Souvenirs and Memories: temple-artifacts in the Greek world


After the destruction of Troy, many heroes, both Greek and Trojan, wandered to Italy and other regions in the west. The legend of Aeneas overshadows all other such tales, but he was by no means the only such wanderer. It is difficult to draw a coherent picture for such post-Troy stories from the sporadic and jejune allusions in Greek and Latin texts, and archaeology, not surprisingly, can provide little help. The purpose of this paper is to present evidence for the wanderings by these heroes other than Aeneas, as testified by artifacts left by them in the places in the west that they visited or settled.


Temples throughout Greece proudly displayed legendary artifacts, creating links back to the distant past. Perhaps no temple was more enthusiastic in its amassing of such memorabilia than was the temple of Apollo at Sicyon. A stray comment in Ampelius (Liber Memorialis 8) tells us that the artifacts on display there included Agamemnon’s sword and shield, Odysseus’ cloak and breastplate, Teucer’s bow and arrows, Adrastus’ strongbox [with the rather endearing and intriguing aside that it was not known what it contained], the bronze pot in which Medea cooked Pelias, Palamedes’ letter, Marsyas’ flute and his skin, Penelope’s loom. Such artifacts enhanced not only the holiness of the site but also its attractiveness as a destination for pilgrimage or tourism. Mutatis mutandis, the preservation of apostles’ bones or of fragments of the true cross in medieval monasteries and cathedrals is to some extent comparable. Likewise, the imagination of a classicist nowadays can hardly fail to be stirred by such direct contact with the Greek world as the helmet worn by Miltiades at the Battle of Marathon, or the fragments of the cup drunk from by Phidias while sculpting the statue of Zeus at Olympia, or of Herodotus on his visit to Egypt, or of Euripides while composing his tragedies in his cave on Salamis, and, while each of the over seven thousand extant Athenian ostraca draws us vividly back to the fifth century, we get an exceptional frisson from such examples as “Megacles, son of Hippocrates, and his horse as well” and “Themistocles, son of Neocles, katapygos”.


Most of the hundreds of attested legendary temple-artifacts were to be found in locations known to be associated with specific myths: Athena’s olive-tree was in Athens, the egg from which Helen hatched was in Sparta, Paris’ lyre was at Troy. Some, however, were said to be on display in widely spread and distant locations, far from the Greek homeland. These references give us insight into otherwise little attested versions of the legends of the wandering heroes, especially the Argonauts, Heracles, and the Greek and Trojan warriors after the fall of Troy. The post-Troy legends associated with Italy are particularly interesting, often intriguing and surprising: why, for example, should temples of Athena in different locations in southern Italy display the armor of Diomedes and the tools with which Epeius constructed the Trojan horse? My paper will discuss such floscules of information in the context of Greek settlements in the western Mediterranean.

