S. CONSTANTINIDOU

THE IMPORTANCE OF BRONZE IN EARLY GREEK RELIGION*

To the memory of James Hooker

Hesiod’s Bronze Race

Zedg 08 marno toltov dAlo yévog uepdmawv avbowmwy
ydAxetov 7oina®, odx doyveéw o0U0Ey ouoiov,
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- -] 3 4
yalxis & eloydlovro ...

‘Then Zeus the father made yet a third race of men, of bronze,
not like the silver in anything. Out of ash-trees he made them, a ter-
rible and fierce race, occupied with the woeful works of Ares and
with acts of violence, ... They had bronze armour, bronze houses,
and with bronze they laboured ... (Hes. Op. 143 ff.; 150 f.).

In Hesiod’s famous myth of Ages, whose structure and interpre-
tation have been a matter of long and controversial discussions, a
place was given to bronze; one of the races is named after this metal
and represents a certain stage in the process of human ‘development’
which, however, has also a negative aspect that corresponds to a nat-
ural and cultural degeneration (with an emphasis on the moral level)2.

* I am deeply indebted to J.T. Hooker for reading this article and for his
written comments and criticisms sent to me a few days before his death; I dedi-
cate it to his memory with much gratitude. My thanks are also due to Professor
Pat Easterling for offering very helpful suggestions and comments and to Mr
Gareth Owens for contributing to its improvement.

1. FFor the Greek text I have used the edition of M.L. West, Hesiod, Works
and Days, Oxford 1978, while the translation is quoted also from M.L. West's,
Hesiod, Theogony and Works and Days. Translated with an Introduction and
Notes, Oxford 1988, 41.

2. The ‘degenerative interpretation’, as it is called, is put forward by many
scholars who see in Hesiod’s myth of the successive ages a progressive decline of
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This work, however, is not intended to deal with the above myth’s
meaning and interpretation as a whole. This has been done excellent-
ly by various scholars, for many years, who have treated the prob-
lems raised by the fascinating tale of how men may lose a better
life (passing through various stages of living)l. Nevertheless, the myth
of Ages with the mention of the bronze race seems a perfect starting
point for studying the mythological association of bronze —an asso-
ciation which seems to belong to a tradition even earlier than Hesiod
himself2— and the importance of this metal in early Greek religion.
In the Works and Days the bronze race was created by Zeus:
Zevs 0¢ marno toitov dllo  yévos pepbawy dvlodmwy | ydixeiov moins’
(vv. 143-4; cf. v. 158). Hesiod’s additional reference to the origin
of the same race, & ueldav (v. 145), makes things more complicated.

human life {and culture) and the ‘passage from an original paradise-state’ (West,
WD, 172) to a state of misery and hard work. Other scholars accept that these ra-
ces are successive in time as well (thus historicizing Hesiod’s myth of Ages) and
try to associate them with successive historical periods with, however, an inter-
ruption of the non-metallic heroic race, which may be an interpolation to the
original non-Greek myth on which Hesiod based his own so as to adapt it to the
Greek tradition. And the ‘non degenerative interpretation’, that which sees the
successive ages in a synchronic as well as a diachronic dimension, not a decline of
any sort but a different state of existence; according to this interpretation the
succession of the one race by the other should not be seen as a sequence of inferior-
ity for in some respects a successive genos could be superior to the preceding one
(cf. the silver and bronze races). According to this interpretation, Hesiod’s races
represent various (different) sorts of men,good and bad, violent or not, warlike or
peaceful, diligent or lazy, fraudulent and deceitful or just, miserable or happy. It
is in this sense that the didactic function of the poem is accomplished as there is
still hope for Hesiod’s contemporaries to live in a paradise, like the golden people,
or in misery, like the iron people: for the various interpretations of the above myth
see M.L. West, Hesiod, Works and Days, Oxford 1978, 172-7; J.-P. Vernant, ‘Le
mythe hésiodique des races’ in Mythe et pensée ches les Grees, Paris 1965, 19-47;
J. Fontenrose, ‘Work, Justice, and Hesiod’s five ages’, Classical Philology 69.1
(1974), 1-16. Sce also C.W. Querbach, ‘Hesiod myth of the Four races’, The Clas-
sical Journal 81.1 (1985), 1-12, esp. 5f. For the view that ‘Hesiod’s classification
is not technological or even cultural, it is based on an hierarchy of the value of
metals and a theory of degeneration’ see J. Pinsent, ‘History, Myth and Epic: a
Study on Genres’ in TAidda xas Oddaoera. MibOos xas 1ovopla. And ra Ipaxtixd Tov 4’
Zvvedplov yia Ty Obbooera (9-15 Xenv., 1984), Ithaca 1986, 38-9.

1. Sec previous note. However, there isno agreement among them on the num-
ber of the myth's races; arc they five, four or even six? Nevertheless, work, hy-
bris, and justice (dikd) are the main themes associated with this myth: ¢f. Fon-
tenrose and Querbach, arts cit:

2. For oriental parallels and the possible origin of this myth see West, WD,
474-7; Fontenrose, art. c¢it, 2-5.



The importance of bronze in early Greek religion 139

For, two interpretations are put forward: either they are born from
Meliai, the nymphs of ash-trees or from the ash-trees themselves. It
seems that both interpretations are in fact compatible because to be
born from ash-trees could also mean originating from or related to
the divine beings who dwell in these trees, even more so as the Meliai
nymphai are mentioned in the Theogony (187). However, within
the context of the description of the bronze race, &x peludv is rather
used as a distinctive feature of this race’s nature and more specifical-
ly of its hardness and cruelty. They are hard like the wood of ash-
trees that was usually used for making spears and other weapons (cf.
Od. 22. 259: dAdov & & volyew pelin méoe yaxofdocia). Besides, it is
for the same race that Hesiod says: “... a terrible and fierce race, oc-
cupied with the woeful works of Ares and with acts of violence ..
They had bronze armour .. (Op. 145 ff.).

Whether or not we accept the bronze race’s origin from Meliai
nymphs ‘the fact that the Meliai of Th. 187 are related to the Eriny-
es and the Giants (7%. 185) ... implies that they have a ficrce char-
acter, which corresponds with the bellicose nature of the bronze
race’®, Violence and warlike acts are then the main characteristics of
the bronze race; they tended to the works or ‘deeds’ of Ares ("Agn-
o &oya) and to Ufoteg (acts of violence). Although not inferior, the
bronze men were quite different from the silver ones (09% dpyvpéw
0ddév duoiov) and they ate no bread, which means that they were not
involved in cultivation and agriculture which are regarded as basic
features of civilization’. War was their main occupation and they

1. For cither the one or the other interpretation see West, WD, on 145-6; cf.
idem, Hesiod, Theogony, on 187; C.J. Rowe, Essential Hesiod, Bristol 1978, 125;
W.J. Verdenius, A Commentary on Hesiod Works and Days, vv. 1-382, Mnemo-
syne Suppl. 86 (Leiden 1985), on 145. See also T.A. Sinclair, Hesiod Works and
Days, London 1932, p. 20, who argues that a ‘divine origin is quite inappropria-
te’ and that éx uediar in Op. 145 ‘has nothing to do with Theog. 187, where Nou-
gar peAlar are simply nymphs of ash-trees’. _

2. Verdenius, op. cit. See also J.-P. Vernant, Myth and Thought among the
Greeks (Engl. transl. of Mythe et pensée chez les Grees), London 1983, 13: ‘It
is easy to understand why Hesiod said that the race of bronze came from the ash-
trees, éx puelidv. The meliai, the nymphs of the trees of war, which themselves
reach up to the sky like lances, are constantly associated in myth with the
supernatural beings that represent the warrior’.

3. There exist various theories over the food of these first men ranging from
cannibalism and vegetarianism or even a combination of meat (not necessarily
always human) and wild vegetation: see West, WD, 188. Verdenius, op. cit., on

146 and 147 takes 00dé 7 oirov 7jolioy as a symbol of the bronze race’s ‘uncivilized
nature’.
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only had to do with bronze as uélag & odx Zoxe oidnoos (“as there was
no dark iron’). But this genos too were destroyed by their own deeds
and descended to Hades’ cold house, nameless (vavuuvor). Such was
not the fate of the next race, the heroic, which follows the bronze in
Hesiod’s classification. They went to the Isles of the Blest where they
live in paradisal conditions comparable to those of the golden racel.
Our discussion will be focussing, however, on this fourth, heroic
race’s features that do, indeed, associate them with the preceding one
in Hesiod’s story and give another very plausible reason for its ‘in-
terpolation in Hesiod’s scheme, in the sense both that it breaks the
sequence of the metals, and that it interrupts the general decline
marked by that sequence’?; but it is not the ‘contrast’ between the
two races rather that provides a good reason for fitting the heroes
after the bronze men as C.J. Rowe? has argued, but chiefly both races’
special connection with war. They, too, were warriors; and they were
famous warriors since they fought in Thebes and Troy. However, their
dealing with the acts of war was not similar to that of the previous
race but was characterized by heroic qualities similar to those of the
Homeric heroic behaviour. The heroic race came to an end not be-
cause of their own ¥fpis, as the bronze did, but after fighting for just
reasonsd,

Thus Hesiod’s bronze and heroic races are defined in relation to
each other as they belong to the same sphere of action, that of War.
However, though a pair, there are differences between them on the
moral level. Each one represents different aspects of military power:
the bronze men act with physical violence and cruelty, like other
mythological and supernatural figures as the giants (such elements
are obviously seen in Hesiod’s description of this race in vv. 147-9: ...
dAX’ ddduavrog Eyov xparegdpgova Ovudv: | dndacror ueyddny 68  Bin
xal yeipes danror [ 8 uwy énépuxov énl otifagoior uédsaory), they are
committed to hybris. The heroes embody a different military power;

1. See Op. 170-3; cf. 117-8.

2. Rowe, op. cit.,, on 154-5. For other reasons for the heroic race’s interrup-
tion of the sequence of Hesiod’s myth of ages see Verdenius, op. eit.,, on 158. On
the historical meaning of the myth, the races representing historical world-peri-
ods, see Fontenrose, art. cit., esp. 9, who believes that the bronze and the heroic
races ‘wero really two representations of a single period’, of tho late Bronze Age.

3. Seo as note above. It is obvious, according to Hesiod that the heroic race
are botter in many respects: for4hey are ‘superior’ (dpsior) and ‘more orderly’ (-
xaidrenov), descendants of gods (Oedv yéroc; cf. sjulfeot).

4. See Rowe and Verdenius, op. cit.,, on 161-5.
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though warriors, their acts have to do with superior orders like dikeé
and sophrosynél. Nevertheless, on the functional level both belong
to the sphere of War, the bronze men are warriors as well as the he-
roes (both were also created by Zeus: Op. 143, 157): both belong to
the world of weapons, to the world of bronze. And this s perhaps
another possible cxplanation why the fourth race is the only race in
Hestod’s Myth of Ages that is not named afier a melal.

The evidence of the Linear B texts

From the mythological let us now turn to other aspects of the
religious importance of bronze. The use of bronze marks a whole pe-
riod, the Bronze Age, thus known for the predominance of this metal
for making weapons and objects of everyday use. Therefore, one
would naturally expect this metal’s mention in the Bronze Age writ-
ten documents. In fact, the bronze-tablets are of the most important
among the Linear B texts; an importance that obviously such a cate-
gory deserves among the documents of the above epoch?. Thus the
interpretation of the Mycenaean words kako and kakeu as yadxog
and yaldxets is beyond any dispute. Similarly, ka-ke-we represents
the plural number of an occupational term and comprises one of the
most important occupational categories in the Mycenaean archives.
In Pylos, kakewe are recorded in the Jn, Ma and Na series. In the Jn
series they are recorded with designations which allow us to classify
them into five categories®. One is that of potinijawejo (see PY Jn 310

1. Vernant, op.cit., 16-7, 45 {. See alsa C.W. Querbach, art. cit., for the best
discussion, in my opinion, of the clear contrast that Hesiod’s ‘myth does suggest
... a contrast between communities of men who deal with each other through diké
and communities in which hybris is rife’ (ibid., 5-6).

2. For the definition, the concept and chronology of the Bronze Age see J.T.
Hooker, Mycenaecan Greece, London 1976, 2-6. For the various uses of bronze in
the Linear B texts see J. Chadwick, The Mycenaean World, Cambridge 1976, 139-
43. TFor the word yaAxds, used in Greek both of copper and of bronze, I am using
the translation ‘bronze’ (which in fact is an alloy of copper and tin), except in
some cases in the Cyprus section when copper refers to the unmixed metal.

3. These are thoroughly discussed in M. Lindgren’s excellent ‘Prosopogra-
phical Catalogue of Individuals and Groups’ entitled The People of Pylos, Uppsa-
la 1973, Part I, 61-70. According to her classification these five categories of ka-
kewe in the Jn series are the following: 1) tarasija ekote/ekosi 2) atarasijo 3) po-
tinijjawejo 4) aketere (akete) 5) paraketeewe (paraketecu). However, the kake-
we potinijawejo may also be recorded as tarasija ekote or atarasijo, an additional
designation that belongs to the first two categories and refers to an occasional oc-
cupational status of a certain smith, his activity or inactivity, i.e. whether he has
or he is given tarasija (probably an amount of bronze), or not.
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and 431), associated with the goddess Potinija and the place-names
Akerewa and Apekee, probably two other local cult-centres of the
above goddess adjacent to her main cult place, Pakijana.

In 1963, in a letter addressed to the Editor of Nestor John
Chadwick emphasized the importance of the Mycenaean documents
in Linear B for ‘a very ancient association between metal-working
and religion’. In the Pylos Jn bronze-tablets groups of smiths are
called po-ti-ni-ja-we-jo, ‘those who belong to Potnia’, which points
to their cultic association with the above divine personality and sug-
gests the existence in Mycenaean times of bronze workshops associated
with religion?. A similar association is shown by evidence from Cyprus
that will be presented below.

Thus the po-ti-ni-ja-we-jo ka-ke-we: I[lotviaFeior yalxijFes in
the Jn series, are the bronze-smiths of Potnia who is possibly the di-
vine Mistress of the Pylian State. Their mention provides further
evidence for the important réle of sanctuaries in the Mycenaean eco-
nomy?; a rdle which is not confined to bronze-working but also to

1. Nestor 1.v., p. 251 (Correspondence).

2. A similar case may be the cave of Arkalokhori which Sp. Marinatos sug-
gested that ‘was the workshop of a religious guild of bronze-smiths’. Their patron
there, was the Minoan goddess who appears in many aspects in Crete and is be-
lieved to be the predecessor of the Greek goddess Potnia Therén: see John Fer-
guson, Among the Gods: An archaeological exploration of ancient Greek religion,
London and New York 1989, 1; ¢f. J. Chadwick, The Mycenaean Vorld, 93 1.
Evidence for metal-working comes also from the Menelaion Mycenaean site — the
cult-place of Helen and Menelaos on the east bank of Eurotas and opposite Sparta,
at the site of ancient Therapne— though it seems that this had to do with the
construction of the building there rather than with the cult at the neighbouring
shrine: see Hector Catling, Lakdnikai Spoudai 3 (1977), 263. An indication of the
association of bronze-smiths or bronze-smiths' workshops with the cult of Athena
Chalkioikos is the inscription read on a large plaque found on the Acropolis of
Sparta; it bears the word XaAxeta, which can be interpreted as ‘workshops of
bronze’ or ‘bronze-objects’. The first meaning, however, seems more plausible.
This plaque might also have been used to specify the place in the temple where
bronze dedications were deposited, probably a wooden platform or an altar similar
to the Chalkothéké on the Acropolis of Athens which served as a depository of
bronze objects; see T.A. Boring, Literacy in Ancient Sparta, Mnemosyne Suppl. 54
(Leiden 1979), 107 n. 86.

3. However, for a different view see J.T. Hooker (Linear B. An Introduction,
Bristol 1980, 114), who does not see in the Jn bronze-tablets any connection of the
bronze-smiths with cult or any sacral function; cf. idem, “Titles and functions in
the Pylian State’, in Studies in Mycenaean and Classical Greek presented to John
Chadwick, Minos 20-22 (Salamaiica 1987), 260. For po-ti-ni-ja-we-jo smiths see
also M.G.F. Ventris and J, Chadwick, Documents in Mycenaean Greek, Cambridge


































































