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ABSTRACT. Modern and Ancient Greek religious festivals follow a ritual 

calendar where celebrations are performed in connection with important 

phases during the agricultural year. Fertility-cult is of focal importance in 

these festivals and also in life-cycle transitions, and women are the most 

competent and central performers of the fertility-rituals. The fertility-cult 

plays an important role within the official male value-system. Taking 

account of the female sphere in Greece provides us with a basis for 

considering the female part of society, thus giving a reconsidering of the 

male view and simultaneously a comprehensive analysis of the societies, 

ancient and modern, in which the female point of view is included.  
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THE FEMALE SPHERE 

 

“The female sphere” is important when studying such personal 

phenomena in life as ideologies and mentalities, represented by 

religion, behaviour, values, customs, faith, worship and popular 

beliefs. We discover that what we usually call “macro-” and “micro-

society”, i.e. the “public” and “domestic spheres”, in fact have 

different meanings to what is generally assumed. In Greece, we do 

not find the “little” society or “only the family” at home; rather, this 

is where we meet the “great” society. Therefore, it is important to 

search out to what extent the official ideology is dependent on 

fertility-/death-cult and healing, and so the female sphere, to manifest 

itself. 

The “male sphere” is usually connected with the official world, 

and the female with the domestic world, but as already stated, this 

does not imply that the female sphere is marginal and the other not, as 
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some researchers have claimed (e.g. Danforth 1982). Marginalization 

is a spatial metaphor and depends on where you are standing. This 

means that the centre in a Greek village can be both the central 

village square, “the man’s world” (cf. Ar. Eccl. 154 f. for a parallel), 

and the kitchen hearth or courtyard, important spaces that women 

control. When studying Greek village life, anthropologists have 

considered the two spheres of male and female importance in terms of 

“public” and “private”, home and outside home, but there are also 

public spaces where women dominate, one of these is the cemetery. 

So, when working with this material, one realizes that the division in 

a male and female sphere in Greek society may, under certain 

circumstances, be blurred. In reality, the world of the domestic and 

familial or the world of women, i.e. the female sphere, covers a more 

extended area and has greater power than is generally assumed. 

 

 

THE CYCLICAL FESTIVALS AND FERTILITY-CULT 

 

The festival is an important means of communication, an offering or a 

gift, most often dedicated to a deceased guardian of society, alone or 

together with a god(dess), for instance to the modern Panagia (the 

Virgin Mary) or to ancient goddesses. The analysis of the fertility-cult 

demonstrates how fertility is connected to the deceased and the 

powers in the subterranean world where life begins, according to the 

cyclical symbolism, which is central in Greek culture. The deceased 

mediator also receives a blood sacrifice, the ritual slaughter of an 

animal, for example an ox- or a lamb, which afterwards is consumed 

as a communal meal by the participants of the festival. The 

communication is presented on several levels. The dead receives the 

offering in order to provide for the fertility of the society through the 

communication with stronger powers, first and foremost, Mother 

Earth. Her importance parallels the woman’s who is the central 

performer of the cults, which are important in the festivals, because 

they are connected to the female sphere. The Greeks conceive the 

Earth as a woman’s body and the agricultural year as a woman’s life. 

The Earth is also seen as the female sex organ. But, the Earth 

represents only one of the two parts of the nature, who has to be 

invoked to ensure the harvest. Accordingly, rain-magic dedicated to a 
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heavenly god is a generally theme in the festivals, particularly around 

the most important periods during the agricultural year: sowing 

(autumn) and sprouting (spring). From this fact follows the 

significance of the Sacred Marriage, hieros gamos, also illustrated by 

the union of Mother Earth with her son, the corn-seed, to make the 

ground fertile (cf. Håland 2005, 2006).  

 

 

FROM THE HONOUR OF MASCULINITY TOWARD A POETICS OF 

WOMANHOOD, OR A CHTHONIC PERSPECTIVE 

 

While carrying out fieldwork among women, and considering their 

own value-system, the picture may change from that projected by 

men (cf. Bourdieu 1998, discussed in Håland 2007: ch. 6, see also 

2009). Even if Greek women may subscribe to the male ideological 

“honour and shame” model, they have their own values in addition to, 

or running contrary to the male view, depending on how the male 

view suits their own thinking. That women experience the world 

differently from men is difficult to discern from ancient male-

produced sources.  

Women also have female knowledge. Based on the values of 

modern Greek women, it may be called a poetics of womanhood, and 

the point is how women can present public performances of being 

good at being a woman (Dubisch 1995; cf. Seremetakis 1991; Abu-

Lughod 1988), for example when performing fertility-rituals in 

agricultural or procreation contexts, using magic such as in healing 

contexts, nursing children, performing death-rituals. Women we meet 

in modern Greece are often strong personalities and active 

participants in social life. They are often stronger and more assured 

than women we know from our own societies, and far from the 

suppressed, downtrodden and reclusive creatures presented by several 

ethnographers. They run their households with a firm hand, and 

exhibit self-confidence.  

The female body provides a significant source for social 

symbolism: it plays an important role in the “poetics of womanhood”, 

because bodies have social meanings that may be used in public 

performances. In Greece, the female body both creates and represents 

the family and social relations in a variety of contexts. By wearing 
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black mourning clothes when a family member dies, women become 

highly visible symbols of mourning, hence of the kinship relations 

between the deceased and the living. This importance of the women’s 

black mourning clothes is stated in ancient traditional sources from 

Homer (Il. 24.93), but is criticized by Plutarch (Mor. 608f4). 

Complaints about suffering are especially expressed by women 

lamenting their dead. They also suffer in pilgrimage. But in relation 

to problems of everyday life, we meet the same complaints, since 

they call attention to what they must endure in order to carry out their 

roles as wives and mothers.  

In modern Greece, we meet the importance of ponō, suffering or 

feeling pain as one of the important ways of expressing the “poetics 

of womanhood”. In ancient society, ponos described motherly 

suffering generally, and for Plutarch (Mor. 496d-e, cf. 771b), and 

Sappho (Fr. 42, cf. 28, 118b). The same word signifies a woman in 

labour. In contemporary Greece, a woman makes a public 

performance when crawling on her knees to the church with a sick 

child on her back in the hope of healing (see Fig. 1), but the action 

takes validity through the sacrifice and suffering of the self on behalf 

of others.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. A mother crawling on her knees to the church dedicated to the 

Panagia on Tinos with a sick child on her back in the hope of healing (all the 

photographs are by the author). 
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It is important to understand the cultural meaning of emotion (Il. 

22.33-90; Sappho. Fr. 83), which is different from the Western 

ideological focus on suppressing and hiding emotions and suffering. 

In Greece, a suffering mother may therefore present public 

performances in “being good at being a woman”. Her “public” 

audience most often is other women, who share her “public” space, 

interests and value-system.  

The importance of women’s central roles in festivals and life-cycle 

rituals does not necessarily imply that women are official priestesses. 

Some ancient women could hold office as priestesses, but as already 

stated, the point is the importance of changing our perspective and 

value-system.1 When dealing with women and religion, we do not 

necessarily have to refer to priestesses, women do more than that, for 

example in the home and at the cemetery where they are the 

performers of the laments, tend the graves and conduct the memorials 

for the dead.  

It seems that the daily-life situation of women is intensified during 

the festivals (Fig. 2). Women are the guardians of their family’s 

spiritual health, given the role of prayers and vows in healing and 

protection. Accordingly, modern women visit the cemetery nearly 

every day, they light the oil lamp or candle in front of the family 

icons (images), and thus, parallel ancient women also taking care of 

the household cult. The relations with the divine powers still are 

everyday activities. Religion and the rituals represented in the 

festivals and in connection with the life-cycle passages are an 

“overdose”/intensification of the rituals performed in daily life. 

Today, this is illustrated by the mother calling her daughter home in 

the late afternoon, and thus loudly and publicly proclaiming what 

may be a Greek woman’s most significant status, that of a mother.  

 

 

FROM FERTILITY-CULT TOWARDS AN ALTERNATIVE WOMAN AND 

GENDER RESEARCH 

 

The female body symbolizes everything connected with conception, 

nourishment and birth. It is assumed as a container, but also as a 

microcosm. In modern Greece, we have the possibility to discern 
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Fig. 2. Women celebrating the midwife, Babo (Agia/Saint Domenika), in the 

village of Monokklēsia, Northern Greece. By washing Babo’s hands, each 

woman anticipates the day when the midwife will assist her in childbirth.  
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women’s sayings from men’s, and we learn that coming from the 

same womb, is as important among women as belonging to the same 

blood amongst men, a clear reference to the fact that only 

motherhood is publicly verifiable (du Boulay 1984). Perhaps this 

view found among modern Greek women is more conform with the 

reasoning of ancient women than the negative or ambiguous view we 

get from their male contemporaries, a view which naturally has been 

passed down by men.  

The archaic and later lawgivers (Plut. Sol. 12.4 f., 21.4 f.; 

SIG³1218, cf. Plut. Mor. 608f-611b) attempted to curb women’s 

rituals where their connection with birth and death or the mysteries of 

life was prominent. It has also been claimed that ancient Athenian 

Democracy was based on the appropriation of the female combined 

with the subjugation of women (Loraux 1989; cf. Håland 2007: ch. 6 

for discussion). The deprivation was especially connected to women’s 

rituals in the sphere of death-cult. Through the creation of the 

Epitaphios Logos, the official classical male funeral oration which 

focused on praise of the dead and tragedy, the Greek polis or “men’s 

club” appropriated the function of and condemned the excesses of 

women’s laments in order to promote the eternity of the hero who 

died for the fatherland (Loraux 1981; Holst-Warhaft 1992). Thereby, 

the importance of the polis was manifested, and the male polis 

appropriated an important female language, the way women 

traditionally have addressed the dead. But, when men attempt to 

appropriate women’s domains, as illustrated through the classical 

tragedy’s (Aesch. Cho. 22-31, 327-339) and funeral oration’s (Thuc. 

2.34-46) “appropriation” of women’s traditional laments, this 

demonstrates an acknowledgement of the importance of women’s 

rituals. Athens (male) attempts to curb women’s festivals and laments 

which posed a threat to the official society, were probably only partly 

successful, since it has been stated that the same process happened in 

the Byzantine and modern periods when new attempts to curb 

women’s laments became important. The picture from the Christian 

era is not very different from its forerunner: women were still 

lamenting, and the female laments continued to our own days, since 

women’s laments and other rituals remained essential parts of the 

death-rituals of rural Greece. One may claim that men have the 
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executive power through the official political male sphere, but there 

are also other arenas for power. 

Until puberty, Greek boys are still reared in an exclusively female 

environment (cf. Plut. Lyc. 14.1). They are moulded and socialized by 

their mothers, wet-nurses or grandmothers, who exercise influence 

upon them in ancient (Hdt. 6.138; Pl. Resp. 377c, cf. Leg. 790 and 

Plut. Mor. 609e), and modern (Gilmore 1987) society. Their 

experiences from early childhood may have caused that their attempts 

to appropriate women’s institutions never succeeded: in present-day’s 

Athens, the ceremony of the official male church during 

psychosabbata (All Souls’ Day) is followed by women’s rituals on 

each grave (cf. Thuc. 2.34-46).  

Similarly, the official ritual on Good Friday in the church of 

Olympos, on the island of Karpathos, is followed by the ritual 

performed by the women during the afternoon, when they creep under 

or walk around the epitaphios (Christ’s funeral) to be healthy or 

fertile (Fig. 3; cf. Håland 2008). Since all the children are present, the 

boys learn that their mothers perform important rituals to ensure the 

fertility in the coming year. Neither the prayers the priest says to the 

icons and the dead for rain (cf. Håland 2005), nor all the villagers’ 

ceremonial walking under the epitaphios before and after the 

procession, is sufficient. The performance of the women’s 

“afternoon-ritual” in the church is of greatest importance, and during 

this ritual not one single man dares to be present. The ritual is a 

modern parallel to the ritual during the ancient women’s Haloa-

festival when the archons (the magistrates) stayed outside of the 

sanctuary, discoursing on their original discovery and dissemination 

of Demeter’s gift, the domesticated foods, to the populace, while the 

women were “within”, securing the very food by their magical rituals.  

Male-dominated rituals are connected with the official male 

sphere and in ancient Athens the relationship between them was 

demonstrated with the Thesmophoria, a gathering of women to ensure 

fertility: if an Assembly was to be held, during the days this female 

festival was celebrated, it was held not in Pnyx, its normal setting, but 

in the theatre.2 So, the men’s political business was displaced by the 

women’s higher duties to Demeter and her grain, to ensure the food. 

The polis depends on the fertility of its region for its basic food 

supply of wheat and barley, so by financing the Thesmophoria, the 
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Fig. 3. A woman crawls under the Epitaphios (Christ’s funeral) to ensure her 

health in the coming year. Good Friday in the church of Olympos, Karpathos 

island, 1992. 

 

male polis demonstrates its interest in the successful conduct of 

women’s magical rites,3 which have to be performed to ensure that 

the male-dominated sowing and reaping will yield an abundant 

supply of food.  

We meet the importance of the female womb and its parallel, the 

womb of the Earth Mother who sends up the corn. The celebrations of 

the Demetrian festivals were an important way of demonstrating how 

to “be good at being a woman”, since their collective performance of 

the rituals were important to ensure fertility for the community.  

From a chthonic perspective, we learn that a male ideological or 

system-oriented approach to the relationship between men and 

women becomes too one-sided, because it accepts the male value-

system’s presentation of the actual relationship. Particularly, the 

female festivals demonstrate an upheaval of official male roles and 

male power, and the fertility-cult may be considered as the unifying 

and underlying factor in all festivals. Sexuality, reproduction and 

fertility are central and have explicit importance in the festivals. 
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Therefore, to examine fertility in Greece is to look at Greek society 

through female eyes. 
Norway  
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Notes 

 
1 Accordingly, this article does not try to find out if and eventually how 

many ancient women participated at symposia, were educated, 

participated in the official male political sphere, as for example 

Blomqvist 1995 does, see also Connelly 2007. Cf. Håland: 2007: ch. 6 

for discussion. 

2 See Winkler 1990: 194 for IG II² 1006.50-51, cf. Xen. Hell. 5.2,29. 

3 Cf. also IG II² 1261.9-11, 1290.10 for the Adōnia. 
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