DID THE MYCENAEANS BELIEVE IN
THERIOMORPHIC DIVINITIES?*

Certainly Mycenaean religion is not a neglected subject. During the last decades our
knowledge of this subject was enriched by the excavations at the Cult Centre at Mycenae,! the
Lower Citadel at Tiryns,? the Sanctuary at Phylakopi® as well as Thebes* and Khania.> The
available new data in some cases support, while in other change radically, what we had already
known about the religion of the Mycenaeans.

There are three basic sources for the study of Mycenaean religion: archaeological data
e.g. sanctuaries, objects used in religious practices, iconography, which has links to the
previous category and Linear B documents.

The aim of this paper is to give emphasis to the Linear B texts with religious connotations
and to discuss the argument that in the Mycenaean pantheon theriomorphic divinities might
have existed.

Theriomorphism is a feature well-attested in contemporary civilizations. Specifically,
it plays an important role in the Egyptian pantheon. An important number of divinities
during the Bronze Age and later were theriomorphic e.g. bull, ram, crocodile, cat, jackal,
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lion, hippopotamus.® The case of the Egyptian gods is complicated as the forms of each god
were numerous.’ They could be human, animal or even a combination of both, varying with
the situation. However, the predominance of the animal form is obvious as the cult statues,
the special buildings and the tombs used for the burials of these specific animals prove. In
addition, a variety of sacred animals, which were kept in temple complexes and buried in
vaults and catacombs, occurred.8 As for the Hittites, they conceived the gods in human terms.
Occasionally the divinities were represented by sacred animals, but there is no indication of
the existence of theriomorphism.?

For the Aegean it is worth mentioning at the beginning that every scholar dealing with
Mycenaean religion based on the Linear B evidence faces a series of major problems. First of
all a linguistic problem arises, as scholars in many cases do not agree with the transcription or
with the meaning of words mentioned in the tablets. In the case of documents with possible
religious connotations the interpretation becomes more difficult, as several contradictory
opinions may exist. In this paper the widely accepted interpretation is used. Another problem
related to the Linear B texts and Mycenaean religion derives from the nature of the texts
themselves. There is not a single text recording a prayer, a hymn or a myth that could
throw light on the belief system of the Mycenaeans. What is presently available is lists of
offerings to divinities, sanctuaries and cult personnel. Although the available data should
not be underestimated, any effort to approach the actual religious beliefs based only on the
textual evidence seems to be difficult and risky. It is worth keeping in mind that the Linear B
documents are associated with the central administration, that means they record the activities
the palace is interested in. There is no reference to domestic cult, which was not under the
control of the palaces. It should also be noted that the textual material is fragmentary. On
the Greek mainland only at Pylos!? and Thebes!! was a great part of the archive uncovered.
The important sites of Mycenae,!? Tiryns!? and Midea!4 have given us few texts which do not
allow to reconstruct up to a satisfactory degree the involvement of the central administration
in religious affairs.

Taking into consideration all the above, in this paper we shall emphasize not only the
documentary evidence, but also the iconographical and archaeological data.
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Animals and anthroponyms that derive from animals are mentioned in many texts from
Pylos, Mycenae and Knossos which record the flocks and personnel controlled by the palaces.!®
It has been suggested that in three cases we do have animals as recipients of offerings and that
these animals were probably treated as divinities: i-go (horse) and go-wi-ja (cow) are mentioned
at Pylos (Fa 16 and Tn 316 respectively), ku-ne (dog) and go-we (ox) at Mycenae (Fu 711).

The case of MY Fu 711, which was uncovered in 1968 in a section of the northeastern
slope of the acropolis of Mycenae, is complicated.!® The tablet seems to record the allocation
of quantities of barley, figs and flour to individuals. Among others, the term “dog” and “ox”
occur in dative. The word dog is followed by an ideogram related to flour, while the ox on
the verso is not followed by any ideogram. What made L.R. Palmer relate this fragmentary
document to theriomorphic divinities and cult personnel is the suggested reading on line 10
of the recto, where no name was preserved, of the entry CYP+O,7 which was a well-known
perfume ingredient.!8

CYP+O occurs on Fa 16 from Pylos, too and it is accompanied by the term ¢-go, which
is widely accepted as the Mycenaean word for horse. Palmer later proposed again that i-go
could have been a horse deity who received offerings.!? The theory about the occurrence
of theriomorphic divinities was probably supported by the interpretation by Chadwick of
the word go-wi-ja [ as “she of the cow.” The term occurs in probably the most famous list of
divinities in the Mycenaean archives, PY Tn 316 and was interpreted as a goddess who receives
a gold goblet and two women.20

However, the evidence available is quite problematic. The doubtful reading of an aromatic
substance in a fragmentary document (MY Fu 711), which also mentions two species of animals
in different lines, cannot prove the existence of theriomorphic divinities. In the case of the
term dog, which was followed by an ideogram, one could argue that here offerings to an
animal may occurred. But we cannot come to the same conclusion for the term ox. So, we have
serious objections to regard MY Fu 711 as a list of offerings to gods and persons related to cult.
As for the Pylos tablet, we cannot exclude the possibility that i-go was simply a personal name
(Hippos or Hippon) indicating a secular recipient or even contributor of CYP+O. At this point
we should mention that CYP+O is frequently contributed among other commodities destined
for use at a ceremonial banquet, as the evidence from the tablets and the sealings suggest.?!
As for go-wi-ja [, it has been proposed that it could be an epithet describing the offerings to the
divinities and not a divine name.

So, the documentary evidence we had for the existence of theriomorphic divinities until
the beginning of the 90’s was quite doubtful. However the uncovering between 1993 and 1995
of about 238 new tablets below the level of the road of Pelopidou Street at Thebes brought to
light again the question of theriomorphism.?? A group of at least 30 tablets includes animals
among the recipients of various products.?? The words for the animals occur in dative and
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in most cases are complete. In many cases they are accompanied by a term that indicates a
toponym or a person with religious connotations.?* It should be noted that, when an ideogram
survives, we have small quantities of the same substance destined for a specific species.
Specifically, mules occur twice in the new archive (e-mi-o-no-i) and they receive quantities of
wine. The term is followed by *63-te-ra-de, which has been interpreted as a place associated
with cult or as a festival, to which a large quantity of agricultural products was sent. Dogs
occur 6 times and receive quantities of barley and flour. The term dog is accompanied by ma-ka
and ko-wa, which according to the preliminary study of the archive comprise together with
o-po-re-i members of a divine triad.2> At this point it should be mentioned that in some cases,
together with ko-wa, offerings are sent to a-pu-wa, a term which according to L. Godart, could be
interpreted as Apruia,26 the “dogs of Great Zeus” as Apollonios argues.?? If this interpretation
is correct, we could possibly have the name of some of the mythical creatures represented on
Aegean Bronze Age art e.g. sphinxes.?® In the new tablets we have also references to snakes
(e-pe-to-i) which receive wine. The term occurs 6 times and it is mainly associated with *63-te-
ra-de, but also with ma-ka and to-pa-po-ro-i the “carriers of big baskets”?? or, as Louis Godart
has recently suggested, “the torch-bearers.”? The Theban archive has provided us with more
surprises. Geese are mentioned as recipients of olive oil (at least 5 times) in most cases in
association with a-ko-da-mo, an officer “responsible for (ceremonial) gatherings.” In addition,
birds occur twice as recipients of quantities of flour along with the “carriers of kernoi” (ke-re-na)
and the “feeders of the horses” (i-qo-po-qo-i).3! The alternative interpretation of kere-na as
“cranes”3? adds to the list of recipients of offerings at Thebes a waterbird which in the following
centuries had associations with divinities and cult performances.? Finally, pigs are mentioned
twice as recipients of olive oil in association with a-ko-da-mo and the dogs.

So, it can hardly be denied that animals which receive offerings in the tablets from
Thebes are in a context which has close associations with the religious sphere. The question
which arises is whether these animals were treated as divinities or not. As the documents can
give us no more information except for the kind of offerings made to the animals, I will focus
on the iconography in order to come to some conclusions on the matter of theriomorphism.

An important number of representations on gold rings, seals and wall-paintings relate
animals and birds to cult scenes; lions, ducks, monkeys, bulls, goats, horses as well as mythical
creatures, like griffins, sphinxes and demons, are depicted on Late Bronze Age Aegean art in
scenes related to cult.3* It should be noted that the majority of these scenes are dated to the
early phases of the Late Bronze Age and, consequently, they are not contemporary with the
tablets. However, they could provide a proof for the possible role animals played in religious
matters. What we notice is that animals, mainly bulls and goats, are depicted in some cases on a
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slaughtering table ready for sacrifice, while in few cases the knife or the dagger is represented,
t00.% In other cases animals are depicted in a heraldic position in connection with a column,
which is probably an aniconic form of a divinity. Animals are also depicted in connection with
a male or a female with special status.36

From what has been mentioned above, it is clear that the animals are in a sense the focal
point only in the case of their sacrifice. In all the other cases they either accompany the divinity
or the priestess or play the role of the companions of the aniconic divinity. But even in the case
when an animal on the slaughtering table comprises the only scene on a ring or gem, again we
could argue that the honoured divinity, although not depicted, is the focal point of the scene
and that sacrifice is a means of communion with the divinity. In no case processions and the
bringing of offerings to an animal are clearly represented, on the contrary, animals are among
the offerings. Maybe in the case of a fresco fragment from Tiryns representing a conical rhyton
and an open mouth of an animal (?) a direct association of an animal with the religious sphere
could be found.37

As for the excavated Mycenaean cult places, although it is quite difficult to come to
definite conclusions about the nature of the divinities that were worshipped in each place, we
have no adequate evidence for the existence of theriomorphic gods. The numerous terracotta
animal figurines which were uncovered in many cult places leave no doubt that they are votives.
The most common terracotta animal figurine found is the bovine. It also occurs in the shape
of bovine rhyta. There does not seem to be any indication for the worship of a divinity in the
form of a bull or a cow, on the basis of the occurrence of clay bovines in cult places dated
basically to Late Helladic IIIB and C period.38 On the contrary, it seems more probable that
the occurrence of clay bovines could be related to sacrificial substitutes. As for the 17, at least,
free standing terracotta snakes from the Cult Centre at Mycenae, unique finds in the Bronze
Age Aegean, it seems quite possible that they were associated with the large monochrome
terracotta figures. If we accept that the figures represented divinities and that they were
displayed permanently or just for ceremonies, we could interpret the snakes as attributes
of these divinities or of one of them, displayed with them. If, alternatively, we accept that
the figures functioned as representations of cult celebrants,3 again the association with the
religious sphere is obvious. It does not seem to be enough evidence to support the argument
that the terracotta snakes in question were actually cult statues.

So, the iconography and finds in Mycenaean cult places leave no room for the theory that
theriomorphic divinities existed in the Mycenaean pantheon. In addition, the evidence from
burial customs does not support this argument, either. It is worth mentioning that a number of
horse burials, usually in the dromoi of the tombs, is noticed from the end of Middle Helladic
period onwards.%? Furthermore, other domestic animals e.g. dogs were buried in tombs of the
Late Bronze Age.*! However, we cannot argue that any of these tombs was built exclusively for
the burial of an animal. The animals in question comprise part of the offerings to the dead
and their sacrifice and burial was a part of the funeral rites. I do not believe that these burials
of animals give us any information about the Mycenaean pantheon. What they do is to help
us understand better the beliefs of the Mycenaeans regarding the afterlife and the way burial
practices were used to express differentiation.
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Taking all the above into consideration, how can we interpret the occurrence in the new
tablets from Thebes of a considerable number of animals which receive offerings? Could they
be considered as sacred or as divinities? The use of plural in the texts probably supports the
argument that we have to do with sacred animals and not a group of divinities. The association
of birds with the religious sphere has long been pointed out, as birds were considered in many
cases as a form of the epiphany of the divinities.*?> As for the snakes, the terracotta examples
from Mycenae are actually the only proof that they did play a role in Mycenaean religion.
The geese which receive offerings at Thebes are not a surprise. On an important number of
sealstones they are companions of the Potnia Theron.*> We could argue that geese are held
only by females.** As for the long-robed male holding a waterbird on a seal in the Ashmolean,*
it is possible that he is a priest who makes an offering since the pose is quite different from
the females holding one bird in each hand, hanging down. Waterbirds (e.g. ducks) are depicted
in Xeste 3 at Akrotiri, too, both on the necklace of the seated female (Pl. XCVIa), and flying
in a marshy landscape.?6 Bearing in mind Professor Christou’s suggestion that the Potnia’s
waterbirds are a personification of moisture?’ and of fertility associated with it and their
presence both on the necklace of the goddess depicted on the north wall and the wall-painting
on the west wall, Dr Marika Zeimbekis has argued that the divinity represented is associated
with moisture and perhaps fertility.*8

The rest of the animals which receive offerings in the new tablets from Thebes are a great
surprise. The only association that could be found between mules and cult in iconography
is the small fragment of a wall-painting from the Cult Centre at Mycenae representing three
genii with donkey heads carrying a pole over their shoulders.#? As for the dogs, they are
regularly represented in hunting scenes as well as on seals,’” however they are not represented
as an attribute of the Potnia Theron. We cannot find any evidence that they were treated as
divinities, but their special status could be interpreted by the special role hunting played in the
lives of the Mycenaeans. The new texts from Thebes also record offerings to the women “who
lead the dogs” (ku-na-ki-si) together with officers associated with cult. We should also bear in
mind that there is a unique example of a rhyton in the shape of a dog’s head, which reinforces
the argument that this animal did play a role in the cult.5! Finally, pigs occur in iconography
mainly as victims of sacrifice, as in the case of a seal from Mycenae (Pl. XCVIb).52

To summarize, the evidence for animals as recipients of offerings in the Mycenaean
archives was until the mid 90’s slight and doubtful. However this fragmentary and doubtful
evidence formed the base for an argument proposed mainly by L.R. Palmer that in the
Mycenaean pantheon theriomorphic divinities existed. The new texts from Thebes provide a
variety of animals which receive offerings together with divinities and cult personnel. Animals
that according to Palmer were treated as divinities, like horse and bull are not mentioned at
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all. On the contrary, snakes, geese, pigs, dogs and mules are the recipients of offerings. The
iconography and the archaeological finds from the Bronze Age Aegean do not support the
argument that the animals in question were treated as divinities. However, it is hard to deny
that they did play a role in the cult. It seems to be more possible that here we have to do with
sacred animals, intermediate in status between humans and divinities, kept in cult places which
were under the control and the financial support of the central administration.

Dimitra ROUSIOTI
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APPENDIX: LINEAR B TEXTS DISCUSSED*

MY Fu 711
sup. mut.
r. 1 V2]
2 JHORD V 2
3 aHORDT7V3
4 ] HORD V2
5 ] wacant
6 ] vacant
7 INI Z2 kune FAR Z2
8 110 karauja FAR Z2NI Z1
9 1V 3 arekese| INI T2]
10 1371 CYP+OT1 [[5]]
11 INI2
PY Fa 16
i-go CYPrO8T2V 1][[ |
PY Tn 316

r. 1 po-ro-wi-tojo
2 i-e-to-qe pa-kija-si do-ra-qe pe-re po-re-na-qe
3 pu-ro a-ke po-ti-nija GOLD GOBLET 1 WOMAN 1
4 ma-na-sa GOLD GOBLET 1 WOMAN 1 po-si-da-eja GOLD GOBLET 1
WOMAN 1
5 ti-ri-se-ro-e GOLD GOBLET 1 do-po-ta GOLD GOBLET 1
v. 1 ije-to-qe po-si-po-si-da-i-jo a-ke-qe wa-tu
2 do-ra-qe pe-re po-re-na-qe a-ke
3 puro GOLD GOBLET 1 WOMAN 2 qo-wija-na-[ ] ko-ma-we-tejja
4 ije-to-qe pere-*82-jo i-pe-me-deja di-ujajo-qe
5 dora-qe pe-rre-po-re-na-qe a pe-re-¥*82 GOLD GOBLET I WOMAN 1
6 i-pe-me-desja GOLD GOBLET 1 di-uja GOLD GOBLET 1 WOMAN 1
7 pu-ro e-ma-a, a-reja GOLD GOBLET 1 MAN 1
8 ije-to-qe di-u-jo do-ra-qe pe-re po-re-na-qe a-ke
9 di-we GOLD GOBLET 1 MAN 1 e-ra GOLD GOBLET 1 WOMAN 1
10 di-ri-mi-jo di-wo ijje-we GOLD GOBLET 1
11 pu-ro

TH Av 100

supra mutila
] vestigia
] po-te-we si-to ku-na-ki-si GRA2V 272
]-so/ si-to GRA 3
] VIR1 MUL 1
Jno  paro zo-wa ere-u-teri
] wi-ri-ne-u VIR 1

QO NO —

TH Av 101

supra mutila
1 west. |
J-ro VIR 1 wvest. |
] poomene VIR 2 da[

] akodamo VIR2TO6V]
]V2madije T6 V4 koruwe T2 ][
a] MUL ku-su-to-ro-qa
6 b] vest.  si-to to-pa-po-ro-i [

*

Reference is made only to up-to-date published documents.
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TH Fq 121
la Z1]
1 o-te tuwo-te-to maka HORDT 1 V[
20porei V1Z2 kowa V][

3 ko-ru 72 keremnai V|
4 inf. mut.
TH Gp 197

1 *63-tera-de |
2 epetoi V1|

TH Gp 201
1 *b6-ru-we V 3 kerenadi [
2 *63-tera-de VINS1V][

TH Ft 220 [+] 248
.1 ka-pa / sito OLIV T3V4/koroT[ ] V2
.2 a-ko-da-mo V 4 ka-si te-de-ne-o OLIV T1

TH Ft 146
.1 ka-pa OLIVT [
2 kassi [

TH Ft 219
.1 ka-pa, si-to ko-ro-qe [
.2 ako-damo V 2 ka-si [
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LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Pl. XCVIa Detail of the necklace of the seated female from Xeste 3.
Pl. XCVIb Seal from Mycenae depicting boar (?) sacrifice.



