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DIVINE PERSONALITY AND PERSONIFICATION

The Greeksthoughtof their godsaspersonalbeingsin human
shape.Theysharedtheir belief in anthropomorphicgodswith other
and older cultures, sorne of which had contributedto Greek
religious thought.But their intensepersonal qualitysetthe Greek
gods apart from others and brought them close to their mortal

. subjects.Easterngodswerealsoconceivedof in the imageof man
but far removedfrom his level1. Thedeepgulf betweenhumanand
divine thereforedeprivedoriental gods of the most typical and
endearingcharacteristicof theRomericandGreekOlympians.

The Sumeriangods,for example,despitetheir humanshape,
remainedvasdy superiorcosmic powerswith only rudimentary
persona!characteristics.The godsof Egypt, too, were devoidof
personality. The names of most major Egyptian deities are
particularlyinterestingin contrastwith Greekpracticebecausetheir
meaningis generallytransparent.Theytranslateasdivine functions
ratherthan personaltides.They describethe commonactivity, or
nature,of a particulargodandnot his personality.The ithyphallic
figure of Min, for 'example,symbolizedthe generativeforce of
nature2. Amun means'TheHiddenOne',thatis the invisible godof
theair. Chonsagaintranslatesas 'HeWhoPassesThrough'namely
theMoon-godwho movesacrossthesky3.

Thereareworlds of differencebetweenthis conceptionof the
gods and that of the highly personalman-orientedfigures of
classicalGreektimes. In this respectGreekgods appearto have
beenexceptionalin the Meditetraneanworld. I doubtwhetherit is
often understoodthat, with aIl their dependenceon Greekdivine
myth and tradition, Italian and Roman gods also lacked this

1
2

3

E.g. BabylonianCreation Epie, Tablet, VI, 11.5-8,ANEr3, (1969), p.68.
H. FRANKFORT, Ancient Egyptian Religion, Harper Torch Book, 1961,
p.25-26.
S. MORENZ, AgyptiseheReligion, Stuttgart, 1960, p.22.
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peculiarlyGreekpersonalquality. In conceptItaly wasmoreclosely
akin to EgyptthanGreece.Thedivine namesalsoreflectedfunctions
which a godperforrnedor symbolized.But for their masculineor
fernininegendersuchtitles remainedlifelessabstracts.Sometimesa
namebeganas the adjectivaldescriptionof a function.'Parca,for
example,the goddessof birth, was forrned from the verbal stern
*par-, 'to give birth', Geniusfrom *gen-, 'to produce',Aius from
the root *ag-, 'to speak',and so on, Even the venerableCeres,
goddessof corn, andthe equivalentof the GreekDemeterin myth
owed her nameto the verbal stern *ker-, 'to grow, to nurture'4,
Contrast that etymology with the personalname of Demeter,
whateverthe meaningof hername5. The Romansthoughtnothing
of elevatingpartièipial nomina agentisto divine status,Pollens,
valens,or gens easily becamethe gods Pollentia, Valentia or
Geneta6, They were inanimateforms, aIl of them, no more than
valueconceptslike Virtus, Victoria, Spes,Honosandthelike, aU of
whomreceivedcuIts in RomanItaly. It would bewrongto describe
suchfiguresaspersonificationsbecausetheylackeda truepersona
up.like the similar literary creationsin Homer and Hesiod. Eris,
Hebe,Charismaynot havebeenancientfiguresof cult but the two
poetsendowedthemwith genealogiesandgavethemlife by fitting
them into a family relationship. Eris was amongstHesiod's
primordial forrns, motherof Toil, Pain,Hungerandof othersimilar
personifications7, She was also sisterof Ares like Hebe8, They
wereaUegorieslike Homer'sPrayers9, or his inventionof Charisas
Hephaestus'wife because,as one scholiastput it, it is right that
Skill, techne,shouldbe togetherwith Grace,charislO• Evenwhen

G. RADKE, Die Gatter Altitaliens, Münster, 1965, p.37, 59, 85-86, 138
with further modernliterature.
The old explanatîonas Ge Meter, 'Mother Earth', is no longer accepted,e.g.
W. BURKERT, GriechischeReligion der archaischenund klassischenEpoche,
Stuttgart, 1977, p.247-248.
= Italian Genita,defval gentalon a tablet from Agnone, VETTER, Hanab.d.
ital. Dial., l, nO 147.

7 HES., Theog., 225-232.
8 Il., IV, 441; HES., Theog.,922, sister of Ares and Eileithyia.
9 Il. , IX, 502.
10 HOM., Il., XVIII, 382-383.
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Hesiodsplit Eris into the two figures of GoodandEvil Strife asa
kind of moralparadigmfor men,neitherlost herfamily tiesll . The
institutionof a cult to lifelessideasor valueswasextremelyrarein
Greekreligion andgenerallylate: The famousaltars in Athensto
Pity, Shameand Good Repute,Eleos,Aidos,andPhemewere
probablynot setup beforelateHellenistictimesl2.

Theopeningverseof Pindar'sSixth NemeanOdespeaksof one
and the sameraceof men and gods.Bury explainsthat the poet
wishedto insiston the 'ultimateprimaI unity' of both13. Men were
drawn into the samefamily of gods and menl4. The poet was
speakingfiguratively of course.He pointed to the close bond
betweenthetwo worldswithout suggestingthata bloodrelationship
existedbetweenZeusandrrtenl5, anymorethanLactantiusintended
to be takenliterally in his definition of a Christian'spietasasnihil
aliud quamparentisagnitio 16. FirstandforemostZeus'title marked
out his 'patemal'dominanceoveraIl godsandmenl7• But beyond
thatevenmetaphoricalmembershipof onefamily implies thatman
also sharedunity of natureandform with the gods.This oneness
couldactuallybe lookedat from both sides: eitherthe godswere
anthropomorphicor menweretheomorphicl8•

11 HES., Erga, 11-26. For the probablerelative chronology of this passageand
Theog., 225-232, see M.L. WEST's ed. of the Theogony, Oxford, 1966,
p. 44. Cf. his discussionon the genealogyof abstractdivine conceptson
p.31-34.

12 H. DORRIE, S.v. Gottervorstellung, in Reallexikon fUr Antike und
Christentum, fasc. 89(1981), p. 117.

13pINDAR, Nem. Odes,J.R. Bury ed., London, 1890, p. 103.
14 E.g. Il. , l, 544; Od., I, 28; XX, 201. :
15 Ed. DES PLACES, Syngeneia,Paris, 1964, p. 21; C. COLFE, Gottessohn,in

RassegnAntCI.,89(1981), p.27-28.
16 LACT., /nst. Div., m, 9.

17 Cf. M.P. NILSSON, Geschichte3, l, Munich, 1967, p. 417; BURKERT, Gr.
Rel., p.204-205.For the samereasonEl has the title of 'Father of Men' in
Ugarit.

18 J. ADAM, The Vitality of Platonism and other Essays, Cambridge, 1911,
p. 124 : 'Anthropomorphism implies theomorphism'. DES PLACES
(Syngeneia,p.21) suggeststhat the notion of Zeus the Father gave rise to
anthropomorphism.The reverseprocessseemsmore likely, however, namely
that Zeus' fatherhoodwas only possible in an already establishedanthropo-
morphic pantheon.
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It is a question of attitudes. The Judaic Yahwe was also
imaginedas anthropomorphic.But he was too far removedand
divinely spiritual to berepresented inphysicalform. Man wasmade
in His image19 andactedasa symbolof his God. Man stroveto be
righteous and just. In other words, the relationship was God-
oriented,God-focal, to coin an ugly anthropologicalterm. The
Jewishattitudeto Yahweis paralleledelsewhere,in ancientPersian
Zoroastrianism,for example.The righteousking was the earthly
symbolandimageof Ahura Mazda20. The God himself, however,
existedwithout materialform and thereforecouldnot be shown21.
Such eastern beliefs22 contrastwith Greek, or l should say
Homeric,godswho werefashionedin the imageof man. Concepts
of the gods'moral superiority,or absolutemoral standards,which
man shouldseekto equal,complicatedbut did not fundamentally
altersuchepic values.In his ProtrepticusAristotle still recognizably
preachedthe same.The formula homo-deusmortalis was clearly
basedon the ancientnotionof the gods'living personalityandtheir
onenesswith men23.

Epic valuesdo, of course,presupposeliterary ratherthancultic
divine figures.Epic heroeswerespecialmen: theylived in thepast,
were better, stronger and larger than mortals of existing
generations24. Aiso they weredoserto, andmorefamiliar with, the
gods,meetingwith them and sometimeseven sharinga common
table with therp25.The easyperioche,or communication,then
betweenheroesand gods in the Homeric tradition belongedto a
legendarypast and not to a realistic present26. It would not be

19 Gen., 1,26-27;9, 6; Testamentof Naphtal, 5, 2; Wisdom of Solomon,2, 23.
Cf. A. HULTGARD, Man as Symbolof God, in ReligiousSymbolsand their
Functions,ed. H. BIEZAIS, Proc. Symp.on Rel. Symbols& their Funct. (Abo
28th-30th Aug. 1978), Uppsala, 1979, p. 110-116.

20 Cf. PLUT., Vit. Them.,27.
21 SeeHULTGARD, op. cit., p. 114-115.
22 For the confusion in the relationshipbetweenman and god in Babylonian

religion see H. RINGGREN, The Symbo/ismof MesopotamianCult 1mages,in
ProcSympAbo(supra n. 19), p. 105-109.

23 Fr. lOc Ross:;; fr.61 Rose3; CIC., De fin., 2, 40; cf. DORRIE, in Rassegn-
AntCl, 89(1981), p.137.

24 1/., V, 304; XII, 383, 449; XX, 287, etc.
25 HES., fr. 82 Rzach;PAUS., VIII, 2, 4-5.
26 SeeF. PFISTER,s.V.Epiphanie,in RE Suppl. IV(1924), c. 283-284,291.
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representativeof ordinarymenwho weredistinctfrom theherowith
his divine or semi-divine qualities27. Neverthelessthereis no doubt
that theepic, thatis theHomericandHesiodic,conceptsof divinity
and divine human relationship directed the acceptedreligious
thoughtof Greecefrom archaictimes. This is surprisingfor two
reasonsin particular.Firstly Homer'sheroic figures weregenerally
not the sameas the hero of cult. SecondlyHomeric epic could
hardly be describedas religious poetry28 when comparedwith
Akkadian, Hittite or Ugaritic epics sorne of which, like the
BabylonianCreationEpie,constitutedbasicelementsof cultic ritual
andalsocontributedtheir ideasto thewest29.

In a sensethe archaicGreekwas irreverentenoughto allow
thoughtsof political expediencyto govemhis notion of the gods.
Homer insuredthat they shouldbe conceivedof as universal pan-
Hellenic beingsand not as localisedcult figures. In fact locally
boundcult andcult buildingsarerarelymentionedin eitherIliad or
Odyssey.Apollo andAthenaalonepossessedtemplesby virtue of
their universal nature as city gods. Hence Athena was also
worshippedon the acropolisof the enemycity of Troy30. Hesiod's
view of thegodsfollowed very muchalongthesamelines,albeitfor
somewhatdifferentreasons.Cult godsweresubordinateto general
divine figuresandconcepts31. Small wonderthatman'sview of the
godswasalsoeminently practical: hevisualizedthemlike himselfin
appearancebut greaterin power.

Everyoneis familiar with Xenophanes'criticiSm of Homer's
anthropomorphicgods.Accordingto theepicpoetsthegodslooked,
actedanddressedlike men32. His attackwas directednot so much
againstthefact of anthropomorphismasthearroganceof imagining

27 Dietrich ROLOFF, Gottahnlichlœit,Vergottlichung und ErhOhung zum seligen
Leben, Berlin, 1970, p.3-101, 151.

28 Cf. the view of P. MAZON, Introduction à l'I/iade, Paris, 1942, p. 294.
29 E.g. Enuma Elish. The epic... was... the most significant expressionof the

religiousliteratureof Mesopotarnia',E.A. SPEISER,in ANET, p. 60.
30 SeeE. VERMEULE, Gotterkult, Gottingen,1974, p. 105-112;AJA, 79(1975),

p. 294, my review of the book.
31 Cf. DORRIE, in RassegnAntCI,89(1981), p.99-102.
32 XENOPHANES,Bl1; B12; B14.
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the gods in one'sown fonn33. Thus the Thracianssaw theirs as
blond with blue eyes,the Ethiopiansblack with snub noses34. If
cattleandhorseshadhandsandcouldpaintwith them, theywould
depict their gods in their own shape35. The modern theologian
Martin Buber explains the anthropomorphismas man'sneedto
preservethe 'senseof concretenessof themeeting.with God'36.He
is speakingof the one Christian God, of course,but his views,
thoughno doubt unconsciously,seemtinged with Homeric man-
orientedvalues.Theyenvisagethepossibilityof directconfrontation
betweengod andmanin humanfonn. How real this meetingmust
be imaginedis anothermatterwhich cannotbepreciselyanswered.
Our ChristianGod, too, for most remainsno more than a vague
notion derivedfrom the Renaissanceconceptionof divine fonn
modelledon humanphysical ideals.Theseincidentally are quite
Homeric. The mostperfectexampleandmodel for later ageshas
beenMichel Angelotspaintingof God in the SistineChapelin the
appearanceof a seatedbeardedmanwith greatphysicalstrengthand
beauty37.

Outside the special cuIts of Demeterand Dionysus divine
epiphanieswerequite rareevents.In Homer, too, direct physical
confrontationbetweengod and hero was uncommon.On almost
countlessoccasionsof divine contactwith mortal men in epic
communicationwas spiritual more often than actual. Or the
descriptionof the encounteris confused,unclearandquite simply
impossiblein nonnalphysicaltenns.In thosemany instancesthe
epiphany had no religious content but revealed itself as an
extraordinarypoetic devicedesignedto enliven the narrative38.
Curiously later reportsof epiphaniesin the historiansor in lyric
composition were basedon the Homeric model and thereby
undennineanyclaimson ourcredibility. Eventhe accountsin Acts

33 W. JAGER, The Theology of the Early Greek Philosophers,Oxford, 1947,
p.42-47.

34 XENOPHANES,B16; B15.
35 XENOPHANES,BI5.
36 M. BUBER, Gottesfinsterniss,ZUrich, 1953, p. 19.
37 R. HOLTE, Gottessymbolund soziale Struktur, in ProcSympAbo (supra

n. 19), p.4.
38 Seemy Divine Epiphaniesin Homer, in Numen, 30(1983),p.53-79.
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·14 in the New Testament(11-13) of Paul'srniraculoushealingof
the cripple in Lystra still demonstratesthe overwhelmingforce of
Homerictraditionin mattersof divine visitation.As in our Christian
faith the ideaof sucha meeting\vasnot unreasollablein itself, but
very few peoplehadeverexperiencedone.Themainreasonfor the
phantasticform of manyHomericepiphaniesis the poet'slack of
dataregardingdivine appearance.Gods changefrom human to
animalor bird to smokeor night. At onemomentAthena manifests
herselfin anthropomorphicshapeonly to changeinto a swallow
while brandishingher aegis.Therewere,so to speak,no absolute
iconographienorms which could be applied to the Olympians.
However, the poet worked on the assumptionthat their natural
shapeis human,becausethat is what he had beentaught. The
conceptof anthropomorphicgodswas in fact pre-Homericandat
leastas old as the Late StoneAge. But the contribution of the
Homeric epic was to imposehumanstandardson the gods not
humanform.

Homerdepietedthe godsas human,but as ideal humantypes
ratherthanasapalpablephysicalpresencewhich ordinarymenmust
expectto seeintheir everydaylives. Thedistinctionis importantif
one is not to misunderstandHerodotus'much quotedremarkthat
Homer and Hesiod describe the gods' shapeor form39. The
Homericeidosof the godsestablishedthe criteria for sculptorsof
divine imagesin the archaieagewhich consequentlywereequally
idealized.But the HomericOlympianslackedspecialindividual
characteristicsbeyondtheir superlativestrength,size,beauty,etc.
Epithetslike dark-hairedPoseidon,grey-eyedAthena,cow-eyedor
white-armedHera,no doubtreaectedsurvivaIsfrom thepastwhen
the deity'spowermanifesteditself in theriomorphicor sorneother
form40. But for epic purposessuchdescriptionsrarely carriedany
specialsignificancebeyondtheirpoeticadornment41. TheHomeric
poets did, however, in this way createa vocabularyof divine
attributeswhich signalledareasof specialfunctionsfor individual
godsandalsomadetheminstantlyrecognizable.Thepaintergladly

39 HDT, II, 53.

40 M.P. NILSSON, MinMycRel2, p.501; G.S. KIRK, The Songsof Homer,
Cambridge,1962, p.35, 116; cf. BURKERT, Gr. Rel., p. 197.

41 E. SIMON, Die Gotter de; Griechen2, Munich, 1980, p. 7.
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acceptedthis new conventionanddepictedAthenawith heraegis,
Henneswith staff andwingedsandals,Apollo with bow andlyre,
Zeusbrandishingthe thunderbolt,and so on42. The sculptor,too,
followed the sameprecedentwhen modelling cult statuesfor
sanctuaryand temple. Thus the fini shed product presented
somethingnew and to sorneextentartificial in religion along the
linesof themechanicsandfonn of epiphanies.

Theolder'idealised'fonnswerefast becomingpersonalfigures.
Homeralsofrrst definedtheir separatefunctionsandmythology,for
their 'Sagenbild'hadlargely beencreatedfor themby epic43• The
progressive'personification'of the Olympiansis particurlarlyweIl
illustratedby theirnameswhich no longerdescribedthe functionor
generalcharacteristicof adeity. Sorneminorfigureslike Heliosand
Hestiaalwaysretainedtheirobvioussignificanceasgodof Sunand
goddessof the Hearth. But the namesof the major gods were
etymologicallyobscure44, sometimesnon-Greekor evennon Indo-
European.EventhepatentlyIndo-Europeanfigure Zeushadbecome
a 'person'to the classicalGreekandwasno longeridentified with
the Sky-god. The Greek practice does not fit into the normal,
etymologically transparent,categoriesof divine nomenclature
accordingto function, invocatory title45, locality, or simply the
predicativeaddressof 'god'. TheGreekwent one stepfurther. For
him Zeuswas a ｰ･ｲｳﾷｾＩｏ｡ｬ experiencenot the personificationof a
naturalphenomenon.Whenit rained,he tautologicallysaid,Zeus
hyei. It is impossibleto determinewhetherthe personalevolved
from the impersonalconcept46. This was Usener'sprinciple that
personalgodsweretheresultof aquirkishlinguistic development47.
But if, asseemscertain,theGreekswereunawareof theancientand

42 BURKERT, Gr. Rel., p. 198; cf. F. CHAPOUTHIER, in La lWtion du divin
depuisHomèrejusqu'à Platon, Genève,1952 (FondationHardt, 1), p. 85.

43 See K. SCHEFOLD, Myth and Legendin GreekArt, London, 1966,passim,
and K. FrrrSCHEN, Untersuchungenzum Beginn der Sagendarstellungenhei
den Griechen,Berlin, 1969,passim; BURKERT, Gr. Rel., p. 197.

44 BURKERT, Gr. Rel., p.282-283.
45 RC. DIETRICH, The Origins of Greek Religion, Berlin, 1974, p. 189; RhM,

121(1978), p.17.
46 C. KERÉNYI, Zeusand Hera, transI. C. Holme, London, 1975, p. 10.
47 H. USENER, Gotfernamen,Bonn, 1896, p. 316: 'die Bedingung für die

EntstehungpersonlicherGoUer ist ein sprachgeschichtlicherVorgang'.
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widely differing origins of their 'borrowed'gods, they may weIl
havemissedouton thefirst stepof this evolutionaryladder.

Greekdivine etymologisinggenerallyfollowed thereverseorder
from personalnameto norrien agentis.Their earsweresensitiveto
possibleconcealedmeaningsin what were uItimately non-Greek
divine names.Cassandrain theAga11Jemnonof Aeschyluscalledthe
godApollo herdestroyer,apollon emos48. The function is familiar
enoughfrom Apollo's past as destroyerandbringerof the plague.
But to Cassandrathe god was a very personalfigure49. However,
Cassandra'stheologicalpunconcealsa fairly intractableproblem.If
Homerassignedto the godstheir functions50, whendid their names
first becomeknownandlinked with their cuIts aswe know themin
the Greekworld ? Chronologicallythesewere two distinctevents,
becausethe associationof an Olympiannamewith oneparticular
cult, evenhis or heroldestGreekcuIt, wasgenerallymuch laterthan
the origin of the nameitself. In Cyprus,for example,Aphrodite's
name had becomefirmly establishedby the 8th century B.C.,
becauseboth Homer and Hesiodconnectedher with the island.
However,hernamereplacedtheolder title of Wanassa,or Queen,
much later in Paphos.The changecameperhapsas late as the 5th
centuryRC. when Cimon'scampaignspreadAthenian influence
acrossCyprus51. Aphroditewasof eastemdescentbut hadaIfeady
beensubjectto Greekepic influencewhenshelent hernameto the
cuIt goddessin Paphosandelsewhereon theisland.

However,Homerdid not reflect the spreadandnatureof archaic
cuItswith theirparticulardeities.Therewaslittle contactin epicwith
the variedhistoricalpastof individual gods.The godhadno regard
for history or politics. So his Olympianpantheon,which became
commoncoinagein the polis, in a senseexistedin an historical
vacuum.The natureof theseOlympianswas govemedby literary

48 AESCH., Eum., 1081. L.R. PALMER suggeststhat the form of the name
(Apollon) arosethrough the influence of apollumi, (MycenaeanReligion : the
theological choices,in Colloquium Nürnberg1981, p.361).

49 AIl etymologiesare unsatisfactoryincluding BURKERT, Gr. Rel., p.227.
50 HDT., II, 53.
51 S.T. PARKER, Cimon's Expedition to Cyprus, in A1P, 97(1976), p.30-38;

C. BENNETT, The CuIts of the Ancient Greek Cypriotes, Diss. Univ. of
Pennsylvania,1980, p.319.
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criteriaandrevolvedabouttheir proximity to man.Their functions
arosefrom myth andfrom their dutiesascommunitydeities.The
Homeric contribution thereforewas intenselypersonal.In this
contextthe creationof onedivine powerfrom anotherlike Athena
from thev headof Zeus, or Hephaestusand Ares from Hera is
unusualand.wayward.ICwas only subsequentto epic, 1 believe,
that the Grèek worshippersaw his god as a personin the true
anthropomorphicsenseas 'man'or 'woman',so to speak,and not
as sexlessnuminouspower.Obviouslyonly thencouldmyths like
Zeus' seductionby Hera or the adulterousunion of Ares and
ｾｰｨｲｯ､ｩｴ･ becomeamusingasweIl asmeaningful.
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