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The Local Horizon of Ancient Greek Religion

Which dimensions of the religious experience of the ancient Greeks become
tangible only if we foreground their local horizon? This book explores the
manifold ways in which Greek religious beliefs and practices are encoded in
and communicate with various local environments. Its individual chapters
explore ‘the local’ in its different forms and formulations. Besides the polis
perspective, they include numerous other places and locations above and
below the polis level, as well as those fully or largely independent of the city-
state. Overall, the local emerges as a relational concept that changes together
with our understanding of the general or universal forces as they shape ancient
Greek religion. The unity and diversity of ancient Greek religion becomes
tangible in the various ways in which localising and generalising forces interact
with each other at different times and in different places across the ancient
Greek world.
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Preface

Ancient Greek religion has traditionally been thought to manifest itself in
both a local and a panhellenic dimension. While the latter involved the
notion of universality and was associated above all with the sanctuaries of
Olympia and Delphi, as well as with the Homeric tradition, the former was
largely equated with the polis as the basic unit in which ancient Greek
religion expressed itself. If other (regional, individual) perspectives came
into focus, they did so mostly as an extension of the kind of mediatory
function that the polis had in the ancient Greek world.

More recently, however, there has been an upsurge of scholarly interest
in diversifying our understanding of ancient Greek religion. In the wake of
the criticism of the polis model for the study of ancient Greek religion,
classical scholars have explored alternative locations of the religious besides
those demarcated by the polis. Scholars have pointed to the manifold ways
in which religion was embedded in place, landscape, and the natural world
more widely than the political structures of the ancient Greek city-state.

At the same time, new conceptual work on localism and the local in
classical studies and beyond has provided new insights into the lived
experience in the ancient Greek world. ‘Local’ has long been understood
as small-scale, confined in size and relevance, with little if any bearing on
greater cultural currencies. The label has thus been used typically in a
pejorative sense to describe low-key knowledge systems, underdeveloped
artistic styles, or cultural practices that were out of sync with more dynamic
constellations. Against reductionist images of social slow motion or seclu-
sion, recent research highlights the foundational quality of the local.
Dynamic, fast-changing, and multicoded, the ‘new local’ is a frame of
reference that lends normativity to human agency, a domain of meaning
and purpose, and a feeder of connected cultural processes.

This book combines both research axes. Its overall aim is to illustrate the
manifold ways in which religious belief and practice are encoded in and in
communication with the local environment. To this end, conceptions of
the local at work in the individual chapters necessarily range widely.
Besides the polis perspective, they include numerous other places and
locations above and below the polis-level, or fully or largely independent xiii
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xiv Preface

of it. The reason for this is that the local itself is a relational concept; the
way classical scholars make use of it changes together with their concep-
tions of the general or universal.

Throughout this study, the local emerges as a quantity in its own right,
as a sphere of religious conduct that allows for the exercise of religion in
ancient Greece in interaction with generalising or universalising forces. In
all instances we have asked authors to speak to the specific question of how
the local comes into the picture in their contribution. The result is a
collection of chapters exploring the local horizon of ancient Greek religion
as it transpires in both the literary and the material evidence in different
parts of the Greek world and at different points in time. At the same time,
these studies come together in disclosing the creative tension and vibrant
cross-fertilisation between the local sphere, on the one hand, and general,
universal, or panhellenic paradigms on the other. Each chapter is preceded
by a brief preface written by the editors that introduces its approach,
explains where it is situated in the volume, and maps its argument as the
conversation between chapters unfolds. Taken together, the contributions
to this book illustrate, we hope, the productivity of an approach that is
appreciative of the local’s inherent quality to fuse Greek religion with
structure and meaning.

Many people and institutions lent their support to this truly collabora-
tive endeavour. We thank the Centre of Classical and Near Eastern Studies
(CCANESA) at Sydney University for hosting an initial conference, the
Faculty of Arts at Sydney University for awarding us a Nicholas Anthony
Aaroney Research Grant, and the Australian Research Council (ARC). In
addition, we are grateful for matching funds received by the Anneliese
Maier Research Prize awarded to Hans Beck by the German Humboldt
Foundation and the John MacNaughton Chair of Classics at McGill
University in Montreal, which he held at the time. In Miinster, the
Cluster of Excellence Religion and Politics (project B3-40 Localism and
Religion in Ancient Greece) provided a congenial environment for the key
process of synthesising the project and bringing the contributions to this
book into what we hope has become an organic whole. Thanks are also due
to Greta Hawes for her help with the index, to Daniel Hanigan and Emma
Barlow for their assistance in organising the conference in Sydney, and
to Edward Armstrong, Lukas Duisen, and Daniel Hagen for their help with
the manuscript.

Hans Beck, Miinster
Julia Kindt, Sydney
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