring, and – though generally 

illiterate and ignorant of metre – 

produces a set of verses on whatever 

subject the visitor has in mind” (105; ch. 

5).  Not only is the priest of Clarus 

performing ritual habits very similar to 

those of the Pythia, but he is also 

documented as being able to produce 

verse despite his illiteracy.  Therefore, it 

cannot be conclusively argued that the 

Pythia did not speak in dactylic 

hexameter, if the argument is based 

solely on the fact she was very likely to 

have been illiterate.   

Be that as it may, securing the 

Pythia’s role in composing verse 

responses is still problematic due to the 

role played by attendant priests assisting 

during her divination.  

The Pythia’s inspired speech is generally 

accepted as having been recorded by one 

of the priests, but as Aune observes, 

“…there is little evidence indicating that 

the prophets had a direct hand in 

formulating the oracles originally 

delivered by the Pythia” (31).  It is 

commonly believed that the transcribers 

were necessary because the Pythia often 
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delivered her oracles in a manner that 

was, “…wild and incoherent, or as 

giving deliberately ambiguous 

responses…” (Bowden 21).  Fontenrose 

notes that a misconception of the 

Pythia’s state during an oracular session 

has arisen because of the translation of 

the word mania to mean “madness” or 

“frenzy” (211).  He concludes that, “…in 

the prevailing conception of her frenzy 

she is manic in the psychotic sense of the 

word. Yet mania, especially as Plato and 

Plutarch use the word, means a high 

state of emotion and comprehends all 

kinds of transport, enthusiasm, and 

inspiration” (212).   

It is also problematic that the 

majority of extant accounts regarding the 

Pythia are from secondary sources that 

never actually witnessed the event.  

Parke and Wormell suggest that the best 

evidence of the Pythia exhibiting an 

incoherent state and inarticulate speech 

when delivering inspired response is 

given by Plutarch whose account is 

derived from his friend Nicandros who 

was a presiding priest at the event 

described (37). However it has been 

noted that the erratic behavior ascribed 

to the Pythia at this particular event was 

deemed by Nicandros to be unusual and 

is therefore not representative of the 

Pythia‘s standard state (Maurizio 74, 

Parke and Wormell 37).  Maurizio’s 

decisive interpretation is that not one 

ancient source has suggested that anyone 

other than the Pythia delivered the 

oracular response (69).  This is clearly 

supported by Herodotus‘ account of the 

Pythia Perialla being bribed and 

consequently deprived of her office 

(6.66). In order for her to have been 

successfully bribed and then deemed 

punishable, it would have been 

necessary for the Pythia to be the agent 

responsible for deciding what answers 

were given and that they be intelligible; 

however, there is still the belief among 

many scholars that the Pythia, from her 

ecstatic state, delivered inarticulate 

phrases, which were then transcribed 

into hexametric verse by the attending 

priests (Cousland 832).  Many scholars 

have cited from Strabo‘s Geography as 

support for this theory, but analysis of 

this passage reveals a problem. It will be 

necessary to quote Strabo in full:  

 

The place where the oracle is 

delivered, is said to be a deep 

hollow cavern, the entrance to 

which is not very wide. From it 

rises up an exhalation which 

inspires a divine frenzy: over the 

mouth is placed a lofty tripod on 

which the Pythian priestess ascends 

to receive the exhalation, after 

which she gives prophetic response 

in verse or prose. The prose is 

adapted to measure by poets who 

are in the service of the temple. 

(9.3.5)  

 

Strabo clearly states that the Pythia  

delivers responses in prose and verse.  It 

is only the prose verses that the 

attendants are credited with formulating 

into hexameter verse.  Therefore we 

must assume that the Pythia was capable 

of producing some responses in 

hexametric verse herself.  In regards to 

the inscription of oracular verse, it is 

noted that a similar poet was employed 

at the oracle of Apollo at Claros whose 

primary function was to record 

responses given in verse into a collected 

volume (Bowden 37). Apparently the 

verses would sometimes be altered to 

make its reading more clearly mirror the 

outcome that had already occurred.  

Obviously these works were valuable in 

promoting the oracle‘s effectiveness and 
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Bowden notes that to slightly alter a 

response that already appeared to have 

given a correct prophecy would not have 

been considered suspect to the Greek 

mind.   

It should be acknowledged that 

this practice does not necessarily mean 

that the Pythia did not produce verse 

responses herself; however, as the verses 

were often rewritten or reworded 

afterwards, it is obvious why there 

would be confusion regarding whether 

or not the oracle or the priests were 

responsible for verse responses in the 

first place.  A more sound supposition 

would be to suggest that the Pythia 

sometimes delivered responses in verse, 

that the priests recorded these verses or 

altered them (as at Claros), and rewrote 

the ones that were not given in verse into 

hexameter.  Returning to Strabo’s 

account—we should note his reference 

to the vapours that were said to have 

risen from below the Pythia’s tripod and 

which were believed to produce her 

ecstatic state. Strabo only says that these 

fumes inspired the state that was 

associated with possession.  The Pythia’s 

responses themselves are not depicted as 

being inarticulate.  

It is worth examining the subject 

of these hallucinogenic vapours further 

as the Pythia’s dependence on them and 

the effect they had upon her speech 

could potentially present issues with the 

argument for the Pythia’s autonomy in 

providing verse responses.  Previous 

notions concerning the Pythia’s 

potentially intoxicated state have 

suggested that she chewed on bay or 

laurel leaves.  Bowden notes that both 

bay and laurel leaves are not only 

incapable of inducing an altered state, 

but that laurel is also poisonous (18). 

However he does acknowledge recent 

geological investigations at Delphi 

which have discovered that the temple 

was built on two fault lines which did at 

one point emit gases, one of which was 

ethylene, a gas which in low 

concentrations causes trance-like states 

and the type of behavior attributed to the 

Pythia (19).  However I am inclined to 

agree with Bowden when he points out 

the problems in assuming that this was 

the final explanation for the Pythian 

oracle.  First, whether or not variance in 

the amounts of gases released at certain 

times can explain the rise and fall of the 

Pythia‘s standing, it still allows for times 

where she would be required to act 

without the assistance of a 

hallucinogenic gas.  Secondly, Bowden 

points to the consistently unproblematic 

use of an explosive gas like ethylene in a 

sanctuary that frequently had fires as a 

troubling argument for obvious reasons.  

I would suggest that it is more likely that 

the use of poetic verse or an altered state 

of mind simply served as a distancing 

mechanism making it easier for the 

inquirer and perhaps the Pythia herself to 

believe that she was possessed by and 

issuing forth the will of Apollo.
4
   

As both intoxication from a 

substance and use of poetic verse that is 

distinctly different from regular speech 

can signal that the Pythia has left her 

natural state, it is not necessary to have 

ethylene gas as the sole explanation for 

the appearance of the Pythia‘s trance.  

Parke and Wormell also note that 

classical authors prior to rationalistic 

theory made no mention of these 

vapours (1:24).  If these gases did exist 

they were more likely used by later 

thinkers to explain the Pythia’s behavior 

                                                
4
 What I have termed here as a distancing 

mechanism Maurizio refers to as “randomizing 

devices.” She considers them tools used in 

divination to ensure an “objective system of 

access to divine knowledge,” 79-81. 
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rather than being a root cause of it.  

Having concluded that the Pythia 

delivered articulate responses directly to 

the inquirer and that it would be possible 

for someone illiterate to produce 

hexameter verse, we must now consider 

how the Pythia would have attained the 

knowledge to produce verse responses. 

Maurizio connects the Pythia‘s potential 

ability to construct verse to the 

composition of epicists by isolating a 

passage from Plato’s Apology as 

evidence that the Greek mind naturally 

associated a connection between the two.  

In it Socrates, deliberating on what 

constitutes knowledge, states, “I decided 

that it was not wisdom that enabled them 

to write poetry, but a kind of instinct or 

inspiration, such as you find in seers and 

prophets…” (Plato 22c).  The connection 

seems clear if one observes the functions 

of the epic poet.  They usually credited 

their poems to the inspiration of a 

particular divinity or muse.  Most epic 

poems begin with the poet‘s invocation 

of the Muse.  

The work of Milman Parry and 

Albert Lord presented the theory that the 

works of Homer were orally dictated 

text.
5
  Their theory presents the 

possibility that originally all epic poets 

were able to construct long and 

complicated works of verse through a 

defined method of oral composition.  

Bernard Fenik has attempted to identify 

patterns in the Iliad in regards to arming 

scenes and battle sequences in his book 

Typical Battle Scenes in the Iliad: 

Studies in the Narrative Techniques of 

Homeric Battle Description.  Aune, 

citing one of the oldest extant, genuine 

oracles written in dactylic hexameter, 

has noted the striking similarity between 

                                                
5
 For a full explanation on the work of Parry and 

Lord see Janko‘s article “The Homeric Poems as 

Oral Dictated Texts” in full. 

it and the epic dialect of Homer and 

Hesiod.  Most importantly he notes that, 

“seven phrases in the oracle quoted recur 

verbatim in either Homer or Hesiod” 

(50).  Aune takes this as evidence that 

the bards played some part in 

formulating the Pythia‘s utterances into 

verse.  However, as we have established, 

epic poetry was originally a purely oral 

tradition, it could be equally argued that 

the Pythia was also trained in the method 

of formulating verse in dactylic 

hexameter.  Plutarch claimed that during 

his lifetime the Pythia‘s responses were 

always issued in prose but that prior to 

the fifth century they had been in verse 

because at that time all history and 

philosophy and higher forms of thought 

were worded in metrical form (qtd. in 

Bowden 34).  If this were the case, then 

it can be assumed that anyone in a 

position of relaying inspired information 

would be trained in a form of oral-

formulaic poetry. Performing 

spontaneously in verse is dependent 

upon the use of certain predetermined 

constructs and forms.  It is not 

unreasonable to hypothesize that early 

priests and priestesses had their own set 

of verbal tools with which to construct 

their oracular responses in verse.   

Fontenrose has created a table 

documenting the occurrence of different 

types of subjects for oracular responses 

with war, cult foundations, and the 

meaning of signs being the most 

common (50).  It is possible that, as with 

the patterning identified by Fenik in the 

battle scenes of the Iliad, the Pythia had 

her own set patterns of verse by which 

she could respond to certain recurring 

questions in dactylic hexameter.  With 

the advent of writing, a tradition that had 

always been taught orally could have 

become mysticized and put into the 

confines of mystery initiation. If these 
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teachings became sacred in this manner, 

then consequently they would never be 

mentioned outside of the sphere of 

practice and would never have been 

documented by ancient sources.  It is 

possible that this tradition would only 

have been passed directly from the 

Pythia to her successor.  With writing 

replacing most oral traditions an extant 

form such as that used by the Pythia 

would have eventually been diluted due 

to its secret nature and the lack of 

influence from other pre-existing forms 

that had fallen into disuse in favor of 

written composition. This explains why 

the Pythia’s responses appear to become 

less poetic or well worded over time.  To 

prove this we would need to look at the 

earliest verse responses of the Pythia.  

The next step in this study would 

be to evaluate the oracular verse itself to 

see if within it exist patterns similar to 

that of oral-formulaic poetry and if it has 

its own unique set of constructs. 

However, we are presented with two 

problems that limit further investigation 

within this paper.  The first is the fact 

that the original inscriptions recorded by 

the priest were not recorded on a durable 

material like lead tablets (Parke and 

Wormell, vii). Therefore the vast 

majority of the accounts of these 

oracular responses are second-hand, 

such as those mentioned by Herodotus.  

Parke and Wormell have compiled all 

recorded oracular responses in the 

original Greek in volume two of The 

Delphic Oracle.  Without an intimate 

knowledge of ancient Greek, it is 

difficult to make linguistic comparisons 

here to see if identifiable patterns exist 

even within potentially corrupted 

second-hand sources. Fontenrose does 

offer a catalogue of Delphic responses in 

translation (240-416).  His goal is to 

identify those responses he deems 

genuine oracles and he criticizes Parke 

for including ones that fall into the 

category of legendary oracles––those 

based on myth (42).  Even so many of 

the entries presented by Fontenrose are 

incomplete in some way––either missing 

the identity of the inquirer, the question 

as it was originally stated, or the entirety 

of the oracle’s response.  In the few 

instances where Fontenrose indicates 

meter, it is no longer apparent in the 

translation.  There is still the possibility 

that some evidence of patterning could 

be identified by a broad study and 

reclassification of these fragments but 

that project is beyond the scope of this 

paper.  I suspect it would prove to be a 

fruitless endeavor, however, as the only 

sure way to prove this theory would be 

to study the original verse responses 

from the Pythia herself.  Even if the 

original inscriptions did exist they still 

would not be sufficient to fully test this 

theory as we have already noted that the 

priests often altered the Pythia’s verse. 

The only conclusive evidence would 

come from hearing the Pythia’s verse 

responses directly and obviously this is 

an impossibility.  Thus being unable to 

further prove my hypothesis I can only 

offer it up for further discussion and as a 

possible answer to how the Pythia would 

have constructed hexameter verse 

responses. 

I am aware that my theory on 

how the Pythia was able to compose 

oracular responses in verse is based on 

assuming the validity of Lord and 

Parry’s theory of oral formulaic 

composition; however, I feel it is an 

intriguing possibility that deserves 

further investigation.  We have been able 

to ascertain that knowledge of verse was 

not dependent on literacy and that the 

Pythia’s ecstatic trance did not 

necessarily mean she was 
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incomprehensible or inarticulate.  By 

deconstructing arguments against the 

Pythia’s agency in providing oracular 

response it has been established that, at 

least in earlier times, she was capable of 

producing an intelligible oracular 

response in dactylic hexameter without 

the aid of the attending priests. 



 14 

Bibliography 

 

Aune, David E. Prophecy in Early 

Christianity and the Ancient 

Mediterranean World.  

Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 

1983.  

 

Bowden, Hugh. Classical Athens and the 

Delphic Oracle: Divination and 

Democracy. Cambridge: 

University Press, 2005.  

 

Burkert, Walter. Greek Religion. 

Translated by John Raffan. 

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 1985.  

 

Cousland, J.R.C. “Prophets and 

Prophecy.” Dictionary of New 

Testament Background. Edited 

by Craig A. Evans & Stanley E. 

Porter. Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press, 2000.  

 

“Delphic Oracle.” The Oxford Classical 

Dictionary. Edited by Simon 

Hornblower & Anthony 

Spawforth. 3rd ed. New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1996.  

 

Fenik, Bernard. Typical Battle Scenes in 

the Iliad: Studies in the Narrative 

Techniques of Homeric Battle 

Description. Wiesbaden: Franz 

Steiner Verlag GMBH, 1968.  

 

Fontenrose, Joseph. The Delphic Oracle: 

Its Responses and Operations 

with a Catalogue of Responses. 

Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1978.  

 

 

 

Herodotus. The Histories. Trans. Aubrey 

De Sélincourt. London: Penguin 

Books, 2003.  

 

Janko, Richard. “The Homeric Poems as 

Oral Dictated Texts.” The 

Classical Quarterly ns 48.1 

(1998) p. 1-13.  

 

Maurizio, L. “Anthropology and Spirit 

Possession: A Reconsideration of 

the Pythia’s Role at Delphi.” The 

Journal of Hellenic Studies. vol. 

115 (1995) p. 69-86. JSTOR. 9 

Oct. 2008<http://www.jstor.org/ 

stable/631644>.  

 

Parke, H.W., and D.E.W. Wormell. The 

Delphic Oracle, Volume I: The 

History. Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell, 1956.  

 

Parke, H.W., and D.E.W. Wormell. The 

Delphic Oracle, Volume II: The 

Oracular Responses. Oxford: 

Basil Blackwell, 1956.  

 

Strabo. The Geography of Strabo. 

Translated by H.C. Hamilton and 

W. Falconer. Vol. 2. London: 

Henry G. Bohn, 1856. 3 vols.  

 

Tacitus. The Annals of Imperial Rome. 

Trans. Michael Grant. London: 

Penguin Books, 1996. 

 



 15 

You, Patroclus: the Effect of the 

Apostrophe on the Sympathetic 

Reception of Patroclus 

 

By Odessa Cadieux-Rey 
 

“Remember Patroclus now, our stricken comrade. 

That gentle man, the soul of kindness to all 

While the man was still alive…” 

Iliad 17.754-6
1
 

 

These lines are spoken by 

Menelaus as battle rages over the corpse 

of Patroclus, a brief eulogy to the fallen 

soldier. Achilles’ dearest comrade will 

be remembered above all for his 

gentleness—by his comrades within the 

story of the Iliad but also by the hearers 

and readers of Homer.  This is a legacy 

that very few, if any, of the other 

warriors at Troy can boast.  Through a 

number of devices, he is depicted in the 

Iliad in such a way that we are almost 

forced to receive him sympathetically.  

These devices include the description of 

his actions and words, the attitudes 

towards him as expressed by other 

characters, and the story’s intricate 

construction with its foreshadowing and 

irony.  There is one other device that is 

more peculiar and, as I will argue, has 

the most profound effect on the final 

reception of the character of Patroclus. 

This is the apostrophe, a direct address 

to a character by the author, used with 

Patroclus’ name 8 times, all in Book 16, 

out of a total 19 apostrophes in the 

Iliad.
2
  While there has been some 

                                                
1
 All line numbers correspond to the Fagles 

translation. 
2
 See Matthews, V.J. “Metrical reasons for the 

apostrophe in Homer.” Liverpool Classical 

Monthly Vol. 5 No. 5 (1980). The others are to 

Menelaus (7), the Trojan Melannipus (1), 

Achilles (1), and Phoebus (2).  The Odyssey uses 

the apostrophe only in reference to Eumaeus, 15 

times.  Matthews provides a detailed overview of 

all 19 apostrophes, including his explanations for 

scholarship on the reasons for Homer’s 

implementation of this incongruous 

device, they are not my concern, 

although I will briefly touch on the 

arguments and where they refute or 

support my hypothesis.  I will examine 

the other sources for Patroclus’ character 

in the Iliad and then compare them to 

and consider the 8 apostrophes in Book 

16 and finally attempt to demonstrate 

that the apostrophe is the most 

significant contribution to the uniquely 

sympathetic response to Patroclus.  By 

stepping out of his role as narrator and 

speaking to the character directly, 

Homer establishes a connection with 

Patroclus that we come to share.  Our 

opinion of him as a likable character, 

which is enforced elsewhere in the 

poem, is sealed by this relationship.  

For the few who have considered the 

apostrophe in Homer the aim has been to 

explain away the bard’s mystifying 

addresses to his characters.  There seems 

to be a division between those who 

attribute it simply to metrical 

convenience,
3
 those who see it as 

communicating sympathy,
4
 and those 

who attempt to reconcile the two.
5
  On 

                                                                 
them. They are also listed (in Greek) and 

categorized by R.M. Henry in “The Use and 

Origin of the Apostrophe in Homer.” The 

Classical Review Vol. 19, No.1 (1905). 
3
 Bonner, Campbell. “The Use of the 

Apostrophe in Homer.” The Classical Review. 

Vol. 19 No. 8. (1905) pp. 383-386; Matthews, 

V.J. “Metrical reasons for the apostrophe in 

Homer.” Liverpool Classical Monthly Vol. 5 No. 

5. (1980) pp. 93-99. 
4
 Block, Elizabeth. “The Narrator Speaks: 

Apostrophe in Homer and Vergil.” Transactions 

of the American Philological Association Vol. 

112. (1982) pp. 7-22; Zyroff, E.S. The author!s 

apostrophe from Homer through Lucan, Diss. 

John Hopkins. (1971). 
5
 Henry, R.M. “The Use and Origin of the 

Apostrophe in Homer.” The Classical Review 

Vol. 19 No. 1. (1905) pp. 7-9; Parry, Adam. 
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the one hand, it is true that, were 

someone reading or listening to Homer 

in the original Greek, there are instances 

where the formula with the apostrophe 

seems akin to an epithet. In other words, 

they argue that the vocative with a 

second person verb was the simplest way 

to fit the metre.  On the other hand, it is 

also true that the characters that are 

apostrophized and the times at which 

apostrophes occur are often too 

appropriate to be dismissed as metrical 

convenience. Elizabeth Block notes the 

similar traits of loyalty and vulnerability 

among the characters most frequently 

apostrophized by Homer: Patroclus, 

Menelaus, and Eumaeus in the Odyssey. 

E.S. Zyroff works through each instance 

of apostrophe and explains how each 

was a deliberate choice by the poet to 

provoke sympathy in the audience. But 

as Adam Parry puts it, the “splendid 

coincidence of meaning and form” are a 

result of a long tradition, of a 

performance that was perfected over 

generations.
6
 Regardless, the fact 

remains that meaning has been and will 

continue to be attributed to these so-

called metrical devices.  The apostrophe 

sounds different to the hearer, it looks 

strange to the reader, if not consciously 

then subconsciously. It is even more so 

for those reading Homer in translation 

where a sense of metre and its 

complications has not survived the 

journey across languages.  

That is not to say that there are not other 

justifications for liking Patroclus.  By 

the time we come to Book 16 we have 

                                                                 
“Language and Characterization in Homer.” 

Harvard Studies in Classical Philology Vol. 76. 

pp. 1-22 (1972); Yamagata, Naoko. “The 

Apostrophe in Homer as Part of the Oral 

Technique.” Bulletin of the Institute of Classical 

Studies. Vol. 36 No. 1 (1989). pp. 91-103. 
6
 Parry, p. 22 

already been presented with a number of 

reasons to sympathize with Achilles’ 

dear comrade and after his death our 

sympathy is reinforced by the 

testimonials of other characters.  Before 

he has even participated in the action we 

know Patroclus is going to die.  In Book 

8, Zeus informs Hera of the impending 

battle of Patroclus’ corpse (8.548-51), so 

that as we follow the development of 

Patroclus’ character we are already 

aware that he does have long to live, 

making his sweetness all the more 

poignant.  Although Patroclus is present 

in Book 9, he merely stand by silently, 

uninvolved in the heated conversation.  

His presence is not strongly felt until 

Book 11, where Homer paints a tender 

scene to showcase Patroclus’ greatest 

virtue and weakness: intense empathy.  

This episode begins with another 

reminder of his doom. Achilles, 

surveying the battle, calls Patroclus up 

and “forth he came from his shelter… 

but from that moment on his doom was 

sealed.” (11.712-14).  Although we were 

already informed of this in Book 8 we 

continue to be reminded that Patroclus is 

about to die, even as our sympathy for 

him grows.  Nestor then hatches the plan 

that will be the death of Patroclus 

(11.949-61) and Patroclus makes a 

display of the empathy that will push 

him to carry it out, as he travels back to 

Achilles tent and stumbles upon the 

wounded Eurypylus.  “And moved at the 

sight, the good soldier Patroclus burst 

out in grief with a flight of winging 

words…” (11.972-3) and so he launches 

into a moving speech.  We have seen no 

such empathy from the likes of 

Agamemnon or Achilles, which makes 

Patroclus’ a welcome change.  Patroclus 

continues to show us his gentleness as he 

pauses in his haste to heal Eurypylus’ 

wounds, “bracing the captain, arm 
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around his waist, he helped him toward 

his shelter…” (11.1006-7) and we may 

find ourselves wishing that more such 

men wandered the Achaean camp.  Book 

16 opens immediately with another 

grand display of Patroclus’ empathy.  He 

comes running to Achilles and we are 

told that he “wept warm tears like a dark 

spring running down” (16.3), pleading 

with his friend to relent, admonishing 

Achilles in a way that the other heroes 

would not have dared (16.33-40).  Again 

Homer interrupts the flow of action with 

an ominous reminder that this kind 

soldier whom we have grown to respect 

is on the brink of death, “lost in his own 

great innocence condemned to beg for 

his own death and brutal doom.” (16.55-

6).  It is soon after this, now that our 

sympathy for the character is at its 

height, that the apostrophes to Patroclus 

are brought into the narrative.  

Before discussing them let us move 

beyond Book 16 to the laments which 

serve to explain the sympathy Patroclus 

has invoked in the hearer or reader.  In 

Book 17, immediately after his death, 

Menelaus is the first to show his 

protective love for Patroclus, “braced 

like a mother cow lowing over her calf, 

her first-born, first labor-pangs she’d 

felt” (17.5-6).  The simile with it 

touching maternal imagery is echoed in a 

paternal sense with Ajax: “But Ajax, 

shielding Patroclus round with his broad 

buckler, stood fast now like a lion 

cornered round his young when hunters 

cross him…” (17.151-4).  Even 

Achilles’ immortal horses mourn him, 

“from the time they first had sensed their 

driver’s death, brought down in the dust 

by man-killing Hector” (17.494-5). 

Finally there are the tender words of 

Menelaus quoted in the opening 

paragraph (17.755-6).
7
  

The most revealing speech on Patroclus! 

character comes from Briseis. Her 

lament does not come until Book 19, 

beautiful and surprisingly personal. If 

the men!s grief were not convincing, 

now the grief of a woman, a captive no 

less, nearly matches in passion Achilles’ 

own reaction and is comparable, no 

doubt to a lesser degree, to the pain of 

Andromache at the death of Hector.  

 

And so Briseis returned, like golden 

Aphrodite,  

But when she saw Patroclus lying 

torn by the bronze  

She flung herself on his body, gave 

a piercing cry  

And with both hands clawing deep 

at her breasts,  

Her soft throat and lovely face, she 

sobbed,  

A woman like a goddess in her 

grief…  

18. 333-7  

 

We learn in the following speech that 

Patroclus’ kindness towards humankind 

extended beyond his male comrades 

even to his slave women.  She mourns 

the man who was her only comfort, a 

woman robbed of her home and family: 

“But you, Patroclus, you would not let 

me weep, not when swift Achilles cut 

my husband down […] So now I mourn 

your death—I will never stop—you were 

                                                
7
 Parry makes the observation that the adjective 

used here, µ!"#$%&' (assumedly translated as 

“gentle” by Fagles but as “sweet” by Parry), is 

only ever ascribed as a human characteristic to 

Patroclus. Elsewhere it is used to describe words 

or in an ironic sense, denying the quality to some 

other soldier. Parry concludes that this further 

distinguishes Patroclus not only by his actions, 

but by a unique vocabulary (he finds other 

evidence to support this further, including the 

apostrophe). See Parry, P. 11. 
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always kind.” (19.348-56).  Much like 

Achilles, she vows she will not relent in 

her grief and appears to have loved her 

master’s friend as much as his comrade’s 

did.  Given that the other slave women 

seem to be the only others around her, it 

can be assumed that her grief is genuine. 

All the preceding evidence is what 

makes the apostrophe so effective in the 

case of Patroclus.  Once we have been 

asked to sympathize with the character 

through his portrayal and later informed 

of his qualities by other characters, an 

intimate direct address is what it takes to 

convince us that we love him.  

The way in which the apostrophe is set 

up and supported through the Iliad and 

especially the way it is used in Book 16 

is what makes its effect so profound. 

Although the apostrophes are used 

almost as frequently with Menelaus and 

once or twice with others, they are in 

these cases scattered throughout the 

poem, rather than being compounded 

one upon the other, which is what 

happens towards the end of Book 16. 

The first apostrophe to Patroclus occurs 

at the very beginning of the Book, 

setting up his first words: “With a 

wrenching groan you answered you 

friend, Patroclus O my rider…” (16.22-

23).  The poet’s connection with the 

character is established from the first 

lines and we feel ourselves being drawn 

in along with him, a sense that will be 

cemented by the end of the book.  

The apostrophe does not come up again 

for several hundred lines, when 

Patroclus! aristeia is well under way. 

During this time, Patroclus has 

admittedly unleashed a rage that brings 

him to commit some of the most 

elaborate killings in the Iliad,
8
 including 

                                                
8
 The death of Thestor is one of the most 

notable (16. 479-89):  

“Patroclus, rising before him stabbed his right 

the death of Zeus’ son Sarpedon 

(16.499ff).  But the motivation for 

Patroclus’ brutality sets him apart from 

the rest.  He does not pursue glory on the 

battlefield, but rages on deeply 

aggrieved by the deaths of his comrades. 

And if we find ourselves forgetting this, 

the next apostrophe reminds us for 

whom Patroclus is fighting.  After 

witnessing the death of Epigeus, another 

Myrmidon, Patroclus is addressed 

directly as he reacts: “Patroclus O my 

rider, straight at the pressing Trojan 

ranks you swooped, enraged at your 

comrade’s death!” (16.682-4).  This, the 

second apostrophe, is followed in swift 

succession by six more; Block argues 

tell in outline Patroclus’ final story.
9
 

Certainly their proximity makes it 

impossible not to develop a conscious or 

unconscious personal engagement with 

Patroclus and become caught up in his 

final moments. The third apostrophe 

invokes Patroclus in the same way that 

Homer invokes the Muses. The fact that 

he has chosen to invoke the hero here 

instead enforces the impression of a 

close bond between poet and character. 

“Patroclus—” he asks, “who was the 

first you slaughtered, who the last when 

the great gods called you down to 

death?” (16.809-11). The apostrophe 

here is combined with the device of 

foreshadowing, doubling its sympathetic 

impact and echoing the initial invocation 

of the Muses in Book 1 where Achilles! 

doom is alluded to (1.1-6). Less than a 

                                                                 
jawbone, ramming the spearhead square between 

his teeth so hard he hooked him by the spearhead 

over the chariot-rail, hoisted, dragged the Trojan 

out as an angler perched on a jutting rock ledge 

drags some fish from the sea…So with the spear 

Patroclus gaffed him off his car, his mouth 

gaping round the glittering point and flipped him 

facefirst, dead as he fell, his life breath blown 

away.” 
9
 Block, P. 17 
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hundred lines later (in the Greek) we are 

invited to join Patroclus as he kills 

Cebriones: “Cebriones’ life breath left 

his bones behind and you taunted his 

corpse, Patroclus O my rider…” (16. 

866-7) and following his taunt his 

confrontation with Hector over the 

corpse, who will deal him his death 

blow, is presented in a direct address: 

“So you sprang at Cebriones, full fury, 

Patroclus, as Hector sprang down from 

his chariot just across and the two went 

tussling over the corpse as lions…” (16. 

878-9). Being invited to engage in battle 

with Patroclus is not comfortable but it 

is the ultimate way to redeem him. Even 

Hector is vilified in contrast to the 

unfailingly sweet Patroclus.  Only a few 

lines later Hector is described as, “ablaze 

for glory” (16.884) a few lines later, 

confirming his selfish motives.
10

  

The final three apostrophes move away 

from Patroclus as a fighter and follow 

him as he nears death.  As Apollo strides 

up to Patroclus to deal the first blow, 

there is a quick jump from a third-person 

description of Patroclus’ magnificence to 

a direct address as certain death 

approaches: “Then at the fourth assault 

Patroclus like something superhuman—

then, Patroclus, the end of life came 

blazing up before you, yes, the lord 

Apollo met you there in the heart of 

battle, the god, the terror!” (16.913-16). 

This may be the most vivid apostrophe 

yet and it makes Apollo all the more 

                                                
10

 Later, gloating over Patroclus as he dies, the 

picture of Hector in this book becomes even 

more hateful.  “And I with my spear,” he says, 

“Hector, shining among my combat-loving 

comrades, I fight away from them the fatal day—

but you, the vultures will eat your body raw.” 

(16.973-6).  This last line will be echoed by 

Achilles over the body of Hector, to whom our 

sympathy might be transferred, but for the 

moment, it is Hector who plays Achilles’ 

condemnable role. 

horrific as we are beckoned to share in 

Patroclus’ terror. Next, Euphorbus’ spear 

strikes Patroclus in another apostrophe: 

“He was the first to launch a spear 

against you, Patroclus O my rider, but 

did not bring you down. Yanking out his 

ashen shaft from your body, back he 

dashed and lost himself in the crowds—

the man would not stand up to Patroclus 

here…” (16.943-5).  Here as elsewhere 

the “you” addressed to Patroclus might 

stir up a response in the listener or 

reader.  It is difficult not to feel that we 

are being addressed when we hear that 

“you” from the narrator, especially when 

it is so jolting and unfamiliar. But this 

time you, Patroclus, but also you, the 

receiver of the words, are actually 

“yanking out his ashen spear from your 

body”. It is difficult not to cringe at 

Homer’s third person deaths but when 

the most sympathetic character’s 

wounding is presented in a direct 

address, it would be an especially 

unreceptive reader or hearer who does 

not feel his pain. Finally, one last 

apostrophe is used to introduce 

Patroclus’ dying words to Hector: 

“Struggling for breath, you answered, 

Patroclus O my rider…” (16. 985).  And 

that is the tragic end of sweet Patroclus, 

who has been snuffed out at the height of 

our empathy for him. As shown earlier, 

there is nothing after Book 16 to 

diminish our sympathetic understanding 

of Patroclus’ character.  In fact, 

favourable descriptions of his character, 

which had not been set out clearly for us 

before, serve to confirm our notions 

about him. Block observes that “there 

has seldom, if ever, been articulated a 

response to Patroclus that was not 

sympathetic” which she attributes to the 

narrator’s concern for him as 

communicated through the apostrophe 
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and elsewhere.
11

  Whether or not Homer 

intended to communicate concern for 

Patroclus is essentially irrelevant to my 

argument.  The point is that his use of 

the apostrophe, whether provoked by 

metrical reasons or employed as a 

sympathetic device, is received by the 

reader or hearer in a way that elicits 

intense sympathy.  I will admit that it is 

impossible to know how Homer was 

received in his own day,
12

 but today, 

especially considering that the vast 

majority of people read (and do not hear) 

Homer in translation, the effect of the 

apostrophe is profound.  It jumps off the 

page as incongruous and it does not 

immediately cross the mind that it might 

derive from metre.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
11

 Block, P. 17 
12

 However, there is evidence in the Scholia that 

the commentators as least believed the 

apostrophe arose from the author!s sympathy, 

pity, or affection for a character. How they 

themselves and their fellow Greeks were affected 

by it is not clear. See Yamagata P. 91. 

With no other character is it used as 

effectively, concentrated as it is in Book 

16 and confirmed by all evidence 

elsewhere in the epic.  The effect of the 

apostrophe is as subtle as its appearance 

is conspicuous.  Although we may notice 

the strange second person address, we 

probably do not realize how it has 

affected us until it too late to reverse our 

feelings and opinions.  I challenge 

readers to offer a convincingly 

unsympathetic depiction of Patroclus. 
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Country Bumpkin or Noble Peasant: 

Rusticity in Virgil's Eclogue II 

 

By Genie MacLeod 

 

 At the time that he was writing his 

Eclogues, Virgil had a long tradition of 

pastoral writing from which to draw 

inspiration.  Perhaps the most significant 

influence on and source text for Virgil 

was Theocritus, the third century Greek 

poet whom many scholars credit with 

inventing the pastoral genre (Berman 

228).  Virgil's engagement with 

Theocritus demonstrates his knowledge 

and appreciation of Hellenistic culture, a 

trait that was particularly in vogue 

among the upper classes in Virgil's day.  

One of the elements of the pastoral genre 

most appealing to its civilized and 

cosmopolitan readership was the 

depiction of a life of ease and simplicity.   

The rustic herdsman of the 

pastoral tradition seemed to do nothing 

but lie in the shade of trees, singing or 

playing on his pipe, and occasionally 

tending to his flock.  Indeed, the word 

rusticus, along with its literal meanings 

of rustic and rural, also meant simple 

and unspoiled.  By the Augustan period, 

thanks to the short shrift given to 

rusticity and country folk in much of 

Roman literature –the plays of Plautus, 

the poetry of Catullus, and the writings 

Cicero to name a few –the word rusticus 

assumed a pejorative sense of provincial, 

rough, awkward, or clownish 

(“rusticus”).  The rustic figure in these 

authors' works was a bumbling fool, 

uneducated and uncultured.  This 

conflict in depiction drew out the 

dichotomous attitude of the upper 

classes towards the peasantry.  Although 

the physical labour was a sign of virtus, 

and the noble peasant was seen as the 

embodiment of Roman values, to live off 

the avails of hard labour was disdained 

by Roman nobility (Fitzgerald 392).   

Virgil, rather than confine 

himself to one model, combined 

elements of both the country bumpkin 

and the noble peasant in his Eclogues.  

This is no more evident than in Ecolgue 

II, in which the rustic Corydon delivers a 

pathetic avowal of love for the disdainful 

Alexis.  Through his vacillation between 

highly stylized and awkwardly stilted 

language and his imitation of Theocritus' 

Idyllsfor both serious and comic ends, 

Virgil creates a genre-defying pastoral 

figure wholly his own. 

Virgil's second Eclogue opens on 

the shepherd, Corydon, as he wanders 

aimlessly amid the woods and mountains 

of his pastoral home and shouts his love 

for the beautiful Alexis to the trees.  He 

spends the majority of the poem trying 

to convince an absent Alexis to return 

his love and join him in the countryside.  

As this is a love lament, Corydon often 

uses highly stylized and learned 

language to win over his urbane lover.  

Perhaps the most recognizable instance 

of Corydon's eloquenceis his comparison 

of himself to the mythical shepherd-poet 

Amphion, which yields the line, 

Amphion Dircaeus in Actaeo Aracyntho 

(Virgil 24).   

In this line Virgil not only maps 

Greek mythology onto an otherwise 

mundane and realistic character, he 

adopts the syntax of Hellenistic poetry to 

doso.  As many commentators have 

noted, the line is irregular for Virgil's 

Latin because of “a weak caesura in the 

third foot without a strong caesura in the 

fourth to follow; a hiatus between the 

last two words; and a tetrasyllabic 

ending,” but with almost no adjustment 

it can be translated into metrically 

regular Greek verse (Jenkyns 33).  

Although scholars have not identified a 
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specific source for Virgil's Graecized 

line, a similar line from Propertius, 

written twenty-five years later, suggests 

a possible common ancestor from the 

Greek canon (Lee 11).  This line 

temporarily transforms Corydon from a 

lowly shepherd into a learned and 

articulate lover.   

Immediately after Corydon has 

spoken this line, however, he shatters the 

illusion of refinement with the bumbling 

and awkward, nec sum adeo informis; 

nuper me in litore vidi(25).  Unlike the 

careful and compact arrangement of 

multisyllabic words in the line 

preceding, line 25 consists of 

monosyllables and plodding spondees.  

Moreover, Corydon's tone falls from a 

learned mythological allusion to an 

almost childishly indignant insistence 

upon his pleasing appearance.  He tries 

to regain his sophisticated footing with 

another mythological self-comparison, 

this time to Daphnis, the shepherd of 

unparalleled beauty, but the damage has 

already been done.  The stark contrast 

between lines 24 and 25 gives a comedic 

effect to Corydon's speech, reminding us 

that as hard as he tries to be Alexis' well-

spoken equal, he cannot sustain such an 

alien manner of speech, and quickly 

lapses back into his rustic ways.  

Corydon's uncouth speech in line 25 

taints our reception of his comparisons; 

The reader doubts whether an 

uneducated rustic who cannot sustain 

eloquent speech for two consecutive 

lines could rival the musical prowess of 

Amphion; Whether a shepherd, his skin 

likely burnt brown from the sun and 

dirtiedfrom working in the fields, could 

rival Daphnis in beauty.  

The technique of putting 

sophisticated language in the mouth of a 

lowly peasant is what John Van Sickle 

describes as “bucolic conceit.”  As 

Charles Martindale suggests in his essay,  

“Green Politics: The Eclogues,” by using 

bucolic conceit Virgil allows “[himself] 

and his friends and his patrons to make 

their own appearance [in the country] 

without embarrassment alongside the 

shepherds” (118).  This conclusion also 

applies to Virgil's readership; The 

cultured and educated reader that the 

pastoral genre targets need not be 

embarrassed for reading about the lives 

of peasants, on the contrary they can 

revel in identifying Virgil's sophisticated 

allusions to Greek authors and style. 

Another strategy that Corydon 

adopts in order to win Alexis' affections 

is to make exaggerated claims about the 

bounty of the countryside.  Corydon 

insists that he is rich in flocks, dives 

pecoris,and has as many as a thousand 

lambs, mille meae...agnae,and that milk 

is soplentiful, lactis abundans,that it 

never fails him, winter or summer, lac 

mihi non aestate novom, non frigore 

defit(20-22).These claims directly echo 

the claims that Polyphemus makes when 

he is trying to woo Galatea in 

Theocritus' Idyll XI.  Virgil models 

Corydon's claims on Polyphemus' boast 

of having a thousand sheep in his care 

and having a constant supply of milk and 

cheese (Theocritus 33-35).  When placed 

alongside Polyphemus' claims, 

Corydon's seem wildly fanciful since, as 

Guy Lee points out, not only would the 

lambs Corydon describes as meae agnae 

belong to his master, and not to him at 

all, the number he gives is preposterous 

(Lee 10).  Polyphemus, a mythological 

giant, says that he has a thousand sheep, 

but Corydon, a lowly human shepherd, 

boasts a thousand lambs alone.  

Reasonable extrapolation suggests that if 

Corydon has a thousand lambs his entire 

flock would be double if not triple that 

number in order to account for the ewes 
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and rams that produced those lambs.  A 

flock of that size would be a handful for 

a Cyclops, let alone a humble shepherd.  

These grand claims are ridiculous 

not only for their wild exaggeration, but 

because Corydon's imitation of 

Polyphemus creates an alignment of the 

two characters that colours the reader's 

perception of Corydon.  It is possible to 

read the character of Corydon 

metatextually, such that he possesses an 

awareness of the character of 

Polyphemus and of Theocritus' Idylls, 

and tries to use this vague knowledge of 

high literature to his advantage.  

Whether Virgil intended Corydon's 

cataloguing of his worldly goods to be 

metatextual or to be taken at face value, 

in either interpretation the strategy 

backfires on Corydon.  Despite 

Theocritus' tender portrayal of the 

creature, Polyphemus was first and 

foremost an ugly, brutish, one-eyed 

monster best known to an ancient 

readership from his savage behaviour 

towards Odysseus in Homer's epic –not 

exactly a model lover.  Although 

Corydon only mimics Polyphemus in his 

list of possessions, any Roman reader 

who recognized the allusion would 

consequently look skeptically on all 

Corydon's claims, especially his 

protestations of beauty.  For the 

remainder of the poem the reader will 

consider Corydon's every statement with 

the image of the monstrously ugly 

Polyphemus always in mind. 

Both Theocritus' Idyll XI and 

Virgil's Eclogue II make light of their 

protagonists' melodramatic situations, 

but unlike Theocritus, Virgil gives the 

illusion of allowing his protagonist a 

fighting chance of winning his love.  

Even though Corydon is a herdsman we 

have no reason to doubt that he is 

handsome, apart from the inevitable 

flaws of sullied and sun-darkened skin 

that come with the territory of the 

profession.  Theocritus clearly presents 

Polyphemus' love lament as a ridiculous 

piece of buffoonery, as the reader cannot 

possibly be intended to take as sincere a 

poem about the love-lorn moanings of a 

shaggy one-eyed monster.  Virgil is 

more subtle in his subversion of 

Corydon, as he lavishes sophisticated 

Theocritean allusion on his shepherd, but 

it is precisely this intertextual alignment 

of Corydon with Polyphemus that 

undoes any chance of Corydon being 

seen as sophisticated. 

An integral element of the 

pastoral genre is the description of the 

locus amoenus.  In Eclogue II Corydon 

paints an image for Alexis of what life 

would be like if Alexis came to live in 

the country.  Corydon imagines them 

going hunting, tending their flocks, and 

making music together, but the crowning 

image is Corydon's blissful description 

of Nymphs and Naiads bringing Alexis 

baskets brimming with lilies, violets, 

narcissus, and other sweet-smelling 

flowers as Corydon himself picks apples 

and chestnuts for his love.  This 

imagined scene of Alexis laden with 

fragrant flowers and receiving Corydon's 

humble gifts of apples and chestnuts 

links the supernal with the simplistic, 

creating a perfect locus amoenus.  

Corydon elevates the scene even more 

by calling to the laurel and myrtle trees, 

lauri...murte(54), staples of the pastoral 

genre and symbols of Apollo and Venus, 

respectively.  This idyllic scene comes 

as a stark contrast, however, to the 

beginning of Corydon's solicitation to 

Alexis.  In line 28 Corydon beseeches 

Alexis to live with him in the sordida 

rura, the lowly countryside, in humilis 

casas, poor huts (28-29).  Sordidushere 

likely refers to the status of the 
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countryside in comparison with the city, 

but it also carries the literal sense of 

filthiness (“sordidus”).  Just as the 

reader's interpretation of Corydon's 

claims to beauty and wealth is adversely 

affected bythe association with 

Theocritus' monster, so is our view of 

this sylvan scene of Nymphs and flowers 

contaminated by the remembrance that 

the country is a poor and dirty place.  

Even Corydon, who clearly loves his 

rustic existence, cannot maintain the 

fiction that country life is “an endless 

holiday in a world of escape and 

pleasure” (Leach 431). 

All of Corydon's arguments 

hinge on the pleasures of the pastoral 

world, but reality and self-awareness 

consistently creep into his oration.  In 

line 56 he despairs, Rusticus es, 

Corydon, pointing to this rusticity as the 

reason why Alexis will never love him.  

Continuing with the metatextual 

interpretation proposed earlier, Corydon 

seems able to see himself as the Roman 

reader sees him: Despite his assured and 

even arrogant tone elsewhere in the 

Eclogue, he now sees the futility of his 

suit.  It is noteworthy thatVirgil does not 

have Corydon concede that he is, in fact, 

ugly, or that he does not actually possess 

the talent or bounty that he lay claim to 

earlier.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All it takes to undo the hapless 

shepherd is that one word, rusticus.  

Corydon's despair at being rusticusis 

tragic because his rusticity is not a minor 

character flaw that he can work to 

correct or improve, rather it is his entire 

being.  If we are to believe, even in part, 

the claims that Corydon makes, he 

seems to have attained the highest status 

he can hope to achieve in the pastoral 

world.  Moreover, he has presented 

Alexis with what he sees as an idyllic 

lifestyle, and has offered him what 

Eleanor Winsor Leach describes as the 

“consummate” gifts of the pastoral 

world (435).   

Alexis' rejection, therefore, is not 

simply a preference of fine cuisine over 

nuts and apples, rather it is a categorical 

rejection of everything that Corydon is. 

Although the character of Corydon was 

born of comic origins, the reader cannot 

help but sympathize with his heartfelt 

lamentations.  A complex figure whose 

actions simultaneously invoke 

admiration, scorn, and pity, Corydon is a 

prime example of Virgil's ability to craft 

characters and to subvert longstanding 

poetic traditions. 
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Death as an Art Form in Ancient 

Egypt 

 

By Erin Coward 

 

  The business of death today is a 

multi million-dollar industry.  When a 

person dies the expense of burial, coffins 

and funeral can cost a small fortune.  But 

when and why did society adopt these 

traditions?  And in addition, why is there 

so much involved in sending the 

deceased into the next world and 

preserving their memory in a place 

where they no longer exist?  

It is apparent that some of the 

traditions that we follow today when a 

person dies have been influenced by the 

ancient Egyptians, who were, as Salima 

Ikram argues, “… obsessed by life and 

its continuation, rather than by a morbid 

fascination with death” (Ikram 2003, p. 

Introduction).  Today we look at death 

quite differently.  Unlike the Ancient 

Egyptians, many of us see death as 

something to be feared, something 

terrifying, but inevitable.  The 

fascination with death in our society has 

been exploited in the popular media, in 

museums and in art, even more so by the 

Ancient Egyptian past through the 

introduction of “Mummy mania”.  

Today we go to museums to see displays 

of death from the Ancient Egyptian 

culture. Mummies are displayed behind 

glass enclosures, having been removed 

from their original context or place of 

burial, and by this action the mummy 

now functions as part of an exhibition 

within a museum for all to see.  

Mummies are much more than just 

archeological finds for scientific 

historical research, we now can see them 

as an artistic object.  

 

 

The exhibition that came to  

Science World in 2006, Body Worlds, 

can be seen as a new wave in the 

preservation of the body.  This 

exhibition showed bodies that were 

preserved using plastination.  These 

bodies are the new mummies of the 21st 

century and because of the manner in 

which they were displayed they have 

become objects of art. These objects can 

also be seen as instructional, educational 

tools.  The popularization of “the 

mummy” can be seen in movies as well.  

The mummy made its debut in the early 

1930’s and continues to make money at 

the box office today.  How to define art 

has always been a huge question within 

Art History.  The answer to what 

constitutes “art” depends on how people 

perceive art objects or artistic expression 

often in very different ways with diverse 

and debatable results.  This paper will 

argue that the Ancient Egyptians were 

using artistic means in their religious 

practices for death which influenced 

many traditions to follow within our own 

society when dealing with the deceased.  

There is an argument that the 

practice of mummification is not an art 

form, but rather a scientific practice with 

religious meaning, even though the art of 

mummification can be seen from the 

embalming stage, to the adornment of 

possessions, highly crafted sarcophagi 

and coffins, to elaborate and decorative 

tombs. Death for the Egyptians was a 

true form of artistic expression, whether 

the ancient Egyptians believed it or not 

at the time. Today, through our 

fascination and curiosity with the ancient 

Egyptian culture, we have made these 

our treasures and the preserved bodies 

into art objects. For evidence of this 

discussion we must look into the act of 

mummification and the objects related to 

death.  By relating them to the time in 
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which they were produced, in 

comparison to the present day, we will 

fully understand the way in which they 

had relevance in the past and relevance 

today.  

This paper will examine a 

number of Egyptian objects that were 

created for the deceased and through 

analysis, attempt to prove that even 

though, as Rita E. Freed has claimed, 

“Egyptian artists per se are unknown,” 

(Freed 1996, p.330) artistic production 

did take place within the area of death.  

We rarely know who these individuals 

are, since there is little information on 

artists and the signing of a works of art 

was not part of the production (Freed 

1996, p.330), yet they were still very 

important within the construction of the 

afterlife or the journey to it.  All steps 

for “the quest for eternity” (Brewer and 

Teeter 2007, p.166) can be seen as an art 

form.  

 

“Taking care of the dead in service 

to the living is among the highest 

calling a society has”- Jacquelyn 

Taylor, 2005.  

 

The Ancient Egyptians were not 

comfortable with the idea of death from 

the start and faced obstacles in their 

efforts to achieve a perfectly preserved 

body.  In the Old Kingdom, Hordjedef 

writes, “depressing for us is death, it is 

life that we hold in esteem” (Brewer and 

Teeter 2007, p.166).  The conception of 

mummification was seen as “an effort to 

preserve the earthly body for the use of 

the ka and the ba” (Ikram 2003, p.47), 

which was for the Egyptians their key to 

the afterlife.  The ka was a 

representation of the individuals “life 

force” or “personality” and the ba was 

seen as the “individual’s self after death” 

(Bard 2008, p.152). Because of their 

beliefs for the afterlife and eternity, the 

body of the deceased needed to function 

as an “anchor” (Brewer and Teeter 2007, 

p.166) so that the ka had ba had a place 

to come to.  The conception of 

mummification allowed for the body of 

the deceased to stay intact - not decay, 

but to become eternal.  Mummification 

served a purpose that allowed the 

Ancient Egyptians to no longer fear the 

idea of death, but to relish in the idea of 

the continuation of life after it.  

“Egyptian art served a religious 

function rather than a purely aesthetic 

one” (Brewer and Teeter 2007, p.206). 

Most Egyptian art is religiously based, 

which is one of the reasons why the idea 

of mummification can be seen as an art 

form.  Everything that adorns a mummy 

is a piece of art, so why not consider the 

mummification practice as an art form as 

well?  

The act of artificial mummifi-

cation came into being around the Fourth 

Dynasty, although earlier unrefined 

methods of preservation of the body 

existed before this.  Early mummies 

were preserved using the natural desert 

landscape of Egypt.  The weather and 

hot climates helped naturally to remove 

water from the body and leave behind 

the skeleton and skin.  For an example of 

this refer to Figure 1 (Pre-dynastic pit 

burial). It shows the remains of a body 

from Ancient Egypt during a period 

before artificial practices of 

mummification. Other methods 

attempted after this, like the introduction 

of the coffin, failed terribly.  Coffins did 

not allow for the sand to retrieve the 

moisture from the body; because of this, 

bodies in early coffins decayed.  This is 

one of the reasons why other means of 

preserving the body had to be found, 

thus artificial mummification was born.  

Religious practices and the act of 
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mummification progressed as the 

Egyptians learned from experimentation. 

It was during the New Kingdom that 

mummification and death became 

extremely elaborate and decorative, 

which is why this period and its artifacts 

are some of the best known and studied 

in our society.  Francoise Dunand and 

Roger Lichtenberg write: “… it was the 

New Kingdom that furnished us with the 

most famous and familiar of all the 

mummies of Egypt: the royal mummies, 

which were discovered at the end of the 

nineteenth century” (Dunand and 

Lichtenberg 2006, p.38).  

Mummification in the 21st Dynasty has 

been seen as the point in which 

mummification techniques came into its 

height (Bard 2008, p.251).  Figure 2 is 

an example of an embalmed mummy 

from the Nineteenth Dynasty, the body 

of King Seti I.  

Mummification in Ancient Egypt 

was a very long process that had many 

stages which were handled with extreme 

care.  This process took up to a 

staggering 70 days to complete, unlike 

our methods today, which take under a 

week, depending on circumstances.  

Most of what we know about embalming 

from Egypt is through scientific research 

and the ancient claims of the Greek 

writer, Herodotus.  Herodotus states that 

there were three types of embalming 

practices within Ancient Egypt and that 

the type used was usually based on class 

and status (Ikram 2003, p.53-54).  The 

embalming practice was very different 

from how it is performed today.  First, 

they would wash the body.  Instead of 

using just water, however, they would 

also use wine. Imagine us today using a 

cherished bottle of 1982 Chateau Latour 

on our dead!  This is obviously an 

example of a connection to religious 

significance which is not practiced 

within North American culture today.  

Next they would remove the 

body parts that were susceptible to 

decay.  Four of the deceased’s organs - 

the liver, lungs, stomach and intestines - 

were removed and mummified in 

canopic jars.  These jars, because of their 

decorative nature and sculpted lids, can 

be seen as art objects as well.  The jars, 

as seen in figure 3, represented the four 

children of Horus: Hapi, Imsety, 

Duamutef and Qebehsenuef (Brewer and 

Tetter 2007, p.169).  These jars may be 

significant to the idea of the urn in our 

own culture that houses the deceased in 

their cremated state.  The brain was 

removed and was discarded and the heart 

was left behind in the cavity of the 

deceased since it was important to the 

afterlife.  Today’s embalmers only drain 

the organs of their fluid, but do not 

remove them from the body.  (Doctors 

may have also previously taken organs 

marked for donation to living patients, 

for autopsy purposes or medical 

research.)  

The most important element for 

mummification was dry natron or netjry, 

divine salt (Ikram 2003, p.54).  This 

ingredient is used in the last stage of the 

embalming process and is a mixture of 

common elements found within Egypt. 

This ancient Egyptian practice used 

more natural ingredients then the 

chemical and toxic ingredients, like 

formaldehyde, that are used today.  

Mummies from Ancient Egypt are much 

more fragile than the modern mummy of 

today, since modern chemicals, plastics 

and refrigeration did not exist (Quigley 

1998, p.4).  The Ancient Egyptians even 

used spices, myrrh, tree sap and oils in 

their methods. These ingredients were 

essential to keep the body from smelling 

foul, as well as allowing for the body to 

retain mobility when it came to 
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wrapping the body with linens.  Ikram 

writes that “The bandages provided not 

only a physical barrier and protection for 

the body but a magico-religious one as 

well” (Ikram 2003, p.56).  

Amulets and jewelry were 

interlaced between the bandages and 

signified as magical protection for the 

deceased for their journey into the 

afterlife.  Funerary jewelry was 

specifically made for the deceased and 

was often extremely fragile (Andrews 

1984, p.31).  Amulets like the ones 

shown in figure 4 were spread all over 

the body, sometimes in hundreds and 

were made out of various precious 

metals and stones.  They also had “… 

religious associations, a religious 

equivalent to armour” (Digital Egypt).  

In our culture we do not wrap our 

deceased in linens, but in their own 

clothes.  Important objects that signified 

who that person was, such as a wedding 

ring or military medals are sometimes 

left with the corpse for burial as well.  

Unlike amulets and jewelry that were 

used to serve religious and/or apotropaic 

proposes in Ancient Egypt, our objects 

serve more as a representation of our 

role in society. We apply makeup to the 

bodies of the deceased so that when we 

see them for the last time during their 

funeral they are recognizable to their 

family and friends.  In Ancient Egypt 

they used body shaped coffins and 

masks to resemble the deceased so that 

they would be recognizable to the ka and 

the ba; however, these portraits were 

never accurate depictions of the 

deceased because of the standard 

Egyptian artistic canon.  Individuals 

were depicted the way they wanted to be 

shown: the identity of the deceased was 

transferred through art to the mummy, 

and therefore carried into the afterlife.  

Figure 5 shows an example of a coffin 

and Figure 6 an example of a death 

mask.  Brewer and Teeter write that, 

“virtually all Egyptian art is an allusion 

to timeless order and the stability of the 

world” (Brewer and Teeter 2007, p.189).  

The embalmers of Ancient Egypt 

belonged to a guild of men who were 

priests associated with the god of 

mummification, Anubis.  Through the 

writings of Herodotus, we have learned 

that embalming was a religious practice 

into which you would be born (Ikram 

2003, p.57).  These individuals were 

well regarded within their society 

because of their trade and the esteem 

with which the Ancient Egyptians 

regarded the afterlife. The “slitter” 

(Ikram 2003, p.57), or the individual 

who would make the incision for the 

removal of the organs, was not treated 

the same way in which an embalmer 

was.  Since embalming practices were 

highly religious in nature, the slicing of 

the flesh was seen as a disruption or 

“violation” of the deceased (Ikram 2003, 

p.58).  The information and research we 

have today indicates that the process of 

embalming was a group effort, and “that 

the profession was highly organized on 

the same lines as a temple priesthood” 

(Andrews 1984, p.15). There were many 

who would take part in the different 

areas of embalming and mummification 

and some were more important in the 

process than others: in other words, there 

was a hierarchy within this process.  

The practices of mummification 

can be seen as a collaboration of artists 

specializing in different areas of the art 

form producing a series of works that 

together become a whole.  The 

embalmers, the “slitter” (Ikram 2003, 

p.58), the coffin builder, the jeweler and 

so on, produce objects that when placed 

together in their own context in their 

tomb, have one simple message: the 
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continuation into the afterlife for that 

individual.  Today these objects are 

studied in categories rather than in a 

whole since they are placed in museums 

separated from the mummy itself.  

If we consider all these objects - 

coffins, jewelry and amulets - to be 

artistically conceived and produced, then 

why not consider the Ancient Egyptian 

embalmer as an artist?  It is apparent that 

these individuals were highly regarded, 

skilled and took time and care in 

creating a masterpiece for eternity.  

Karen Koutandos, an embalmer in our 

own society argues that, “Embalming is 

an art” (2008, p.32).  Today many 

people go through the embalming 

process after they die, a process that can 

easily be seen as influenced by the 

Ancient Egyptians, although not totally 

consistent with how embalming is 

practiced today.  Jacquelyn Taylor 

writes: “The Egyptian tomb priests are 

role models for today’s practitioner. The 

ministries they performed were sacred 

ritual.  It behooves modern day 

embalmers to approach their tasks with 

the same reverence” (Taylor 2005, p.xv).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If the embalmer in our own time 

is seen in some way or form as an artist 

then why can’t we argue that the 

embalmers from Ancient Egypt be seen 

in the same light?  Embalming today 

may not be as artistically based as the 

Ancient Egyptians.  Today, death is for 

some people not continuality but 

finality; therefore, it is not an easy topic 

to discuss.  It is apparent through from 

my findings that the embalmers of 

Ancient Egypt can be considered artists. 

I believe the evidence from the past 

shows that embalming is an art form, as 

far back as the Ancient Egyptian culture. 
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From Pyramid to Coffin Texts 

 

By Caroline Arbuckle 

 

  As difficult as it is to interpret 

modern religions, and try to grasp the 

nuances and ambiguities that are 

inherent within sacred symbols and 

texts, it is almost impossible to truly 

understand ancient religions.  Even the 

fragments that have been discovered are 

simply the traces that remain of an 

invisible feature of a civilization.  In 

Ancient Egypt, religion was hardly an 

aspect of society, inasmuch as it was the 

backbone of every element of the 

culture.  Temples and tombs were the 

largest pieces of monumental 

architecture, the king was ruler based on 

his own divinity, and the economy of the 

state centered on him and his temples. 

To “be religious” is a concept that the 

Egyptians would have been unable to 

grasp.  The world they lived in was 

imbued with gods on every level.  They 

did not even have a word for religion, so 

inherent was the concept.  The written 

traces that do remain are largely in the 

form of tombs and temples.  Once 

funerary texts come into play, we can 

begin to see the practices and myths they 

believed in, even if we cannot truly 

grasp their importance.  These texts 

begin in the Old Kingdom pyramids, 

eventually becoming widely used in the 

First Intermediate Period and the Middle 

Kingdom in the form of the Coffin 

Texts.  The texts, their context, the 

characters themselves, and their shift in 

form from period to period reveal a great 

deal about the people who engraved 

them, and the changes that occurred in 

their world, radically altering their 

ideology.  

Pyramid Texts and Coffin Texts, 

as we shall see, are very different in their 

social and political sphere, but their 

primary purpose is the same. These texts 

were the “spells” for “the precise 

phrasing by which a dead person could 

be made into an eternally rejuvenated 

being” (Forman and Quirke 1996, p.7). 

Without these spells, almost certainly 

spoken in previous periods for which no 

texts are recorded, the soul would not be 

prepared to enter the heavens (Assman 

2002, p. 89).  The Egyptian concept of 

death and the spirit is fairly complicated. 

The soul, as we would think of it, was 

split into two parts. One part was the 

“ka”, a kind of “life force”, without 

which a being was devoid of life – as 

oppose to simply being dead.  The “ba” 

was the personality.  At death, the two 

were split, and in order to have an 

afterlife, the two must be rejoined.  One 

major element of the texts was to 

provide instruction for the joining of the 

two after death.  These aspects became 

to be imbued with the personalities of 

Osiris and Horus: the lord of the 

underworld that must be reborn, and the 

king of the day, the personality of the 

sun. In the texts the deceased strive to 

become the reborn Osiris (Allen 2005, 

pp. 7-8).  Life and death were part of the 

cyclical nature of the world, the 

“cosmos” that framed the entire 

Egyptian civilization.  It was these rites 

that guaranteed the deceased’s entrance 

into this cycle.  The “exact mimesis” of 

ritual was a large part of Egyptian belief 

(Assman 2002, p. 72).  The fact that the 

texts are recorded provides the 

permanency and assurance that they 

cannot be lost or forgotten, and the cycle 

will continue.  This idea is also probably 

behind the reason for why Middle 

Egyptian is continued as the religious 

language throughout the history of 

Egypt, while the spoken and 

bureaucratic language continues to 
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change (Assman 2002, p. 70).  It is 

apparent that part of the “magic” of the 

texts was the very characters with which 

they were written, what they referred to 

as the “the words of the gods”: 

hieroglyphs (Wilson 2003, p. 63).  

Hieroglyphs were the sacred text 

in Egypt, reserved for temples and 

tombs, while hieratic, a more common, 

cursive text, was used for secular 

purposes.  The Ancient Egyptians 

regarded these words as having a life 

force of their own, and were able to 

“embody the essence of their object” 

(Forman and Quirke 1996, p. 10).  The 

texts are activated by ritual to the point 

of having the “opening of the mouth” 

ceremony performed on each sign and 

image.  With this they are able to 

resurrect the deceased (Forman and 

Quirke 1996, p. 21).  Images and words 

that spell out protection for the body 

were actually believed to come alive and 

defend the dead; lists of offerings of 

food were able to provide the actual 

nourishment (Wilson 2003, p. 63).  The 

signs themselves, not only the context of 

what they represented were magic and 

infused with the force of the gods.  This 

idea even frightened the Egyptians to a 

certain extent, and in the pyramids of the 

Fifth Dynasty rulers, such as in that of 

Pepi I, some of the signs have been 

mutilated, their throats cut or their legs 

missing, for fear that they might actually 

harm the dead (Wilson 2003, p. 71).  

This idea continued, and can also be 

seen in the coffin of the priest 

Sesenebnef, where the hieroglyphs are 

not only mutilated, but placed on the 

outside of the coffin, keeping them away 

from the body (Forman and Quirke 

1996, p. 102).  The hieroglyphs 

permanence in stone, no matter what 

occurred outside with the living, was all 

that immortality required, and this may 

be one of the reasons that Pyramid Texts 

began in the first place.  

Pyramid Texts first arose in the 

pyramid of the Pharaoh Unas in the Fifth 

Dynasty during the period referred to as 

the “Old Kingdom”.  Though none of the 

pyramids include exactly the same text, 

the themes and general purpose remain 

the same (Forman and Quirke 1996, p. 

52;63).  How or why these texts emerged 

is a mystery, though Quirke brings up an 

interesting point.  The texts of Unas 

appear about two-hundred years after the 

great pyramids of Giza, and “perhaps the 

experience of witnessing the decline of 

even the most substantial cult complexes 

provided one among the many factors 

that led to the new practice of recording 

funerary texts for eternity” (Forman and 

Quirke 1996, p. 57).  In the Old 

Kingdom, the cult of the king was the 

primary focus of all life, and for a few 

generations at least, there would be a 

thriving pyramid economy to provide for 

him.  Inevitably, however, the 

population would have to move on to a 

new king, and so Unas devised a method 

of continuing the cult after all those who 

remembered him had died.  In this 

manner, his texts provide us with 

information about the rites and 

ceremonies that took place at the 

mummification and burial, as they would 

be magically repeated for all time.  

Allen explains that there are 

three main genres of Pyramid Texts: “the 

Offering and Insignia Rituals, the 

Resurrection Ritual, and the Morning 

Ritual” (Allen 2005, p. 5).  Many of 

these rites focus on the myth of Osiris, 

Horus and Seth, and according to Malek, 

it is this doctrine that is the most 

important aspect of the Pyramid Texts 

(Malek 2003, p. 102).  In the Offering 

Ritual, the offer is often referred to as 

“Horus’ eye”, a reference to the tearing 
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out of Horus’ eye by Seth, which was 

later restored.  Not only does this bring 

up the image of the sun setting and 

rising, but also implies that the offering 

will be refreshed for all time (Allen 

2005, p. 6).  In the Resurrection Ritual, 

Unas becomes an Osiris:  

 

Horus, this Osiris here is your 

father, whom you have made revive 

and live: He will live and this Unis 

will live, he will not die and this 

Unis will not die, He will not perish 

and this Unis will not perish.  

(PT 152 in Allen 2005, p. 36)  

 

The connection of the king with Osiris 

and Horus constantly refers to the image 

of the sun.  The sun sets and rises, and as 

the dead is connected with Horus, he is 

passed to the sun, to be carried into the 

afterlife as Osiris, where he will rise 

again.  This reinforces the cyclical 

ideology inherent in Egyptian religion. 

In connecting the dead to Osiris and 

Horus, not only is the dead connected to 

resurrection, but also to the idea of 

unification – the basis on which the idea 

of kingship at this time is based.  

The beginning of the Old 

Kingdom is marked by the unification of 

Upper and Lower Egypt, united as the 

“Two Lands”.  It is at this time that 

Lower Egypt becomes the dominant 

land, and Egypt comes under the rule of 

a single king with a capital at Memphis 

(Kamil 1996, p. 36).  The myth of Osiris 

and Horus versus Seth may be a 

reflection of this history.  This argument 

is made stronger by the fact that the most 

famous representation of the unification 

is that of the “Narmer Palette”, in which 

the king is joined by Horus, the victor 

over Seth - the murderer of Osiris 

(Kamil 1996, p. 28).  A great king of 

order is slain by chaos, but is eventually 

also over thrown by the son who steps 

up to become the new king.  To 

conclude this myth, Osiris is brought 

back to life, and Geb makes Horus the 

ruler of the two lands, showing that 

unification was established by the gods 

(Assman 2002, p. 42).  In this manner, 

order over chaos is congruous to life 

after death, but neither could exist 

without the other.  This may also explain 

the ideology of the kingship of the Old 

Kingdom.  The king is the representation 

of order, the embodiment of the god 

Horus who will rise after death to join 

the gods as Osiris.  The unification and 

order of the rule of Egypt must be 

maintained in order for the state religion 

to remain.  Towards the end of the Old 

Kingdom, however, this form of state 

begins to break down, and with this 

breakdown, so does the purely royal 

aspect of the Pyramid Texts.  

Towards the end of the Sixth 

Dynasty, the nomarchs, provincial 

governors, began taking up residence in 

their provinces.  They are apparently no 

longer content living within the capital 

near the residence of the king.  It was at 

this time that the centralized state broke 

down.  The Lower Egypt capital was 

moved to Thebes, while an entirely new 

group of rulers emerged at Herakleopolis 

(Seidlmayer 2003, p. 109).  The unrest at 

this time is made apparent in the King-

Lists, where it is stated that seventy 

kings ruled for seventy days in the 

Seventh Dynasty – simply a play on 

words to show how they are unable to 

tell who was king (Forman and Quirke 

1996, p. 81).  This is also clear in the 

tomb of nomarchs such as Ankhtifi, who 

claims to be a “hero without peer”, no 

longer respecting the domination of the 

king (Seidlmayer 2003, p. 119). 

Throughout the Old Kingdom the 

general population believed that upon 
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their death their spirits would live on in 

the “Beautiful West”, while the king 

alone was raised to immortality.
1
  As the 

unification of the state breaks up 

however, and more than one ruler is able 

to exist, the grant of immortality is no 

longer reserved for a single person. 

Rulers that were not related to each other 

by blood, men who were never 

considered to be the lineal descendant of 

Horus, took power.  As the population 

saw these men step up and claim eternal 

life, the idea began to spread, the 

ideology of the royal Pyramid Texts 

became public – or at least open to those 

who could afford to have the spells and 

formulae once reserved for the king 

recorded in what would come to be 

known as the “Coffin Texts”.  

For the most part, as has already 

been discussed, the Coffin Texts were a 

continuation of the Pyramid Texts, but 

with personal additions (Hornung 1999, 

p. 9).  For instance, a coffin of a man 

named Ima includes excerpts from the 

pyramids of Unas and Pepy II, with a 

personal liturgy about his own rise as 

Osiris (Forman and Quirke 1996, pp. 76-

77).  However, other changes were also 

required to deal with personal and 

individual concerns – in itself a 

fundamental shift in ideology.  

Protective texts against earthly demons 

of chaos became common.  These were 

almost certainly a reaction to the 

upheavals and disorder present in the 

First Intermediate Period (Assman 2002, 

p. 168).  Judgment of the dead to decide 

if they are worthy begins to come into 

play in this period, continuing to develop 

until its height in the New Kingdom 

                                                
1
 This idea seems to have begun very early on in 

the history of Egypt, and can be seen in the 

position of bodies in the burials at Badari and 

Naqada as they face towards the Western 

Horizon (Kamil 1996; 31-32). 

Book of Coming Forth by Day.  This 

idea that seems to have developed out of 

a trial between Osiris, Horus and Seth, 

and each person must now also find 

“vindication after death to follow Osiris 

into the realm of immortality” (Assman 

2002, p.159).  This can be seen as 

illustrated in “Spell 9” of the Coffin 

Texts:  

 

Hail to you, magistrates of the gods! 

N is vindicated before you on this 

day, Even as Horus was vindicated 

against his foes on that day of 

accession.  

(In Faulkner 2004, p. 4)  

 

The public cannot hope to enter the 

afterlife based on their divine right, and 

now must prove their worth.  

The very fact that the coffin is 

the new medium says a lot about the 

period.  Moving from monumental 

architecture to a more affordable burial 

often made of wood, makes such rites 

much more accessible (Forman and 

Quirke 1996, p. 67).  New texts inserted 

into the formulae, often added in red in a 

script that more people could read, 

explain aspects of the texts making the 

rites more comprehensible to the 

deceased, who would not have had lector 

priests to attend their tombs each day to 

perform the rituals (Assman 2002, p. 

89).  The texts referred to as the “Book 

of Two Ways” have the same purpose of 

making the afterlife accessible to 

everybody, offering a guide and map for 

the layout of the underworld (Hornung 

1999, p. 11).  Finally, now that they are 

all able to rise, there are even spells for 

reconnecting friends and families in the 

afterlife, as seen in “spell 146”:  

 

See, N goes down into the sky, he 

goes down into the earth, he goes 
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down into the waters seeking his 

family, seeking his father and 

mother, seeking his children and 

brethren, seeking his loved ones, 

seeking his friends, seeking his 

associates and his servants who 

worked for N on earth.  

(Faulkner 2004, p. 123)  

 

This illustrates the strengthening of 

family bonds and an ideology centered 

on household and personal concerns 

rather than the state and the king!s 

eternal identity. Notice, for instance, that 

he does not seek his lord or his king. The 

entire concept of the state religion is not 

only fundamentally altered, but ignored.  

In looking only at the most basic 

concepts within these two aspects of 

Egyptian religion, Pyramid and Coffin 

Texts, it is obvious that the Egyptian 

beliefs have only been brushed upon. 

Every feature of these texts provides 

insight into an incredible, otherwise 

invisible world, where everything is 

significant. The lives of the Ancient 

Egyptians and the ideology of their 

religion were entwined.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The political system would not have 

survived without the population’s deep 

seated belief that they were working 

towards their kings ascension.  

This is made clear by the vast changes 

that occur once this belief becomes 

unstable. The cyclical nature of life and 

all the processes that occur within it, and 

a need for balance and order, are also all 

illustrated within these texts. The texts 

shift according to historical events, and 

with it comes a peoples struggle to make 

sense of the chaos in their lives. The 

texts provide a window into the minds of 

the Egyptians, and as such are a crucial 

part of our understanding – yet they are 

still only fragments of a larger picture 

that will always remain in shadow. 
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Incest in Ancient Egypt 

 

By Ashley Jones 

 

Incest avoidance, proscriptions 

and statues have generally been regarded 

by anthropologists as culturally 

universal.  However the veracity of this 

supposed universality is contingent on 

whether or not well-known exceptions 

can be regarded as factually significant.  

With that in mind, formally accepted 

forms of consanguineous relationships 

are a particularly troublesome and yet 

exposing study.  The Incas, Hawaiians 

and ancient Egyptians are among the 

most widely referenced exceptions to the 

incest taboo (Bixler 1982: 264, 

Middleton 1962: 603).  While these 

aberrations have been noted, scholars are 

often quick to maintain that they are 

sanctioned solely in order to protect 

royal bloodlines and that the practice is 

rarely, if ever, found amongst the general 

populace (Middleton 1962: 603). 

Despite academic consensus for the 

presence of brother-sister marriages 

between Egyptian royalty there is much 

less emphasis on the pervasiveness of 

this custom throughout Egyptian society 

as could be seen during the Graeco-

Roman period (332 BCE - 395 CE).  

This paper will attempt to examine both 

the chronological and sociological range 

of near-kin marriages in ancient Egypt, 

and offer potential explanations for its 

popularity.  

Before discussing the origins of 

incestuous marriages in ancient Egypt 

and its progression into a widespread 

phenomena during the Graeco-Roman 

period, it may be useful to briefly 

discuss one of the main proponents of 

the practice, i.e. Classical (Greek and 

Roman) authors. While it can be noted 

that the Greeks were notorious for 

exaggerating, and their chronicles of 

“barbarians” are often considered 

questionable, when their accounts are 

taken in conjunction with further 

evidence (which will be examined later), 

they foster additional validation. 

Diodorus of Sicily, a Greek historian, 

wrote “The Egyptians also made a law, 

they say, contrary to the general custom 

of mankind, permitting men to marry 

their sisters, this being due to the success 

attained by Isis in this respect; for she 

had married her brother Osiris” 

(Heinemann 1946: 85).  Other Classical 

historians, i.e. Philo Juadeus, Seneca, 

Pausanias, etc., also made similar 

comments on the tradition of incestuous 

marriages in Egypt (Middleton 1962: 

608), many of which, like Diodorus, 

linking the origins of its practice to 

religion.  

The earliest accounts of 

celebrated incest in ancient Egypt can be 

found in religion.  For example the sibling 

deities Shu and Tefnut were married and 

gave birth to two children, Geb and Nut, 

who in turn married and had offspring 

(Adamson 1982: 85).  Perhaps of more 

importance was the incestuous 

relationship between the god Osiris and 

his sister Isis (mentioned above), who 

gave birth to the famed Horus. This 

myth was widely known by the time of 

the first dynasty (Adamson 1982: 85), 

and Horus would continue to be one of 

most significant deities through to 

Graeco-Roman times.  This may help to 

explain why incest was acceptable for 

Egyptian royalty as early as the 

Pharaonic period, for if the pharaohs 
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were regarded as embodiments of the 

gods, they may be free to act as the gods 

do.  Hence, if incest is acceptable for the 

gods, it must be acceptable for pharaohs 

as well.  While the concept of incest 

among deities is not unique to Egyptian 

religion, the extension of this practice to 

humans is what makes the Egyptian case 

such a compelling one.  

It is said that incestuous 

marriages were present in various 

pharaonic dynasties. Russell Middleton 

(1962: 604) suggested that incest was 

particularly common in the 18th and 19th 

dynasties, and that pharaohs such as 

“Tao II, Ahmose, Amenhotep I, 

Thutmose I, Thutmose II, Thutmose III, 

Amenhotep II, and Thutmose IV 

probably [all] married half-sisters”. 

However one must be mindful of literal 

interpretations of Egyptian jargon 

concerning relationships, for it is known 

that spouses were often referred to as 

‘my brother’ or ‘my sister’ in 

inscriptions.  Middleton’s conclusion 

therefore may be seen as somewhat of an 

exaggeration concerning the number of 

incestuous marriage in the royal family. 

It may even be possible that none of the 

so-called “sisters”, were in fact related to 

their husbands by blood.  

Evidence for brother-sister 

marriage between members of the 

populace during pharaonic times is 

meager.  In 1954 Jaroslav Cerny 

published an important study examining 

358 documents (stelae) yielding 490 

marriages listing the names of the 

mothers and fathers of both parties 

involved. His study revealed a complete 

lack of evidence for the practice in the 

Old Kingdom (i.e. up until 2100 BCE), 

but he managed to find two “practically 

certain” cases of incestuous marriages 

between commoners from the Middle 

Kingdom, and one “certain” case from 

the 22nd Dynasty.  Prior to Cerny’s 

study being published, Egyptologists 

assumed that the existence of incestuous 

marriages was self-evident and 

commonplace throughout all of Egypt’s 

almost three millennia long history prior 

to Alexander’s conquest in 331 BCE 

(Frandsen 2009: 37).  Cerny proposed 

that this misunderstanding was due to 

“(1) the fact that such marriages are well-

attested for the Graeco-Roman period in 

contemporary papyri... (2) the 

testimony of classical authors... (3) [as 

aforementioned] that in Egyptian texts... 

wives were called ‘sisters’” (Cerny 1954: 

24).  

Since Cerny’s study, other 

examples of incestuous marriages among 

commoners have been noted, and yet 

remain controversial (Frandsen 2009: 

38).  While it is generally understood 

that incest in the royal family did occur 

during the Pharaonic period, it was 

probably only amongst half-siblings, and 

the practice did not, except perhaps for a 

few instances extend to commoners.  

The Graeco-Roman period can be 

described as the period following the 

conquest by Alexander the Great that 

marked the end of independent rule in 

Egypt.  From 332 BCE until CE 359, 

Egypt would be ruled by a succession of 

Macedonian kings and Roman emperors. 

For the purposes of this paper, this 

period will be divided into two parts, i.e. 

the Ptolemaic period (305 BCE - 30 

BCE), and the Roman period (30 BCE - 

CE 324), in which incestuous marriages 

were common.  

Incestuous Marriages among 
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Egyptian royalty are said to have peaked 

during the Ptolemaic Period (Ager 2005: 

8, Frandsen 2009: 24, Middleton 1962: 

606).  Prior to the reign of the Ptolemies 

only cases of half-sibling incest could be 

proven among the royal families in 

Egypt.  Arsinoe and her younger brother 

Ptolemy II were the first to depart from 

tradition and engage in a full-sibling 

marriage (Ager 2005: 4).  It has been 

suggested that this practice was a 

deliberate attempt by the Ptolemies to 

establish “an innovative basis for 

dynastic cult”, in the hopes of unifying 

the Egyptians and the Greeks (Frandsen 

2009: 24).  King Ptolemy II is noted 

asmaking incest “a major theme of 

propaganda”, emphasizing the divine 

nature of the couple, who he considered 

to be beyond the limits of conventional 

humanity (Frandsen 2009: 24).  

The descendants of Ptolemy II 

had the tendency to follow his example. 

“Of the thirteen Ptolemies who came to 

throne seven contracted [full brother-

sister] marriages” (Middleton 606: 

1962).  Incest came to govern the 

marriage patterns of the Ptolemaic house, 

and the progeny of royal unions became 

progressively more inbred (Ager 2005: 

8).  However from the Ptolemaic period 

there is no non-literary and non-royal 

material dealing with incestuous 

marriages (Frandsen 2009: 48).  Due to 

this lack of evidence, scholars believe 

that brother-sister marriage during 

Ptolemaic reign was restricted to royalty, 

with neither Egyptian or Hellenistic 

commoners 

engaged in the practice.  

The Roman period marks a time 

in Egypt where there is an abundance of 

evidence for the widespread practice of 

sibling marriages, i.e. incestuous 

marriages among all social classes 

(Frandsen 2009: 48, Hopkins 1980: 303, 

Middleton 1962: 606).  The majority of 

the evidence stems from documentary 

papyri of several sorts: marriage 

contracts, petitions, census documents 

etc.  It is important to note that unlike 

evidence from earlier periods, which, as 

seen, can be subject to a variety of 

interpretations, the documents from the 

Roman period posses a “technical 

character... [and an] indisputable 

precision” (Middleton 1962: 606).  

In 1980 Keith Hopkins 

conducted a study of incestuous marriage 

in Roman Egypt which is recognized as 

the “most sophisticated and analytically 

satisfying [study of its subject]” (Shaw 

1992: 269).  Hopkins researched 

household census returns dating to the 

period between CE 19-20 and 257-258 in 

which 270 censuses were preserved. 

From this, Hopkins concluded that 

brother-sister marriages were the norm 

during Roman times, adding “it is worth 

stressing that we are dealing here not 

with occasional premarital sex between 

siblings... but with lawful, publicly 

celebrated marriage between full brother 

and sister” (Hopkins 1980: 303).  He 

estimated that one third, and maybe 

more, of all men who had a marriageable 

sister chose intra-familial marriages over 

marrying a women from outside their 

family and he further argued that “the 

surviving census returns are probably 

representative of a wider Egyptian 

population” (Hopkins 1980: 304). This 

claim, however, was met with criticism. 

In 1992 Brent Shaw argued that the 

returns study by Hopkins mainly came 

from Greek settlements and that the 
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persons who completed the census 

“were direct descendants either of Greek 

settlers or of those Egyptians who were 

trying to ‘pass’ as such persons” (Shaw 

1992: 279).  While Shaw’s argument 

attempts to negate Hopkin’s claim that 

incestuous marriages were common 

among all persons living in Egypt at the 

time, Hopkin’s finds nevertheless 

demonstrate that the practice was 

existent and very common in the Roman 

period.  

While scholars have for decades 

explained the reasoning for incestuous 

marriages within Egyptian royal families 

as a means of protecting the purity of 

blood-lines, they have been at a loss in 

regards to explaining its translation to the 

public.  Scholars most often list 

economic reasons when trying to explain 

the custom of incestuous marriage in 

ancient Egypt (Frandsen 2009: 50).  

Many scholars have argued that in 

ancient Egypt such marriages would have 

been favorable in order to keep the 

family estate undivided and save the 

expense of a dowry.  Frandsen (2009: 

50) argues that these unions would not 

fully do away with economic problems, 

and could be annulled by divorce.  He 

claims that “the stipulations found in 

marriage contracts about property, 

landed or chattel, are so detailed that it is 

hard to believe that the reason for the 

marriage would be the wish to avoid 

splitting family property”.  Another 

objection to the economic explanation for 

incestuous marriages is that the practice 

could be seen in both propertied and 

“ordinary families”.  Moreover, many of 

the families that were noted to have 

engaged in incestuous marriage had other 

children who chose to marry outside of 

their family. 

Other scholars have attempted to 

explain Egyptian incest through a 

diffusion hypothesis. 

Russell Middleton (1962: 608) cites 

Kornemann (1949: 84) as suggesting “the 

Ptolemies copied the Persian custom and 

that the Egyptian commoners later began 

to follow the practices of the royalty”. 

However Middleton is quick to point 

out that it is controversial whether the 

Persian ever engaged in the practice 

themselves, and that it is nearly 

impossible to prove the direction of 

diffusion (1962: 609).  Furthermore this 

hypothesis does not address the 

functional significance of practice and 

thus is not viable.  

In conclusion, the main evidence 

for incestuous marriage in ancient Egypt 

(as discussed above) comes from (1) the 

tesimony of Classical authors (2) the 

custom of brother-sister marriages in the 

“extraordinary family”, i.e. the divine 

and the royal, present in both the 

Pharaonic period and the Graeco-Roman 

period, (3) and the documentary 

evidence, mostly from the Roman period 

for the commonality of this practice 

among commoners. The chronological 

and sociological progression of the 

practice was slow and dependent upon 

the political climate of the time.  There is 

an abundance of scholars who suggest 

economic reasoning for the presence of 

incestuous marriages among commoners, 

yet this, and other hypotheses have been 

widely disproven.  As of now, 

incestuous marriages in ancient Egypt are 

considered an enigmatic subject.  

I would now like to suggest my 

own hypothesis for the adoption of 

incestuous marriage among commoners. 
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As previously mentioned, King Ptolemy 

II was said to have introduced full-sibling 

incest into the royal family for the 

purpose of creating a “dynastic cult” 

that would unify the Greeks and 

Egyptians.  This theory seems to 

propound that the rulers of the 

Ptolemaic Period were concerned kings, 

who wanted peace amongst their people 

(whether their motivation was personal 

or genuine is not an issue).  Therefore it 

may be acceptable to propose that they 

would want to extend this “privilege” to 

commoners.  What better way of having 

a populace except a cult, then to “allow” 

that populace to actively participate in 

its practices?  Although there remains no 

evidence for incestuous marriages among 

commoners in the Ptolemaic period, 

Frandsen (2009: 51) cites one scholar, 

Thierfelder (1960) who identifies the 

peculiarity of the “complete absence of 

non-royal evidence during the [Ptolemaic 

period]... and the sudden emergence of 

these endogamous associations under the 

exogamous Romans” (Frandsen 2009: 

51). 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to Frandsen, 

Thierfelder suggests that the 

chronological distribution of the evidence 

can be attributed to two different 

administrative practices; incestuous 

marriages between commoners only 

became visible “thanks to the precision 

and administrative genius of the 

Romans” (Frandsen 2009: 51).  If such a 

theory can be proven, I believe my 

conclusion to be a viable one.  The 

Ptolemies extended the practice to 

commoners in order to seduce their new 

subjects and this practice then continued 

on under Roman rule. 
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Matter and Evil in Sethian 
Gnosticism 

 
By Amber Jacob 

 
It has become increasingly 

apparent in recent scholarship that what is 
designated by the term“gnosticism” 1

 is 
not at all clear or concise. This is because 
it has become a blanket term for a wide 
range of religious, philosophical and 
psychological ideas and writings 
developed by an equally wide range of 
ancient writers. Gershom Scholem has 
remarked that “research into the 
problems of gnosticism...is still far 
removed from a state where valid 
generalizations can be established with 
any amount of confidence.”2

 Karen King 
has gone so far as to suggest that “there 
is no such thing as Gnosticism, if we 
mean by that some kind of ancient 
religious entity with a single origin and a 
distinct set of characteristics.” 3

 

Nevertheless, this acknowledgement has 
not prevented modern scholarship from 
propagating such broad generalizations 
uncritically. In this essay we will look at 
one such instance, namely the 
representation of gnosticism as being 
“distinguished by the conviction that 

                                                
1
 As scholars such as King (2003) and Williams 

(1993) have stressed, the term “Gnosticism” 

often obscures more than it clarifies and it is not 

clear that it captures any internally consistent 

collective of thinkers and texts.  For the purposes 

of convenient reference in this essay, we will 

stipulatively define the term “Gnostic” to refer to 

the texts and ideas that are typically termed 

Gnostic in the scholarly literature, but in so 

doing we do not mean to imply commitment to 

the coherence or even identifiability of any 

single group of texts or “schools” answering to 

this title. 
2
 G. Scholem, “Jaldabaoth Reconsidered,” in 

Mélanges d’Histoire des Religions offert à 

Henri-Charles Peuch (Paris: Presses 

Universitaires de France, 1974), 405, cited in K. 

King, What is Gnosticism? (Cambridge, MA: 

HUP, 2003), 2. 
3
 King (2003), 1-2. 

matter is evil. ”4
 Although this view has 

been generally accepted as a fundamental 
tenet of gnostic belief, we must question 
whether it is too simplistic a statement to 
accurately represent the complex and 
diversified range of thought that falls 
under the designation ‘gnosticism’. This 
paper will attempt to make the inadequacy 
of this sweeping generalization apparent 
by demonstrating that the early Sethian 
gnostics did not consider evil to be an 
inherent property of matter. Discussion 
will be limited to two Sethian treatises, the 
Apocryphon of John and the Hypostasis 
of the Archons. In addition, the analysis 
will be supplemented with a comparison 
to Plato’s Timaeus, which is a widely 
acknowledged source of Gnostic thought 
in general and Sethian thought in 
particular.  

The paradigmatic influence of 
Plato’s Timaeus on gnostic thought is 
widely acknowledged academically,5 and it 
is readily apparent that much of the core 
vocabulary of gnosticism derives its 
contextual origins from Plato’s usages. 
Thus, an understanding of the gnostic 

                                                
4
 This quotation is cited from the 11

th
 edition 

Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary 

(Webster’s, 2004), s.v. “Gnosticism”. This 

general view of Gnosticism can be found across 

various fields, including theological literature 

(e.g., L. Russ Bush, Classical Readings in 

Christian Apologetics, AD 100-1800 

[Zondervan, 1983], 65, explains that “The 

Gnostics taught that matter was inherently 

evil…”; similarly, B. Barber & D. Neville, 

Theodicy and Eschatology [ATF Press, 2005], 

75, refer to the “Gnostic perception of matter as 

evil”) and more popular writing (e.g., M. 

Aquilina, The Mass of the Early Christion [Our 

Sunday Visitor, 2001], 91, states that “For the 

Gnostic there could be no redemption of matter, 

because matter was inherently evil:.) A very 

early and influential statement of the position by 

A. von Harnack is discussed later in this paper. 
5
 The influence of the Timaeus on Sethian 

thought is detailed by J. Turner, Sethian 

Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition (Presses 

Université Laval, 2001), e.g. 48 ff. Turner 

stresses the influence of Middle Platonists and 

especially the Jewish philosopher Philo of 

Alexandria on Sethian Gnostics.  
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conception of matter requires an 
interpretation of matter in the Timaeus.  

In his exposition of the creation of 
the cosmos, Plato posits an active, 
intelligent agent over against what he 
refers to as the receptacle (!"#$#%&). 
This “difficult and vague” (49a) 
conception is also referred to as a space 
(%'()) “in which [physical 
entities]...[come] into being and from 
which they subsequently pass out of 
being” (49e).6 In itself, it is absolutely 
featureless and passive – a chaotic and 
disorganized flux of matter that is 
primordial to even the four elements (49c-
e). It is out of this pre-existing, featureless 
material that Plato’s active agent, the 
demiurge ($*+,#-(./0),7 creates the 
cosmos. Thus Plato employs the 
metaphor of matter as ‘mother’ and the 
creator as ‘father’. The demiurge moulds 
from the receptacle a moving image 
of eternity, which is time (37d), in which 
the cosmos imitates a “complete and 
intelligible” living being (39e), perhaps 
referring to the eternal realm of forms 
(12$#0). What is produced is an imitation 
of the divine. The most important point 
for our present discussion is summed up 
at 50c: “[the receptacle] has never taken 
on any characteristic similar to any of the 
things that enter it. ” This necessarily 
entails its amorality. For Plato, matter can 
be neither intrinsically evil nor 
intrinsically good.  

Aristotle associated Plato’s 

receptacle with hule, the Greek word 
which has come down to us through Latin 
as “matter” (Aristotle, Physics 8, 
209b1).8 Aristotle’s conception of hule 

                                                
6
 Passages of the Timaeus are taken from J. M. 

Cooper, Plato: Complete Works (Hackett, 1997). 
7
 Literally “one who works for the people” 

(Liddell-Scott-Jones), this term was repurposed 

by Plato to describe his “craftsman” of the 

cosmos. 
8
 On Aristotle’s description of Plato’s receptacle, 

see T. K. Johansen, Plato’s Natural Philosophy: 

A Study of the Timaeus-Critias (Cambridge, 

2004), 133-34. I am grateful to Dr. Michael 

Griffin for this reference, and for valuable 

Was in turn transmitted down to the 
Middle Platonists (first century BCE to 
third century CE), such as Eudorus and 
Moderatus.9

 The Middle Platonists 
inherited not only Plato’s receptacle qua 
Aristotle’s hule, or pre-existent matter, 
from which the cosmos was shaped, but 
also the characterization of Plato’s 
demiurge as a creator god who is 
subordinate to the One of Plato’s 
Parmenides. The Sethian gnostics, for 
whom the Apocryphon of John and the 
Hypostasis of the Archons are 
paradigmatic texts, become the receivers 
of this intellectual tradition.10

  

We shall now turn our attention to 
the Apocryphon of John, whose 
cosmological account was of particular 
influence in antiquity.11

 The widespread 
circulation of this treatise is attested by 
the fact that four preserved Coptic 
translations of the lost Greek original 
have been discovered. Two of these are 
earlier, shorter versions (from the Nag 
Hammadi Codex III and the Codex 
Papyrus Berolinensis 8502 (BG)), and 
are held to be independent translations of 
the same Greek original.12

 The other two 
are later, redacted and extended versions 
(from the Nag Hammadi Codex IV and 
II) of these shorter Coptic translations. 
Most English translations seem to favour 
Codex II & IV.13

  In the current 
discussion, however, we will analyse 

                                                                 
guidance in interpreting the technical vocabulary 

of Plato’s Timaeus. 
9
 On the Middle Platonists see Turner (2001), 

362-96; on Eudorus and Moderatus, see Turner 

(2001), 349-61. 
10

 See J. Turner, “The GnosticSethians and 

Middle Platonism,” Vigilae Christianae 60 

(2006), 9-64, and Turner (2001), 499ff. 
11

 As Turner (2001) describes, 69. 
12

 The Coptic manuscripts and their differences 

are described by M. Waldstein and F. Wisse 

(eds.), The Apocryphon of John: Synopsis of Nag 

Hammadi Codices II, 1; III, 1; and IV, 1 with BG 

8502, 2 (Brill, 1995), introduction, 1-10. 
13

 For example, the translation by M. Meyer in 

W. Barnstone and M. Meyer, The Gnostic Bible 

(Shambhala, 2009: revised edition), 155-85. 
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Codex BG & III,14
 since 

they are closer in time to the original 
authors and are therefore likely to more 
closely resemble their perspective.  

The most relevant lines for our 
present discussion can be found at BG 
55,2-55,9:15

  
 

They brought him (Adam) into 
the shadow of death. They made a 
figure16

 once more17
 but from earth 

and water and fire and spirit,18 that is, 
from matter, and darkness19

 and 
desire and the contrary spirit.  

 
The language of this passage is clearly 
darker than the accounts of creation given 
in the Timaeus. The tone is immediately 
apparent in the description of the mortal 
world as “the shadow of death,” which 
highlights the negative consequence of 
creation. Comparatively, while the 
Timaeus does discuss passing out of 

                                                
14

 I am grateful to Dr. Thomas Schneider for 

guidance in reading the Coptic text of these 

codices (Schneider, personal communication: 

2011). Any outstanding errors remain my 

responsibility! 
15

 Waldstein and Wisse (1995), 121-22. 
16

 “Figure” is M. Meyer’s translation for the 

Greek word preserved in the Coptic. The original 

Greek may have been !"#$%& (BG) or !'#!"($%& 
(III). I will continue to use Meyer’s “figure” to 

avoid confusion with the English “form”, which 

we have used to translate the Greek )"*+&. 
17

 The powers of the demiurge had previously 

created a physical Adam. This account marks a 

second stage of creation!the production of a 

material body.  
18

 “Spirit” here is being used in place of “air” as 

the fourth element. These are classically 

considered to be basic substances of matter. 
19

 It should be noted here that the Codex II 

version reads “matter of darkness” [italics 

added]. The distinction, however, is not contrary 

to this analysis. Even if we did accept this 

genitive as somehow implying identity (and it is 

not by any means apparent that we ought to), it 

would still be an unjustified leap to identify 

darkness with evil. 

being, or perishing,20
 it tends towards the 

more positive vocabulary of “becoming” 
(28a). It is not difficult in the passage 
above to construe the possibility of 
malignant forces at work. Our task will be 
to determine whether matter is being 
represented as the source of this evil, and 
if not, whether there are any other 
apparent sources for it in the text.  

Is ‘hule,’ in the above statement 
being characterized as evil? Let us begin 
by considering its position in the 
sentence. Hule here is referring back to 
the figure which the gnostic demiurge and 
his ‘authorities’ are creating. The 
skeleton of this sentence reads: “They 
made a figure...from matter and darkness 
and desire and the contrary spirit.” Thus, 
we can see that the “figure” is an 
amalgamation of these four components, 
the elements being a further breakdown of 
the constitution of matter; however, the list 
of the four elements in between is 
significant. These are described as being 

“from” matter. The Coptic word #$%& 
can also mean “out of,” and denotes the 
source out of which something arises.21

 

This description of the primordiality of 
hule Relative to the four elements is also 
stated of Plato’s receptacle (hupodokh!e) 
in the Timaeus.22

 This inclusion makes 
the connection between the two 
conceptions of matter all the more explicit, 
and the likelihood that we are dealing with 
an amoral depiction of matter all the more 
probable. Further, these four elements are 
the only words in the grammar of the 
sentence that can claim such an “out-of-
which” relationship to hule exclusively.23

 

Darkness, desire and the contrary spirit,24
 

                                                
20

 Which is itself a much more broad and 

impersonal vocabulary. 
21

 cf. Timaeus 49e. 
22

 Timaeus 49b-50a. 
23

 The figure if Adam is partially constituted out 

of matter. 
24

 The “contrary spirit” is referring to the 

Gnostic demiurge. The word here  rendered as 

“contrary” is the Greek antikeimenon, which can 

also mean “opposing” or “lying against”. 

Interestingly, the Codex III version employs a 

different term: antimimon – a word that means 
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conversely, all stand in apposition to hule 
– as a combined set they are collectively 
used to fashion the figure of Adam. Thus, 
while Adam (i.e. humanity) does 
inherently contain darkness, desire, and 
contrary spirit, matter itself does not. We 
shall leave aside, for the moment,25

 the 
question of whether or not darkness, 
desire, or the contrary spirit can be said to 
be evil, being satisfied for now that we 
have found nothing in this text to link evil 
inherently to matter.  

The Hypostasis of the Archons, 
though independent from the Apocryphon 
of John, is a text relatively coeval with it 
and the two share many narrative and 
thematic similarities.26

 In viewing the 
presentation of matter put forward by the 
author(s) of this additional text we are 
provided with a second voice which may 
verify or contradict our analysis. If the 
content can be shown to be similar, then 
we can establish the likelihood of the 
existence of a broader range of gnostic 
thinkers who did not hold any belief in 
the intrinsic evil of matter.  

The key passage in the 
Hypostasis of the Archons regarding 
matter describes not the creation of 
humanity, but rather of the demiurge 
himself. He is produced through the 
attempt of the heavenly aeon, Sophia, to 
create something “of herself” without 
participation in the godhead; her 
“product” is first described as a 
“celestial thing” (Hyp. Arch. 94,6-9).27

 

Our passage of interest directly follows 
this description:  

 
A veil exists between the world 

above and the realms that are below; 
and a shadow came into being 

                                                                 
something like “closely imitating” and 

frequently gets translated as counterfeit. This 

alternated translation draws further attention to 

the similarity of this demiurge to Plato’s 

demiurge. 
25

 We will return to this question later on. 
26

 As described in Barnstone and Meyer (2009), 

186. 
27

 In B. Layton (ed.), Nag Hammadi Codex II, 2-

7 (Brill, 1989), 252-53. 

beneath the veil; and that shadow 
became matter; and that shadow was 
projected apart. And what she 
(Sophia) had created became a 
product in the matter, like an aborted 
fetus. And it assumed a figure28

 

moulded out of shadow, and it 
became an arrogant beast resembling 
a lion. It was androgynous, as I have 
already said, because it was from 
matter that it derived. 

 
The consecutive phrases, “a 

shadow came into being,” and, “that 
shadow became matter,” may initially 
seem to suggest that the shadow is the 
origin of matter, and so identifies matter 
with the shadow. We will begin by 
demonstrating that no identity statement is 
being made here. In this way, even if we 
allow for the possibility of interpreting the 
shadow as evil,29

 we will still have shown 
the identification of evil with matter to be 
groundless.  

That the author of this treatise 
would intend us to take the second of 
these statements as establishing matter as 
a product of the shadow only seems 
apparent due to ambiguity in the English 
translation. The words for ‘came into 
being’ in the first phrase, and ‘became’ in 
the second are actually the same verb in 
Coptic: !3"1 (cognate with Middle 
Egyptian kheper,30

 “to develop”). In both 
instances the shadow is coming into 
being. This parallel is obscured in 
translation above. In addition, hule 
follows the 4 of predication – one of the 
uses of which is to describe the material 
out of which something is constituted.31

 

Thus, taking these two facts into account, 
one could also translate these phrases as: 
“a shadow came into being beneath the 

                                                
28

 As above, we have adapted the translation to 

use “figure” for forms related to the Greek 

plasis. 
29

 We will return to this possibility in more 

depth later on. 
30

 T. Schneider, personal communication 

(March, 2011). 
31

 In the pattern of A-n-B, where only B can be 

the material. 
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veil...that shadow came into being out of 
matter” (where “out of” signifies 
constitution, not source or origin), with 
the second phrase both paralleling and 
furthering the description of the first. The 
ambiguity in the translation above, which 
could lead to either interpretation, is not 
present in the Coptic. Indeed, the identity 
interpretation is ruled out by it. The non-
specialist reader of such a translation is 
not likely to pick up on such a distinction, 
particularly if they are coming into the 
reading with a foreknowledge of the 
gnostic notion that matter is evil. A 
closerreading of the text makes it clear 
that the author of this treatise did not 
intend for this second phrase to claim 
hule as originating out of shadow. Rather, 
it attests to the primordiality of matter.  

The above analysis brings to light 
that in this passage we are witnessing a 
process of becoming. What we are seeing 
is the progression of Sophia’s failed 
product32

 as it enters the realm beneath the 
veil (i.e. the earthly, worldly, lower, 
material realm). Originally begotten as a 
celestial being, the text immediately turns 
its attention to the shadow which it casts 
in the world below. Thus the being that is 
destined to become the demiurge has a 
downward orientation right at its 
conception. This is to say that it is 
inherently turned away from the divine. 
Once the shadow has been cast (i.e. has 
come into being beneath the veil), the next 
phase is for the shadow to come to being 
in matter.33

 This could be expressed 
Platonically by saying that matter (the 
receptacle) receives the impression or 
image of the shadow which is then 
moulded into a material form.34 Hence, 
the celestial ‘product’ became a product 

                                                
32

 Failed in that it is lacking in the participation 

in the godhead. This is what makes it defective 

and the reason it is cast apart. 
33

 The details by which this happens, which are 

caught up in the language of abortion and being 

projected apart, will be skipped over due to the 

limited scope of this paper, though it should be 

noted that this is a fascinating topic which has its 

own clear resonations with Plato’s metaphysics. 
34

 See Timaeus 49e, quoted above. 

of hule. If it is not clear from this 
progression that matter was present 
before the shadow, we need only to 
consider the last line of our passage 
above, which states that the aborted 
offspring of Sophia is “derived” from 

matter.35 In so far as we have been 
successful in associating the shadow with 
the demiurge, we have also demonstrated 
the priority of matter. Thus, even if the 
shadow is associated with evil, it 
cannot be shown to be considered 
intrinsic to matter by the author(s) of the 
Hypostasis of the Archons.  

We have now thoroughly 
established that matter is not presented as 
evil in either of our gnostic texts, and in 
this they parallel Plato’s account of 
matter. Nevertheless, these texts, unlike 
the Timaeus, are heavily coloured by the 
motif of evil. If this drastic difference in 
content cannot be accounted for by 
attributing evil to matter, from whence 
does the gnostic notion of evil come?36

 It 
is readily apparent that the biggest point 
of contention between the Timaeus and 
the gnostic texts lies not in the way they 
depict matter, but rather in the way they 
depict their respective demiurges.  

Let us begin by noting the 
connecting similarity between the gnostic 
and Platonic demiurges. Neither is 
portrayed as the transcendent supreme 
deity. They are both of a lower order who 
look up and see the eternal realm above 
and attempt to make the closest possible 
imitation of it in the world of 
impermanence below. However, they 
stand at the opposite ends of the moral 
spectrum. The creator of the Timaeus is 
the “good” demiurge who creates the 
best possible world and bestows 
intelligence (nous) and psyche upon 
humanity since “no unintelligent thing 
could be better than an intelligent one” 
(30b). In contrast, the Apocryphon of 

                                                
35

 Lit. “came out of”. 
36

 Of our earlier candidates (including darkness, 

desire, and the contrary spirit/demiurge), we 

shall briefly rule out darkness and desire as there 

is nothing to suggest that either term in itself 

carries the connotation of evil. 
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John describes its demiurge, Yaldabaoth,37
 

as jealous, ignorant/blind, imperfect, and 
misshapen (of inferior form) (for 
example, the quotation of Yahweh as 
“jealous” at BG 44,14-15). The 
Hypostasis of the Archons likens the 
demiurge to an aborted fetus, moulded out 
of shadow, who arrogantly “sinned 
against all” (86,31-33). J. Turner has 
aptly described the gnostic demiurge as a 
“negative parody of Plato’s 
Demiurge”.38

  

Both demiurges are depicted as 
attempting to create an imitation of the 
eternal realm. However, Yaldabaoth is 
driven by the additional motivation of 
seizing and imprisoning the spirit (or, 
alternatively, the “light”) of the divinity 
above: hence, humanity. His act is hostile, 
and once achieved, oppressive. He binds 
the divine spirit further by putting 
humanity under the “fetters of 
forgetfulness,” making them ignorant of 
their origins.39

 Rather than being an 
inconvenient though impersonal necessity 
of human existence, ignorance (which has 
been bound to the material body) 
becomes a wilfully malignant opposing 
force in the human experience. Here, 
however, is where the key distinction must 
be made. The evil associated with this 
oppressive ignorance has its origins in the 
intentions of the demiurge and the 
resultant captive/captor relationship of 
humanity to its creator. Hule is merely the 
material out of which the prison is built – 
innocent but by association.40

  

                                                
37

 Whom Gnostics identified with Yahweh of 

the Hebrew Bible, also using the common names 

Sakla and Samael. 
38

 Turner (2006), 17. 
39

 “Fetters of forgetfulness: translates from 

Apoc. John codex III, 26, 23, and the reading is 

supported in the longer redaction (BG, however, 

reads “fetter of hule”). The notion that humanity 

is bound by forgetfulness is familiar from Plato, 

for example the Myth of Er in Republic 10; we 

might also notice that in the Timaeus (52b) the 

receptacle and its contents are perceived “as if in 

a dream”. 
40

 Compare the quotation from Paul, Ephesians 

6:12, which opens Hypostasis of the Archons: 

It must be asked how an 
interpretation with limited textual support 
in individual Gnostic texts has come to be 
so casually propagated as “gnostic” in 
the scholarly tradition and from whence it 
originated. It should be noted that before 
the find at Nag Hammadi, scholars relied 
heavily on the accounts of early Christian 
heresiologists such as Iranaeus and 
Tertullian for information on 
gnosticism.41

 Statements regarding the 
gnostic conception of matter as evil often 
seem to have been drawn uncritically in 
subsequent scholarship from the 
heresiologists’ polemical writings. In 
addition, many of the early scholars in 
gnosticism were of a decidedly 
theological persuasion. Adolf von 
Harnack is an early example in this 
tradition. He compiled a very influential 
list of key gnostic tenets based on 
heresiological polemics against 
gnosticism. Among these tenets is the 
assertion that “evil was understood as a 
physical force, inherent in matter”.42

 As 
this supposition has become more widely 
circulated and repeated,43

 it has gained a 
certain authority which has made the 
validity of the assertion seem beyond 
question. This discussion will hopefully 
foster an awareness that this tacitly 
assumed theological perspective has 
informed much of the current scholarship 
on gnosticism. In having drawn attention 
to but one particular instance in which the 
inadequacy of such uncritical 
generalizations is apparent, the need has 
hopefully been demonstrated for a more 
critical and nuanced approach to the 
future study of gnosticism.  

                                                                 
“our contest is not against flesh and blood, 

rather, the authorities of the universe and the 

spirits of wickedness.” 
41

 As noted, for example, by king (2003) and in 

the entry on “Gnosticism” in A. Hastings, A. 

Mason, and H. S. Pyper (eds.), The Oxford 

Companion to Christian Thought (Oxford 

University Press, 2000), 268. 
42

 King (2003), 62. 
43

 See note 3 above for examples. 
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