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Introduction

The ancient Greeks seem to have favoured their oral tradition over literacy, especially when it came to religion. Although we have surviving texts that relate to their ‘religion’ these are not necessarily what we would consider sacred texts. We must first ask what we mean by sacred and then what a sacred text is, only when this is answered may we understand what texts qualify as such. By identifying these texts, we may then and only then look at how orality was used within them. Perhaps there wasn’t much of a role for orality in sacred texts, but there may have been a role for texts within sacred oral settings. Ultimately the problems that present themselves stem from the problematic nature of defining the ancient world by our modern terminology.


What do we mean by sacred?

When one thinks of the term sacred, we seem to think of it in relation to religion, as if the two cannot be separated. However, this is not necessarily what the terms always means. The Cambridge English Dictionary defines sacred as something that is ‘considered to be holy and deserving respect, especially because of a connection with a god’[footnoteRef:1]. In the light of this we might think of The Bible, which is considered sacred as it held the word of god, or all the pieces of the cross that are claimed to exist which are considered sacred as it is a piece of the cross Jesus was crucified on. This shows us definitively that in popular opinion something sacred is linked to religion. [1:  Cambridge Dictionary: sacred ] 

The things the Greeks considered sacred, these range from places to names. For instance, the Greeks had a great pride in being able to link the heritage of their homeland to a specific deity or mythological event. We see this in Athens at the Acropolis where, even today, an olive tree grows in the same spot Athena supposedly sprung an olive tree from the ground as her gift to the people of Athens. Thus, Athena was chosen over Poseidon to become patron of the city. Hence why this site, above all others, was considered extremely sacred for the ancient Greeks and still is considered sacred by the people of Athens and those who visit the city today. They also had things that we might consider sacred that weren’t connected with the religious sphere. This might include their codex of laws which were held above all else and not obviously connected with the gods (despite the fact that all things in the ancient world were in some way connected to the gods).  


What is a sacred text?

Today when we think of religious sacred text’s we are heavily influenced by the religions around us and as such one may think of the Bible or the Quran. However, the ancient Greeks did not follow a religion as we would necessarily define it today. As Garland puts it ‘because most Greeks took the existence of their gods for granted, they had no need for any creed or dogma, which is why they have not bequeathed to us any sacred literature comparable to the Bible or the Koran’[footnoteRef:2]. Such books contain stories which must be followed and teachings to abide by. This is what we would consider a religious sacred text as they are volumes used to quantify the boundaries of the religion. Mary Beard defines Judaism and Christianity as “religions of the book” a phenomenon which is not found elsewhere in the ancient Mediterranean.[footnoteRef:3] Hence, had other ‘religions’ (such as those considered pagan today) survived and thrived in the same way as Christianity, we may not think of sacred texts as books such as The Bible; however that is the social context from which we are coming from. Garland’s statement also brings in the question do religions such as Christianity need texts because their faith is not as secure as the Greeks was? In an age where most believed in a plethora of gods, did early Christians need a creed to hold tight so that their faith was not wavered? An interesting point on which to ponder.  [2:  Garland. 2014: 198]  [3:  Beard. 2007: 133] 

While the Greeks did not follow a “religion of the book” that is not to say that they did not have religious texts. They did have books which contained details about their beliefs and stories involving their mythologies and gods. While these may not be ‘sacred texts’ as we would consider them, they are still significant and will be look into as part of the study of sacred texts for the purpose of this work. 


What texts did the Greeks have?

The earliest and arguably the most important texts (for us today at least) are Homer’s Epics, the Iliad and the Odyssey, as well as Hesiod’s Theogony. While they might not have been revered in their time these three epics have today been given such high importance as they remain among the few complete surviving texts we have from ancient Greece. Although they may not have been considered sacred in ancient Greece, they have been studied by many other people since then as a way of understanding Greek religion and culture. However, even within Greece Homer’s epics were used as tools to teach students to read, in much the same way we all read Shakespeare in school. Due his excellence, Homers works were thought of as the perfect material for students first venture into the literary world. Because of their importance for academia these texts have in a sense become sacred to those that study them[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  Hunter. 2018: 4] 

These three epics here are seen as the main texts we may consider ‘sacred’, however, that is not to say that they are the only religious texts that existed in ancient Greece. For while Greece may not have worshiped text in the way of Christianity and Judaism, that is not to say that texts were not important. Like many other ‘pagan’ religions the ancient Greeks used writing as a way of immortalising prayers, spells, laws and events. Within Greece there have been many cursed tablets found, which arguable could be considered sacred texts. However, this brings in the discussion of magic and whether or not magic is a part of religion (definitely more so the case in the ancient world than today) and as such may not be considered sacred due to their lack of connection with the gods. It is because of this wider debate that this work shall not be focusing on cursed tablets within the discussion on orality’s role in sacred texts but remember that they are another example that could have been investigated further. Another example may be the sacrificial calendars; however, these tend to be more like catalogues of what needs to be sacrificed than scripture that deals with the gods, hence why they shall also not be looked into further. However, one interesting point in the case of the calendars: they required a previous knowledge on the subject to be able to understand what they were talking about, thus less a religious text and more a point of reference that happens to be vaguely within the sphere of the sacred. 
We see how writing an event down does not always immortalise it when we look at the Roman Lupercalia, a festival known to the Romans from writings, but whose meaning had been lost. As Beard explains ‘records of ritual procedures … memorialized the rituals carried out, rather than providing a reference guide for how to act in the future’[footnoteRef:5]. This explanation for writing things down seems to be very valid, even more so when one considers the fact that throughout the ancient Mediterranean basic literacy (defined here as the ability to send/receive simplistic messages) among adult males rarely hit 20%[footnoteRef:6]. With this in mind we then have to question why things were written down at all. For the Egyptians their writing was ‘for the gods’, tablets in tombs were written so that the gods may read them. But for the Greeks this does not seem to be the case. We know that the Greeks performed poetry at festivals and events, perhaps the writing down of them was nothing more than a way for them to learn their lines. Certainly, we see in the case of the Iliad and Odyssey they gained greater importance with age when others outside of the Greek sphere of knowledge read and studied the epics. Perhaps this was their purpose all along, writing as a way of permanently keeping their stories alive beyond a time when those who told them had gone. The cursed tablets may have been written not so that someone could find it one day and read it, but to keep the spell alive. It is important to have looked at how these different texts were used and what relationship they had with orality as this helps us to better understand not only if these texts were ‘sacred texts’, but also what role orality played within them. [5:  Beard. 2007: 133]  [6:  Beard. 2007: 128] 




How is orality used in these texts?

One of the main reasons that it is hard to identify these texts as ‘sacred texts’ is because the ancient Greeks had an oral tradition; their stories being passed down through plays such as Antigone and Oedipus Rex. The Greek oral tradition allowed for these stories to be changed and adapted as time went on. As some parts of the myths became irrelevant to the current social climate they were forgotten and along the way other bits added in. It is because of this that we see differences in myths as different areas claim to hold the actual place mythological events happened. It is these differences in myth (because of geography and time) that show the biggest indicator of the oral tradition within surviving texts. The minute pen was put to paper and these ‘stories’ immortalised, they then become ‘static’, the tale stuck in the version known by the writer in that time and place, unlike in the oral tradition where the gods and their myths grew with the people differing from place to place[footnoteRef:7]. Because there was not one book that all people read to associate with the Olympian gods people were free to think differently about the gods and to worship them how they thought fit.  [7:  Goody. 1986: 7] 

	Hesiod and Homer’s works are considered the first that have written down the stories of the gods and of heroes. It is because of this that we can see orality in these texts as without oral tradition these two different authors would not be writing about the same gods and heroes. We know that the two writers didn’t conjure the Greek gods as we have evidence from artwork on vases and temples that identify them by name, thus we see the oral tradition in the texts due to the very fact they talk of gods previously not written about. One could argue another way orality is ‘used’ in these texts is in the dialogue, especially in the case of Homer. However, this is such a minimal part of the text that it seems insignificant and thus we see that maybe orality had no significant role in these texts.
	While there are little examples of orality in texts, that is not to say that there are not texts used within the ‘sacred’ oral tradition. We know that the Greeks had cursed tablets. While curses might be considered a part of the oral tradition, the act of writing them down to secure the curse is evidence of writings place within the oral tradition. Some of the texts and inscriptions we have (carvings) may have even been done as part of the ritual performance. Although only speculation, it would provide yet another way in which writing was used within the scared oral tradition. Possibly a more apt question to be asking. 


Goody suggests that literate societies were capable of logical thinking because of the invention of writing, this suggests that those who did not use the written word were not only illogical in their way of thinking but also intellectually beneath those who could[footnoteRef:8]. Here we see reflected the idea that many still have today that intelligence is measured by one’s literacy level. Fault can be found with this idea as there are many cultures around the world, even today, who do not use writing, but who are very advanced in their own ways. We see this when looking at the ancient world, as soon as a civilisation invents or learns of writing many consider them to then be civilised, however this notion needs to be re-thought as there are many other defining features of ancient civilisations that made them advanced and ‘civilised’. Ilkka Pyysiäinen follows on from Goody’s work saying ‘only within literate religions is “religion” seen as a distinct category’[footnoteRef:9]. However, this certainly does not seem to be the case within Greece. The ancient Greeks were a literate society and texts were even used in religious contexts, but they did not distinguish religion as a separate category. It seems to be the case that the Greeks did not have a written doctrine, not because they were illiterate, but because their society gave more authority to orality. This is possibly due to a mistrust in texts as they had to be written by a scribe and were open to manipulation (as happened in the case of Nicomachus)[footnoteRef:10]. [8:  Goody.1986: 182]  [9:  Pyysiäinen.1999: 271]  [10:  Lysias. Against Nicomachus  ] 




Conclusion: 

The main reason we don’t identify the Greeks as having has sacred texts is because our understanding of that term, as well as our understanding of religion. Today in the West we are heavily dominated by Abrahamic religions, which are but a small proportion of ‘religions’ that have existed as well as of those that exist today. These Abrahamic faiths are based on a book, rather than had books written about them, which was the case in ancient Greece. It is because of this that we cannot define the Greek texts as sacred texts as they do not serve the same function as those we view as ‘sacred’ today. This does not seem to be limited to ancient Greece but is seemingly the case for many (if not most) of ancient ‘religions’. However other ‘religions’ did have texts which they held in high importance which might be classified as sacred texts (Egyptian funerary texts for example[footnoteRef:11]). People had a personal relationship with the gods (which some chose to write about) where they told stories to their children, or performed in a play the different tales they knew about; they did not have a book which told them how to worship. We can see how religion was not a subject learnt from the book by the very fact that ‘the role of priest would normally fall to the eldest son, who would have inherited it from his father’, undoubtably learnt from the stories he grew up with[footnoteRef:12]. Thus, we see that although the Greek texts we have looked at here are undoubtably of religious significance they are not ‘sacred texts’ because of the very nature of Greek religion. [11:  Taylor.2001: 193]  [12:  Garland. 2014: 134] 

	Garland explains: ‘what we identify as religion was not regarded by them as something distinct and separate from other departments of life’[footnoteRef:13]. Going on to state that ‘the gods were everywhere and in all things’ and it is because of this that today we find it hard to distinguish and categorise what was a sacred/religious text and what wasn’t as to them there was no separation[footnoteRef:14]. The fact that we continue to use these texts today also imbues them with a different meaning than they would have originally had. We use Hesiod and Homers works as a way into understanding ancient Greece and thus categorise them as almost sacred due to their importance for us, however as we have learned, this is not the way they were considered by the Greeks. We mustn’t forget the ways these texts were used in antiquity as this proves that they were not sacred and that they were in fact inferior to the oral tradition. Homer’s epics, for example, were used to teach elite children to read, thus removing them from any sort of sacred or oral setting. [13:  Garland. 2014: 197]  [14:  Garland. 2014: 197] 


As for the role of orality in ancient Greek sacred texts, there does not really seem to be one. In Greece it is not like in Egypt where they had offering tablets which had to be read allowed to evoke the offering, for this really does show the important role of orality in a sacred text. However, it seems in Greece that orality doesn’t as much have a role in sacred texts, but more that texts have a role in sacred orality. 














































Bibliography

Ancient sources

Lysias. (1989 edt.). Lysias (trans. by W. R. M. Lamb). Available from Perseus http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0154%3Aspeech%3D30%3Asection%3D1 Accessed 24.01.2019

Modern scholarship 

Beard, M. 2004 (2007 edt.). ‘Writing and Religion’ in Ancient Religions (S.I. Johnston ed.). 	Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, England: The Belknap Press of Harvard 		University Press. 127-138 
Garland, R. 2008 (2nd edt. 2014). Daily Life of the Ancient Greeks. England: Hackett 		Publishing Company 
Goody, J. 1986 (1996 edt.). The Logic of Writing and the Organization of Society. England: Cambridge 	University Press
Hunter, R. 2018. The Measure of Homer: The Ancient Reception of the Iliad and the Odyssey. 	England: Cambridge University Press
Pyysiäinen, I. 1999. ‘Holy Book: A Treasury of the Incomprehensible. The Invention of Writing		 and Religious Cognition’ in Numen Vol. 46, No. 3. pp. 269-290. Available from JSTOR 	www.jstor.org/stable/3270160 
Sacred. Cambridge English Dictionary. Available from 	https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/sacred Accessed 12.01.2019
Taylor, J. H. 2001. Death and the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt. London, UK: The British 		Museum Press
