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preface

Why a study of nymphs? The field of religious studies has seen a recent trend

toward examination of popular traditions as opposed to elite ones, for ex-

ample, the series Princeton Readings in Religions, edited by Donald Lopez,

Jr. This approach can be applied fruitfully to the field of classics, where both

the sources themselves and the preferences of scholars have favored the ex-

periences of the elite and the city dwellers over those of the more numerous

rural populations. The gap that until recently existed in the scholarship on

Greek magic, an aspect of the culture seldom mentioned in canonical litera-

ture, illustrates this point. The worship of nymphs was conceptually aligned

with the rural and non-elite populations, though not confined to these groups.

In the literature of classical Athens, we find comparatively few references to

nymphs, while in the rural areas surrounding the city, their cults thrived at

this period. The Hellenistic interest in pastoral themes and local traditions,

however, made nymphs fashionable subjects for the sophisticated scholar-

poets of Alexandria. Hence, in addition to improving our perception of

ancient Greek religion, a study of nymphs can also shed light on the rela-

tionship between popular and elite traditions in Greek culture as a whole. A

further and related focus of interest is the contribution that the study of

nymphs can make to our understanding of women’s lives in ancient Greece.

Much attention has been given to the roles of goddesses in the rituals and

myths that surrounded female rites of passage, but little attention has been

paid to nymphs, figures who were probably much closer to the everyday

lives of the majority of women.
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In this text, I sometimes speak of devotion or devotionalism, which has

special relevance to the worship of nymphs (and of many other Greek dei-

ties). By this term, I refer to individual piety, especially as expressed out-

wardly and materially through, for example, ex-voto offerings. Devotionalism

also implies an emotional, not merely intellectual, apprehension of the di-

vine. Participation in group rituals, such as processions or sacrifices, may

partake of devotionalism insofar as the individual’s sense of personal rela-

tionship with the deity is engaged. Devotional practices are to be found in

all the world religions, though they have received little scholarly attention

in comparison with theology and sacred texts. In the past, Western scholars

of world religions have erroneously attributed devotionalism primarily to

non-elite populations and women, and they have subscribed to a hierarchi-

cal model that valued internal, intellectual apprehension of the divine over

emotional experience and external, material expressions of piety.

A final reason for undertaking this project is that little beyond the infor-

mation in standard handbooks has been published that specifically addresses

the nature and function of nymphs, and no book-length works in any lan-

guage currently exist. The materials available to readers of English are par-

ticularly few. Much information is scattered in archaeological reports, cor-

pora of inscriptions, and scholarly studies of other subjects. Yet nymphs and

their cults were ubiquitous in the Greek world before Homer and remained

so through the Hellenistic period and beyond. The nymph, in the guise of

the modern Greek neraïda, is one of the small number of ancient deities who

survived the transition to Christianity. Few other aspects of Greek religion

have been so pervasive yet so little studied.

What is a nymph? This question, which I first asked myself when under-

taking the research for a book on Greek heroines, has rarely been discussed

in a scholarly fashion. I believe it has escaped attention because the answer

was assumed to be self-evident, but the question of definition is not a simple

one. Chapter 1 begins with a section that addresses basic problems of defi-

nition and taxonomy. In order to discuss the roles and functions of nymphs

in Greek culture, we must be able to distinguish them from other, similar

figures. Second, I discuss the conceptual and physical contexts in which the

nymphs pursue their activities—the archetypal landscapes of mountain, spring,

cave, grove, and meadow—and I examine some of the taxonomic catego-

ries that were applied to the nymphs by ancient commentators. An impor-

tant social dimension of nymph worship is introduced in the section on divi-

nation and nympholepsy. Finally, a brief review of nymphs in Greek poetry

through the Hellenistic period helps to clarify the ways in which the charac-

terization of nymphs changed over time or by author and addresses their

relative popularity in various genres and periods. Classical scholars will al-

ready be familiar with most of the texts discussed in this section, but I hope

it will form a helpful introduction for general readers.

The second chapter, “Ancient and Modern Narratives,” explores the kinds

of relationships between heroes (or heroines) and nymphs illustrated in an-
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tique literary sources, and it examines the striking parallels between these

ancient narratives and their modern counterparts. The chapter argues for

some degree of continuity between the ancient and modern materials, and

it uses the insights of modern folklorists to provide an interpretation of the

stories, focusing especially on the gender-related fears and desires expressed

in them.

Chapter 3, “Gods, Goddesses, and Nymphs,” shows how the nymphs in-

teract in myth and cult with other deities of the Greek pantheon. Again,

gender provides a strong organizational principle: the nymphs’ relations with

gods are usually envisioned in terms of sexual contact or familial relation-

ship (lover, nurse, or daughter), while for goddesses they act as a supportive

group of attendants who share a given goddess’s functional and geographical

sphere of influence. Both nymphs and goddesses are closely concerned with

the stages of the female life cycle as these are conceptualized in Greek thought.

The fourth chapter, “Lore of the Nymphs in the Greek World,” is a ref-

erence tool that summarizes the lore for each district of the ancient Greek

world, excluding cave sites. To my mind, a geographical survey, illustrating

the regional character of the myths and cults, is more useful for the present

work than a chronological one. Though developments did, of course, take

place over the centuries, they seem as a whole less helpful as a structural frame-

work and less dramatic than regional differences. I balance this synchronic

approach by summarizing chronological changes and by keeping the reader

informed of and aware of chronological considerations throughout, particu-

larly with regard to the dates of primary sources.

The final chapter, “Caves of the Nymphs and Votive Iconography,” pro-

vides a detailed look at two important features of the nymphs’ cult. The

discussion of excavated nymph caves, arranged in roughly chronological

order, examines the development and functions of these distinctive sites. The

remainder of this chapter is a discussion of nymph iconography as it appears

in the stone votive reliefs first popularized in fourth-century Attica. In this

section, I examine the reliefs primarily from the perspective of content and

function, and I am little concerned with the minutiae of attributions or dat-

ing (interested readers may further explore these issues through some of the

sources in the bibliography). In order to provide context for the reader, I

survey the iconographic antecedents of the votive reliefs, but considerations

of space prevent a full treatment of the ways in which nymphs were visually

represented in antiquity. Further iconographic information is scattered through-

out the other sections, especially the geographical survey.

The chronological limits of the book are the eighth century B.C.E. through

the Hellenistic period. Archaeological and art-historical evidence of the

Roman period has generally been excluded, except where it could be as-

sumed to cast light on previous ages (in this category, I would place, for

example, the dedications to the nymphs in Roman Lykia and the funerary

monument of Isidora in Egypt). Similarly, there has been no attempt at com-

prehensive coverage of Latin or late antique literature, but certain essential
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texts, such as Porphyry’s Cave of the Nymphs or Longus’ Daphnis and Chloë,

receive selective treatment.

Like many authors of books on classical subjects, I have failed to achieve

consistency in the transliteration of Greek names. Generally, I prefer a di-

rect transliteration, but several familiar names retain familiar Latinized spell-

ings (Delphi, Corinth, Muses, Oedipus). Names of ancient authors and titles

keep the Latinized spelling commonly used in reference works. All dates are

B.C.E. unless otherwise specified, and all translations are my own except where

otherwise noted.

Writing a manuscript is a solitary enterprise, but many people contribute

to the making of a book. I owe thanks to the Kent State University Re-

search Council and the Center for Hellenic Studies, which supported my

scholarly activities. The interlibrary loan staff at KSU were extraordinarily

helpful during the five years it took to prepare this book. Rosa Commisso

and Mark Rubin helped me to obtain photographs. Professor Hans R. Goette

of the Deutsches Archäologisches Institut (DAI) generously offered me photos

from his private collection. Rick Newton helped me with modern Greek.

Christina Clark supplied useful references and encouragement. Finally, I

would like to thank my dear husband, Bob, for his love and support.

August 2000 J. L.

Kent, Ohio
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1

1.1 Toward a Taxonomy

Scholars face a taxonomic dilemma in discussing the female figures of Greek

mythology and cult. If the female under discussion is not a well-recognized

goddess, one must decide (in the absence of convenient labeling by the an-

cient sources) whether to refer to her as a mortal woman (that is, a heroine),

as a nymph, or as a member of some other group. Did the Greeks make a

significant conceptual distinction between heroines and nymphs, and if so,

what factors were used to distinguish them? No detailed discussion of these

questions exists, and the matter of nomenclature has so far been idiosyncratic.

It is, of course, made more tricky by the ambiguity of the term numphê, which

can refer not only to the minor female divinities of the wild places but also

to any nubile woman or, more commonly, to a bride.1 The semantics of the

term in the context of marriage is very close to the English bride, which de-

scribes a woman’s status during limited periods both before and after her

wedding. There is no necessary qualification of virginity. Occasionally, a

numphê may be a mature, even matronly woman. In the Odyssey, Penelope

is addressed as numphê by Eurykleia, and on classical Attic reliefs dedicated

to the nymphs, the conventions permitted sculptors to show the three nymphs

as women of various ages (though never as aged crones). The crucial point is

that, when applied to a mortal woman, the term numphê points to her status

as a sexual being.2

The Greeks at all periods do seem to have recognized a distinction be-

tween mythological females who were to be understood as mortal women

what is a nymph?
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and those who were divine nymphs, even when they did not invoke the

terms nymph or heroine. In the sphere of cult, the same distinction applied.

Below are enumerated the main criteria on which I base my understanding

of this distinction.

1. Terminology used by ancient sources. Surprisingly often, the Greek

sources take the trouble to identify nymphs. The clues are easy to miss if, for

example, one passes over the formula “daughter of Asopos” without realiz-

ing that the father mentioned is a river god. More often, the terms naiad and

nymph are juxtaposed in order to make the sense unmistakable. This practice

begins in Homer and continues as a habit of diction through late authors.

Similarly, certain names are typical of nymphs, particularly names contain-

ing the element naïs (naiad) or those ending in the suffix -rhoê, so that they

describe the flowing movement of water. Such etymologies are suggestive,

but not infallible, indicators.

2. Parentage. Nymphs are described with great frequency as the daugh-

ters of Zeus, of Ge, or of various river gods. Acheloös, to some degree a

generalized river god, often figures as the father, but many others are also

invoked, depending on the region. Heroines, on the other hand, are nor-

mally the daughters of heroes. One gray area in this regard, discussed below,

involves the daughters of primordial and indigenous kings, such as the Danaids

and the daughters of Kekrops.

3. Mortality and the death narrative. While the ultimate mortality of

nymphs was debated among ancient authors (1.4.1, 2.4), it was clear to the

ancients that they enjoyed a superhuman lifespan far outstripping that of

mortal men and women. For practical purposes, they were immortal, while

heroines were all too easily killed. In the myths of heroines, as in those of

heroes, the manner and location of death is often a matter of great interest.

This mythic emphasis on death is complemented by the focus of heroic cults

at what were believed to be the tombs of the heroes and heroines.

4. Gender restrictions and vulnerability to mortal men. The nymph is a

highly ambiguous figure. Though sexually desirable, she is usually free of

the familial restrictions applied to mortal women and can rarely be fully

domesticated. Nymphs may be sexually promiscuous, and they often act as

the aggressors in ephemeral affairs with mortals. Furthermore, such affairs

can be deadly to the male, as the cases of Daphnis and Rhoikos show. Un-

like nymphs, mythological heroines who indulge in promiscuity or violence

are usually punished in one fashion or another. Moreover, the narratives of

cult heroines often emphasize their passive availability to men’s use and their

vulnerability to male violence.3

5. Role in heroic genealogies and narrative flexibility. The nymph often

played a role in local genealogies as the earliest, autochthonous ancestor and

provided a link to and an implicit claim upon the land and its resources.

Nymphs likewise seem to figure significantly in mythic genealogies that deal

with the period of the Great Flood and with colonization. The activities or

characters of such nymphs are seldom described in a detailed narrative. This
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is in contrast to heroines, who may be virgins, wives, or crones, admirable

or villainous, and who play detailed roles in the local myths.

6. Association with a water source. Nymphs regularly personify and in-

habit springs, rivers, and lakes. One of their main mythic and cultic func-

tions is to provide fresh water. The same is not true of heroines, though they

are sometimes associated with springs. When this is the case, there may be a

parallel tradition that involves a tomb.4

7. Special functions in relation to the gods. A female who is part of Artemis’

or Dionysos’ mythic retinues or who takes part in the care of infant gods is

likely to be a nymph. While the cult of heroines usually exists within a fa-

milial context, so that they are worshiped in conjunction with a husband or

son, nymphs are associated with Hermes, Apollo, Pan, the river god Acheloös,

and other deities. Their cult organization is not analogous to the family but

to the relationship between a god and his thiasos or the chorus leader and

chorus.

8. Cultic functions. Comparison of the discernable functions of nymph

and heroine cults reveals some overlap. This is not surprising: Greek deities

presided over a limited number of timeless human concerns, and no sharp

division of labor existed. The main area of overlap encompasses human fer-

tility, childbirth, and childcare. This kourotrophic function can be further

divided into concern for young children and concern for those who are

approaching adulthood, a group of special interest to the community as fu-

ture warriors and fertile wives.5 These concerns form a spectrum of life

experiences with birth at one end and entry into adult status at the other.

The participation of nymphs at each stage of this process is well documented

(3.2). Heroines may play similar roles, especially when concerns about

nurturance are given a civic focus, and the association of heroines with the

Attic Arrhephoria and Arkteia has been much discussed.6

Some important divergences in function can also be discerned between

the two groups. Nymphs, because of their association with springs, are often

healing deities. Healing gods as a rule are close to a water source, preferably

one that is heated or has interesting mineral properties, such as the sulfurous

springs of the Anigrid nymphs at Samikon. Though there are several examples

of heroes who heal, there is little evidence for heroine healers; Kearns sug-

gests that this gap corresponds to the societal restraints on female physicians.7

Another area that nymphs normally do not share with heroines is that of

inspiration and, to a lesser extent, divination.

9. Physical setting and significance of the cult places. Heroines’ tombs and

shrines, like those of heroes, tend to be strategically located in central spots

within the city walls, usually in the agora or, occasionally, at gates as protec-

tive guardians. Sometimes, they are literally focal points of the city. The tomb

of Antinoë, founder of the city of Mantineia, was the hestia koinê, the “pub-

lic hearth.”8 The cult places of nymphs, on the other hand, are as a rule asso-

ciated with natural features: rivers, caves, and springs. Many, if not most,

nymph cults are rural (unsurprising in view of their importance in pastoral
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life), and the fact that they are tied to naturally occurring caves and water

sources limits their spatial flexibility. However, it is too simplistic to say that

nymphs are rural and heroines are urban, for exceptions abound.

Both nymphs and heroines contribute to the community’s sense of itself

in history (through the presence in the community of well-known water

sources or natural objects and of heroic monuments, respectively). On the

other hand, heroines are more likely to have civic functions of little concern

to nymphs. The political importance of heroic relics is well recognized, and

the relics of Alkmene and Hippodameia were prized and disputed in the same

way as those of Orestes.

10. Objects commemorating cult. For fourth-century Attica, especially,

two separate series of votive reliefs with well-developed iconography can be

compared: one for heroic figures and one for nymphs. Sculptural conven-

tions oppose the domestic setting of a banquet for heroic figures with natu-

ral settings in caves for nymphs, and familial relationships with “choric” ones.

The fourth-century calendars of the Attic demes Erchia and Marathon honor

nymphs and heroines separately, which suggests that even in the case of

localized anonymous figures, the distinction still holds.9

11. Other narrative or cultic motifs. Satyrs or silens, herding and pasto-

ralism, caves, trees, bees, and honey are all common motifs in the myths and

cults of nymphs. None of these criteria should be employed alone or applied

too rigidly, but taken as a whole they can provide a workable method for us

to distinguish nymphs from heroines as well as from various minor goddesses,

and they indicate that the Greeks generally did the same. Of course, there

are hybrid cases of female figures who exhibit some characteristics of both

nymph and heroine; there is no use attempting to force such individuals into

one category or the other. Again, our picture of most mythic and cultic fig-

ures is built up from various ancient sources, which may or may not agree

on essential points.

As mentioned above, the daughters of early kings are often ambiguous figures.

In Greek Heroine Cults, I classified Aglauros, Pandrosos, and Herse as hero-

ines because of their conformity to an Attic and Boiotian pattern in which

the king’s daughters willingly sacrifice themselves to save the city.10 Yet the

daughters are nymphlike in their association with Pan’s sanctuary on the north

slope of the Akropolis (4.2.1). The daughters of Danaus are closely associ-

ated with water sources and the myth of a drought in the Argolid. Amymone,

in particular, shows several nymphlike characteristics. There is a spring or

stream Amymone in which maidens bathe for ritual purposes. Amymone

was sent to find water, pursued by a lusty satyr (a motif borrowed from the

early iconography of nymphs), and impregnated by Poseidon, who showed

her the springs of Lerna as a reward for her favors (4.4.2).

Dirke is another good example of a hybrid type. Dirke is a river that flows

through Thebes and, in some accounts, a spring. She is described as a daughter

of Acheloös by Euripides. Yet Dirke also infiltrates human genealogies as
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the wife of Lykos and rival of Antiope. She has an important death narra-

tive, the story that she was trampled beneath a bull in punishment for her

cruelty to Antiope. Finally, she had a tomb in Thebes, a secret spot where

the old archon passed on his office to the new. Thus, Dirke with her human

genealogy, tomb, and civic importance ends up looking more like a heroine

than a nymph.11

Kallisto is often considered a nymph because of her companionship with

Artemis. Yet Kallisto’s tomb was a cult place in Arkadia; the ancient sources

reflect the confusion over her status (4.4.3). Kallisto illustrates another prob-

lem in identifying nymphs: local goddesses were sometimes assimilated into

the Olympian pantheon by demotion to the rank of nymph. This appears to

be the case for Kallisto as well as for certain Kretan nymphs, such as Diktynna

or Britomartis, both of whom seem to have been cult figures supplanted by

Artemis.

Female pluralities, particularly triads, are ubiquitous in Greek mythology

and cult. Some of these, like the daughters of Proitos or Minyas, are mortal

women, and others are divine. The Okeanids are the daughters of the pri-

mordial river Okeanos and are hence an early generation of nymphs. Okeanids

appear occasionally in myths (most notably as the companions of Persephone

before her abduction), figure rarely in cult, and serve mainly as genealogical

starting points.12 Nereids are the daughters of the sea god Nereus and are the

marine counterpart of the nymphs who live in springs and woods. The most

famous of the Nereids is Thetis, who has an important cosmological status as

well as being the mother of Achilles. The Nereids share many features with

the nymphs who live on land, particularly their love of the dance and their

occasional liaisons with mortals. I do not treat the Nereids at length in this

book, because a detailed study of them already exists.13 The Pleiades are the

daughters of the Titans Atlas and Pleione. Their status as primordial figures

is consistent with what we know of nymphs. Maia, the mother of Hermes,

is a Pleiad whose name means “nurse.” The Pleiads as a group are especially

important in the genealogies of the Peloponnese (4.4.3), Samothrace, Boiotia,

and Euboia. Sources disagree on the parentage of the Hesperides, though

they always favor primordial deities, such as Night, Hesperis, and Atlas. These

maidens, with the serpent Ladon, were the guardians of a tree of golden apples,

located in the famous garden of the Hesperides at the western border of the

river Okeanos, given to Hera as a wedding gift. Like other female plurali-

ties, they were famous for their singing. Apollonius of Rhodes regarded them

as tree nymphs and goddesses of vegetation.14

The Muses, Charites, and Horai are groups closely allied to the nymphs,

and they fulfill under other names many of the functions otherwise attrib-

uted to nymphs (e.g., causing the crops to ripen or producing inspiration).

They are primarily cultic entities, though we do find some mythic mentions

of their choruses and their function as escorts of the gods and goddesses. There

can be little doubt that the Muses and the Charites developed from the same

ancestral stock as the nymphs and are in fact more specialized members of
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the same general group. Both had localized cults that spread within limited

areas, yet they became known on a Panhellenic scale at an early date. The

Muses’ function (4.3.1, 4.7.1) as the catalysts of divine inspiration correlates

with aspects of the more humble phenomenon of nympholepsy, and their

associations with mountains, springs, and the pastoral milieu are definitely

nymphlike.15

Later in this book, I discuss the convergence of nymph and Muse in Thrace,

Attica, Boiotia, Lydia, Lykia, and Sicily. The Charites, or Graces, had

important cults at Athens, Orchomenos, and Paros. Like the nymphs, they

act as companions and attendants of certain Olympian deities, particularly

Aphrodite and Hermes. They, too, are goddesses of vegetative abundance

and moisture as well as creative inspiration. The most striking correspon-

dences between Charites and nymphs, however, appear in iconography,

where both groups are depicted as dancing triads. Charites and nymphs oc-

casionally appear together in both poetry and iconography.16 The Horai, or

Seasons, said by Hesiod to be daughters of Zeus and Themis, resemble the

Charites but are closer to simple personifications of natural abundance. They,

too, act as escorts of the gods, and Homer describes them opening the gates

of the sky for Hera. Like the nymphs and Charites, they are associated with

weddings, childcare, and choruses.17 Female pluralities are further discussed

in the section on votive iconography (5.2).

1.2 Nymphs in the Landscape

In the Greek imagination, nymphs are inseparable from the landscape. To a

greater degree than most other Greek deities, they are closely associated with

certain topographical features. The most basic of these is the spring, for

nymphs are above all deities of water. While many nymph names contain

the transparent root -rhoê (e.g., Kallirhoë, “lovely flowing”; Okyrhoë, “swift

flowing”), derivations from Indo-European roots describing the properties

of running water have been proposed for nymph names as diverse as Peirene,

Salmakis, Neda, Gargaphia, and Arethousa.18 Nymphs are thought to inhabit

all watery places, and the many collective designations for nymphs include

those of the rivers (potamêides, epipotamides), springs (naiades, krênaiai), marshes

(limnaiai, limnades, heleionomoi), and water in general (hudriades, ephudriades).19

Although most of these terms are attested only after the classical period, the

term naiad (naïs is related to the Greek verb naô, “flow”) is used from the

time of Homer forward as a substitute or qualifier for numphê.20 From Homer

to the late epigrams in the Greek Anthology, nymphs are consistently the in-

habitants of water sources and providers of fresh water. Their cultural sig-

nificance thus stretches far beyond the spring itself to all the symbolic and

practical uses of water.21

The spring might be described as the microhabitat of the nymph; if this is

so, the macrohabitat is the mountain, which is regularly defined in both
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ancient and modern Greece not by a specific height but by its opposition to

“the plain.” A “mountain,” oros, need be little more than a hill in terms of

altitude. Yet oros carries a consistent range of associations in Greek thought.

In myth and cult, it is regularly the meeting place of gods and mortals (Hesiod

and the Muses or Anchises and Aphrodite) and a place where societal norms

undergo temporary reversal, as in Dionysiac revels. It is space beyond, and

contrasted with, urban areas.22 It is the setting for many activities of eco-

nomic importance. To take Attica as an example, Parnes (like Pelion in

Thessaly) was a source of timber and charcoal; Pentelikon and Hymettos were

sources of marble; Hymettos was a site for apiculture. The economic signifi-

cance of mountains also lay in the age-old practice of pastoral transhumance.23

Herders of sheep and goats grazed their stock on the plain during the colder

half of the year (September through March), and during the hot months,

when the lower areas were barren and dry, they moved to the higher alti-

tudes where green plants and water could still be found.

Goats and, to a lesser extent, sheep can be grazed well in the rocky scrub

and wooded areas of the mountain slopes. They share part of this habitat

with bees, who are dependent on the wildflowers in the open areas like the

slopes of Hymettos. Finally, the hunt took place in the wild mountain spaces,

particularly in the pine and oak woods. The nymphs are associated with all

of these occupations at one time or another. The activities of herding, bee-

keeping, tree cutting, hunting, and even quarrying might fall under their

purview because of their spatial and conceptual ties to the oros. Homer calls

them orestiades numphai, and we hear later of oressigonoi numphai (mountain-

born nymphs) and oreades.24

The third specific landscape feature associated with nymphs is the cave

(also, of course, a feature of the oros). Geology has played a serendipitous

role here, for the rocky karst landscape of Greece is riddled with caves cre-

ated by the action of water (5.1). Caves large and small are likely to contain

springs, and in fact the cave is the most common cult site of the nymphs,

although by no means belonging exclusively to them. Again, caves were used

in antiquity both as convenient homes for bees, who require shelter plus a

water source, and as temporary shelters for herders and quarrymen. Caves

had a symbolic value out of proportion to their minor economic value: they

regularly appear in mythology as the birthplaces and homes of deities and

monsters, the sites for sexual intercourse (usually of an illicit character), and

the spots where heroic infants are exposed.25 The nymphs, as cave deities,

figure in many of these stories.

Finally, certain places characterized by abundant water, shade, and vege-

tation, often semicultivated vegetation, were imbued with the nymphs’ pres-

ence. These places were above all pleasing to the senses; they invited pass-

ersby to stop and refresh themselves. The traditional motif of the locus amoenus,

or pleasant spot, goes back to Hesiod’s description of his midday rest beside

a cooling spring.26 Hesiod himself does not mention the nymphs, but many

later versions of the locus amoenus include them. Homer, for his part, uses the
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characteristic triad of spring, cave, and vegetation, particularly poplar trees,

to describe the lovely abodes of Kalypso, the Ithakan nymphs, and the nymphs

of Goat Island, opposite the Kyklopes (1.4.1).

The classic example of a locus amoenus is Plato’s description in the Phaedrus

of a pleasant spot beside the Ilissos River. Sokrates and his companions reach

a certain place marked by a plane tree and a spring, a shrine for the nymphs

and Acheloös (the generalized river god who often appears with them in

cultic contexts). Both the landscape and the time of day are significant. The

plane trees and their cool shade, the riverbank, the grassy slope, the sound of

cicadas all combine to create an inviting place to rest. The hour of midday,

when one is inclined to seek shade beneath a tree, is also the hour when

divine epiphanies are most likely.27

Such a place as this is never without a divine presence, which accounts for

the appeal of the landscape and its strong influence upon the susceptible

observer. As Sokrates says, “Truly the place seems divine [theios], so do not

be surprised if I often seem to be numpholêptos as my discourse progresses,

for I am already almost uttering dithyrambics.”28 The term numpholêptos, or

“seized by the nymphs,” has several possible meanings, but in this case it

describes an access of poetic inspiration brought on by Sokrates’ surround-

ings. Contrary to his usual custom of questioning his interlocutors, he is

voluble, expressing himself in an elevated poetic fashion. The close relation-

ship between poetic inspiration and prophecy in Greek culture is well known,

and nympholepsy could also be manifested as a prophetic gift (1.3).

Any spot that is refreshingly cool, green, and pleasing to the eye might be

the abode of nymphs. According to Dionysius of Halikarnassos, each natural

space has a divinity appropriate to it. The spaces that belong particularly to

nymphs, he says, are meadows and verdant areas. Some of these spots were

unmarked places in the wild, but more often there was minimal cultivation

and improvement on nature: the pêgê, or spring, in its natural state might

become a krênê, a “fountain” with a basin or cistern.29 There might be a shrine,

an altar, or a grove set apart by a low wall as a sacred area. Such places were

gardens of the nymphs, a more overtly erotic concept, which overlaps with

that of the locus amoenus. Often the garden was located at the mouth of a

cave, an arrangement well attested in both literature and cult.

With the “dear nymphs,” unlike the Olympian gods, one could feel an

intimate bond, and the nymphs had a sensual, sexual aura shared by none of

the Olympian goddesses except Aphrodite. Aphrodite too was worshiped in

gardens, and the fertile, moist parts of the landscape were associated with

female anatomy in a metaphor that is probably universal. The words kêpos

(garden), leimôn (meadow), delta, and pedion (plain) were all informal terms

that referred to the female genitalia, and maidens picking flowers in mead-

ows, like Kore or Europe, are archetypes of sexual vulnerability.30

The nymphs, as providers of water, are naturally associated with all types

of vegetation, including grasses, flowers, and, above all, trees. The oak, the

plane tree, and the black poplar are their special favorites, the latter two spe-
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cies being most abundant beside rivers and springs. While hamadryads and

dryads (2.4) are most often mentioned in the late sources, we also hear of

elm and ash nymphs (pteleades, meliai) as well as nymphs connected with fruit,

nut, and other trees.31 Other nymphs associated with vegetation include

Syrinx (reed), Leiriope (lily), the Ionides (violets), Rhodos (rose), and the

Pterides (ferns).32

Mnesimachus of Phaselis, with the gusto for classification characteristic of

the Hellenistic period, comments that some of the nymphs are heavenly

(presumably the Pleiades or Hyades), some are upon the earth, some are in

the rivers, some on marshes, and some in the sea.33 The tendency of gener-

alizing late sources is to classify nymphs by the landscape features they in-

habited, and while this concept certainly existed from Homer’s time onward,

we should also keep in mind the local character of nymphs. In poetry and

cult, they were just as likely to be described with reference to specific rivers,

islands, or mountains. Examples discussed in this book include the Leibe-

thrides, Kithaironides, Anigrides, Amnisides, and Asopides.

1.3 Nympholepsy and Divination

The attribution of divinatory powers to the nymphs or to those inspired by

them was not uncommon in the Greek world. The nymphs’ fundamental

association with water, the vector of prophecy and inspiration, and their close

association with the mantic god Apollo were both salient factors. In a frag-

ment of Aeschylus, we hear of nymphs who are namerteis, truthful or infal-

lible. The word is also a favorite epithet for the watery prophets Proteus and

Nereus.34 Prophetic nymphs, though not abundant in mythology, appear

regularly, including Daphnis, the nymph who first prophesied at Delphi

before Apollo’s arrival; Erato, the Arkadian nymph who gave oracles of Pan;

and Oinone, the nymph who foretold her lover, Paris’, death. The mothers

of prophets tend to be nymphs, as Teiresias’ mother is Chariklo, the favorite

nymph of Athena.

Few actual oracles of the nymphs, in the sense of sanctuaries where oracu-

lar responses could be obtained, are known. An outstanding example is the

oracle at the Korykian cave of the nymphs at Delphi (5.1.5). Amandry, the

excavator, argued that the 23,000 astragaloi deposited at the cave had served

an oracular function.35 Astragaloi, the “knucklebones” of sheep and goats,

were used for both gaming and divination in a manner similar to dice. Chil-

dren formed collections of them, and they are found as grave gifts and as

occasional dedications in sanctuaries. But in any sanctuary with such a huge

number of astragaloi, the likelihood is that their dedication as gifts was inci-

dental to their main purpose as divinatory tools. In antiquity, people con-

sulted astragaloi as they might now use tarot cards or read tea leaves. The use

of astragaloi, however, was a poor person’s method of divination, much in

keeping with the other offerings at the cave, which were almost uniformly
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humble and of poor quality. Those who could not afford consultation at the

oracle of Apollo made the journey up to the cave to consult the nymphs,

perhaps in conjunction with Hermes.

At the end of the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, Apollo bestows upon Hermes

certain oracular bee maidens as a sort of consolation prize for his refusal to

let the younger god share in his own mantic privileges. These three sisters

live “beneath a ridge of Parnassos” and teach a form of divination that Apollo

practiced as a boy when he still worked as a herdsman. Apollo cedes this

method to his younger brother, Hermes, along with dominion over domes-

tic animals but denies to him the loftier mantic privilege: knowledge of the

will of Zeus. These bee maidens have long been identified with the Thriai,

Parnassian nymphs who nursed Apollo and were the personification of divi-

nation with pebbles, thriai.36 But the bee maidens are more probably the

Korykian nymphs, whose cave corresponds to the Hymn’s description of an

oracle near Delphi but “apart from” Apollo. Myths that identify bees with

nymphs or that make bees the nymphs’ proxies are plentiful enough to make

this explanation plausible.37

In Apollodorus’ version of the myth, Hermes trades his shepherd’s pipes

for Apollo’s golden wand, which Apollo owned when he herded cattle, plus

the rights to divination by pebbles.38 Hermes’ role as the god of cleromancy,

a humble form of divination with small objects, such as lots, pebbles, dice,

or astragaloi, fits the evidence from the cave well, but the oracle mentioned

in the Hymn works only through the agency of prophetic bees, who must be

given offerings of honey. Visitors to the Korykian cave probably began their

consultation by making a libation of this liquid, then asked a question and

cast their astragaloi in order to receive a simple yes or no answer. It is also

possible that bees, whether wild or domesticated, inhabited the cave and

played some role in the divination process.

The only other historical example of a nymph sanctuary that served as an

oracle is the nymphaion at Apollonia in Illyria, which provided yes or no

answers to petitioners who threw incense into its fires (4.5.3). Far from

being the products of a fixed sanctuary, oracles inspired by nymphs were

much more likely to circulate as verse collections under the name of the

nympholept prophet Bakis. There were supposedly several individuals called

Bakis, so that the name is actually a categorical term for male prophets, just

as Sibyl is more a designation of occupation than a personal name and was

applied to several different female prophets. The oldest of the Bakides was

from Eleon in Boiotia and was inspired by the nymphs. Prophets called Bakis

were also linked to Attica, Lokris, and Arkadia.39 Though actual Bakides

probably gave oracles firsthand in the early archaic period, by the fifth and

fourth centuries the Bakides and Sibyls themselves had been largely replaced

by wandering chresmologues, oracle mongers who compiled and offered

access to collections of oracles attributed to famous seers. Attitudes toward

the chresmologues varied. More sophisticated observers, such as the comic

poets, made a practice of lampooning oracle mongers, their influence over
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the demos, and their manipulation by politicians. Herodotus quotes with

credulous approval several oracles of Bakis that refer to the outcome of specific

battles in the Persian war.40

Several further references to oracles of Bakis are preserved in the com-

edies of Aristophanes, most notably in the Peace, in which the chresmologue

Hierokles arrives and declares the oracular authority of the nymphs in order

to pour gloom over Trygaios’ celebration of the return of Peace. These comic

oracles take riddling and somewhat hackneyed forms, which are neverthe-

less not far in style from genuine examples: “timorous gulls, you have trusted

the fox cubs” and “it is not pleasing to the blessed immortals that we cease

the battle cry, until the wolf and the sheep be wedded.” In the Knights, Kleon/

Paphlagon attempts to use a collection of Bakid oracles to maintain control

over Demos.41 Such collections of oracles, which drew heavily upon bodies

of popular wisdom, such as proverbs, could be easily interpreted and ma-

nipulated to serve political purposes. At the same time, the public had an

inexhaustible appetite for supernatural pronouncements and predictions, and

oracles were also held in high regard by many statesmen. Access to and con-

trol over oracles was a source of political prestige and authority throughout

antiquity but appears to have been especially important in archaic Greece.

The Athenian tyrant Peisistratos’ political use of oracles and amassing of oracle

collections is well known; he also is said to have gone by the epithet Bakis,

as if he himself were a nympholept.42 That the tyrant might have wished to

take on himself the authority of the nymphs, in much the same way he did

that of Athena, is not surprising.

This brings us to the term nympholepsy, which is a blanket word that can

be used to describe several overlapping concepts. First and foremost, as

Connor has shown, the term refers to a heightening of awareness and ele-

vated verbal skills believed to result from the nymphs’ influence on a sus-

ceptible individual. It is in this sense that Boiotian Bakis was inspired to

produce oracles, and it is this form of nympholepsy to which Sokrates al-

ludes when he playfully announces that he is on the verge of speaking in

dithyrambs under the influence of the nymphs of Ilissos (1.2). In such con-

texts, poetry and prophecy, always closely related, cannot be separated, and

the nympholept, like the poet, the Sibyl, or the Pythia, experiences a state

of divine madness but not one that his or her contemporaries would re-

gard as pathological. Similarly, Amelasagoras (or Melesagoras) of Eleusis, the

reputed author of a history of Attica, claimed to be wise (sophos) and pro-

phetic (mantikos) because he was ek numphôn katochos, “overpowered by the

nymphs.”43

In the postclassical period, however, possession by the nymphs began to

be seen as an abnormal and dangerous state hardly distinguishable from ill-

ness, and this idea is the direct precursor of the fear, prominent in modern

Greek folklore, of being beaten or stricken by the neraïdes (2.1, 2.3.2). An-

other sense of the term nympholepsy, also best attested in the postclassical

period, is that of physical rather than mental rapture by the nymphs. In
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mythology and cult, we have Hylas, Bormos, and Dryope, who were snatched

away into the company of the nymphs, and in funerary inscriptions, we find

that children or young women were sometimes said to have been so abducted

or received (2.3.1).

Finally, the term nympholept could be used to describe someone who

exhibited an unusual degree of religious devotion to the nymphs. This state

need not exclude the qualities of heightened sensation and expression de-

scribed above but was not manifested primarily in poetic or prophetic utter-

ances. Instead, it was evident in a person’s extended commitment to the

maintenance of a specific cult of the nymphs, especially through the embel-

lishment of cave sanctuaries. The investment of time, resources, and physical

labor needed for such devotions, which were highly personal in character,

would have set the nympholept apart from the rest of the population.

Epimenides of Phaistos, the famous wonder worker of the archaic age, ap-

pears to have been a nympholept of sorts. His 57-year slumber in a cave is

reminiscent of modern Greek folktales about men held captive in caves by

the neraïdes. According to one account, he wished to build a sanctuary of the

nymphs (a behavior typical of the nympholept) but heard a voice saying,

“not a hieron of the nymphs, but of Zeus.” Other stories have him receiving

magic food from the nymphs, which he kept in a cow’s hoof. This food,

perhaps honey, allowed him to subsist with no other form of nutrition and

was completely absorbed by his body. Finally, as in the case of many other

prophets, his mother, Balte, was reputedly a nymph.44 The neo-Pythagorean

holy man Apollonios of Tyana argued that water was superior to wine as a

beverage to facilitate divination “for we are nympholepts and Bacchants of

sobriety.”45

For a number of years, around the turn of the fifth century, the Attic

cave of Vari (5.1.9, figure 1.1) was the haunt of a Theran immigrant named

Archedamos, who thought of himself as a nympholept. Archedamos did a

great deal of physical labor in order to improve the cave, cutting stairs,

inscriptions, and sculptures into the rock, including a self-portrait. This

relief, clearly an amateur work, shows him wearing a short chiton and

holding stone-cutting tools. It is inscribed twice with his name, which

appears a total of six times on inscriptions from the cave. Two rupestral

examples appear near the first landing as one descends into the cave. One

simply says “Archedamos the Theran,” and the other states, “Archedamos

the Theran, a nympholept, at the instructions of the nymphs [phradaisi

numphôn] worked out this cave.” A block of stone found near the large

enthroned figure in the south chamber was probably once set up near the

entrance to the cave. Each side recounts different activities of the nym-

pholept. The first says that “Archedamos the Theran cultivated a garden

for the nymphs.” The other side, more difficult to interpret, says that

Archedamos built a dwelling for the nymph (singular) and further describes

him as cholonodches, an unknown word. Connor suggests that it might re-
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Figure 1.1 Vari cave: Archedamos on left. Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Athens.
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fer to bile, cholos, since an Aristotelian medical text attributes inspired states

to an abundance of hot bile.46 Archedamos could have been referring to

what he considered the physical basis of his condition, while the spiritual

basis was possession by the nymphs. All three of the lengthier inscriptions

have heightened, poetic diction and hexametric cadences. The inscriptions

show variations in both dialectal and letter forms, which suggest that they

were carved over a long period. Yet all could be accommodated within

the lifetime of Archedamos.

Certain features of the evidence are worthy of comment. First, Archedamos

seems proud of his physical exertions on behalf of the nymph(s); he does not

share the elite aversion to manual labor. We do not know whether he was a

freed slave or simply an immigrant, whether he supported himself through

some trade or lived at the cave and was supported by the offerings of visi-

tors. In any case, both his metic status and his retreat to this isolated rural

spot make him marginal to Athenian society. The cult he oversees seem-

ingly has no civic, tribal, domestic, or deme affiliation. His marginality is

typical of visionaries across cultures, who either belong to an outsider class

in the first place or deliberately remove themselves from the mainstream.

This separation, however, does not imply complete disengagement from

society. The nympholept, like possessed persons in other cultures, had a rec-

ognized social role that was enhanced by his withdrawal and isolation. Connor

plausibly suggests that Archedamos, as a nympholept, prophesied for pilgrims

to the cave.47

Second, Archedamos speaks twice of plural nymphs, at whose suggestion

he worked out the cave and for whom he tended the garden, and once of an

individual nymph for whom he built a dwelling. These activities have under-

tones that, in view of the erotic significance of gardens and enclosed cham-

bers, might have been much more obvious to the ancients. One thinks both

of Odysseus’ sexual captivity in the cave and garden of Kalypso and of his

building with his own hands a nuptial chamber and bed for his bride, the

symbols of their marital intimacy. Onesagoras, another nympholept who filled

a cave in third-century Cyprus with dedications to an individual nymph,

referred to her as sister, daughter, and possibly as lover. Like Archedamos,

Onesagoras created self-portraits, incised faces on the pots that he dedicated

to the nymph. The nympholept’s devotion is not self-effacing; on the con-

trary, he feels the need to proclaim his presence over and over, asserting the

exclusive character of his relationship with the nymph(s).

Thessalian Pantalkes, a near-contemporary of Archedamos, similarly main-

tained a cave near Pharsalos and left inscriptions that detail his activities

(5.1.6).48 The earlier inscription, dating from the fifth century, announces

that Pantalkes dedicated something (“this work” or, perhaps, “this tree”) to

the goddesses (i.e., the nymphs); a second sentence, difficult to interpret,

mentions a laurel.49 The later inscription belongs several decades later, some-

time in the fourth century. Composed in dactylic hexameters of simple dic-

tion, it reads:
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qeov"
tuvca
Caivrete toi; prosiovnte", a{pa" qh'luv" te kai; a[rshn,
a[ndre" te hjde; gunai'ke", oJmw'" pai'dev" te kovrai te,
cwrovnd j eij" iJero;n Nuvmfai" kai; Pani; kai; @Ermh'i,
jApovllwni a[nakti kai; @Hraklei' kai; eJtaivrai",
Civrwno" t j a[ntron kai; !Asklapivou hjd j  JUgieiva":
touvtwn ejsti; to; cwrivon a{pan iJarwtav t j ejn aujtw'i
e[mfuta kai; pivnake" kai; ajgavlmata dw'ra te pollav:
a[ndra d j ejpoivhsant j ajgaqo;n Pantavlkea Nuvmfai
tw'nd j ejpibainevmenai cwvrwn kai; ejpivsskopon ei\nai,
o{sper tau't j ejfuvteuse kai; ejxeponhvsato cerssivn,
ajntivdosan, d j aujtw'i bivon a[fqonon h[mata pavnta:
JJJHraklevh" me;n e[dwk j ijscuvn, ajrethvn te kravto" te
w|iper touvsde livqou" tuvptwn ejpovhs j ajnabaivnein,
jApovllwn de; divdwsi kai; uiJo;" tou'de kai; @Ermh'"
aijw'n j eij" to;n a{panta ujgiveian kai; bivon ejsqlovn,
Pa;n de; gevlwta kai; eujfrosuvnhn u{brin te dikaivan,
Civrwn d j aujtw'i dw'ke sofovn t j h\men kai; ajoidovn:
ajlla; tuvcai" ajgaqai'" ajnabaivnete, quvete pavnte",
eu[cesqe, eujfraivnesqe: kakw'n de; ejpivlhsi" aJpavntwn
ejnqavd j e[nest j, ajgaqw'n de;..rh polevmoio te n[iv]kh.

god
fortune

Welcome visitors, every male and female,

men and women, boys and girls,

to a place holy to the Nymphs and Pan and Hermes,

Lord Apollo and Herakles and his companions [fem.],

the cave of Chiron, and of Asklepios and Hygeia.

Theirs is the place, and all the sacred things in it,

growing things and tablets and dedications and many gifts.

The Nymphs made Pantalkes a gentleman

they who walk these places; and made him overseer.

He tended these plants and shaped things with his hands

and in return they gave abundance for all his days.

Herakles gave him strength, excellence and power

with which he smote the stones and made a way up.

Apollo and his son Hermes give

health and prosperous living through the whole age;

Pan gave laughter and good cheer and righteous unrestraint;

Chiron gave him to be wise and a poet.

But go up with good fortunes. Let all sacrifice,

pray, and enjoy yourselves. Forgetfulness of all cares

is here, and a share of good things, and victory in strife.50
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The first part of the inscription welcomes visitors and lists the deities who

are honored in the cave. The second part recounts Pantalkes’ role in the

administration of the cave as a cult site: how he created a path to the cave

opening, planted a garden outside it, and oversaw the votive offerings. The

nymphs provided the original impetus for his actions, and other deities con-

tributed to his efforts by giving him strength, health, a good living, and hap-

piness. It has been suggested that Pantalkes and Archedamos are both leg-

endary founder figures rather than historical persons, but their distinct, vivid

personalities seem to belie this view. It is possible that some of the inscrip-

tions were carved by followers rather than by the nympholepts themselves.

Yet Pantalkes could have been the author of both of the inscriptions that

bear his name, in spite of their apparent chronological separation. He might

have begun his work as a young man with the shorter inscription and com-

posed the longer one as a valedictory, summarizing his achievements and

making it clear that he expected the cave to be maintained for posterity.

(Onesagoras, the Cypriot devotee of the nymph at Kafizin, seems to have

dedicated an inscribed pot after his retirement, in which he calls himself the

good steward of the nymph.)51 In that case, the age of the dedications in the

cave, as at Vari, would indicate that votives were already being placed there

when Pantalkes began his work.

Pantalkes does not refer to himself as a nympholept, and he seems more

gregarious and self-confident than Archedamos, with his hearty invitation

to visitors and his greater skill at versification. But, as in Archedamos’ case,

it was the nymphs who conferred a special status on Pantalkes, making him

anêr agathos and episkopos. It is they who appear in the earlier inscription as

the sole recipients of his attentions (the cults of the other deities must have

accrued over the years as the cave’s reputation grew). And, like Archedamos,

he is proud of his physical labor. There have been attempts, none so far suc-

cessful, to link the Vari and Pharsalos caves historically.52 More likely than a

direct influence from Thessaly to Attica is that there was a widespread, shared

concept in the late fifth century of how devotion to the nymphs might mani-

fest itself.

This religious mentality was still in force when Onesagoras worshiped a

nymph at a cave in third-century Cyprus, though there are some noticeable

differences. Onesagoras’ cave, in spite of his own enthusiasm, did not be-

come a place of pilgrimage like the caves of Vari and Pharsalos. The cult was

of interest only within Onesagoras’ own circle of associates and quickly faded

when Onesagoras died (5.1.13). As late as the third century C.E., we find an

unusual degree of devotion to the nymphs attested in the gravestone inscrip-

tion of one Chrysogonos of Kos, who calls himself latris numphôn, “servant”

of the nymphs.53

Gender and sexuality appear to be significant in the phenomenon of nym-

pholepsy as a whole. It is certainly no coincidence that the male Bakid prophets

were thought to be possessed by nymphs, while the Sibyls and the Pythia

were possessed by Apollo. Possession may be understood in sexual terms, so
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that the possessing deity acts as an overmastering sexual partner (as in Vergil’s

famous description of the Sibyl’s struggle with Apollo).54 Obviously, male

possession by female deities raises interesting questions of sex-role reversal.

Though none of our sources explicitly address this aspect of nympholeptic

prophecy, such a role reversal should not be surprising in view of similar

reversals in the mythological material: not only is Hylas passively possessed

by lustful nymphs, but Rhoikos and Daphnis are punished for indiscretions by

their nymph mistresses (2.4.1, 2.5.1). For devotional nympholepts, similar

dynamics might have been at work.55 The use of titles such as despotis for the

nymph and other language that suggests the subordination of the devotee to

the nymphs’ will might have had erotic connotations. There are no attested

examples of female nympholepts except in the mythological and funerary

materials, where they are thought of as joining the company of the nymphs.

One outstanding instance of nympholepsy remains to be discussed. Near

Plataia on the border of Attica and Boiotia was a well-known cave of the

nymphs, which today remains unidentified. According to Pausanias, it lay

on Mount Kithairon about two miles down from the site of the altar for

the Great Daidala. “There is the cave of the Kithaironides nymphs, called

the Sphragidion, and there is a story that the nymphs used to give oracles

[manteusthai] there in the old days.” The cave came to the attention of au-

thors like Pausanias not because of its oracles but because it figured in a

Delphic oracle concerning the battle of Plataia. Upon Mardonios’ invasion

in 479, Aristides received a response from the Pythia assuring him that the

Athenians would be victorious if they made prayers to Zeus, Hera Kithaironia,

Pan, and the Sphragitic nymphs and sacrificed to seven heroes. These were

all deities of the area around Plataia, where the battle was expected to take

place.56 After the war, the tribe Aiantis, because of its great valor in the battle,

was chosen to conduct sacrifices for the Sphragitic nymphs on behalf of the

whole city, with the victims and other paraphernalia provided at state ex-

pense. Thus, the state’s interest in the cult developed only through a quirk

of fate; had it not been for the war, the cave would have remained an ob-

scure site of purely local interest, as described by Plutarch: “The cave was

on one of the peaks of Kithairon facing the summer sunsets, and in it there

was also an oracle [manteion] in former days. Many of the locals, whom they

called nympholepts, were possessed [kateichonto].”57

This account is of particular interest because it brings together elements of

the phenomenon of nympholepsy that remain separate in the rest of our

evidence. Nympholepsy occurs as a result of the supernatural influence that

emanates from a specific site, the Sphragidion. This recalls Sokrates’ state-

ment in the Phaedrus that his altered mental state was linked to the location

itself: the shrine of the nymphs and Acheloös on the Ilissos River. As in that

dialogue, not everyone who inhabits or visits the place is affected; only cer-

tain individuals seem susceptible to the state of nympholepsy. On the other

hand, we hear of “many” possessed persons in connection with this cave, a

fact that diverges significantly from the evidence of Archedamos, Pantalkes,
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and Onesagoras, all isolated individuals who associated themselves with caves.

In the community around the Sphragidion, nympholepsy seems to have been,

if not a group phenomenon, at least a recognized characteristic of the resi-

dents. Moreover, this characteristic probably worked to benefit the com-

munity, since outsiders would have visited and brought offerings for the

purpose of consulting the oracle.

The name of the Sphragitic nymphs presents something of a mystery.

Sphragidion, the name of the cave, derives from the word sphragis, “seal” or

“signet ring.” The same word is used in enigmatic fashion by Theognis, who

speaks of placing a “seal” upon his utterances lest they be stolen or altered.58

Ford has offered an interpretation of the Theognidean passage, which I think

applies equally well to the Sphragitic nymphs. In his reading, the metaphorical

application of the seal is not an assertion of authorship but of authority. The

concern was not that verses be attributable to a specific author, but that their

essential soundness, as products of divine inspiration, be identifiable.59 Seals

were used to guarantee the genuineness of documents, that of oracles in

particular. The authenticity of oracles, which carried a great deal of political

weight, was a matter of great moment in the archaic period. Hipparchos, for

example, expelled the chresmologue Onomakritos from Athens when he was

discovered tampering with an oracle of Musaios. Theognis, with regard to

poetry, insists that no one shall “substitute an inferior thing for the genuine

[esthlon] thing that is there.” And later in the corpus, we hear of the duty

owed by the theoros to whom an oracular response is entrusted: “You will

not find any remedy if you add anything, nor will you escape from veering,

in the eyes of the gods, if you take anything away.” Poetic authority, which

derives from the Muses, and oracular authority, which derives from other

gods, such as Apollo or the nymphs, are two sides of the same coin.60

Thus it seems possible that the name applied to our nymphs and their cave

referred specifically to their oracular authority. The symbolic power of the

sphragis might also have been at work in the Korykian cave, where the exca-

vators found an extraordinary accumulation of signet rings (5.1.5). These are

uniformly of cheap quality, made of bronze or lead rather than gold and sil-

ver, but display a wide range of iconography, most of it not immediately

relevant to the nymphs. Apparently, it was the dedication of the signet itself,

not the scene upon it, that pleased the oracular goddesses.

1.4 Nymphs in Greek Poetry

1.4.1 Homer, Hesiod, and the

Homeric Hymns

In the Homeric epics, our earliest literary sources, the nymphs already have

most of their defining characteristics. The picture that we find in Homer,

furthermore, proves to be remarkably stable through time, with only a few
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major developments occurring later. The word numphê is used from the

beginning to mean both “bride” and “female water/landscape deity.” In

addition, both Helen and Penelope are addressed flatteringly as numpha philê,

presumably referring to their status as sexually desirable wives.61

Toward the end of the Iliad, Zeus tells Themis to summon all the gods to

a council. Even the gods who inhabit the surface of the earth are included,

and virtually all come to the palace of Zeus on Olympos:

ou[te ti" ou\n potamw'n ajpevhn novsf! !Wkeanoi'o,
ou[t j a[ra numfavwn, ai{ t j a[lsea kala; nevmontai
kai; phga;" potamw'n kai; pivsea poihventa. (Hom. Il. 20.7–9)

None of the rivers was absent, except Okeanos, nor any of the

nymphs who inhabit the lovely groves and the springs of rivers and

the grassy meadows.

The nymphs are listed together with the rivers, an association that will long

continue. The homes of the nymphs are enumerated: groves, springs, and

meadows. Odyssey 6.123–24 adds mountains to the formulaic list of places

where one is likely to find nymphs. The standard Homeric parentage of the

nymphs is provided somewhat earlier in this book, in the famous simile that

compares Nausikaä among her maidens to Artemis surrounded by a chorus

of nymphs:

th/' dev q j a{ma nuvmfai, kou'rai Dio;" aijgiovcoio,
ajgronovmoi paivzousi: gevghqe dev te frevna Lhtwv:
pasavwn d j uJpe;r h{ ge kavrh e[cei hjde; mevtwpa,
rJei'av t j ajrignwvth pevletai, kalai; dev te pa'sai: (Hom. Od. 6.105–8)

and with her dance the nymphs of the wild places, the daughters of

aigis-bearing Zeus, and Leto is delighted in her heart; for above them

all she holds her head and easily outshines them, though all are

lovely.

The phrase “daughters of aigis-bearing Zeus” is the usual formula applied to

the nymphs (though it is not exclusive to them), and the nymphs are pro-

vided no alternative genealogies in Homer except in special cases like those

of Kalypso, whose father is Atlas, or the daughters of Helios, Phaëthousa and

Lampetië.62 The nymphs’ association with Artemis will remain a fixture in

epic contexts though rare in other genres and only occasionally attested in

cult (3.2.2).

Returning to the Iliad, we find the earliest examples of what will later

become a staple of folktales, the idea that nymphs sometimes couple with

mortal men (2.2). Homer relates the genealogies of several Trojans and Tro-

jan allies killed in battle, and he mentions that their parentage is unusual:
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Drh'son d j Eujruvalo" kai; !Ofevltion ejxenavrixe:
bh' de; met j Ai[shpon kai; Phvdason, ou{" pote nuvmfh
nhi`" !Abarbarevh tevk j ajmuvmoni Boukolivwni.
Boukolivwn d j h\n uiJo;" ajgauou' Laomevdonto"
presbuvtato" geneh/', skovtion dev eJ geivnato mhvthr:
poimaivnwn d j ejp j o[essi mivgh filovthti kai; eujnh'/
hJ d j uJpokusamevnh didumavone geivnato pai'de. (Hom. Il. 6.20–26)

Now Euryalos slaughtered Opheltios and Dresos, and went after

Aisepos and Pedasos, whom the naiad nymph Abarbareë once bore to

noble Boukolion. Boukolion himself was the son of haughty

Laomedon, eldest born, but his mother conceived him in secrecy.

While herding his flocks he [Boukolion] made love with the nymph,

and she became pregnant and bore twin boys.

This is the first recorded use of naïs (naiad), a term indicating that Boukolion’s

lover was a spring nymph. Boukolion, “the cowherd,” was the illegitimate

son of the Trojan king Laomedon and the nymph Kalybe, according to

Apollodorus, and like his father sired offspring with a nymph (Abarbareë) in

an illicit encounter. Their sons, Aisepos and Pedasos, were eponyms of a river

and town in the Troad.63 The description of Boukolion looks forward to

pastoral themes that would later become popular (4.9.1).

The motif of a mortal’s sexual encounter with a naiad nymph recurs twice

more in the Iliad:

e[nqa polu; prwvtisto" !Oi>lh'o" tacu;" Ai[a"
Savtnion ou[tase douri; metavlmeno" ojxuoventi
!Hnopivdhn, o}n a[ra nuvmfh tevke nhi`" ajmuvmwn
]Hnopi boukolevonti par j o[cqa" Satniovento". (Hom. Il. 14.442–45)

First then, swift Aias, son of Oileus, rushed out and stabbed with his

sharp spear Satnios, Enops’ son, whom the excellent naiad nymph

bore to Enops as he tended his herds by the Satnioeis River.

!Ifitivwna
ejsqlo;n !Otruntei?dhn polevwn hJghvtora law'n,
o}n nuvmfh tevke nhi`" !Otrunth'i> ptolipovrqw/
Tmwvlw/ u{po nifoventi ^Udh" ejn pivoni dhvmw/: (Hom. Il. 20.382–85)

[Achilles killed] Iphition, the noble son of Otrynteus and a lord

over many people, whom a naiad nymph bore to Otrynteus, sacker

of cities, under snowy Tmolos in the rich countryside of Hyde.

In all three of the passages I have cited, the nymphs or their offspring are

associated with specific local topography: the Satnioeis River, the eponyms

Aisepos and Pedasos, and Mount Tmolos in Lydia. In the Iliad, such encoun-
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ters happen only to the Trojans and their allies and are absent from the

genealogies given for the Achaians. Apparently, the motif of the mortal herds-

man who is loved by a local nymph was at first confined to Asia Minor; Griffin

has suggested that it is in origin a variation of the union of the Great God-

dess with a mortal consort (2.5.2). Unions between nymphs and mortals,

however, were not unknown to the Achaians, for Achilles was born of Peleus

and the unwilling Nereid, Thetis.

In book 6 of the Iliad, we hear how Achilles killed Andromache’s family,

including her father:

kata; d j e[ktanen !Hetivwna,
oujdev min ejxenavrixe, sebavssato ga;r tov ge qumw/',
ajll j a[ra min katevkhe su;n e[ntesi daidalevoisin
hjd j ejpi; sh'm j e[ceen: peri; de; pteleva" ejfuvteusan
nuvmfai ojrestiavde", kou'rai Dio;" aijgiovcoio. (Hom. Il. 6.416–20)

He killed Eëtion, but did not strip his armor, for he felt scruples at

this. But he burned the body with its cunningly wrought armor, and

piled a grave mound over it, and the mountain nymphs, daughters of

aigis-bearing Zeus, planted elm trees about it.

The participation of the mountain nymphs in the hero’s funeral is intrigu-

ing. Why did they honor Eëtion thus? Did Eëtion, like some of the other

Asiatic noblemen, have a liaison with a nymph? Or is this an early example

of the pathetic fallacy, whereby the natural world, personified in the nymphs,

expresses its sorrow at his death? Certainly, the respect shown by the nymphs

seems to parallel the actions of Achilles in seeing to Eëtion’s funeral.

Andromache’s father was such a great man that even his enemy honored

him, while the nymphs came out of the mountains to do the same. This

passage is later imitated more than once, and the nymphs are said to plant

trees on the graves of Protesilaus and other heroes (1.4.4).

In the last book of the Iliad, Achilles tells Priam the story of Lydian Niobe,

who dared to compare herself to Leto and was punished by the loss of her

children and by metamorphosis into a stone. Priam must eat in spite of his

grief, for even Niobe once did so:

h} d j a[ra sivtou mnhvsat j, ejpei; kavme davkru cevousa.
nu'n dev pou ejn pevtrh/sin ejn ou[resin oijopovloisin
ejn Sipuvlw/, o{qi fasi; qeavwn e[mmenai eujna;"
numfavwn, ai{ t j ajmf j !Acelwvi>on ejrrwvsanto,
e[nqa livqo" per ejou'sa qew'n ejk khvdea pevssei. (Hom. Il. 24.613–17)

But when she was worn out with weeping, she remembered her

food. And now somewhere among the rocks, in the lonely mountains

of Sipylos, where they say are the couches of the divine nymphs who
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dance around the river Acheloios, there even as a stone she nurses her

sorrows from the gods.

Here again, the nymphs are at home beside mountain and river. They en-

gage in one of their favorite activities, dancing, and they have “couches” or

“beds,” probably in a cave. The habitations of the nymphs were often imag-

ined to contain furniture of a sort, perhaps suggested by the natural rock

formations found in caves. This is the case with the cave of the nymphs on

Thrinakia, the home of the Sun’s cattle:

h\mo" d j hjrigevneia favnh rJododavktulo" !Hwv",
nh'a me;n wJrmivsamen, koi'lon spevo" eijseruvsante":
e[nqa d j e[san numfevwn kaloi; coroi; hjde; qovwkoi. (Hom. Od.

12.316–18)

As soon as early-born, rosy-fingered Dawn appeared, we dragged up

our ship and drew her into a hollow cave, and there were the lovely

dancing floors and seats of the nymphs.

And, again, in the cave of the nymphs on Ithake, there are wonderful

furnishings:

aujta;r ejpi; krato;" limevno" tanuvfullo" ejlaivh,
ajgcovqi d j aujth'" a[ntron ejphvraton hjeroeidev",
iJro;n numfavwn, ai} nhi>avde" kalevontai.
ejn de; krhth'rev" te kai; ajmfiforh'e" e[asi
lavi>noi: e[nqa d j e[peita tiqaibwvssousi mevlissai.
ejn d j iJstoi; livqeoi perimhvkee", e[nqa te nuvmfai
favre j uJfaivnousin aJlipovrfura, qau'ma ijdevsqai:
ejn d j u{dat j ajenavonta. duvw dev tev oiJ quvrai eijsivn,
aiJ me;n pro;" borevao kataibatai; ajnqrwvpoisin,
aiJ d j au\ pro;" novtou eijsi; qewvterai: oujdev ti keivnh/
a[ndre" ejsevrcontai, ajll j ajqanavtwn oJdov" ejstin. (Hom. Od.

13.102–12)

At the head of the harbor is a long-leafed olive tree, and near it is a

pleasant, shadowy cave sacred to the nymphs called naiads. In it are

stone mixing bowls and jars and there too the bees store honey. And

in the cave are long looms of stone, where the nymphs weave sea-

purple cloth, a wonder to see, and there are ever-flowing springs.

There are two doors: that toward the north wind is the way down for

humans; but that toward the south wind is holy indeed. Men do not

enter by that way, but it is the path of the immortals.

The elements of the Homeric nymph cave often reappear in later cult and

literature. The nymphs’ abode is always described as a pleasant, cool place.

A tree or grove stands outside, while in or near the cave is a water source.
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These scenes influenced the motif of the locus amoenus so familiar in later Greek

literature. Here, too, for the first time, we see the close association of nymphs

and bees in Greek thought. This link must be due to the fact that the wild

bees’ favorite homes were tree trunks and caves, also two principal haunts of

nymphs. The two entrances, one for mortals and one for gods, reappear in

later descriptions of nymph caves (1.4.5).

In the Ithakan portions of the Odyssey, we also get a first look at the cultic

relationship between mortals and nymphs. As Odysseus begins to realize he

has reached Ithake at last, Athena tells him that he will recognize his home

beyond doubt by the landmark of the nymphs’ cave:

tou'to dev toi spevo" eujru; kathrefev", e[nqa su; polla;"
e[rdeske" nuvmfh/si telhevssa" eJkatovmba":
tou'to de; Nhvritovn ejstin o[ro" kataeimevnon u{lh/. (Hom. Od.

13.349–51)

This is the vaulted cave, where you used to offer to the nymphs many

complete hekatombs; and here is Mount Neriton, clothed in trees.

According to Athena, it was Odysseus’ regular practice to offer hekatombs,

costly sacrifices that traditionally consisted of a hundred oxen. This is a gen-

erous offering indeed for nymphs, and one that is unparalleled in later litera-

ture and cult, though animal sacrifices for the nymphs are common enough.

When Odysseus recognizes his home, he first kisses the earth, then prays to

the nymphs:

nuvmfai nhi>avde", kou'rai Diov", ou[ pot j ejgwv ge
o[yesq j u[mm j ejfavmhn: nu'n d j eujcwlh'/" ajganh/'si
caivret j: ajta;r kai; dw'ra didwvsomen, wJ" to; pavro" per,
ai[ ken eja/' provfrwn me Dio;" qugavthr ajgeleivh
aujtovn te zwvein kaiv moi fivlon uiJo;n ajevxh/. (Hom. Od. 13.356–60)

You naiad nymphs, daughters of Zeus, I never thought I would see

you again, but now I greet you with loving prayers. And I will give

gifts too, as before, if the daughter of Zeus, she that drives the spoil,

will graciously allow me to live, and bring to manhood my dear son.

Clever Odysseus divides his prayer between the goddesses of his home and

the powerful Olympian who stands before him. The Ithakan nymphs are

never presented as active players in the narrative the way Athena is. We see

places associated with them, and we hear characters praying to them, but

they do not show themselves. Odysseus is now back in the “real” world as

opposed to the fantastic world of his travels, and the only overt supernatural

element in the Ithakan narrative is Athena herself. On the other hand, the

unseen presence of the nymphs is constantly suggested. By a sort of divine

metonymy, they are the island itself, and they represent all that Odysseus is
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struggling to regain, homecoming in every sense of the word—not merely a

physical homecoming and reclaiming of the land but recognition of his true

identity.64 In spite of Odysseus’ craftiness, there is a special poignancy about

his prayer to the nymphs, native goddesses of the island. This scene is the

first of a series of emotional reunions, which bring Odysseus ever closer to

the ultimate meeting with his bride, Penelope. Near the town is another cult

place of Ithakan nymphs, a classic locus amoenus:

a[steo" ejggu;" e[san kai; ejpi; krhvnhn ajfivkonto
tukth;n kallivroon, o{qen uJdreuvonto poli'tai,
th;n poivhs j #Iqako" kai; Nhvrito" hjde; Poluvktwr:
ajmfi; d j a[r j aijgeivrwn uJdatotrefevwn h\n a[lso",
pavntose kukloterev", kata; de; yucro;n rJeven u{dwr
uJyovqen ejk pevtrh": bwmo;" d j ejfuvperqe tevtukto
numfavwn, o{qi pavnte" ejpirrevzeskon oJdi'tai: (Hom. Od. 17.205–11)

They came to a fair-flowing wrought fountain, whence the towns-

people drew water. Ithakos had made it, and Neritos, and Polyktor,

and completely encircling it was a grove of water-nourished poplars.

Cold water flowed down from the rock above, and on the top was

built an altar of the nymphs where all passers-by made offerings.

Nymphs preside at the water sources used by the townsfolk as well as those

in the rural and wild areas. This fountain is a krênê, a built fountain with a

spout and basin, rather than a simple spring welling out of the ground. It

was built by Ithakos, Neritos, and Polyktor, apparently the first colonists of

the island. Ithakos is the eponymous hero of the island, while Neriton is one

of its mountains. As in the Iliadic descriptions of nymphs in the Troad, the

Ithakan nymphs here are closely associated with topography and aboriginal

heroes. We learn that it was customary for anyone passing by to pay his or

her respects to the nymphs; this also was true in later cult practice.65

In the humble hut of the swineherd Eumaios, we witness a private offer-

ing to the nymphs. A boar is slaughtered for the herdsmen’s evening meal,

and during the sacrificial ritual, “first offerings” of bristles from its head and

bits of flesh and fat from its limbs are made to “the immortals.” After cook-

ing the meat, Eumaios carefully carves it:

kai; ta; me;n e{ptaca pavnta diemoira'to dai?zwn:
th;n me;n i[an nuvmfh/si kai; @Ermh/', Maiavdo" uiJei',
qh'ken ejpeuxavmeno", ta;" d j a[lla" nei'men eJkavstw/: (Hom. Od.

14.434–36)

And dividing up the whole, he allotted seven portions. With a prayer

he put down one for the nymphs and Hermes, son of Maia, and the

others he distributed to each man.
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It is appropriate for Eumaios, as a herdsman, to make an offering to the nymphs

and Hermes together, for they are rustic gods who protect and increase live-

stock. (Note that Hermes is also evoked in the Ithakan landscape at the Hill of

Hermes.)66 When Odysseus meets the princess Nausikaä, the nymphs are de-

scribed as a chorus flocking about Artemis, who is taller and lovelier than they.

This epic simile has an aristocratic flavor in its themes of choral competition

and physical beauty and presents the nymphs as chaste yet desirable. With the

sacrifice of Eumaios, we have an entirely different picture of the nymphs as

the objects of veneration by a humble herdsman (the swineherd being lower

on the social ladder than any other). Nymphs were the sexual companions of

Hermes, and their cultic linkage with him promoted fertility. These two op-

posed ways of looking at nymphs, in relation to Artemis and in relation to

Hermes, continued to exist side by side in later Greek culture (3.2.2).

Homer also touches upon the role of the nymphs as guardians of herds in

book 12, in which nymphs act as divine keepers for the flocks of their fa-

ther Helios (Od. 12.131–36), and in book 9, when Odysseus and his men

arrive on a game-filled island opposite that of the Kyklopes. The nymphs of

the island are well disposed toward the visitors and allow them to partake of

the island’s wild livestock. Their abode is a locus amoenus, well watered and

green with vegetation:

aujta;r ejpi; krato;" limevno" rJevei ajglao;n u{dwr,
krhvnh uJpo; speivou": peri; d j ai[geiroi pefuvasin.

(Hom. Od. 9.140–41)

At the head of the harbor, a spring of bright water flows from

beneath a cave. And round about it poplars grow.

h\mo" d j hjrigevneia favnh rJododavktulo" !Hwv",
nh'son qaumavzonte" ejdineovmesqa kat j aujthvn.
w\rsan de; nuvmfai, kou'rai Dio;" aijgiovcoio,
ai\ga" ojreskwv/ou", i{na deipnhvseian eJtai'roi. (Hom. Od. 9.152–55)

When early-born, rosy-fingered Dawn appeared, we walked around

the island marveling at it. And the nymphs, daughters of aigis-bearing

Zeus, roused the mountain goats, so that my comrades might dine.

Finally, there are Kalypso and Kirke, both of whom seem to have an odd

intermediate status between the other nymphs in the Homeric poems and

the major goddesses, like Athena. Of the two, Kalypso is by far the more

nymphlike. In Odyssey book 5, she is called “nymph,” “queenly nymph,”

and “lovely-haired nymph.” She is also referred to numerous times as a god-

dess.67 Later, in his account of his adventures, Odysseus refers to her as “dread

goddess” and “dread goddess with human speech.”68 Kalypso lives on an

extremely remote island, Ogygië, far from the areas where either mortals or

other gods live, as Hermes ruefully remarks after his journey there. Like other


