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W. R. CONNOR

Seized by the Nymphs: Nympholepsy and
Symbolic Expression in Classical Greece

. . . or do men become happy in none of these ways, but either-like those pos-
sessed by nymphs or deities-through a sort of divine influence, being as it were
inspired . . .

Aristotle Eudemian Ethiis LL.5.L2l4a23 ff, trans. J. Solomon

Sr..u E. R. DoDDS' Sather lectures, published in 1951 under the title The
Greeks and the lrrational, classicists have increasingly recognized that possession
and inspiration pose questions of great significance for the interpretation of
ancient Greek civilization. Dodds' insistence that many works by Euripides,
Plato, and other classical authors cannot properly be understood without atten-
tion to these phenomena and to the role of the seemingly irrational has proved
highly productive. Classicists have also studied the role of oracles, prophecy, and
other practices in ways that make possible a far richer understanding of Greek
culture than has hitherto been achieved. These movements in classical scholar-
ship have paralleled and sometimes benefited from work in anthropology, psy-
chology, and other fields that shed new light on the phenomenon of possession
and its relationship to social structures.

This study began in 1977-1978 when I was a research fellow at the American School of Classical
Studies in Athens. Much of the writing was done on sabbatical at Stanford University and the
University of Melbourne; the work walfinally completed at the Institute for Advanced Study in
Princeton. I am indebted to these institutions for their hospitality and assistance. I am especially
grateful to the Australian-American Educational Foundation for a Fulbright Fellowship to Australia,
and to Nora Laos for the plan. But my greatest obligation is to many colleagues at these and other
institutions for their help and criticism.
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This essay investigates a related but still neglected phenomenon among the

Greeks_nymphotepsi, or the belief that certain individuals were "seized by the

nymphs.,,l The invesiigation involves a_ survey of the often allusive or playful

treatment of nymptroi'epsy in Greek literary texts. In addition epigraphical,

mythological, and medicuit"*t' shed light upon the phenomenon' as does com-

parative material from widely divergenicultures. caves dedicated to the nymphs

are especially revealing, not l"utt iArchedamos' cave" near Vari in Attica for

whichthelastsectionofthisessayproposesaninterpretation.Fromthismaterial
a consistent and intelligibte descriition of nympholepsy can be.pieced together'

This picture contributei to a richer understanding of Greek civilization and at the

sametimeposesimportantmethodologicalquest ionsaboutthestudyofthat
culture.

NYMPHOLEPSY

The study of nympholepsy cannot be separated from the understanding of

other forms of possession wiitrin Greek culture, and these, despite improve-

mentsintheunderstandingofsuchstates,areSti l lof tenmisunderstood.2Tobe
sure, the view that pora"ra[n is no more than "a degree and species of epilepsy"'

as Meric c"ruuuon pirused it, is now discredited and almost entirely aban-

doned.3 Nor is porr".rion any longer to be regarded as a symptom of psychosis or

severe personality disorder'n A nympholept' as we shall -see' 
might act very

strangely and display a kind of mania,but was neither regarded as simply "crazy"

l .E .R.Dodds inTheGreeksandthe l r ra t iona l (Berke leyandLosAnge les l95 l )pa id l i t t le
a t ten t ion to th isphenom"non.e*ongtheusefu ld iscuss ionsofnympho lepsyseeespec ia l l yN.
Himmelmann-wildschtitz, THEoLEpros (Marburg-Lahn 1957), and E' Rohde, Psvcfte, trans' w'

n. ffoffit g-"naon 1925) esp' 314 n'58, 316 n'63' 567.n' 105'

2. Especially ur"tui 
'u." 

I. M. Lewis, Ecstatic Religion (Harmondsworth 1971) and N' K'

Chadwick, Poetry and i,A"y (c^ aiii tslzl' em-ong the discussions of possession in the

ancient world see especially: F. pfister, s.v. daimonismos in RE s.B. 7 (Stuttgart 1940) 100-114; A'

Delatte, Les Conceptio^'a, f rirnoiinsme chez les philosophes_prAsoc11til1tes (Paris 1934) esp'

2lff.; J.D. p. Botton, irirri ,r proconessus.(oxfoid lg6i) l37ff ., with w. Burkert's review in

Gnomon35 (1963) Zzs-in;itias (supra n't; Os-eA' 
't7f' On'possession in-later antiquity' E' R'

Dodds, JRS 37 (Ig41)Oi, l.n'o* u^iu"tl"..On modern Greek farallels see J. C' Lawton, Modern

GreekFolkloreandAncientGreekReligion(Cambridge1910)142ff.-
3. Meric Casaubon, A Treatise concerning Entiusiasm (|655) 95, quoted in K. Thomas, Relj.

gion and the Decline "iii"ci (G"aon 1971) t+s. ct. Max weber, "shamanist ecstasy is linked to

constitutional epilepsy, the progression and testing.of which represents a charismatic qualification'':

,.Sociology of ChansmatJ iutlnorlty,,' in From Max Weber, irans. C. W. Mills and H' H' Gerth

(London Lg48) 246. Ch;;;i;k (supra n.z) 64 long ago showed how inadequate epilepsy was as an

explanation of ,"flgiorrJ porr",!on. Cf,ua*i"k's ioriclusions are confirmed by Lewis (supra n 2)

l80f.,whoshowsthatmanyshamansareinperfectphysicalandP:y: l lologi.calhealth,andbythe
material collecteo in rono-n"uttie and John tuiaoteton, eds. ' spirit Mediumship and society in Africa

(NewYork 1969) esP. xxiv'
4. Chadwick (suPra n'2) 64'
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coNNoR: Seized by the Nymphs

nor dismissed as incapable of functioning within ancient Greek society. In mod-
ern terms we might say that his condition was that of a "dissociated personality"
but we now know that in some societies such persons are capable of "carrying

without a falter immense burdens of responsibility and leadership."5 We can best
approach these individuals not through attempts at medical or psychological
diagnosis but by studying how they acted and asking how those actions fit into
the pattern of life in their society.

Despite these advances in our understanding of states of possession, the
comments in the fourth chapter of the Hippocratic Sacred Disease, a discussion
of how the charlatans and magic-healers of the day put blame for each form of
the so-called Sacred Disease on a particular divinity, are still sometimes taken as
a satisfactory description of such states in the classical Greek world:

If the patient imitate a goat, if he roar or suffer convulsions on the right
side they say the Mother of the Gods is to blame. If he utter a piercing
and loud cry, they liken him to a horse and blame Poseidon. Should he
pass some excrement, as often happens under the stress of the disease,
the surname Enodia is applied. If it be more frequent and thinner, like
that of birds, it is Apollo Nomius. If he foam at the mouth and kick,
Ares has the blame.6

These comments are part of a polemical treatment of possession and need to
be read with some caution. To be sure, they reflect one aspect of possession-the
most dramatic and memorable aspect, the moments when the individual goes
totally out of control and enters a state of frenzy. Such moments undoubtedly
occurred from time to time and came to be the basis for the literary representa-
tion of possession, for they readily seized the imagination and could provide the
basis for a scene of great power, as in Vergil's description of the Sibyl before her
cave at Cumae (Aeneid6.47-5t).

That ancient Greek society associated such behavior with posession is con-
firmed by Plutarch's description of a carefully contrived imitation of possession
by a person who had blasphemed the Mother of the Gods:

on a sudden he threw himself upon the ground . . . and after having
lain there some time without speaking, as if he had been in a trance, he
lifted up his head, and turning it round, began to speak with a feeble
trembling voice, which he raised by degrees: and when he saw the
whole assembly struck dumb with horror, he threw off his mantle, tore
his vest in pieces, and ran half-naked to one of the doors of the the-
atre, crying out that he was driven by the Mothers.. . . He ran toward

5. M. J. Field, Search for Security (London 1960) 55.
6. Hippocrates Sacred Disease 4, trans. W. H. S. Jones. Cf. Luctatius Placidus Glossae, ed. A.

Deverling (Leipzig 1885) 62.

157



158 cLAssrcAL ANTIeurrY Volume 7/No. 2/October 1988

the city gates, omitting neither sound nor gesture befitting one that was
heaven-struck and distracted.T

Possession, real or feigned, was often good theater. Xenophon remarked,
"all who are under the influence of any of the gods seem well worth gazing at,"
and went on to note that in comparison to those possessed by chaste Love those
possessed by other divinities "have a tendency to be sterner of countenance,
more terrifying of voice, and more vehement."E Frenzy, however, was neither
the constant nor the inevitable mark of such states. Less sensational, but no less
characteristic, were moments of silence, followed by heightened fluency and
awareness, a concentration of faculties, an elevation of expression, and ulti-
mately the reorganization of personality into a new identity and a new social
role.e The inspiration of the Pythia at Delphi, we are coming to recognize,
normally resulted, not in hysteria or delirium, but in elevated expression and a
feeling of insight.lo

If we turn from other forms of possession to nympholepsy, the situation is
even clearer. One could be a nympholept without experiencing such frenzy.
Plato's evidence in this respect is especially revealing. In several dialogues he has
Socrates allude to nympholepsy in a way that presents it as quite unrelated to the
tearing of clothes, the biting of lips, or convulsions and frenzies. In Plato,
nympholepsy betokens heightened awareness and eloquence. In the Phaedrus, for
example, Socrates interrupts his speech on the reasons for yielding to the nonlover
rather than the lover to ask Phaedrus, "does it seem to you as it does to me that
something supernatural is happening to me?" Phaedrus replies that he believes a
"quite unusual rhetorical fluency feuroial has seized" Socrates. To which Socrates
replies, "Hear me then in silence, for I really believe there is something supernatu-
ral about this place. So if as the speech goes on I often become nympholept, do not
be surprised, for I am already not far from speaking in dithyrambs. "ll

7. Plutarch Marcellw 20, trans. Langhorne as modified by J. D. P. Bolton (supra n.2) 137f.
Bolton's discussion in the adjoining pages is very valuable, especially for the distinction between
possession and cataleptic states.

8. Xenophon Symposium 1.9.10, trans. O. J. Todd.
9. There are also similarities to the patterns in theurgy noted by Dodds (supra n.1) Appendix

II, 283-311 (reprinted with minor changes from Dodds [supra n.2] 67).
10. Cf. J. Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle (Berkeley and Los Angeles 1978) 204-12. Fonten-

rose, in my opinion, goes too far in deemphasizing the Pythia's occasional excitement and the use of
ambiguity and meter and in his rejection of many oracles reported in Herodotus and other sources,
but his views are a healthy corrective to those who imagine the Pythia as uncontrollably frenzied.
Comparative material suggests that frenzy, convulsions, etc., are often the result of resistance to
possession, while the person who accepts possession is less violently affected.

11. Plato Phaedrus 238C f. Cf. the discussion of Strabo 675C on Diogenes of Tarsus apud
Bolton (supra n.7) 136. Possessed persons in antiquity were often said to express themselves through
verse: Plutarch Themistocles26.2 on Olbios; Plutarch Moralia39TC on the prophetess at Delphi, etc.
The verse is often in hexameters, but dithyrambic verse is also associated with divine enthusiasm;
Proclus Cftrestomathy sec.52f. Alternatively, they may add to prepared material additional portions
not originally intended: Aelius Aristides 21 (Smyrnaean Oration) 15.
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coNNoR: lerzed by the Nymphs

At the end of his speech socrates again compares his state to that of a
nympholept: "Did you not notice, my friend, that I am already speaking in
hexameters, not mere dithyrambs, even though I am delivering a speech criticiz-
ing the lover? But if I begin to deliver a speech of praise about the non-lover,
what do you think I will do? Do you not think I will surely be possessed [saphos
enthousiaso) by the nymphs to whom you have deliberately exposed me?,,12

Socrates' language is a useful corrective to the widespread idea that those
possessed by the nymphs were characterizedby convulsions or incoherence. Such
frenzy is not a significant part of Socrates' allusions to possession. He emphasizes
instead a heightened fluency that might be represented as frightening or upsetting,
since it marked a departure from normal patterns. The nymphs, in his view, do not
take away articulate speech. on the contrary, they are more skilled,technik1teras,
than even a greatly admired orator. As Socrates exclaims in phaedrus 263D, "oh
how much more skilled are the nymphs, the daughters of Achelous and pan, son of
Hermes, in the art of speech than Lysias, Cephalus,son.,'

The risk of nympholepsy is linked in the phaedrus to the setting of the
dialogue on the banks of the llissos, outside the city walls. Socrates has already
left his city haunts, started delivering long speeches instead of his usual question-
and-answer exchanges, and risen to a loftier, almost poetic style. He fears that he
may soon be carried even further away from his customary patterns. More
prominent, however, is Socrates' recognition that his physical departure from
the setting of city life makes him vulnerable to this form of possession.

To be sure, this is not the only way, he thinks, in which one might become
possessed. In the Cratylus, in the midst of a very technical and difficult discus-
sion, Socrates again speaks of himself as possessed-this time by Euthyphro the
Prospaltian who "took possession of my soul within his supernatural wisdom,,
(396D).tr rhe discussion of this form of "possession,' is similar to that of
nympholepsy-playful, allusive, self-parodying, but at the same time indicative
of a cultural paradigm that recognized in possession an insight and understanding
that might not otherwise readily be attained. Socrates continues his playful com-
parison between his feelings for Euthyphro and the state of possession as he
urges the participants in the conversation to take advantage of the wisdom he has
acquired from this possesion and "today . . . finish the investigation of names,
but tomorrow, if the rest of you agree, we will conjure it away and purify
ourselves, when we have found someone, whether priest or sophist, who is
skilled in that kind of purifying."u These are playful comments but they utilize

12. Plato Phaedrus24IE,trans. H. N. Fowler, modified.
13. The passages in the Cratylus are quoted in the translation of H. N. Fowler. Bruce

Rosenstock called them to my attention.
14. It is unusual to find possession associated with pollution or with purificatory rites of the sort

alluded to in the Cratylus. Yet a person who experienced an episode that iesembled possession might
be disposed to undertake a purificatory ritual in order to avoid a lasting restructuring of his life about
the experience.
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an accepted paradigm about the nature of possession in the society. This para-
digm presents the possessed person, not as mindless, but as someone whose
understanding may be of great value, even if his exceptional state is at the same
time strange or frightening.

Another form of possession is alluded to in the Ion where Plato refers to
those who are possessed by Homer and others by the Muses, orpheus, or
Mousaios. Again the result is not frenzy but elevation, claims of wisdom, elo-
quence, and a kind of stately inward rhythm: "your soul dances,', Socrates says
to lon.ls Although the dialogue contains no allusion to nympholepsy, socrates'
comment calls to mind the stately dances often represented on Attic nymph
reliefs in which a male, often drawn in slightty smaller scale to represent his
mortal status, holds hands with and seems to be dancing with a group of
nymphs.r6 As one surveys the important study of these reliefs by Nikolaus
Himmelmann-Wildschtitz it is hard to resist the conclusion that the reliefs are
tokens of the gratitude of those who felt that they had benefited from a special
contact with the nymphs. we need not insist that each of them represents a case
of nympholepsy to recognize in them expressions of gratitude and of a stately
elevation of spirit.17

These reliefs, then, are not far removed from the tone of plato's allusions to
possession and especially to nympholepsy, which identify the essential mark of
these states as an elevated sensibility.and power of expression. If they involve a
kind of mania, it must be one of the divine madnesses discussed in the Phaedrus
(244A ff , 265D) . Thus, if confronted by a person in a state of mania the supersti-
tious man might spit in his clothes as an apotropaic gesture, and ordinary persons
might shudder and hope never to be so torn from familiar patterns.l8 But some
who had felt the power of the nymphs might be pleased and thankful, even
dedicating reliefs in their gratitude. In possession resides a great if ambiguous
power, one that includes the potential for heightened understanding. A person
who said he had been seized by the nymphs might, for example, be thought
sophos by divine providence-th eiai moirai-as the author of a history of Attica,
Melesagoras (or Amelesagoras) of Eleusis claimed to be.1e

Melasagoras made a further claim: he was not only sophos. wise, but
mantikos, prophetic. Prophecy was expected from nympholepts, who seem often
to have claimed access to special understanding. The prophetic power of
nympholepts takes a special form in the stories about Bakis. The name is not that

15. Plato Ion536B-C.
16. on the nymphs and dancing see Himmelmann-wildschtitz (supra n.l) 1g and nn. 43, 44.
17. Himmelmann-Wildschtitz (supra n.1) 13-25. The Attic nymph reliefs are also discussed by

Renate Feubel, Die attischen Nymphenreliefs (Heidelberg 1935).
18. Theophrastus Characters 16.35. Dodds' chapter on "The Blessings of Madness" in Ifte

Greeks and the lrrational (supran.l) is especially apporit". Note also Herodotus 9.93f.
, 

19' FGrH 330, esp. T 3' The ancient sources quite clearly imply a classical date for the work,
but see Jacoby's arguments for a date around 300 s.c. The work was in prose; the three extant
fragments all concern the mythic period.
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