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In ancient Greece, the polis is notoriously the main authority in charge of giving, 
enforcing, and controlling norms. Yet we do have some evidence suggesting that 
the gods were not completely excluded from processes of lawmaking. To begin 
with, we can think of the relevance of utterances calling (explicitly or implicitly) 
on gods as witnesses or guarantors in legal procedures, such as oaths and condi-
tional curses, well attested in Cretan laws. Moreover, epigraphy documents a 
well-established tradition of texts known, since Henk Versnel’s study, as “pray-
ers for justice” or “confession inscriptions.” Such inscriptions, attested at least 
since the Hellenistic times onwards in various areas of the Mediterranean basin, 
call on gods to intervene directly as agents of punishment for a specific crime 
(often a theft).2 Therefore, they represent gods as actors within the judiciary 
sphere. Literary traditions provide further evidence of various forms of divine 
involvement in lawmaking. A traditional view of νόμος as a divine gift is ex-
pressed in archaic poetry and attic oratory.3 Several sources attribute the divine 
inspiration for lawgiving to ancient legislators. The best-known and probably 
the most ancient case concerns the spartan Lycurgus. His constitution, known as 
ῥήτρα, “pronouncement”, is considered to be brought directly from the oracle of 
Apollo Pythio.4 Moreover, literary sources from the 5th cent. BCE onwards refer 
to divinely established laws, mostly unwritten, and often perceived as standing 
in opposition to human laws. Among the most famous passages are Sophocles’ 
Antigone (vv. 453–457); Euripides’ Ion (vv. 1250–1320) and Xenophon’s Mem-
orabilia (4.4.14–20). Such laws include burying the dead, honoring parents, and 
various “holy deeds” which point to some religious dimension. As suggested by 
Angelos Chaniotis, their application might have involved, at least in some in-
stances, a conflict between the ways in which secular and divine authority were 

 
1 Greek literary sources are quoted according to Liddell-Scott 1996. Epigraphic abbreviations 

follow the list provided by: https://www.aiegl.org/grepiabbr.html. 
2 Versnel 2002; 2011; Chaniotis 2004. 
3 Hes., Op. 276–285; D. 25.16. 
4 The most detailed account is given by Plut., Lyc. 6.1, but Apollinean paternity for the spartan 

law is already attested by a fragment of the archaic poet Tyrtaeus (fr. 14 Gentili-Prato = Plut., Lyc. 
6.9–10; Diod. 7.12.6); see also Hdt. 1.65.2–66.1; Nomima I 61. The Hellenistic historian Ephorus 
(apud Strabo 10.4.19 = FGrH/BNJ 70 F 147 and 149) reports a tradition according to which Lycur-
gus imitated Minos and Rhadamanthus, who brought Cretan laws from the cave of Zeus. 

https://www.aiegl.org/grepiabbr.html


2 ANGELINI 

perceived and manipulated.5 Finally, records of processes for impiety in the 5th 
cent. Athens against Socrates and Anaxagoras attest to some degrees of inter-
vention by the religious sphere into legal practice. While literary evidence is well 
studied, and justice prayers from Hellenistic and Roman times have also re-
ceived deep scrutiny, less attention has been given to documentation from earlier 
times. On this basis, the scope of this paper is to “map” references to the gods in 
juridical epigraphy starting from the beginning, i.e., from the archaic age. My 
goal is to draw a first and rough classification of the various contexts in which 
divine powers intervene and of the different types of agency attributed to them 
in processes of making, enforcing, controlling, and modifying the law.  

This focus on archaic legislation, collecting inscriptions dating from the end 
of the 7th century BCE to the beginning of the 5th century BCE is also relevant 
to the cross-cultural scope of this volume. The Persian period is in fact consid-
ered as a crucial context for the formation of the Pentateuch and the final ar-
rangement of its legal collections. In this regard, processes of Greek lawgiving 
have been occasionally investigated from a comparative perspective and com-
pared with biblical legislation, recently by Anselm Hagedorn6 and Guy Dar-
shan.7 Both authors draw attention to the so-called Greek “sacred laws”8, com-
pared respectively with Deuteronomic and Priestly legislation. Hagedorn attrib-
utes the major differences between Greek (especially Cretan) and Biblical law 
to the different nature of the sources available. In his view, the incorporation of 
legal material into the biblical narrative, whose examples par excellence are the 
Covenant Code and Deuteronomy, transforms this law into a scribal enterprise 
that “leaves the sphere of actual everyday law”,9 i.e., is detached from human 
legal activity. The fact that such an enterprise finds no parallel in Cretan legis-
lation would explain the minor role assigned to religion in Greek legal thinking. 
On his part, Guy Darshan focuses on the comparison with Leviticus and Num-
bers and arrives at an opposite conclusion. He establishes the development of a 
distinctive eastern Mediterranean genre of “sacred laws” during the 1st millen-
nium centered on ritual matters, developed through imitation of Ancient Near 
Eastern law, and considers biblical Priestly law as part of it. This genre would 
be recognizable by common features shared by Greek sacred laws and Priestly 
legislation, such as casuistic formulation, the general public as the ideal ad-
dressee, and appeal to divine authority. I will briefly address the pertinence of 
such comparisons in my conclusions.  

 
5 Chaniotis 1996; 2004. 
6 Hagedorn 2017. 
7 Darshan 2018; 2022. 
8 On the limits of this definition see recently Carbon/Pirenne-Delforge (2017). 
9 Hagedorn 2017. 
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1. METHODOLOGICAL REMARKS, OUTLINE, AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The survey of the evidence follows an empirical methodology, starting by ana-
lyzing the collections of archaic inscriptions reunited by Reinhard Koerner in 
1993 and those collected by Henri Van Effenterre and Françoise Ruzé in No-
mima,10 two partly overlapping corpora. Both collections comprise a variety of 
juridical documents, including treaties, honorific decrees, and ritual norms, of 
public nature: this means that these juridical acts are emanated by the polis in-
stead than by individuals. Although their status does not always correspond to 
“law” stricto sensu, such deliberations offer relevant insights into the interfer-
ence of the gods in the juridical sphere and therefore are worth scrutiny. By con-
trast, while I will include some ritual laws in my discussion, this stage did not 
yet involve a systematic investigation of the Greek collections of ritual norms, 
i.e., regulations pertaining specifically to religious matters, such as sacrifices and 
sacrificial calendars, temple accounts, etc., where one would most naturally ex-
pect some kind of divine presence to intervene. This approach is based on the 
primary focus of this paper on juridical and public epigraphy. However, I am 
aware that a too-rigid division between juridical and ritual texts remains artifi-
cial, for two reasons. First, political and juridical documents may include reli-
gious regulations as well. One example is the treaty of peace between the cities 
of Knossos and Tylissos found in Argos,11 which includes religious agreements: 
it mentions war spoils sent to Delphi while other spoils are to be dedicated to 
Ares in Knossos, and prescribes sacrifices to several deities by both parties. An-
other example is the decision recording the measures taken by the Eleans toward 
the Skyllontes (probably a community dependent on the Eleans), perhaps to 
reestablish order after an attempt at revolt. In addition to sacrificial regulations, 
the text indicates that Zeus Olympios will receive a fine in case of transgression 
of the dispositions inscribed on the stone.12 A second issue concerns the way in 
which the relationship between ritual norms and the broader area of “law” was 
perceived in antiquity. I will address this point in my conclusions when com-
menting on a set of ritual laws given in oracular form.  

Because of the chosen timeframe, which extends from the earliest laws until 
before the middle 5th century BCE, Athenian and Attic laws are almost absent 
from the corpus, while two other areas emerge as privileged contexts of investi-
gation, as they are central for reconstructing the earliest stages of Greek law: 
Creta, on the one hand, and Olympia in Elis, on the other. A few other documents 
come from various cities in Asia Minor and South Italy. 

 
10 Koerner, Gesetzestexte; Van Effenterre/Ruzé 1995, abbreviated as Nomima.  
11 Nomima I 54 = CGRN 22. 
12 Nomima I 56; IvO 16, Koerner, Gesetzestexte 44, Minon, I. éléennes dial. 22. 
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In organizing this material, I tried to correlate the role assigned at each time 
to the god with the specific type of juridical act referred to in the text, following 
a path moving from passive and/or implicit toward active and/or explicit divine 
presence. I labeled as “passive” or “implicit” references to gods that, while oc-
curring frequently, do not seem to imply an agency on their part. This is the case 
when the inscription itself refers to the deposit of the decree in the temple, by 
indicating the god to which the law becomes “sacred”. Among the most famous 
examples, one can think of the Bronze Pappadakis from Aetolia or Naupaktos,13 
concerning territories for pasture, where the law is defined as being “sacred to 
Apollo Pythios and those in his temple” (ll. 14–15: ὄδε τετθμὸς ἰαρὸς ἔστο το͂ 
Ἀπόλλονος το ͂Πυθίο καὶ τον͂ συννάον): this statement is followed by the an-
nounce of annihilation for the transgressor and his family and the granting of 
divine protection for those who keep the law (ll. 15–16). One of the earliest ex-
amples where a deity is named to indicate the sacred space in which the decree 
is placed is the so-called “constitutional law” from Chios, dating to the early 6th 
cent. BCE. Here Hestia is mentioned in the first two preserved lines as the place 
where the enactments of the demos are protected ([—]κα̣τ̣ης∶ Ἱστίης δήμο/ 
ῥήτρας⋮ φυλάσσω[ν —]).14 Such examples, together with the numerous cases in 
which a specific god is mentioned as the recipient of the fine pending on the 
transgressors,15 underline the role of the sanctuary as the public space in charge 
of displaying and somehow protecting the law. 

The second way in which gods are referred to in juridical inscriptions, either 
implicitly or explicitly, is the oath. Such a procedure occurs often in Cretan doc-
umentation, although the gods on whom the oath is taken are not always men-
tioned. A law from Gortyna describing an oath procedure mentions Zeus, Athena 
and Hermes (and no one else!) as the gods on which one must swear (ll. 1–5: 
θιοι. ὀμνύμην δὲ δικάκ[̣σαι τὸν Ζῆ]/[να καὶ τὸν] Ἀπέλλονα καὶ τὰν Ἀθαν/̣αίαν 
καὶ τὸν Ἔρμαον, οτ̣[․․․․․․․․]/[․․․ μηδένα] ἄλλον θιὸν ὀνυμαινέτ̣/ο).16 Another 
early example where Zeus is named comes from Ephesus: it mentions an oath to 
be taken before the judges (the circumstances are unknown as the text is broken), 
followed by sacrifice.17 Other examples could be added as well. 

While oaths –and the conditional curses related to them– do imply some di-
vine patronizing in juridical procedures, and as such have received significant 
attention, these are not the only ways in which gods can be appealed in juridical 
contexts. Other forms of divine intervention can be identified in archaic law. To 

 
13 IG IX 12 609, Meiggs-Lewis, GHI 13, Koerner, Gesetzestexte 47–48, Nomima I 44. 
14 Meiggs-Lewis, GHI 8, l.–2 = Koerner, Gesetzestexte 61, Nomima I 62, SEG 16-485; 35-921; 

17-376; 44-1735.  
15 See, e.g., Nomima I 4, 19 (= Meiggs-Lewis, GHI 32), 23, 52 (= IvO 9), 102. 
16 IC IV, 51, Koerner, Gesetzestexte 139, Nomima II 13. 
17 CGRN 238, Koerner, Gesetzestexte 82, LSAM 30. 
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begin with, the form θεοί/θεός occurs occasionally in inscription headings. This 
heading becomes increasingly popular in the classical period and very frequent 
in the Hellenistic one, although it is occasionally attested in earlier documents 
as well. After passing for a long time almost unnoticed, William Mack and Re-
becca Van Hove have recently insisted on the mention of the gods in inscription 
headings to claim a stronger divine agency in juridical epigraphy than what has 
been previously recognized.18 Therefore, this evidence constitutes the most ap-
propriate starting point for this inquiry and will occupy a large part of it. 

Besides inscription headings, other contexts of appealing to divine interven-
tion include mentions of gods as guarantors of treaties or foundations19 and hon-
orific decrees putting citizens or groups of citizens under the special protection 
of the gods.20 The last texts under inquiry refer to legal provisions delivered 
through oracular consultation: a disposition from Mantineia reports the consul-
tation of an oracle to punish a case of homicide,21 while a few texts from Olym-
pia refer to gods as protectors of the inscribed law22 or to a consultation of the 
deity to be taken before changing the text of the law.23 At least one case of a 
ritual norm given via oracle is attested in Athens.24 By commenting on these 
documents, I will assess to which extent is possible to correlate the level of 
agency attributed to the gods with the type of deliberation expressed by the text. 
Given that divine intervention in juridical matters is to be considered as the ex-
ception in ancient Greek societies, rather than the norm, I will try to single out 
possible favorite contexts that trigger such interventions and also try to deter-
mine if later traditions of divine enforcement of the law, such as those expressed 
by the “prayers for justice” or the “confession inscriptions” can have significant 
antecedents in earlier times. I will conclude by highlighting how the collected 
evidence contributes to a discussion regarding the relationship between secular 
and religious authority in antiquity.  

2. ΘΕΟΊ AS HEADINGS25 

The first group of sources under inquiry collects the occurrences of θεοί found 
in inscription headings in archaic times. Tables 1–3 below summarize the 
 

18 Mack 2018; Van Hove 2023. 
19 E.g., Nomima I 42. 
20 IvO 11= Minon, I. éléennes dial. 12. 
21 IG V 2, 262 (IPArk 8; Nomima II 2; Koerner, Gesetzestexte 34). 
22 Minon, I. éléennes dial. 15, 16, 20. 
23 IvO 7 = Minon, I. éléennes dial. 4. 
24 CGRN 24. 
25 For the sake of simplicity I use the expression “θεοί heading”, although the Cretan spelling 

is θιοί. 



6 ANGELINI 

evidence. The form θεοί, probably in the nominative, is attested in Athenian de-
crees since the half of the 5th cent. onwards and is well documented in several 
Greek areas. Variants of it are the singular (θεός) and the accompanying form 
τύχη/τυχἀγαθή, found very frequently in Hellenistic epigraphy and usually con-
sidered as a blessing formula. The earliest occurrence of θεοί in headings in Ath-
ens is the account for the statue of Athena made by Phydias for the Parthenon, 
dating around 440 BCE (Table 2.2, IG I3 459). However, this heading is also 
documented on private objects, such as drinking vessels from symposia (Table 
2.1, Agora P 5164). Such objects reflect a mimetic use of the formula, perhaps 
with a parodistic intent: in each case, they suggest that the heading was already 
well known by classical times. Its occurrence in archaic epigraphy is sporadic, 
and, as demonstrated by Τable 1, features different types of texts. The Cretan 
dossier includes contracts and honorific decrees, with the scribe Spensithios, in 
Datala (Table 1.1) and for a certain Dionisios in Gortyn (Table 1.3): this text 
contains the only mention of the Good Fortune from archaic Crete. Other docu-
ments are decrees concerning the treatment of foreigners and boundaries (from 
Lyktos, Table 1.2); laws on public land and public water (Table 1.4); a decree 
of protection of Latosians (Table 1.9), and an agreement between Gortynian and 
Rhittenians (Table 1.10); a procedure for oaths (Table 1.6) and law on sacrifices 
(Table 1.7). The heading is also written distinctively at the beginning of the so-
called “Gortyn code” (Table 1.8). The words following θιοι in IC IV 48 (Table 
1.5) are illegible, which makes it difficult to establish if the form is indeed a 
heading. This distribution confirms that headings are overall rarer and not sys-
tematically used in older documents. However, the expressions accompanying 
θεοί already correspond to those which will appear in later texts. θεοί is usually 
followed by the mention of the civic community which is responsible for the 
decree, in expressions such as θιοί· ἔϝαδε Δαταλεῦσι καὶ ἐσπένσαμες̣ πόλις (Ta-
ble 1.1); [θιο]ί. ἔϝαδε Λυκτίοισι (Table 1.2); or θιοί. τάδ’ ἔϝαδε τοῖς Γορτυνίοις 
πσαπίδονσ[̣ι]·(Table 1.9), which reports one of the earliest references to a pro-
cedure of public voting. In the traditional interpretation, these headings are 
called either “dedications”, or “blessing formulae”, or “invocations”.26 Chani-
otis,27 and more recently Van Hove,28 summarized the main hypotheses put for-
ward so far by scholarship to interpret θεοί in inscription headings. 

Two main directions emerge in interpretation. The first one considers the θεοί 
heading as a request for a blessing. Such a request might reflect oral practice and 

 
26 Wilhelm Larfeld (1907, 436) spoke of “consecration formulae” (Weiheformeln), aiming at 

placing the content of the document under the protection of a specific god or expressing a general 
wish for a favorable action of the divine providence; see also Guarducci 1950 (IC IV 72), 151 
(adprecatio boni eventus); 1969, 43. 

27 Chaniotis 1996b, 83–85. 
28 Van Hove 2023, 90–100. 
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is often connected with a prayer performed by the assembly before making a 
decision. This hypothesis is reconstructed from the Athenian context, where this 
cultic procedure is attested by literary sources: the invocation was part of a 
broader ritual sanctioning the beginning of a public assembly.29 However, Van 
Hove notes that θεοί is lacking from several documents even in Athens, some-
thing which suggests that its presence was not felt as a “ritual necessity”.30 Nev-
ertheless, the inconsistency in writing instructions for rituals, which remained 
for the most part transmitted orally, could perhaps explain the jeopardized ap-
pearance of the heading.  

Other scholars have interpreted the heading as having an originally apotro-
paic function, perhaps derived from private contexts, with the goal of protecting 
either the contents of the decree or the stone on which the text was engraved. Its 
meaning would have been lost in later times, where it would have remained as a 
“frozen” formula. According to Robert Pounder,31 the invocation would have 
ultimately derived from the Kudurru inscriptions, arriving in Greece via Syria 
(through Phoenician) and Crete. However, the idea of a journey of the formula 
from the East has been rightly dismissed because of its highly speculative nature. 

As anticipated above, the studies of Mack and Van Hove recently challenged 
these interpretations. Mack focuses on θεοί headings on Attic public reliefs 
where gods are physically represented as performing the act described by the 
decree. He suggests that the heading, together with the representation of the gods 
on the stelae, underlines a strong involvement of the gods in the actions de-
scribed in the text below the heading. In a similar direction Van Hove, taking 
the Classic and Hellenistic Oropos as a case study, argues that the use of the 
collective plural (θεοί) or the indeterminate singular (θεός) in a somehow inter-
changeable way differentiates these headings from more traditional invocations 
or appeals to the gods. She also argues that θεοί headings aim at “bringing the 
gods (or the god) in.”32 Both Mack and Van Hove underline that the θεοί heading 
is not to be read simply as an invocation or appeal to the gods, but, in the nomi-
native form, as an assertion of their agency in the decision-making procedures 
described by the text. These new hypotheses certainly open an interesting direc-
tion of research, by considering the θεοί heading as a recognition of divine in-
volvement and by connecting the heading with the type of decision registered in 
the documents. However, some problems remain open for the archaic documen-
tation.  

First, the occurrence of θεοί headings in archaic epigraphy is rare and even 
difficult to detect. The only inscription that signals θεοί properly as a heading— 
 

29 E.g., Ar., Th. 312–351; Aeschin. 1.23; Ath. Pol. 43.6. 
30 Van Hove 2023, 92. 
31 Pounder 1975; 1984, 243–250. 
32 Van Hove 2023, 66, 104. 
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i.e., in large writings and separate from the text, placed above it— is the Gortyn 
code, where the form occurs only once at the beginning. It is not excluded that 
it has been added afterward.33 In some cases, is not clear if θιοί is a heading or 
the prolongation of a previous sentence, as in IC IV 51 (Table 1.6). 

Second, while Van Hove’s argument builds on the interchangeability be-
tween the plural θεοί and the singular θεός, in Crete we find almost exclusively 
the plural form, with one exception from Dreros, which Ι will discuss below. 
Moreover, there is only one occurrence of the blessing form θυκἀγαθᾶι accom-
panying θιοί, in the honorific decree for Dionisios (Table 1.3). This brings to the 
third issue, concerning the rationale for mentioning divine intervention. In his 
analysis of θεοί in Attic relief inscriptions, Mack observes that the heading oc-
curs most frequently either in honorific decrees or in dispositions regulating in-
terstate relationships. Both cases are represented in Crete (the contract with 
Spensithios [Table 1.1], and the honorific decree for Dionisios [Table 1.3]; the 
decree of protection for the Latosians [IC IV 78, Table 1.9]; a decree granting 
juridical and sacrificial independence to the Rhittenians [IC IV 80, Table 1.10]). 
However, θιοί occurs in other laws as well for which a rationale is less clear, 
such as the law on sowing public land or water (Table 1.4).  

In addition to the Cretan documents, a separate dossier from Southern Italy 
should be considered. It consists of four bronze plates or leaves from Metaponto, 
Locri, Crimisa, and Petelia, dating between the end of the 6th and early 5th cent. 
BCE (Table 3.1–4).34 Here θεός appears in the singular and is always followed 
by τύχα. These texts are classified as donations and testaments, made with full 
intention in life, but thought to be effective after the death of the donator, as the 
formula καὶ ζοὸς καὶ θανὸν, appearing on some of them, suggests.35 According 
to Renato Arena, such plates were not to be suspended or displayed but to be 
kept in a safe place, possibly as archive documents, probably in a sanctuary.36 
These texts show similarities with epitaphs, which usually open by invoking an 
undetermined divine power, θεός or δαίμων, often accompanied by Tyche. The 
presence of such deities, evoked as powers in charge of the individual destiny, 
is related to the genre of such texts, and the form θεὸς.τύχα is probably to be 
interpreted within this frame as well. In sum, this is a quite different context in 
comparison with the θεοί headings found in Cretan laws. 

A last piece of evidence to be included in the discussion regarding the θεοί 
headings is the law from Dreros. This law, found on the east wall of the temple 
of Apollo Delphinios and dating to the 7th cent. BCE is the earliest written law 

 
33 Thus Guarducci 1950, 151. 
34 Nomima II 55–58. On this dossier, see Arena 1996; Guarducci 1978, 296–297; Camassa 

1987, 613–656; Bencivenni 1997; Zingale 2001. 
35 Table 3.3. 
36 See also Bencivenni 1997, 38–40. 
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that came to us. It prohibits the iteration of the office of kosmos in the city for 
ten years from the first appointment:37 

1→ ἇδ’ ἔϝαδε πόλι ἐπεί κα κ̣οσμήσει δέκα ϝετίον τὸν ἀ- 
1a←θιοσιολοιον 
2→ ϝτὸν  μὴ κόσμεν, αἰ δὲ κοσμησιε,  ὀ(π)ε˜ δικακσιε, ἀϝτὸν ὀπῆλεν διπλεῖ  
κἀϝτὸν  
3← ἄκρηστον ἦμεν, ἆς δόοι, κὄτι κοσμησιε μηδὲν ἤμην. vac. 
4← X ὀμόται δὲ κόσμος κοἰ δάμιοι κοἰ ἴκατι οἰ τᾶς πόλ̣[ιο]ς̣. 

[God. oloion? “might the god be kind”] 
Thus has the polis decided: when someone has been kosmos the same person 
is not to be kosmos (again) for ten years. But if he should serve as kosmos, 
whenever he should give judgment, he is to owe double, [“may the god de-
stroy!”] and he is to be without rights as long as he lives, and whatever he 
should do as kosmos is to be void. The oath-swearers (are) the kosmos and 
the damioi and the twenty of the polis. 

The inscription begins in the traditional way: “So has the polis decided” (ἇδ’ 
ἔϝαδε πόλι). However, above line 2 appears the sequence θιoσoλοιον, added sub-
sequently to the text and whose interpretation has puzzled scholars. While the 
first 4 letters read θιoσ, “god”, which arguably refers to Apollo, the second half 
of the sequence is less clear. Divergent interpretations partly depend on the po-
sition originally assigned to the expression. A possibility is that the sequence 
had to be placed at the beginning, as an invocation to be read as θιὸς ὁ λοίον or 
as θιὸς ὁ λώιον (“may god be benevolent” or “may god [provide] the best”).38 If 
this is the case, then the earliest written law would have also included θεός as a 
heading. One difficulty with this hypothesis is that such a formulation is unpar-
alleled in inscription headings. Another option, put forward first by Carl Buck, 
is that the expression occurred lower in the text and would read θιὸς ὄλοι ὅν 
“may god destroy it”:39 this would then be a protecting curse. The announced 
destruction could target the transgressor of the law, as suggested by Van Effen-
terre and Ruzé and others,40 or could aim at protecting the stone, as suggested 
by Pounder and recently again by Camassa, who compares this text with other 
decrees explicitly placed under the protection of Zeus at Olympia.41 This is a 
 

37 Text and translation adapted from Gagarin-Perlman, Laws of Crete Dr 1; SEG 27.620; 
Meiggs-Lewis, GHI 2; Nomima I 81; Koerner, Gesetzestexte 90). In the translation, I signaled be-
tween square brackets the two possible options of locating the expression θιoσoλοιον. 

38 Guarducci, Epigrafia Greca I, 187, Chaniotis 1996b, 85 n. 482; See also Gallavotti xxx (“god 
has established what is the best”). Gagarin-Perlman, Laws of Crete, 202, also put the expression at 
the beginning. 

39 Buck 1995, 313–314, n. 116. 
40 Nomima I 81; see also De Rossi 2017, 12. 
41 Camassa 2011, 85. For Olympia see below, p. xxx. 
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difficult case to decide. However, I would agree with Maria Ilaria De Rossi that 
Buck’s proposal seems the most convincing when referring to the transgressor 
of the norm. The mention of an oath at the end of the decree and the inscription 
of this text on the temple’s wall underscore the relevance of this law, whose 
sacrality would then be further enhanced by an appeal to divine intervention in 
case of transgression. 

The evidence presented so far indicates that several methodological difficul-
ties remain in detecting θεοί as a heading in archaic documentation, so that is 
not always possible to relate the heading with the content of the law following 
it. Contrary to what might be the case in later times, and in other parts of Greece, 
the plural and the singular forms do not seem to be used interchangeably. The 
singular appears only in the law from Dreros, where it probably refers to a spe-
cific deity (Apollo) and could have been part of the curse, and in the italic con-
text, where the heading θεὸς.τύχα features a distinctive type of document (“tes-
tament-type”), which suggests that the divine address is a god in charge of the 
individual destiny. In Cretan law, when θιοί is used in the plural, the almost 
complete absence of references to Tyche makes the interpretation of a blessing 
formula improbable. Yet in some instances at least, the references to the gods in 
the inscription heading seem particularly significant, especially when they are 
juxtaposed with the self-designation of the polis making a decision.42 In these 
cases, this invocation refers to the collectivity of gods protecting the civic com-
munity. It affirms their authority either as guarantors or as protectors of the de-
crees, next to the civic authority. It might have served to underline the im-
portance of laws that were perceived as particularly relevant for the city, such as 
laws managing relationships with foreigners, establishing protection for specific 
categories of citizens (who were perhaps entering a field of activity placed under 
the control of the sanctuary, as it was the case with the scribe Spensithios in 
Datala?), or regulating intercity relationships. 
Table 1: Θεοί as headings: Crete 

 Place Object Beginning of the Text Contents 
1 Datala  

SEG 27.631 
Nomima I 22 
Gagarin-Perl-
man Da1 
Late 6th or be-
ginning 5th cent. 
BCE  

Bronze 
plate 
(mitra/ 
abdomi-
nal 
guard) 

θιοί· ἔϝαδε Δαταλεῦσι καὶ 
ἐσπένσαμες ̣πόλις Σπενσιθίωι ἀπὸ 
πυλᾶν πέντε ἀπ’ ἐκάστας θροπά- 
ν τε καὶ ἀτέλειαν πάντων αὐτῶι τε 
καὶ γενιᾶι ὤς κα πόλι τὰ δαμόσια 
τά τε θιήια καὶ τἀνθρώπινα 
ποινικάζ̣εν τε καὶ μναμονευϝην.· 

Contract of 
the polis 
with the 
Spensithios, 
appointed as 
poinikastas 

 
42 Datala (Table 1.1), Lyktos (Table 1.2), and Gortyn IC IV 43 (Table 1.4), 64 (Table 1.3), 78, 

80 (Table 1.9–10). 
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Gods. The Dataleis decided and we 
the polis promise to Spensithios, 
from the tribes five from each, ra-
tions and full tax exemption to him-
self and his offspring so that they 
both write and remember for the 
polis public matters both sacred and 
secular. 

2 Lyktos 
SEG 35.991 A 
1; B1 1 
Nomima I 12 
Koerner 87, 88 
Gagarin-Perl-
man Lyktos 
1A/1B 
Late 6th/early 
5th cent. BCE 

Limes-
tone io-
nic capi-
tal 

[θιοί. ἔϝ]αδε  Λυκτίοισι  
[θιο]ί. ἔϝαδε  Λυκτίοισι  
Gods. The Lyktians decided. 

Decree con-
cerning the 
treatment of 
foreigners 
(alopoliatai) 
(A) 
and the 
boundaries 
of pasture 
lands (B) 

3 Gortyn 
IC IV 64 
Nomima I 8 
525–500 BCE? 

Two 
blocks 
(from O-
deion?) 

θ̣ιοί, θυκἀγαθᾶι. δοριὰν ἔδοκ̣αν 
Διονυσ[ίοˉι το͂]ι Κο[— — — — — 
— — —] ἀρετᾶς ἐμ π]ολέ[μοι καὶ 
ἐ]ϝεργεσίας ἔνεκα Γόρτυνς 
ἐπίπανσα ϙ’ οἰ ἐν Ἀϝλο͂νι 
ϝοικίοντες ἀτέλειαν [πάντον 
ἀ]ϝ̣το͂[… 
Gods, good fortune (with good for-
tune?). All Gortyans and those liv-
ing in Aulon gave as a gift to Dio-
nisios (the son of?)Ko--…because 
of his good work exemption from 
taxation (in all matters?) for him-
self… 

Honorific 
decree for 
Dionisios 

 Place Object Beginning of the Text Contents 
4 Gortyn 

IC IV 43 Ba 1; 
Bb 1 
Nomima I 47 
Koerner 130–
133 
Gagarin - Perl-
man G43 

Stone-
block 
“north-
ern” 
wall 

θιοί· τὰν ἐ[ν] Κησκόραι καὶ τὰν ἐμ 
Πάλαι πυταλιὰν ἔ{ε}- 
δοκαν ἀ πόλις πυτεῦσαι. 
Gods. The polis have given the 
farmland  
At Keskora and Pala for growing. 
 

Law on the 
use of public 
land for sow-
ing; 
Law on the 
use of public 
waters 
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500–450 BCE? θιοί· το͂ ποταμο͂ αἴ κα κατὰ τὸ 
μέττον τὰν ῤοὰν θιθῆι ῤῆν [κ] ατὰ 
τὸ ϝὸν αὐτο͂, θιθεμένοˉι ἄπατον 
ἤμην. 
Gods. If someone diverts the river’s 
water at its middle point to flow 
over one’s own land, he is not to be 
penalized for the division. 

5 Gortyn 
IC IV 48 
500–450 BCE? 

Stone-
block 
“east” 
wall 

Θιοι  
(on the bottom: beginning of a new 
text or letters belonging to another 
word) 

Only two 
words can be 
read 

6 Gortyn 
IC IV 51 
Nomima II 13 
Koerner 139 
500–450 BCE? 

Stone-
block 
“east” 
wall 

θιοι ὀμνύμην δὲ δικάκ̣[σαι τὸν 
Ζῆ]να καὶ τὸν (?)] Ἀπέλλονα καὶ 
τὰν Ἀθαν̣αίαν καὶ τὸν Ἔρμαον, 
οτ̣[․․․․․․․․]  
[․․․ μηδένα] ἄλλον θιὸν 
ὀνυμαινέτ̣ο. 
Gods/To the god, (and) (the judge) 
is to rule that (a litigant) swear [by 
Zeus] and Apollo and Athena and 
Hermes, 
let him [not] swear by any other 
god. 

Procedure 
for swearing 
oaths 

7 Gortyn 
IC IV 65 
CGRN 14 
500–450 BCE? 

Stone-
block 
found 
reused in 
Odeion 

[θι]οί· vacatτο̑ι Ζενὶ το̑ι [..?..] 
[..?..] οἶις θέλεια 
λευκά… 
Gods. To Zeus the [(cult epithet) an 
animal…to..] a white female sheep 

Law on 
sacrifices 

8 Gortyn 
IC IV 72 I, 1 
450 BCE? 

Great 
code 
(wall) 

Θ ι ο ί. 
ὄς κ’ ἐλευθέροι ἒ δόλοι μέλλει 
ἀνπιμολὲν, πρὸ δίκας μὲἄγεν. 

Beginning of 
the “Gortyn 
code” 

 Place Object Beginning of the Text Contents 
9 Gortyn 

IC IV 78 
Nomima I 16 
Koerner 153 
450–400 BCE? 

Block 
from the 
temple of 
Apollo 
Pythios 

θιοί. τάδ’ ἔϝαδε τοῖς Γορτυνίοις 
πσαπίδονσ̣[ι]· vac. 
Gods. These things pleased to the 
Gortynian voting. 

Decree of 
protection 
for the 
Latosians 
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10 Gortyn 
IC IV 80  
Nomima I 7 
450–400 BCE? 

Two ad-
jacent 
Stone 
blocks 

θιοί. ἐπὶ τοῖδε [Ρ]ι[ττέˉν]ι[οι 
Γ]ορ[τυνίοις αὐτ]όνο̣μ[ο]ι κ’ 
αὐτόδικοι vac. 
Gods. On the following terms, the 
Rhittenians are to have their own 
laws and their own judicial system 
independent of the Gortynians… 

Agreement 
between 
Gortynians 
and Rhit-
tenians 

Table 2: Θεοί as headings: Attica 

 Place Object Beginning of the Text Contents 
1 Athens 

Agora P 5164 = 
Agora XXI C21 
475-450 BCE 

Graffito 
on the 
bottom 
of a ves-
sel  

θεοί Θερικλες͂ 
        καλός 
θεοί Πύ̣χσονος 
       Τιμόχσενος 
       καλός 
       Χαρμίδες 
       καλός 

Mimic of ju-
ridical prac-
tices  

2 Athens 
IG I3 459 BCE 

Stone 
from the 
Acropo-
lis 

θεοί ⋮ Ἀθενᾶ ⋮ Τύχε· 
Κιχέσιππος ⋮ ἐγραμμά- 
τευε ⋮ ἀγάλματος ⋮ ἐπι- 
στάτεσι ⋮ Μυρρινόσιος 
λε͂μμα ⋮ παρὰ vacat 
 vacat 

Accounts of 
Phydia’s 
statue for the 
Parthenon  

Table 3: Θεοί as headings: South-Italy 

 Place Object Beginning of the Text Contents 
1 Metaponto (?) 

Nomima II 55 
IGSI 149, 20 
SEG 4.71 
6th–5th cent. 
BCE 

Bronze 
leaf, 
From the 
antiquity 
market 

[θεός. τύχα] ∙ Πε. ∙ Ὀνάτα δαμ-
[ιοργέοντο]ς ∙ διαιτεῖ ∙ ℎα [βολλὰ(?) 
— —]ονα ∙ Σιμιχο-[— — — — —
]ο ταὐτο͂ ∙ πάν- 
[τα καὶ ζοὸς] ∙ καὶ θανὸν 
[— — — — πρ]όξενοι ∙ Δυ. ∙ Δ-[— 
— — — —]ν ∙ Φίλιππος [— — — 
— —]ς ∙ Ξαν. ∙ Δορκεὺ-[ς — — — 
—]ις ∙ 

Donatio 
mortis 
causa? 

 Place Object Beginning of the Text Contents 
2 Locri  

Nomima II 56 
IGASMG V 50 
500–480 BCE 

Bronze 
leaf 
 

θεός ∙ καθ[— — — — — — —]αν 
∙ πρόξε[νοι(?) — — —]αν ∙ 
Κρατίπ̣[οˉ(?)  — — —]νον ∙ δύο 
τά[λαντα — — —]λα ∙ σταθμ[ὸς — 

Donatio 
mortis 
causa? 
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— — — —]ος ∙ νέον ὀ[— — — — 
— —] 

3 Crimisa  
Nomima II 57 
SEG 4.75 
5th cent. BCE? 

From a 
small 
country 
sanctu-
ary 

θεός. τύχα. Καλλιφάοντος 
δαμιοργέοντος Φίλον δίδοτι 
ταὐτ[ο͂] πάντα καὶ ζοὸς κ̣[αὶ θ]ανὸν̣ 
τ̣ᾶι γυν[αικὶ αὐτ][ο͂] Ζαο[τ]ύχ[αι — 
— —] 

Donatio 
mortis 
causa? 

4 Petelia  
Nomima II 58 
IG XIV 636 
End 6th/begin-
ning 5th cent. 
BCE 

Bronze 
plaque 

θεὸς∙ τύχα ∙ Σάοτις ∙ δίδοτι ∙ 
Σικαινίαι ∙ τὰν ϝοικίαν ∙ καὶ τἆλλα ∙ 
πάντα ∙ δαμιοργὸς ∙ Παραγόρας ∙ 
πρόξενοι ∙ Μίνκον Ἁρμοξίδαμος ∙ 
Ἀγάθαρχος  Ὀνάτας ∙ Ἐπίκορος ∙ 
God. Fortune. Saotis gives to Si-
kania the house and all the rest. Da-
miourgos: Paragoras; Proxenoi: 
Minkon, Harmoxidamos, Agathar-
cos, Onatas, Epikouros. 

Donatio 
mortis 
causa? 

3. OTHER CONTEXTS OF DIVINE INTERVENTION 

Besides inscription headings, there were other forms in which gods could serve 
as witnesses or guarantors of specific legal acts. An interesting case of divine 
engagement in the juridical life of the poleis is the agreement of eternal φιλότης 
established by the Sybarites and the Serdaioi, a group unknown from literary 
sources and whose identification is debated, but which was probably an Achaean 
colony in South Italy.43 This treaty, one of the earliest preserved to us, is con-
served on a bronze plaque found in Olympia, where it had to be suspended on 
the temple wall: the nail holes are still visible in the plaque. It sanctions the be-
ginning of reciprocal cooperation between the two communities, with political 
implications,44 The reasons why a treaty concerning diplomatic relationships be-
tween communities in Magna Graecia has been preserved in Olympia are not 
entirely clear. It might have been a copy from the Sybaris Treasury conserved 
there. It probably dates before 510 BCE, year in which Sybaris was destroyed.45 
The text reads as follows:46 

 
43 Another hypothesis identifies the Serdaioi with a community from Sardinia. 
44 For the interpretation of the term φιλότης see Giangiulio (1992). 
45 For a proposal of a slightly later date following the destruction of Sybaris, see Lombardo 

(2008). 
46 SEG 22-336 (= Guarducci, Epigrafia greca II, 541–543, Meiggs-Lewis, GHI no. 10; Nomima 

I 42; transl. Meiggs-Lewis, GHI no. 10). 
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Ἀρμόχθεν οἰ Συβαρῖ- 
ται κ’οἰ σύνμαχοι κ’οἰ 
Σερδαῖοι ἐπὶ φιλότατ- 
ι πιστᾶι κ’ἀδόλοι ἀε- 
ίδιον· πρόξενοι ὀ Ζε- 
ὺς κ’ Ὀπόλον κ’ [ὀ͂λλοι θ-]  
εοὶ47 καὶ πόλις Ποσειδα- 
νία. 

The Sybarites and their allies and the Serdaioi made an agreement to a friend-
ship faithful and without guile, eternal. Proxenoi (“guarantors”): Zeus, 
Apollo, and the other gods and the city of Poseidonia. 

Zeus, Apollo, and other gods are here called as πρόξενοι together with the city 
of Poseidonia (Paestum, a colony of Sybaris), which is here designated explicitly 
as a civic community (πόλις), and not simply as a geographic entity. The mention 
of Poseidonia is unexplained: perhaps the city had a special connection with the 
ethnic group of the Serdaioi, and it might well be that the treaty was stipulated 
there.48 The προξενία is commonly known as a Greek institution of public host-
ing: the πρόξενος was designed to take care of all the ξένοι coming from a for-
eign city, who were passing in the city where he resided. He was also responsible 
for promoting cooperation between the two cities. Here, however, the title seems 
to bear a different meaning. It refers to a juridical function of “guarantor” or 
“witness”, perhaps intervening in this context because the goal of the treaty was 
to establish good intercity relationships.49 This meaning of πρόξενοι is compa-
rable to the one attested in the testament leave from Petelia discussed above (Ta-
ble 1.c.4), which lists five people serving as πρόξενοι for that testament. It might 
therefore reflect a juridical local use of the term. The synonymity between 
προξενέω and μαρτυρέω is also confirmed by lexicographers and scholia.50 As 
the law was displayed in the Temple of Olympia, is reasonable to think that here 
Zeus was the Zeus of Olympia, while Apollo might have been the Delphian one. 
The expression καὶ οἱ ἄλλοι θεοί might refer to the other civic gods of the two 
cities, on whom the parties took the oath which typically concluded alliance trea-
ties. According to Philippe Gauthier, the call upon divine guarantee in the treaty 

 
47 κ’ Ὀπόλον κ’ [ὀ͂λλοι θ-]εοὶ = καὶ ὁ Ἀπόλλων καὶ οἱ ἄλλοι θεοί. 
48 Thus Gauthier 1972; the hypothesis of Effenterre that the text refers to a new foundation of 

Poseidonia is considered implausible by the majority of scholars due to historical reasons, see Gian-
giulio (1992). 

49 Guarducci, Epigrafia greca II, 543 compares this text with the πρόξενοι mentioned in the 
testament from Petelia (Table 3.4). She advances the hypothesis that πρόξενοι in Magna Grecia 
refers to a specific function of witness-guarantor, elsewhere unattested. 

50 Hesychius, s.v. προξενεῖ (3:3606, ed. Schmidt, Halle 1861); Scholia vetera in Demosthenem, 
Or. 15, 7 c (σημείωσαι· προξενεῖ, μαρτυρεῖ). 
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served a double goal: to reinforce the sacral nature of the alliance (“les dieux eux 
mêmes authentifient l’alliance”), and to strengthen the engagement from both 
parties.51 What remains exceptional, however, is the pairing of divine and human 
guarantors, which represents a unicum in ancient diplomatic language.52 

Other inscriptions found near the sanctuary of Zeus at Olympia provide fur-
ther examples of divine guarantee in juridical procedures, in what concerns spe-
cial protection granted to foreigners or specific categories of citizens. These cit-
izens enter at different titles under the protection of the sanctuary. By conse-
quence, any action against them was to be considered a sacrilege and was there-
fore liable to divine punishment. This is the case of a civic pronouncement 
(ϝράτρα) by which the Chaladrioi (an independent community in Elis, unknown 
from other sources) grant citizenship and special rights to a foreign called Deu-
kalion:53 

ἀ ϝράτρα τοῖρ Χαλαδρίορ ∶ καὶ Δευ- 
καλίονι. ∶ Χαλάδριον ἐ͂μεν αὐτὸν 
καὶ γόνον, ∶ ϝισοπρόξενον, vacat 
ϝισοδαμιοργόν· τὰν δὲ γᾶ[ν] 
ἔχεν τὰν ἐν Πίσαι· αἰ δέ 
τις συλαίε, ϝέρεν αὐτὸν 
πο’ τὸν Δία, αἰ μὲ δάμοι δοκέοι. 

Pronouncement for the Chaladrians and Deucalion. A Chaladrian will be, he 
and his descendants, of equal status of a proxenos and of a demiurgos; he will 
possess the land in Pisa. If someone seizes (him/it), this one will be banned 
in front of Zeus, unless the people decide in a different way.  

Deukalion and his descendants are given high honorific status, juridically com-
parable to that of local πρόξενοι and δημιουργοί, and a territory in the Pisatidis. 
A final clause specifies that whoever seizes his person or his property (συλάω, a 
technical term for the seizure) “will be banned in front of Zeus” (ϝέρεν αὐτὸν 
πο’ τὸν Δία). With Benedetto Bravo, Sophie Minon, and others, I read ϝέρεν 
here in connection with the Attic ἔρρω, used in curses54 and appearing with a 
similar meaning in later inscriptions from Elis.55 Already Schlesinger considered 
 

51 Gauthier 1972, 33–34. 
52 As noted by Giangiulio (1992, 35–36, n. 21). This feature, along with other lexical peculiar-

ities and hapax occurring in the text and long discussed in scholarship, characterizes the document 
as stemming from a peripherical area. 

53 IvO 11 (= Nomima I 21; Minon, I. éléénnes dial. no. 12, I 21). My translation. 
54 The expression has the meaning “go to ruin!” E.g., ἔρρ’ ἐς κόρακας, “go hang!” (Ar., Pl. 

604). 
55 Bravo 1980, 811–813; Minon, I. éléennes dial. no. 20, 2; 30, 3–5; see also p. 522. Bravo 

notes that the form πο’(= ποτ = προς) followed by accusative appears as well in defixiones, and 
serves to connect the magical action with a specific deity, in order to strengthen its efficacy. For 
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this decree in relationship with the institution of asylia, who granted divine pro-
tection to those seeking refuge in the sanctuary. Although we have no means to 
establish whether Deukalion was indeed a suppliant, the granting of the prestig-
ious status of ϝισοπρόξενον might suggest his implication in the activities of the 
sanctuary. Once again, the term is to be understood differently from its tradi-
tional meaning, and differently from the meaning suggested for the south Italian 
inscriptions discussed above. In this regard, Julia Taita demonstrated that the 
office of πρόξενος in Olympia was a magistracy specifically connected with the 
management of the sanctuary, an international space full of foreign visitors.56 
This would then explain the involvement of Zeus in punishing his aggressors, as 
seizures against Deukalion would have been equated with sacrilegious acts. 
What is even more interesting for our purposes, however, is that the divine pro-
tection is not unlimited: the final clause reads αἰ μὲ δάμοι δοκέοι, “unless the 
people decide in a different way”. This a restrictive clause aimed at specifying 
that Deukalion was protected against private actions of seizure but was not, him-
self, above the law and could be liable to legal pursuit if he committed an injus-
tice against other citizens.57 This clause attests to a compromise between the 
divine authority granting inviolability to Deukalion and the civic authority, 
which introduces a limit to divine protection. It can be considered one of the 
earliest examples of a conflict between secular and divine law. 

In this regard, this law can be compared with a decree from Mantineia in 
Arkadia, which, however, deals with a different matter insofar as it enters di-
rectly the judicial sphere. This text, dating around 460 BCE, mentions the con-
sultation of an oracle to confirm the condemnation of thirteen people, responsi-
ble for killing a group of men and one girl in the temple of Athena Alea. The 
inscription opens by naming the accused (I.1–13). A condemnation follows, 
handed down by an oracle and by judges: it includes the loss of property (goods 
and slaves will belong to the goddess, while the houses will be “distributed”, 
perhaps between the families of the victims) and perpetual exclusion from the 
sanctuary for the convicted and their male descendants (I. 14–23). The second 
column contains the εὐχολὰ, “proclamation” or “curse” affirming the culpability 
of the accused (II.24–36). The εὐχολὰ is identical for the twelve accused (II. 24–
29), while the last one, Themandros, is treated separately (II.30–36):58 
 
other readings and interpretations see Latte 1920, 62–64 (“Er soll dahinfahren zu Zeus”, i.e., will 
be exposed to the revenge of the god). 

56 Taita 2004/2005, esp. 91–93. 
57 Thus Minon, I. éléennes dial. no. 91, Nomima, 102, Bravo 1980, 811–813. Koerner (1981, 

201–204) interprets the clause differently: the Chaladrians would have had the right to take the land 
back from Deukalion in some circumstances (for example, if he would return to live in his city). 
For a completely different reading of the inscription, see Zunino (2018). 

58 IPArk 8 (= IG V 2, 262; Nomima II 2; Koerner, Gesetzestexte no. 34). My translation, adapted 
from Buck (1955, no. 18) and IPArk 8. 
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I.1 [ϝο]φλέασι οἵδε ἰν Ἀλέαν· 
[Σί]συρνος 
[Σ]ο[κλ]ε͂ς 
[Φ]ιλομελίδας 
Θεό[κ]οσσμος 
Ἀρισστόμαχος 
Δ̣ρομέας 
Σ̣τίλπας 
Φ̣ᾶνις  
Ἄδραντος 
Ἀντιλαΐδας 
Βο͂θις 
Ηέσκλαρος 
Θέμανδρος. 
 
ὁσέοι ἂν χρεστέριον κακρίνεˉ 
15 ἒ γνοσίαι κακριθέε το͂ν χρεμάτον, 
π̣ὲ τοῖς ϝοικιάται τᾶς θεο͂ ἐ͂ναι, 
κὰ ϝοικίας δάσασσθαι τὰς ἂν ὁ ͂δ’ ἐάσας. 
εἰ τοῖς ϝοφλεκόσι ἐπὶ τοῖδ’ ἐδικάσαμες̣ 
ἅ τε θεὸς κὰς οἱ δικασσταί, ἀπυσεδομίν[ος] 
20 το͂ν χρεμάτον τὸ λάχος, ἀπεχομίνος 
κὰ τὀρρέντερον γένος ἐν͂αι 
ἄματα πάντα ἀπὺ τοῖ ἱεροῖ, ἵλαον ἐ͂ναι· 
εἰ δ’ ἄλλ̣α σι[ν]’ ἐᾶτοι κὰ το͂νν[υ], ἰνμενφὲς ἐν͂αι. 
 
II.24 εὐχολὰ [δ’] ἅδε ἔ[σ]ετοι τοῖ Α[---]· 
εἴ σις ἰν τοἱεροῖ το͂ν τότε̣ [ἀπυθανόντον] 
φονές ἐστι, εἴσ’ αὐτὸς εἴσε [τον͂ ἐσγόνον] 
σις κὰ τὀρρέντερον, εἴσε τ[ο͂ν ἀνδρο͂ν] 
εἴσε τᾶς φαρθένο, ἰνμενφὲ[ς ἐ͂ναι κὰ] 
τὸ χρεστέριον· εἰ δὲ μέ, ἵλα[ον ἐν͂αι]. 
 
30 εἰ Θ̣έμανδρος φονές ἐσστι̣ ε[̣ἴσε] 
το͂ν ἀνδρον͂ εἴσε τᾶς φαρθέν[ο] 
το͂ν τότε ἀπυθανόντον ἰν το̣[ἱεροῖ] 
κὰς μὲ προσσθαγενὲς τὸ ϝέ[ργο] 
τὸ τότε ἐό[ν]τος ἰν μ̣όνφον θε͂[ναι]· 
35 εἰ δὲ προσσθαγενὲς τὸ ϝέργ[ο] 
κὰς μὲ φονές, ἵλαον ἐ͂ναι. 

Ι.1. The following have been condemned in favor of Alea:  
Sisyrnos 
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Sokles 
Philomelidas 
Theokosmos 
Aristomakos 
Dromeas 
Stilpas 
Phani 
Akrantos 
Antilaidas 
Bothis 
Esklaros 
Themandros 
 
In the case of those whom the oracle has condemned 15. or who by who 
have been condemned by judicial decision, their property, including the 
slaves, shall belong to the goddess, and the houses which they may possess 
here shall be distributed. 
Inasmuch as we, the goddess and the judges, have passed judgement upon 
the guilty parties as follows, namely that, having given up 20. their inher-
itance, and being forever excluded from the sanctuary, they and their male 
descendants, it shall forever be propitious. But if any deviation from these 
dispositions w, it shall be reprehensible. 
ΙΙ.24 The following shall be the proclamation… 
If anyone (present) in the sanctuary is a murderer of those who perished at 
that time, either himself if or any of his descendants in the male line, (a mur-
derer) of either the men or the maiden, it shall be reprehensible according to 
the oracle; if not, it shall be propitious.  
30 If Themandros is a murderer of either the men or the maiden who perished 
at that time in the sanctuary, and was not absent from the deed of violence 
which took place then, he shall be put in reproach, if he was absent (at the 
time) of the deed and is not a murdercyrer, it shall be propitious.” 

Among the texts analyzed so far, this one attests to the highest level of divine 
agency. The beginning of the inscription introduces the accused as being guilty 
before the goddess ([ϝο]φλέασι59 οἵδε ἰν Ἀλέαν). Lines 14–23 refer to a combi-
nation of divine intervention (χρεστέριον/θεός) and ordinary judicial procedure 
(γνοσίαι/οἱ δικασσταί) in emanating the verdict of culpability. Line 18 has the 
remarkable and unique expression: “we, Athena and the judges, have passed 
judgment” (ἐδικάσαμες̣ ἅ τε θεὸς κὰς οἱ δικασσταί). However, the way in which 
divine and human jurisdiction interact within the judicial procedure is not com-
pletely clear and is debated. While Latte and others thought of a combined sen-
tence expressed by both the oracle and the secular judges upon all the accusers, 

 
59 [ϝο]φλέασι corresponds to the attic ὠφειλήκασι. 
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perhaps in two successive phases,60 Gerhard Thür interpreted the expression 
ὁσέοι ἂν χρεστέριον κακρίνεˉἒ γνοσίαι κακριθέε as having a disjunctive value. 
He suggests that according to the circumstances, some of the accused received a 
judgment through the oracle, while others (Themandros) were judged only by 
secular authority. He also suggested that what prompted the consultation of the 
oracle was the fact that the crime was committed in the sacred space of the sanc-
tuary and that the accused were found there (interpreting the first expression ἰν 
τοἱεροῖ as modifying the pronoun σις, II.25). By consequence, this murder en-
gaged the goddess in several regards, both regarding the right for asylia of the 
murdered and the right of revenge expressed by the families of the victims.61 
Such an unusual engagement of the deity can be explained only by the fact that 
all the murderers were enjoying asylia in the sanctuary, all except Themandros, 
who was not there and underwent a different judicial procedure, with no need 
for oracular consultation. This reconstruction is compatible with the portrait of 
Alea transmitted by ancient sources: according to Pausanias, the sanctuary of the 
goddess in the close city of Tegea was particularly famous in this regard.62 Such 
an interpretation is further substantiated by Chaniotis, who notes that the priests 
might have found themselves trapped between two opposite appeals to divine 
justice, both legitimate: those of the family of the victims and those of the sup-
pliants. In this case, a direct charge by the goddess for sacrilege was the only 
solution to legally bypass the right of the murderers to inviolability and grant 
justice to the victims of the homicide.63 

4. LAW AND ORACLES 

While the judgment from Mantineia remains in several regards a unicum, it 
points to the oracular consultation as a privileged means for Greek gods to inter-
vene in judicial matters. On a more general level, the use of oracles in law-related 
matters is attested in other contexts as well. A bronze plaque reporting purity 
rules from Olympia refers to divine consultation to be taken before modifying a 
law. The inscription contains a set of (at least) three regulations: the end of a 
ritual norm forbidding sex in the sanctuary (with relative fine and purification 
rite to be performed); the procedure for appealing the law; the procedure to 

 
60 Latte 1920, 45–47; Koerner, Gesetzestexte no. 34, 97–98. 
61 IPArk 8, 95. For a critique of Thür’s reconstruction, see Maffi (2007, 222–232). Maffi’s 

view, however, fails to explain why Themandros undergoes a different judicial procedure than the 
other accused. 

62 Paus. 3.5.6. See Varotto 2019, 148–52. 
63 Chaniotis 1996a, 75–78. 
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modify the written law (το̑ν γραφέον), which involves the god (Zeus), and be-
comes effective only upon approval by the council and the assembly of people:64  

ΚΑ vacat 

κα θεαρὸς εἴε·αἰ δὲ βενέοι ἐν τἰαροῖ, βοΐ κα θοάδοι καὶ κοθάρσι τελείαι, καὶ 
τὸν θεαρὸν ἐν τα⌈ὐ⌉ταῖ· αἰ δέ τις παρ τὸ γράφος δικάδοι, ἀτελές κ’εἴε ἀδίκα, 
ἀ δέ κα ϝράτρα ἀ δαμοσία τελεία εἴε δικάδδοσα·το̑ν δέ κα γραφέον ὄ τι δοκέοι 
καλιτέρος ἔχεν ποτ᾽ τὸν θ⌈ε⌉όν, ἐξαγρέον κα⌈ὶ⌉ ἐνποιο̑ν 5 σὺν βολαῖ 
⌈π⌉εντακατίον ἀϝλανέος καὶ δάμοι πλεθύοντι δινάκοι· ⟨δινά⟩κοι δέ κα ⌈ἐ⌉ν 
τρίτον, αἴ τι ἐνποιοῖ αἴτ’ ἐξαγρέοι. 

[… if …] a theoros be (e.g. liable?). But if (previously mentioned person) 
were to have sex in the sanctuary, he would be penalized with (the sacrifice 
of) a bovine and with a perfect purification, and the theoros (viz. will be lia-
ble) to the same. And if anyone judges contrary to the writing, let the judg-
ment be ineffectual. The pronouncement of the people, giving judgment, shall 
be valid. And of the writings, whatever seems more beautiful in the eyes of 
the god (i.e. Zeus), let him change it, deleting or inserting (only) with the 
complete approval of the council of Five Hundred and of the full assembly of 
the people. One may make changes three times, either adding or removing 
something. 

While the modality of civic approval is explicitly mentioned in the text, the de-
tails regarding the involvement of the deity are omitted. The text specifies only 
that the new form of the law “more beautiful/pleasant to the god” (τον̑ δέ κα 
γραφέον ὄ τι δοκέοι καλιτέρος ἔχεν ποτ᾽ τὸν θ⌈ε⌉όν). Although some scholars 
suggest an oath in front of the statue of Zeus Horkios,65 I think that an implicit 
reference to oracular procedure is more probable here, especially because of the 
language employed.66 Francesca Mello has suggested that the term ϝράτρα, oc-
curring here, characterizes a distinctive group of texts from Olympia as a termi-
nus technicus, to indicate an oracular pronouncement given by Zeus through his 
cultic personnel.67 While there are other references in Greek documents to pro-
cedures for modifying written law, none of them reports the involvement of a 
god. One hypothesis to explain this peculiarity is that Zeus had to be consulted 
because the norm referred to is a ritual one, i.e., concerns the deity most directly. 
Evidence from the Classical and Hellenistic periods preserves other examples of 
ritual laws given in oracular form. The regulations of the genos of Praxiergidai 

 
64 CGRN 5 (= IvO7; Nomima I 109; Koerner, Gesetzestexte 41–43; Minon, I. éléennes dial. 4). 
65 Minon, I. éléennes dial. no. 30. 
66 I follow here Van Effenterre/Ruzé, Nomima I 109; Camassa 2011, 130–132; Zunino 2014, 

18. 
67 Mello 2008. This group includes IvO 2, 7, 9, 10, 11, 16, 20. 
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in Athens, traditionally responsible for the clothing of the statue of the goddess 
Athena, open by mentioning a request made to the city of writing down an an-
cient oracle of Apollo and setting up the stone in the ancient temple (i.e., the 
archaic temple of Athena Polias on the acropolis): the oracle, reported at the end 
of the fragment, commands the Praxiergidai to clothe the goddess with her pep-
los and gives sacrificial instructions.68 In an early Hellenistic inscription from 
Apollonia (Illyria), a female seer proclaims the sacrifices to be done for Ascle-
pios. The beginning of the inscription, albeit fragmentary, does mention the cit-
izens of Apollonia: this points to the public nature of the document, which might 
have been connected with the civic cult of Asclepios.69 A long dossier of purity 
regulations from Cyrene, which must have been displayed in the temple of 
Apollo there, presents itself as an oracle of the god.70 Finally, some of the fewest 
responses preserved from the oracle of Dodona contain ritual and sacrificial in-
structions.71 

This evidence for oracular law gives credit to the hypothesis that, in the case 
of IvO 7, divine consultation was prompted by the ritual nature of the norms 
prescribed there. Furthermore, reflecting from an “Olympian” perspective, the 
need for divine approval could also be connected with the specific role assigned 
to the Olympian Zeus as a protector of the written law, which seems to be 
evinced by other inscriptions found near the sanctuary. Three legal documents 
here are explicitly consecrated to Zeus. An inscription reversing the result of an 
international arbitrage and suspending a previous verdict of condemnation be-
gins by defining itself as an ἄγαλμα Διός.72 A law by which the Eleans grant 
citizenship and the office of thearodokia to the foreigners Athanadas and Wrinon 
is defined as a “plate sacred to Zeus”(ὀ δὲ πίναξ̣ ἄ̣γαλμα το͂ Διός).73 A similar 
clause is found in the conclusion of an Olympian ϝράτρα by which the Eleans 
accord juridical protection to the secretary Patrias. The text concludes by stating 

 
68 CGRN 24, ll.1–5 and 10–12: [ἔδοχσεν τε̑]ι βο[λ]ε̑[ι καὶ το̑ι δέμοι· .... ἐπρυτάνε]/[υε, ....]Σ 

ἐγραμμ[άτευε, ..?.. ἐπεστάτε, ..?..]/[. εἶπε· πε]ρὶ ὁ̑ν δέο[νται Πραχσιεργίδαι, τὲν μαντεί]-/[αν το̑ θ]εο̑ 
καὶ τὰ πρό[τερον .... ἀνα]/5[γράφσ]αντας ἐν στέ[λει λιθίνει καταθε̑ναι ἐμ πόλει]/[..]θεν το̑ νεὸ το ̑
ἀρχ[αίο·…[..]/ 10[τά]δε hο Ἀπόλλων ἔχρεσεν [λοι̑ον καὶ ἄμεινον ἐ̑ναι]/[ἀμ]φιεννύοσιν τὸν πέπλον 
τ[........... καὶ θύοσιν]/[Μοί]ραις, Διὶ Μοιρ⌈α⌉γέτει, Γ[ε̑ι. The inscription dates to 460–450 BCE. 

69 CGRN 40. 
70 CGRN 99, l. 1: [Ἀ]πόλλων ἔχρη[σε]· 
71 Carbon 2015; Lhôte 2017. It must be noticed, though, that these are not civic regulations, but 

responses to individual requests. 
72 Minon, I. éléennes dial. no. 15 (= SEG 26-475, Nomima I 60): Ἄγαλμα Διός·Πύρρο 

γρ[α]φέας/καὶ Χαρίξενος καὶ τοὶ μαστροὶ./[τ]αὶρ δίκαις, ταὶρ κὰ το͂ν Βοιοτο͂ν Μένανδρος/[κ᾽] 
Ἀριστόλοχος τοῖρ Ἀθαναίος ἐδικαξάταν,/ [ἐ]πέγν̣ον καὶ τοῖ Θεσπιέσσιν καὶ τοῖρ σὺν αὐτὸς/ [σφ]ὲ 
δικαίος δικαστᾶμεν κ᾽ ἀπὸ το͂ν Θεσαλο͂ν/ [ἐ]πεδίκαξαν. Regarding the expression ἄγαλμα Διός, 
Peter Siewert notes: “gesperrt geschrieben, wohl als eine Art Überschrift” (Siewert 1981, 229). 

73 Minon, I. éléennes dial. no. 16, 4 (= SEG 51-532). 
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ὀ [πί]ναξ ἰαρὸς Ὀλυνπίαι, “plate sacred at Olympia.”74 This expression under-
lines that the inscription with its content enters the god’s property. In this regard, 
it can be compared with similar expressions by which a freed slave might be-
come god’s property (ἰαρὸς το͂ Διὸς το͂  Ὀλυμπίο),75 or with the expression ἰαρὰ/ 
ἰαρὸς (Διός) found occasionally on private objects, which marks their belongings 
to the god’s treasury.76 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

The evidence surveyed here confirms that in archaic times gods can be involved 
in juridical procedures at several levels. In a general way, gods are frequently 
represented as protectors of the law, as suggested by the mentions of gods to 
denote the temples where the law was exposed; the numerous references to oaths 
and curses in legal inscriptions go in the same direction. In this regard, the laws 
of Dreros, mentioning a divine curse, sealed by an oath and displayed in the 
sanctuary, confirm that since the earliest times there was a need to put at least 
some laws under divine sponsorship, perhaps those laws which were so signifi-
cant to be put in writings. Yet in this context, the role of the gods as “guardians” 
remains somehow implicit or passive. Divine agency in legal affairs is much 
rarer: documents such as the judgment from Mantineia or the procedure for 
changing the law in Olympia remain unique in several regards. At the same time, 
the documented cases of active involvement of the divine sphere in juridical pro-
cedure are significant in that archaic legal inscriptions showcase various typol-
ogies of divine intervention whose frequency will increase in later times. As for 
the θεοί heading, for example, their use is sporadic, difficult to detect, and shows 
inconsistency in the forms used, evincing important differences between the Cre-
tan and the Italic context. However, is possible that in special cases the θεοί 
headings already underscored the recognition of a divine agency, which is jux-
taposed to the authority of the civic community emanating the law. Although the 
rationale of these cases is not entirely clear, honorific decrees and laws concern-
ing relationships with foreigners feature already this earlier documentation. Ad-
vance the hypothesis of different functions of the heading through time and 
places 

By contrast, in the case of θεοί headings as well as in the other cases scruti-
nized here, we do not see the opposite phenomenon, i.e., contexts of divine in-
tervention in legal procedures which would only characterize this early period 

 
74 Minon, I. éléennes dial. no. 20, 9 (= IvO 2, Koerner, Gesetzestexte no. 37; Nomima I 23). 
75 Minon, I. éléennes dial. no. 17, 2–5. 
76 Minon, I. éléennes dial., 538. 
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to subsequently disappear. On the contrary, as suggested by Chaniotis, this prac-
tice did not change in later times, it only became more detailed. This further 
undermines the already criticized paradigm underpinning Latte’s Heiliges Recht,  
which described the emergence of the law from religion, and, more broadly, 
challenges the idea of a progressive “laicization” of the Greek society which 
would set itself free from religious constraints.  

Rather, what we see at work in cases such as the oracle in Mantineia, the 
pronouncement for Deukalion and the instructions to change the law in Olympia 
are attempts to mediate between secular and divine authority. In this regard, a 
further tendency characterizing the early material is that, when civic and divine 
authority come to interact, the civic procedure is clearly formulated, or at least 
hinted to, while the modality of divine intervention often remains unspecified or 
implicit. However, oracular activity emerges as an efficient strategy for involv-
ing the divine sphere in judicial procedures and strengthening the authority of 
religious norms. In this regard, the fact that Greek gods operate more often in 
legal matters related to the religious sphere is relatively unsurprising and consti-
tutes a point of commonality between Greek and biblical ritual norms. Yet the 
numerous differences between the two corpora make it difficult to speak of a 
common literary genre of “sacred laws” as proposed by Darshan. Even in the 
case of ritual norms, the appeal to divine authority remains quite exceptional in 
ancient Greek texts, and even rarer is the appeal to divine authorship. The fact 
that a law can occasionally be defined as ἱαρὸς signifies that the stone with its 
contents belong to the deity and both are put under his protection, but this does 
not necessarily mean that the law is of divine origin. 

The highest degree of integration between civic and divine authority is best 
attested in Olympia. This might, of course, be motivated by contingent factors, 
as the sanctuary there has been exceptionally well preserved. However, the rel-
evant role exerted by this panhellenic sanctuary in several aspects regulating 
public life among the communities residing in Elis might have also enhanced a 
higher integration between civic and divine law. In this regard, is relatively un-
surprising that a stronger intervention by the gods in legal affairs occurs in con-
texts dealing with divine property or with institutions connected with divine pat-
ronage, such as asylia, and matters related to the protection of foreigners more 
broadly. Differently from Hagedorn, I would see in this selection of what repre-
sents the area of pertinence of divine legislation the major point of difference 
between Greek and Biblical concepts of divine laws, more than in the nature of 
the available sources or in the absence versus presence of an ideological scope.  

In Greece, gods care especially about what belongs (or comes to belong) to 
them: this includes what we usually call ritual norms, but is not limited to them. 
However, even in searching for “compromise solutions”, is usually the polis who 
has the last word. 
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