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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 Ethics 1.1.5.1214a23 ff, trans. J. Solomon

SINCE E. R. DoDDs’ Sather lectures, published in 1951 under the title The
Greeks and the Irrational, 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 was finally 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.

© 1988 BY THE REGENTS OF THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA






