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GREEK PRIESTS AND “CULT STATUES”:
IN HOW FAR ARE THEY UNNECESSARY?*

Vinciane Pirenne-Delforge

Introduction

The title of this paper, mentioning priesthood, on the one hand, and the
image of a god, a so-called cult statue, on the other hand, opens the way
to a double problem. In fact, neither the priest1 nor the image of a god
is a necessary intermediary for worshipping the divine world in ancient
Greece.2 Regarding sacrifice, the main part of the ancient ritual practice,
anyone may perform it with full powers as long as he respects the local
tradition of the community to which he belongs.3 This ritual leadership
merely implies a certain authority and, if animal sacrifice is at stake,
economic power. The leader of the procedure may be the head of the
house, of the family, of a local community, or of a specific group of society.
On the other hand, a divine image is an optional accessory in a sanctuary,
in contrast with the altar, which is at the centre of the communication
with the gods because of its role during any sacrificial procedure.
Be that as it may, priests and statues are omnipresent within the

religious life of every Greek city. When they are attested, their role is
significant enough to justify a civic interest in priestly office and also,
though to a lesser degree, in the installation or conservation of divine
imageswithin sanctuaries.Thus, it would be untenable to sustain the view
that priests and statues are unimportant components of ancient religious
life because they are somehow “unnecessary”.

* I would like to warmly thank Joannis Mylonopoulos for inviting me to present this
paper at the Erfurt conference in July .

1 I use the term “priest” as the English translation of the Greek hiereus and “priestess”
as the translation of the Greek hiereia throughout this paper. I do not take into account
the cult-personal as a whole.

2 e.g. Burkert , – and – and Price , –.
3 Herodotos (.) gives an a contrario definition of Greek sacrifice in describing

Persian practice. He underlines the fact that the Persians must call on a magus for each
sacrifice, implicitly placing this in contrast with the Greek situation.
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This paper will support the assumption that priests and statues are, in
their respective agency, efficient tools for human communication with
the divine sphere. Understanding more deeply and comparing aspects of
this agency might help us to grasp some aspects of the Greek representa-
tion of the divine.

A sacerdotal profile

The nature of the Greek priesthood has been deeply questioned for
some years, based in part on the old assumption that Greek cults were
a mere expression of civic life and, consequently, that the Greek priest
had simply to be labelled a “civic magistrate”. Various facts support
this assertion. The Greek priesthood seems to be embedded within the
secular life of the Greek polis. Also, Greek priests seem to lack expertise,
they certainly lack dogma and they do not form a homogeneous group.
All these ideas have been heavily supported since the nineteenth century,
mainly in order to show how different the Greek priesthood was from its
Christian counterpart.4 The fear of an anachronistic reconstruction of a
polytheistic religion has certainly played a major part in that evaluation.
Another explanation is the prevalent sociological perspective that has
concentrated its analysis on the “polis-controlled-religion” or on ritual
as self-oriented practice without taking into account its recipients.5 I will
return to this point later.
Some qualification of such assumptions has recently been proposed.

On a human level, real authority is surely implied by the office, as attested
bymany inscriptions regulating the appointment of priests or by the pres-
tige linked to priestly status even after the term of office.6 B. Dignas has
also underlined the importance of income related to priesthood. “Priest-
hood is about receiving priestly shares”, she writes in her dissertation.7 As
divine and priestly shares produced by sacrifices are often proportional
or even identical, a kind of symbolic link must have existed between the
priest and the god whose cult he serves. Our main difficulty is to eval-

4 Martha , –; Legrand , ; qualifications in Woodhouse  and
Gschnitzer . Brief presentation of the problem in Price , –.

5 Cf. Sourvinou-Inwood  and Sourvinou-Inwood  (= ); criticism in
Dignas , – and Connelly , introduction.

6 Price , ; Dignas ; Stavrianopoulou b.
7 Dignas , . Cf. also Dignas .
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uate the nature of such a link, that is to say the nature of that specific
interaction between the human and the divine sphere.8
Before returning to this issue, let us bear in mind that priesthood is

not a general status, even for the priests in Plato’s ideal city.9 In Greek
cities, to be a priest or priestess implies a particular service of a specific
god in a defined sanctuary, often for a limited term. Some epigraphic
records attest to the obligation of the priest’s intervention if a sacrifice
is performed within the sanctuary he serves, be the ritual private or
official. A qualification is to be made if the priest is absent.10 In the
Amphiareion of Oropos, for instance, the priest prays and puts down
the hiera on the altar, when he is present. If the priest is not present,
the leader of the sacrifice may proceed himself with his own hiera, but
every public performance requires the action of the priest.11 Epigraphic
evidence regarding priesthood shows that the priest’s agency is expected
as soon as a ritual act is performed in order to honour the deity he serves
on behalf of the whole community.12 On the one hand, this illustrates
the fact that “the polis anchored, legitimated, and mediated all religious
activity”.13 On the other hand, a city searching for communication with
deities needs to use the mediation of one voice during the prayer and of
one efficient gesture when divine parts are set up on the altar.14
In public cults, for which servants are elected or chosen by lot,15

this intermediary status of the priest or priestess is underlined by the
procedure of the appointment itself. He or she is an emanation of the civic
body. Even when priesthood is purchased, the sacerdotal profile is clearly

8 Cf. Dignas , –; Pirenne-Delforge ; Motte ; Georgoudi – Pi-
renne-Delforge ; Connelly , introduction and passim.

9 Plat. Leg. a–d. Cf. Plat. Plt. c–e; Arist. Pol. a–. For these philoso-
phers, however, priests are a specific category of state officers.Cf. alsoDignas  regard-
ing the specific dignity of priests who are no longer in charge in Rhodes.

10 LSS  = Graf , Chios no.  (fifth century bce). Cf. Sourvinou-Inwood 
(= , –).

11 I.Oropos  = IG VII  = LSCG  (fourth century bce).
12 e.g. SEG ,  = Merkelbach – Stauber ,  / / (Knidos, fourth cen-

tury bce); LSS  (Rhodes, third century bce); LSAM  (Miletos,  /bce).
13 Sourvinou-Inwood  (= , ).
14 Cf. Porph. De abst. .., who makes a distinction between offerings �ν κ	ινR�

following tradition and private offerings κατ: δ1ναμιν.—In his ideal city, Plato (Leg.
d–e) emphasises the status of priests and priestesses by making their intervention
absolutely necessary when any sacrifice is to be performed.

15 Ondifferentmodes of appointing priesthood, seeMartha , –; Turner ;
Wörrle .
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defined in order to be sure that the male or female candidate will be
efficient in establishing a link between the city and the god or the goddess
he or she will serve in a specific sanctuary. Some particular rules are often
specified.16 As far as patrimonial priesthoods are concerned, time and
tradition are key references to validating an efficient mediation, which
can be reinforced by a specific area of expertise, as in the case of mystery
cults like in Eleusis.17 But even in this case, the official cult status implies
a civic profile for holding priesthood.18 When a city hesitates regarding
the best procedure to follow for appointing a priest or a priestess, an
oracular sanction has to be delivered.19 When a public cult requires
specific ritual expertise, as in the case of Egyptian deities for whom
an Egyptian intervention is expected, the priest appointed by the city
remains the prevalent authority within the sanctuary.20
Notions of mediation and mediator seem to be an adequate way of

describing the position of a priest within a Greek city.21 Nevertheless,
they have recently been discussed and their validity, as conceptual tools
for studying priesthood in a comparative perspective, denied.This stands
in comparison with the notion of social control, which would more ade-
quately support a comparative study between different religious fields.22
Without opening a broad theoretical debate on the subject, I would like

16 On the sale of priesthood, see Segre  and Segre ; Parker –Obbink  and
Parker – Obbink ; Wiemer .—In ce, the Roman proconsul Paullus Fabius
Persicus issued an edict to the city of Ephesos in order to reorganize temple finances
(I.Ephesos Ia, b). Among many considerations, he complains (l. –) that “they . . .
sell the priesthoods as if it were an auction, and they call together men of all types to
buy them and do not choose the most appropriate candidates, who would deserve to
wear the crown (	!κ �γλ�γ	νται τ	1ς �πιτηδει	τ�τ	υς, >ν τα$ς κε αλα$ς 5 πρ�πων
�πιτε�)σεται στ� αν	ς)”. Translation and commentary in Dignas , –. Cf.
Stavrianopoulou b, –.

17 Aleshire .
18 Sourvinou-Inwood  (= , ).
19 A wonderful example appears in Wörrle .
20 LSAM  l. – and –, with commentary by Stavrianopoulou a.
21 Supported by Beard – North , part. –, and extensively used by Sourvinou-

Inwood  (= , –), who insists on a double mediation: the symbolic one
assumed by the priest betweenmen and gods, and the authority of the community (polis),
which determined the form of the relationship between man and god.

22 Rüpke , –, arguing that “mediation is a central feature of the Christian
concept of priest”, which presupposes an individual relationship between God (gods)
and man. He strongly supports the notion of “social control” instead of the concept
of “mediation” because “Religionswissenschaft can analyse its objects, religions, only as
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to keep these terms available for thinking about priesthood in a vertical
perspective, as far as communication between spheres is concerned. On
a horizontal level, the question of a social control of symbols may also
be interesting to address. A public sacrifice performed on behalf of a city
is a social occasion that underlines many social roles among the actors,
and religious agents act for the proper working of the ritual system,
giving “horizontal”messages in this direction. But public religious rituals
are also an occasion to establish communication between the city and
the deity of a specific sanctuary,23 be it the sacrificial procedure or,
for instance, rituals involving the manipulation of a statue, as we will
see below. Vertical and horizontal communications are not mutually
exclusive. Despite the fact that, for us, Greek deities do not have any real
existence, they are an essential part of the relationship created by ritual
from an insider’s point of view. Studying Greek religion without taking
this into account reduces dramatically the possibility of understanding
the system in its complexity.
Accordingly, analysing the priest-god-relationship in Greece implies

the restoring of something other than civic duties or social control, even
though these features are not negligible. The simple fact that women are
engaged in this type of religious obligation, while only men could hold
civic office and enjoy full political rights, shows that other implications
are at stake, notably the presumed expectations of the cult-recipient.24
Merely arguing the power of gender, which would imply a strict analogy
between sacred servant and deity, is partly true but is also contradicted
by a large amount of epigraphic evidence.25 We have rather to look
elsewhere, especially at the relationship that links a hiereus or a hiereia
with hiera, be it during the sacrificial procedure and then in evaluating
the sacrificial income or when the priest has something to do with the
god’s image, the so-called cult statue.

systems of social actions or, payingmore attention to the cognitive dimension, as systems
of symbols.” Therefore, religious specialists, in a comparative perspective, are examples
of control for stabilising the symbolic universe.

23 Bremmer ; Graf , on sacrifice as “a chain of signs for communication”;
Mylonopoulos , –.

24 Sourvinou-Inwood , –; Georgoudi ; Georgoudi ; Connelly
, part. –. Cf. Martha , –.

25 Hupfloher , –.
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A ‘cult statue’: what is this supposed to be?26

In Aristophanes’ Peace, when Trygaios wants to restore in his city the
goddess who gives her name to the play, he speaks of the goddess’
“installation” with pots of green-stuff before finally choosing a sheep and
sacrificing it.27 The scholia to this passage explain that a god might be set
up by boiling cereals in pots or by choosing a more expensive offering.
The expression used to designate the procedure is: “setting up with an
ox, a goat, or small cattle”. As usual in such cases, different scholiasts
and lexicographers give very similar versions of this comment.The Suda
offers amore elaborate explanation than the others, saying that the setting
up of statues and altars and the cooking of green-stuff in pots aim at
recalling the first human alimentation. We are also told that a lost play of
Aristophanes put on stage a character calling to witness “the pots of the
Herkeios by which this altar had been set up” (i.e. the altar near which he
was swearing the oath). It was possible to offer more expensive animals,
but in order to go on faster and not to delay the setting up of pillars before
a door or other installation of this type pots of green-stuff are used.28
“Setting up with pots” is therefore a cheap and fast procedure, which
is a structural equivalent of a sacrificial procedure involving an animal.
The lexicographers also attest that the same procedures are reserved
for statues and for altars. Evoking in Greek the ceremonial setting up
of an altar or of a divine image implies therefore the semantic area of
hidryein, hidryesthai, hidrysis. The verb insists on the foundation and
gives us a first key to defining a “cult statue”. Even if no Greek word
does exactly correspond to such a translation, a “cult statue” is a statue,
which has been set up in a community.29 Two textual passages confirm

26 The argument is summarised here from a longer study in French: Pirenne-Delforge
a.

27 Aristoph. Pax –:lΙ. gΑγε δ), τ" νR�ν �ντευ�εν6 π	ητ�	ν; | ΤΡ. Τ" δ’ *λλ	 γ’
Z τα1την '1τραις %δρυτ�	ν; |lΙ. �1τραισιν, Uσπερ μεμ �μεν	ν �ΕρμE)δι	ν;.

28 Suda s.v. �1τραις %δρυτ�	ν (Adler IV, , ): KΑριστ	 �νηςo τ" δK *λλ	 γK, Z
τα1την '1τραις %δρυτ�	ν; τ	υτ�στι τBν ε,ρ)νηνo 5π�τε γ:ρ μ�λλ	ιεν �ωμ	�ς κα�ιδρ1-
ειν Z �γ�λματα �ε	, _ψ	ντες Iσπρια �π)ρ'	ντ	 τ	1των τ	$ς � ιδρυμ�ν	ις, 'αριστ)-
ρια �π	ν�μ	ντες τDς πρAτης δια"της. KΑριστ	 �νης Δαναrσιo μαρτ1ρ	μαι δ� mην7ς
�Ερκε"	υ '1τρας, με�K >ν 5 �ωμ7ς 	sτ	ς %δρ1σ�η π	τ�. ?στι δK �τε κα6 π	λυτελεστ�ρRω
%ερε"Rω � ιδρ1	ντ	. 0ρμJς δ� %δρ1	ντες πρ7 τ�ν �υρ�ν κα6 *λλα τιν: %δρ1ματα, .π�ρ
τ	 μB �ραδ1νειν τBν �ν�στασιν, '1τραις ���ρας %δρ1εσ�αι. μεμ �μεν	ι δ� (ς π	λυ-
τ"μητ	ν 	Gσαν *λλαις %ερωσ1ναις α!τBν %δρ1σαντ	.(ς 	% μ�ν ν� 	ς �'�ρ7ν �πωσ�με-
ν	ι π	λ�μ	ι	, ε,ρ)νην εCλ	ντ	, %δρ1σαν�K %ερε"Rω. (ς τ	 �Ερμ	 '1τραισιν %δρυμ�ν	υ.

29 Contra any use of the term: Donohue .
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this assumption. In Iphigenia in Tauris, Euripides shows Orestes led by
Apollon and searching for the old image of Artemis. Once arrived in
Tauris, he explains to the priestess, who is his own sister that “Phoebus
cried out a golden voice from the tripod, and sent me here, to get the
image Zeus hurled down, and set it up in Athena’s land”.30 The statue
is a miraculous object, but Apollon’s order aims at giving it a specific
rooting, that is to say that it will be transformed into a “cult statue”.
On the other hand, an inscription from Pergamon, dating to the second
century bce, grants Asklepios’ priesthood to the cult-founder’s son and
his descendants. The regulation explicitly refers to the priesthood of
Asklepios “and of the other gods ‘installed’ in the Asklepieion”.31 We are
not told whether that means altars or statues, but this surely implies a
close association between the sanctuary’s “owner” and the other gods
who are partaking of the honours of the worshippers. That is the very
meaning of the hidrysis, be it presented on the tragic stage or in an
epigraphic prescription.
Orestes does not describe the precise ritual he will perform in order

to “install” Artemis’ statue in Athens, but Aristophanes’ pots and sheep
imply that sacrificial offering, with animal slaughter or mere vegetable,
was the concrete content of this hidrysis. As we can deduce for many
other aspects of Greek cult, there is no universal rule applied to such a
foundation. But what does such a hidrysis mean for the worshippers? Is
it a “consecration” and, in this case, what is the difference between what
is implied by that precise semantic area, which would be different from
the action performed in the sphere of the anathemata, another form of
“consecration”?32
In order to address this question, it would be useful to call to mind

some general considerations about theGreek representation of the divine
world. There is no theological definition of what a Greek god is, except
for the double assumption of immortality and power.33 This power is

30 Eurip. IT –: �ντε�ενα!δBν τρ"π	δ	ς �κ 'ρυσ	 λακ;ν |Φ	$��ς μK ?πεμψε
δερ	, δι	πετ�ς λα�ε$ν | *γαλμK KΑ�ην�ν τK �γκα�ιδρσαι '�	ν".

31 LSAM  l. –: τBν μ�ν %ερωσ1νην | τ	 KΑσκληπι	 κα6 τ�ν *λλων �ε�ν τ�ν �ν
τ�ι | KΑσκληπιε"ωι %δρυμ�νων ε=ναι KΑσκληπι�δ	υ | τ	 KΑ[ρ'"]	υ κα6 τ�ν �π	γ�νων
τ�ν KΑσκληπι�δ	υ, κτλ.

32 For a range of hypotheses on this subject, see: Bettinetti , ; Graf , ;
Linand de Bellefonds et al. , . Cf. Gladigow – and Gladigow .

33 A. Henrichs, “What is a Greek god?”, a paper delivered at the conference The
Gods of Ancient Greece: Identities and Transformation, Edinburgh, – November 
(forthcoming). He adds anthropomorphism to the list. This third characteristic is not as
essential to defining a god as the others.
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closely connected to the idea of honour: Greek gods need to receive
honours from humans, their time, to be and feel completely divine.34
On a mythical level, the Hesiodic succession story specifies different
modalities of attribution of such time to each deity.35 This attribution is
put into real practice on a cultic level, when historical cities pay homage
to their gods. At a local level, some stories recall that powerful gods had
struggled in the past to become themain deity of a city.The opposition of
Athena andPoseidon inAthens iswell known.36There are other examples
of divine disputes of a bygone and founding age for the cities.37
The Greek words used to designate such procedures are very signifi-

cant: be it a sanctuary, an altar or a statue, the hidrysis refers to the instal-
lation of a deity among humans. It aims to integrate the god within a city
or some other community and to create good conditions for receiving
the benefits of his divine benevolence. Defining a sacred place is impor-
tant and the very name of hieron underlines this, but the semantic area
of ‘installation’ and ‘foundation’ adds another dimension to the relation-
ship with the divine sphere: the very first occasion of communication.
Hidrysis implies the opening of all the future honours to be reserved
for the divine recipient. The well-known inscription of Magnesia on the
Maeander about the re-installation of Artemis’ xoanon in its new sanc-
tuary is a good example of such a situation.38 The kathidrysis of Artemis
Leukophryene is defined by a sacrifice that is as beautiful as possible, and
the anniversary of this ritual will be celebrated every year under the name
of Isiteria, “day of the inaugural celebrations.” The first celebration held
on the sixth of Artemision sets upArtemis’ statue by assuring the goddess
of the future honours she will receive from the inhabitants of Magnesia.
In the context of this setting up, local prescriptions certainly prevailed,

but we are never told what was concretely done, except for the hidrysis of
the token of Zeus Ktesios, in a poor-quality fragment from an Athenian
Exegetikon preserved byAthenaios.39 In order to definewhat a “kadiskos”
is, Athenaios refers to a vessel used to set up the Zeus Ktesios, just before

34 Rudhardt , –.
35 Hes.Theog. passim.
36 Eurip. Phoen. ; Hdt. .; Paus. ...
37 Paus. .. (Argos); .. (Troezen).
38 LSAM .
39 Ath. .b–c: �γγε$	ν δK �στ6ν �ν R> τ	�ς κτησ"	υς Δ"ας �γκα�ιδρ1	υσιν, (ς

KΑντικλε"δης  ησ6ν �ν τR� KΕ/ηγητικR� γρ� ων 	^τως (FGrHist  F  Jacoby and 
F  Jacoby under Autokleides’ name): “Δι7ς κτησ"	υ σημε$α %δρ1εσ�αι 'ρB >δε . . . ” Cf.
Jaillard , –; Parker , –; Pirenne-Delforge a.
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producing the fragment that gives the ritual receipt to establish, as he
writes, “the semeia of Zeus Ktesios”. Without giving all the details of this
text, one may insist on the fact that the semeia, the symbols, the tokens
of the god are established by a ritual manipulation, paving the way to all
the other ritual actions in honour of the god.
The hidrysis of a god, be it his altar or his image, establishes the time of

veneration in a community, the very first time that the god is assured that
his time will be respected in the future. It is for this reason that sacrifice,
the very core of the Greek honours, is often at stake in the hidrysis. On
the other hand, the use of the term semeion linked with the hidrysis of
Zeus Ktesios shows how a ritual can contribute to identifying the god,
not only in an oral performance, but also in the use of concrete symbols.
These symbols point to the specific identity of the godwhose benevolence
is expected. That is the “non-verbal address”, closely associated with the
gestures and the objects used in that context. When a specific statue has
been created for a particular sanctuary, divine attributes can also refer to
such identification.40
The foundation, the ceremonial setting up of an altar or a statue—both

of them have to be joined in the reflexion41—aims at good communica-
tion between the community of theworshippers and theworshipped god.
The god has to be sure of being regularly honoured and the community
has to be sure of being protected. Altars and statues, when set up in a
traditional specific process, are efficient places for such a potential medi-
ation. The hidrysis does not transform a statue into a god—as shown by
the similarity with the setting up of the altar—but creates the positive
conditions for an interaction between the human and divine sphere by
the mediation of an object. It is for this reason that an anthropomorphic
representation is often at stake but this is not necessarily the rule. An
“installed” agalma, whatever its form, is a beautiful present that has been
“activated”.
Just as Hesiod depicts gods needing human honours to feel fully their

divine nature, an image of a god requires human honours to become
what we call a “cult statue”. In a public sanctuary, where many godlike
images can be displayed, the setting up of one—or more than one—
statue refers to an official decision, just like inMagnesia on theMaeander.
In this case, we may be authorised to use the term “cult statue”. On a

40 For amore detailed examination of this question, with other examples, see Pirenne-
Delforge a. See also Joannis Mylonopoulos’ article in the present volume.

41 On the epiphanic potentiality of altars, see Pironti forthcoming.
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domestic level, as attested by the Zeus Ktesios depicted by Athenaios,
the ritual operation can be the same, to “activate” the semeia of a god.
It is for this reason that I would not be as strict as some scholars, who
have recommended the eradication of the notion of “cult statue” from
our scientific vocabulary. There is a difference between a ‘cult statue’
and an anathema in a sanctuary, even though both of them are divine
images.That very difference is the hidrysis, the setting up, which officially
creates the conditions of the god’s benevolence and protection for the
community. On a private level, however, any worshipper in a sanctuary
may give preference to any statue representing the deity to whom he
or she wants to pray, whatever status this image assumes within this
sanctuary. One can easily imagine a personal devotion to an anathema in
the formof a human size divine statue. In this peculiar case, the anathema
becomes a cult statue in a very loose sense.42 Nevertheless, it seems to be
more useful to maintain the expression to identify a statue officially set
up in a public sanctuary. Structurally, this object is not so different from
an altar, for which hidrysis is also attested.

At this point, both priesthood and cult statue, as defined above, appear
in the role of a potential mediator between human and divine sphere,
principally in a public and official context. Let us try to identify more
closely such a mediation.

Priest, statue, and the representation of the divine

The link between the priest and the god via the image of the god can
be studied along two lines: ritual action performed with a statue or
occasional mimesis between the priest and the god. Let us start with the
second point.43
One of the best examples of such a mimesis is found in a Hellenistic

war episode between Aitolians and the city of Pellene, transmitted by
Polyainos.44The priestess of Athenawas themost beautiful and the tallest
of all the girls in the city. As usual, on a given day, she was in full armour
with a helmet. Seeing the girl coming out of the temple, the enemies were

42 This sense is advocated by Scheer , –.
43 Useful elements can be found in Connelly , –.
44 Polyainos, Strat. ..
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persuaded that Athena herself was helping the city of Pellene. Therefore,
they ran away before gazing uponher for too long.There are variations on
that theme in literary evidence, but Polyainos is interestingly connecting
the likeliness of the priestess with the goddess, such a mimesis being
constructed for a fixed ritual about which we know nothing else.
In Pausanias, we read that, in the procession in honour of Diana/Ar-

temis at Patrai, themaiden officiating as priestess rides on a chariot drawn
by deer, probably constructing an epiphanic image of Artemis herself.45
Such a hypothesis can be sustained by the reference to Antheia, the fic-
tional heroine of Xenophon of Ephesos, exact contemporary of Pausa-
nias.46 Antheia is not labelled as a priestess in the text but is chosen to
walk in the first line of the procession with a fawn skin and a quiver hang-
ing down from her shoulders, with a bow, a javelin, and dogs running at
her heels. This situation constructs a pattern similar to the procession at
Patrai. This type of ceremonial elaboration finds a well-known parallel
in the scenario planned by Peisistratos in coming back to Athens after
his first period of exile. The tale is found in Herodotos and Aristoteles.47
There was in an Attic deme a woman called Phye, which in Greek means
“fine growth, noble stature”. She was very tall and well formed. Peisis-
tratos and Megakles equipped her in full armour and put her in a char-
iot, giving her the correct attitude (schema) to make the most impressive
spectacle, and so she drove into the city. Heralds had to proclaim that
Athena herself was bringing Peisistratos back to her own acropolis. Even
if Herodotos finds the tale incredible because of the supposed cleverness
of the Athenians, he explains that the townsfolk believed that the woman
was the goddess and that they worshipped this human creature.
Whether such a plan to deceive the Athenians is real or fictional, it

shows how anthropomorphism works and what an ancient man sees
when he sees a god, to quote the title of an article of H. Versnel on that
subject.48 The keyword of the text is the word schema because it could
refer to the goddess statue. The schema is, among other significations,
one of the Greek ways of designating the attitude given by the sculptor

45 Paus. ...
46 Xen. Eph. ..–.
47 Hdt. .: τα1την τBν γυνα$κα σκευ�σαντες παν	πλ"Eη, �ς tρμα �σ�ι��σαντες

κα6 πρ	δ�/αντες σ'Dμα 	\�ν τι ?μελλε ε!πρεπ�στατ	ν  αν�εσ�αι ?'	υσα; Arist. Ath.
Pol. .: τBν �ε7ν �π	μιμησ�μεν	ς τR� κ�σμRω. On the manipulation and its cultural
background, see Connor  = , – and Blok .

48 Versnel .
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to his creation.49 As far as Athena is concerned, the full armour, be it
in Pellene or in Athens, easily calls to mind specific attributes pointing
to that specific goddess. The schema must refer to the way of possessing
these attributes. Another story, rarely connected to that point, is told by
Athenaios. It concerns the trial of Phryne, the courtesan loved by Praxite-
les. Accused of profaning the Eleusinianmysteries, Phryne was defended
by another of her lovers, the orator Hypereides. When it seemed as if
the verdict would be unfavourable, Hypereides tore open her robe and
displayed her breast, so that “he caused the judges to feel superstitious
fear (deisidaimonesai) of this handmaid and ministrant (hypophetis kai
zakoros) of Aphrodite, and indulging their feeling of compassion, they
refrained from putting her to death”.50
Once more, even though the story might be fictional, it is interest-

ing to see that it closely connects, firstly, a goddess, Aphrodite; sec-
ondly, a human whose attributes are godlike and whose close associa-
tion to the goddess is underlined by a sacerdotal vocabulary; and, finally,
a statue, i.e. the naked Aphrodite carved by Praxiteles and for which
Phryne is thought to have been the model.51 The judges’ change of heart
was not simply founded on the girl’s exceptional beauty. They acquitted
her because such a beauty was seen as a mark of divine favour, full of
epiphanic potentialities. A last female example: at Tegea, in a ritual con-
text once a year, the priestess pretending to be Artemis would chase after
a man pretending to be Leimon, the son of the eponym king Tegeates.52
This ritual re-enacted during the festival—metaphorically we hope—the
punishment of Leimon, who had killed his brother and was put to death
by the goddess herself.
On the male priest’s side, we do not have so much evidence. Never-

theless, the example of the servant of Heracles on Kos is explicit in the
Greek questions of Plutarch. The question is: “why is it that, among the
Koans, the priest of Herakles at Antimacheia dons a woman’s garb, and
fastens upon his head a woman’s head-dress at the beginning of the sac-

49 e.g. Paus. ..; ..; ...
50 Athen. .e: 5 δ� �Υπερε"δης συναγ	ρε1ων τED Φρ1νEη, (ς 	!δ�ν `νυε λ�γων

�π"δ	/	" τε Fσαν 	% δικαστα6 κατα ψη ι	1μεν	ι, παραγαγ;ν α!τBν ε,ς τ	!μ αν�ς
κα6 περιρ)/ας τ	�ς 'ιτων"σκ	υς γυμν� τε τ: στ�ρνα π	ι)σας τ	�ς �πιλ	γικ	�ς 	3-
κτ	υς �κ τDς Iψεως α!τDς �περρητ�ρευσεν δεισιδαιμ	νDσα" τε �π	"ησεν τ	�ς δικα-
στ:ς τBν .π	 Dτιν κα6 O�κ	ρ	ν KΑ ρ	δ"της �λ�Rω 'αρισαμ�ν	υς μB �π	κτε$ναι (Trans-
lation C.B. Gulick). Cf. Cooper .

51 See Stewart , –.
52 Paus. ... Cf. Jost , –.
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rifice?”53 Coming back from Troy, Herakles encountered a storm. When
his other ships had been destroyed, he was driven in the only remaining
one by the gale to Kos. He was cast ashore and finally a mighty battle was
engaged in between the Greeks and the Meropes, the inhabitants of Kos.
Being exhausted by the multitude of his adversaries, Herakles fled to the
house of aThracianwoman and took a feminine garment to escape detec-
tion. Later, when he had overcome the Meropes in another encounter,
and had been purified, he married the Thracian woman and assumed a
flowered garment. “Wherefore”, concludes Plutarch, “the priest sacrifices
on the spot where it came about that the battle was fought, and bride-
groomswear feminine raimentwhen theywelcome their brides”. As usual
in theRomanorGreekQuestions of Plutarch, the aetiological tale does not
exactly match the point. On the one hand, Plutarch does not refer to the
priestly dress, but only to the bridegroom’s garment (stole). On the other
hand, the sacrifice merely appears in association with battle because of
the spot where the ritual takes place. Martial and marital patterns seem
to be artificially connected but, even if Plutarch does not say so explic-
itly, when the priest begins the sacrifice, his garment seems to point to
Herakles himself.
As far as epigraphic evidence is concerned, we sometimes find explicit

guidelines to prevent worshippers from offending the god or the goddess
by wearing inadequate clothes in his or her sanctuary.54 Moreover, so-
called sacred laws display a large number of requirements for priestly
ritual dress or even priestly everyday garments.55 The requirements for
worshippers may be connected with ritual purity or aimed at preventing
ostentation. Purity is also a priestly concern found in inscriptions but,
in that case, ostentation does not necessarily imply a similar restriction.
Priestly dress was often associated with symbols of power, as were the
colour purple, a sceptre, a wreath, and golden jewellery. Homeric poems
describe kings and priests alone as “honoured among the people as
a god”.56 Priestly dress does not necessarily imply, strictly speaking, a
divine identification. However, the connection with divine power could
be called to mind when the priest or priestess was appearing with a
specific garment during the feast of the god he or she served. The priest

53 Plut.mor. b–e (Translation F.C. Babbitt).
54 e.g. LSCG  l. – (cf. Deshours ). Cf. Mills , –.
55 Some evidence is collected in Georgoudi – Pirenne-Delforge , –; Connelly

, –.
56 Kings: Hom. Il. .. .. .; priests: Hom. Il. .–. .–. Cf.

Connelly , .
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could appear as a god, by virtue of the Greek anthropomorphic divine
look. Moreover, divine epiphany always had an element of virtuality.
At the level of the representations, to which a large part of this literary

evidence belongs, we are told that priests and priestesses may be inter-
mittent vectors of divine manifestation, just as cult statues may be too.
This does not imply that each ritual theatrically activates this virtuality, as
epigraphic evidence demonstrates. But such virtuality, on the one hand,
and specific attributes, on the other hand confirm that they are powerful
instances of mediation and ritual communication.57
Priestly perquisites are also a good indication of such a mediation,

which would need a deeper analysis than the present paper is able to
propose. Let us simply underline the fact that some epigraphic regula-
tions explicitly assimilate to the priestly share the offerings placed on the
holy table next to the altar.58 In Chios, the entrails put into the statue’s
hands or onto its knees are also given to the priest.59 As far as income is
concerned, we are well aware of where all these items are destined. As far
as ritual action is concerned, all these items are offerings to the god and
this should not be forgotten. Economic considerations are not the whole
picture, just as a divine appearance in a festival is not simply a theatrical
component based on a particular garment. Froma religious point of view,
when an offering remains unburnt and is given to the priest, the priest
stays in the middle ground between the divine (because he has received
divine meat) and the human condition (because he is eating). It is for
this reason that we read in theOneirokritikon of Artemidoros “robbing a
temple or stealing the votive offerings of the gods indicates bad luck for
everyone, except for priests and prophets. This is because custom allows
them to take the offerings to the gods and thus, in a certain sense, they are
supported by the gods”.60 If we agree that the occasion of a sacrifice is one
of the most efficient times of communication between both the human
and divine spheres, priests and priestesses are situated at the core of this
interaction, particularly when thewhole community is involved: they put

57 An interesting comparison might be found in Rome, see Scheid .
58 LSAM  l. – (Dionysos. Miletos,  /bce): διδ�τω γ�ρη τDι %ερε"αι . . .

%ερ:μ μ	$ραν . . . ; LSAM  l. – (Asklepios. Erythrai,  /bce): �σα δ� �π6 [τBν]
| τρ�πεOαν παρατε�ED τατα ε=ναι γ�|ρα τR� %ρε$. On the trapezomata, see Gill  and
Gill .

59 LSCG  l. – = Graf , Chios no.  (Herakles. fourth century bce): γλAσσας
κα6 σπλ�γ|'να, τ: ε,ς 'ε$ρας κα6 μερ"δ|α δ"κρεων κα6 τ: δ�ρματ[α]; LSS  l. –
(unknown deity. nd century bc): τ�ι Cρ|εωι γ"νεσ�αι σπλ|�γ'να, τ: �ς γ�ν|ατα κα6
γλ�σσαι | κα6 γ�ρας. Cf. Le Guen-Pollet , – with further references.

60 Artemid. Oneirokritikon ...
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the hiera on the altar whilst saying a prayer and they may receive some
animal parts to set out on a table.They are activemediators in transform-
ing some animal parts into smoke for the gods.
A Hellenistic inscription from Kos regulating the purchase of the

priesthood of Dionysos Thyllophoros61 attests to this agency, related to
any animal offering. The honorific parts (γ�ρη) received by the priestess
when an animal was sacrificed are described. If these gere are not given,
the regulation stipulates that “the hierawill be *�υτα”, the elements situ-
ated at the core of the sacred operationwill therefore stay “unsacrificed”.62
Interpreting this expression is not self-evident: this could mean either
that the divine part will not be burnt at all or that, even if it is burnt,
this part will not produce the effect expected by the sacrificial procedure,
that is to say an efficient communication with Dionysos. The solution
depends on sacrificial timing connected to the practicalities of how the
meat was divided and distributed: whenwere the gere given to a priest? In
the fourth mimiambos of Herodas, two women sacrificing to Asklepios
on Kos offer a rooster to the god and give his honorific part to the neoko-
ros at the very end of the sacrificial procedure just before leaving the sanc-
tuary.63 If the timing had been the same for Dionysos Thyllophoros on
Kos, the benefits of the procedurewould have been annihilated even if the
god’s part had been burnt because his priestess’ interests would have been
injured.Whichever of the two solutions is correct, the regulation outlines
an interesting relationship between the divine part burnt on the altar and
the priestly share to be given by each sacrificer. Such an agency and par-
allelism might explain why priests are also the most frequent recipients
of cooked or even rawmeat displayed for the gods, as much as they are of
cakes and different foods, as seen earlier. Aristophanes confirms this fact
on a comic level with a very significant technical vocabulary. In Ploutos,
the priest of Asklepios takes unburnt cakes from the altars and other pas-
tries and figs from the sacred trapeza; putting them in his bag, he “con-
secrates” them (�γ"Oειν).64 The verb plays with the technical term κα�α-
γ"Oειν, which means combustion within sacrificial fire.65

61 I.Cos ED  (= former version of LSCG  dated in the second/first century bce).
62 Lines –: . . . τJι δ� μB �π	δ	1σαι τ: γ�ρη (ς γ�γραπτ[αι | τ]: %ερ: ?στω{ι}

*�υτα. �π6 δ� τ7ν �ωμ7ν �πι�αλλ�τω π .�|[σ] .αις τ: %ερ: n %�ρη Z n . ι�ρεια *ν κα
�π	δε["/]Eη n %�ρη.

63 Herod.Mimiambi .–.
64 Aristoph. Plut. –.
65 Rudhardt , –; Casabona , –.
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The second line of this point about the link between priest and god is the
ritual action performed with a statue, and here the question of divine
power and honour re-emerges. Let us go again to Pellene, where the
Aitolian soldiers were seized by panic in front of the priestess of Athena.
Plutarch, in his Life of Aratos,66 tells more or less the same story in two
different episodes. A captive woman, conspicuous for her beauty and
stateliness of person, had been placed in the sanctuary of Artemis. The
captain had seized her for his prize and set his three-crested helmet upon
her head—a way to show that the girl was his own. When she ran forth
to view the tumult outside the Artemision, she seemed to the citizens a
divine vision, while the enemy thought they saw an epiphany and were
struck with amazement and terror.
Afterwards, Plutarch presents a version by the Pellenians themselves,

without saying where he had found the preceding tale. The statue of the
goddess usually stood untouched. Even if Plutarch does not identify the
goddess, we may presume that it was Artemis whose sanctuary he had
mentioned just before.When the statue was removed by the priestess and
carried forth from the temple, noman looked upon it, but all turned their
gaze away. The statue was dangerous to human beings, but also to trees
and plants. During the battle against the Aitolians, the priestess carried
the image forth from the temple and by always turning it in the faces of
the Aitolians she made them crazy.
Accordingly, Plutarch tells the same story twice. There is a structural

equivalence between the fear of the army facing the epiphany of the
alleged goddess with the helmet and the madness of the same soldiers
caused by the priestess holding the powerful bretas ofArtemis. As regards
Polyainos’ story presented earlier, it combines all the patterns: the beauti-
ful girl resembling a goddess, the priestess causing fear and evenmadness
in the Aitolian rows, the sudden divine appearance, be it the presumed
goddess or her statue. Could we find another piece of evidence regard-
ing that maleficent statue? Pausanias, visiting the city, mentions a temple
of Athena, a sacred grove of Artemis Soteira, and a temple of Artemis
depicted as a huntress.67 He does not tell the Aitolian story nor does he
evoke the statue of the saving goddess, whose epiklesis could, however, be
related to such a warlike intervention. His silence is puzzling, as are other
silences and omissions in the Periegesis, but the restriction of admittance
into the alsos is perhaps connected to the problematic statue. Be that as

66 Plut. Arat. .. Cf. Ellinger , –.
67 Paus. ..–.
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it may, these different texts offer a significant example of the structural
equivalence between priestess and statue, the divine manifestation act-
ing through both of them. This was also the case in the Spartan ritual in
honour of Artemis Ortheia. During the whipping of boys at the altar of
the goddess, the priestess held the old xoanon, which became still heavier
if the whipping remained too light, as if the goddess herself was commu-
nicating her will to the statue, interpreted by the priestess.68
To qualify this comment, another document needs to be produced.

This is an honorary decree of the year  /bce proclaimed via the
priests of Kore in the Arcadian city of Mantineia for a woman named
Nikippa.69 We are told that Nikippa has piously attended the successive
priests of Kore in their duties. At the occasion of the Koragia, she led the
procession, presided over the sacrifice to Kore, and presented the peplos
to the goddess. Nikippa also contributed to some restoration works in
the sanctuary of Kore. Finally, we are informed that she welcomed the
goddess at home, as was the custom for those who were successively
priests, and that she lavishly accomplished what the custom prescribed
for the opening of the temple on the thirtieth day. The manipulation of
the goddess’ image played an important part in the leitourgia accepted
by Nikippa in the context of the Koragia, which is literally the festival
where “Kore has to be carried off”. The goddess statue was led off, kept
in a private house and then brought back to the temple, which was
open for the occasion. In an indirect way, we are told that priests are
normally closely connected to the statue in that context. Nevertheless, in
the first century bce, such a priestly duty could be assumed by someone
else, including at a ritual level, if the priest was unable to bear the
financial implication of the operation. A lot of ritual information is
missing in an inscription aiming at honouring a benefactor. This is very
significant, however, of the Greek flexibility in the assessment of religious
obligations. Just as a priest needs or does not need to be there when
a sacrifice is performed, the ritual manipulation of a statue may be his
traditional duty but may be attributed also to a pious worshipper, whose
financial involvement is rewarded by a prestigious play in the religious
arena of the city. Be that as it may, the ethos here contradicted by the
authoritative decision of the city normally implies a manipulation and
conservation by the priest.

68 Paus. ..–.
69 IG V ,  l. – (/bce). Cf. Jost , – and Jost .
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A final text has to be called to mind. In the Boiotian book of Pausanias’
Periegesis, we are told that, of the gods, the people of Chaironeia honour
most the sceptre that Hephaistos made for Zeus. They worship this
sceptre, calling it Spear (Dory). The expression used by Pausanias is
perfectly in accordancewith theway he usually shows themost honoured
anthropomorphic god in a city (malista timôsin). In his words, the sceptre
is the god. The next sentence qualifies that amazing statement: “That
there is something peculiarly divine about this sceptre is most clearly
shown by the fame it brings to the Chaeroneans”.70 Then, Pausanias
proceeds and concludes with the worship itself: there is no public temple
built for the sceptre and its priest keeps it for one year in a house (we
may suppose that the house is that of the priest); “sacrifices are offered
to it every day, and by its side stands a table full of meats and cakes of
all sorts”.71 Fame (to epiphanes) and divine nature are closely connected
in the interpretation Pausanias gives of that particular cult, probably
referring toZeus himself.The sceptreworks in the city just like a powerful
image. It is not a statue of the god, but there is no real difference between
each of these as far as function is concerned. It works as a medium
between the divine world and the worshippers among whom the priest
has a specific role to play.
It is for this reason that, when Strabo tells the story of the foundation

of Marseille,72 the religious part of the setting up implies two elements.
Let us recall the context. When the Phokaians were about to leave their
country, an oracle commanded them to take from Artemis of Ephesos a
leader for their voyage. Arriving at Ephesos, they therefore inquired how
they might obtain from the goddess what the oracle had enjoined them.
Artemis appeared in a dream to Aristarche, one of the most honourable
women of the city, and commanded her to accompany the Phokaians,

70 Paus. ..–: �ε�ν δ� μ�λιστα �αιρωνε$ς τιμ�σι τ7 σκDπτρ	ν a π	ιDσαι Δι"
 ησιν hlμηρ	ς hΗ αιστ	ν, παρ: δ� Δι7ς λα��ντα �ΕρμDν δ	ναι Π�λ	πι, Π�λ	πα
δ� KΑτρε$ καταλιπε$ν, τ7ν δ� KΑτρ�α Θυ�στEη, παρ: Θυ�στ	υ δ� ?'ειν KΑγαμ�μν	ναo
τ	τ	 	Gν τ7 σκDπτρ	ν σ��	υσι, Δ�ρυ +ν	μ�O	ντες. κα6 ε=ναι μ�ν τι �ει�τερ	ν 	!'
cκιστα δηλ	$ τ7 �ς τ	�ς �ν�ρAπ	υς �πι αν�ς �/ α!τ	o  ασ6 δK �π6 τ	$ς �ρ	ις α!τ�ν
κα6 Παν	π�ων τ�ν �ν τED Φωκ"δι ε.ρε�Dναι, σ�ν δ� α!τR� κα6 'ρυσ7ν ε^ρασ�αι
τ	�ς Φωκε$ς, σ "σι δ� �σμ�ν	ις �ντ6 'ρυσ	 γεν�σ�αι τ7 σκDπτρ	ν. κ	μισ�Dναι δ�
α!τ7 �ς τBν Φωκ"δα .π7 KΗλ�κτρας τDς KΑγαμ�μν	ν	ς πε"�	μαι. να7ς δ� 	!κ ?στιν
α!τR� δημ	σ"Hα πεπ	ιημ�ν	ς, �λλ: κατ: ?τ	ς _καστ	ν 5 %ερAμεν	ς �ν 	,κ)ματι ?'ει
τ7 σκDπτρ	νo κα" 	% �υσ"αι �ν: πJσαν 4μ�ραν �1	νται, κα6 τρ�πεOα παρ�κειται
παντ	δαπ�ν κρε�ν κα6 πεμμ�των πλ)ρης.

71 Translation W.H.S. Jones.
72 Strabo .. (C).



greek priests and “cult statues” 

and to take with her “some aphidryma among the hiera” (� "δρυμ� τι
τ�ν %ερ�ν), that means, something ritually efficient to transfer into the
colony the benevolence and protection of the goddess.We do not know if
this is a statue or something else, as I. Malkin has correctly shown,73 but
the notion of aphidryma implies a sacred component, which will ritually
create the conditions of a good mediation between the community in
its new territory and the goddess whose protection was ensured in the
metropolis.
What becomes of the priesthood in that respect? It is not by chance that

Aristarche was made priestess of Artemis after the colony of Marseille
had been settled. Through her dream, she had become a medium before
the sea voyage, ensuring success to the expedition. Such mediation was
still expected in the colony itself. In that case, Strabo specifies that all
colonies sent out fromMarseille hold this goddess in peculiar reverence,
preserving both the shape of the xoanon, and also every rite (nomima)
observed in the metropolis. All these cults of Artemis are aphidrymata,
not necessarily because of the shape of the statue, but because of the
identity of the ritual acts between the cult of the metropolis and the one
in the colony.74 In this respect, attention directed towards the priesthood
is one way to control ritual continuity and efficacy.75

Conclusions

According to the analysis of dreams by Artemidoros, “seeing Zeus him-
self in the form that we have imagined him to be or seeing a statue of
him in which he is wearing his proper attire (?'	ν τBν 	,κε"αν σκευ)ν)
is auspicious for a king or a rich man”. Further on, in relation to Artemis,
he writes, “it makes no difference whether we see the goddess herself as
we have imagined her to be or a statue of her. For whether gods appear
in the flesh or as statues fashioned out of some material, they have the
same meaning. But when the gods have been seen in person, it signifies
that the good and bad fulfilments will take place more quickly than they
would have if statues of them had been seen”.76 Seeing the god himself

73 Malkin , –. Cf. Rolley , –; Bettinetti , –.
74 Anguissola , –.
75 Cf. Stavrianopoulou a.
76 Artemid. Oneirokritikon .: 	!δ�ν 〈δ�〉 δια �ρει τBν �ε7ν ,δε$ν 5π	"αν .πειλ)-

 αμεν Z *γαλμα α!τDς· ��ν τε γ:ρ σ�ρκιν	ι 	% �ε	6  α"νωνται ��ν τε (ς �γ�λματα �/
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implies an immediate consequence. Seeing the statue implies a mediated
effect, which takes much more time to come into being.The statue is not
the deity but may be a convenient tool for approaching it.
As far as priesthood is concerned, R. Parker recently remarked, “the

functional equipollence ofmagistrate with priest as representatives of the
city before the gods is central to the embeddedness of religion within the
city”. But, as a very good connoisseur of Greek religion, he immediately
qualifies the statement: “Priest andmagistrates come at the same job from
different angles: the magistrates represent the city, before the gods as
other spheres; the priest communicates with the divine, for the city as for
other clients. But the point remains that there is no concern to preserve
or enhance or underline any such functional differentiation”.77 It is for
this reason that Nikippa of Mantineia was allowed by the city to keep
the statue of Kore at home. However, elements of differentiation must
not be underestimated, i.e. the priestly income and the close connection
between hiereus or hiereia and hiera, even though they were intermittent
or unnecessary when a ritual merely implied an individual, a “private”
concern.
Since statues and priests may be goodmediators between worshippers

and the divine, the comparison between their respective agency offers
a working analogy for thinking about the Greek representation of the
divine. Sacrificial imagery refers to smoke rising from the altars, which
is a wonderful tool for encapsulating the god’s incorruptibility. In this
context, the function of the priest is principally ritual: he presides over
sacrifices and receives a share closely connected to the unburnt divine
part. Anthropomorphism, therefore, opens the door to some paradoxical
splitting between separated cosmic levels: even if the Greek gods do not
eat like human beings, they receive a lot of food, just like humans. This
mimetic act of honouring gods as if they were human eaters results in a
very concrete end, that is to say in their priest’s stomachs. Even though
very concrete and economically attractive, this situation also attests to
a symbolic link between priest and god, which confirms the mediating
action of the priest in the ritual, especially when the whole community is
involved in the performed ritual. Accordingly, human imagery of paying
honour and respect is difficult to escape on sacrificial occasions.

^λης πεπ	ιημ�να, τ7ν α!τ7ν ?'	υσι λ�γ	ν.�Jττ	ν δ� κα6 τ: �γα�: κα6 τ: κακ: σημα"-
ν	υσιν α!τ	6 	% �ε	6 5ρAμεν	ι `περ τ:�γ�λματαα!τ�ν (TranslationWhite , ).

77 Parker , .
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Regarding cult statues, standards of humanity are also difficult to
escape in producing them. In order to make the invisible become visible,
materiality of wood, stone or metals is inescapable, and human shape
is often privileged. J.-P. Vernant described this process several years
ago with the untranslatable French neologism “présentifier l’invisible”.78
According to the level of religious consciousness of its viewer, a statue
will be identified with the god it represents, or it will be considered as
an elective place where the deity can manifest itself in intermittency, or
merely as a piece of wood or an artisanal product. Be that perception as it
may, a statue is a present to a deity, which becomes a cult statue by virtue
of a collectively supported offering ritual. This is a human way to pay
homage to supra-human powers, and such a material representation is
rooted in human standards, just like rawmeat displayed on a sacred table
next to the altar or cooked food placed on a table as part of a theoxenia
ceremony.79
Creative human imagination perceives the felicity of the gods, compar-

ing it with its own: amusical feast where perfect human bodies are eating,
drinking, dancing, merely living in the present that is a human equiv-
alence of divine eternity. This human representation is the very condi-
tion that makes communication with non-human powers possible, even
though the fluidity of this polytheistic system impliesmany concrete vari-
ations in ritual practice, which often defy generalization. Both “cult stat-
ues” and priests take part in such a representation.

78 Vernant .
79 On the issue of raw or cooked meat offered to the gods, see Ekroth , –.
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