 Finding the Forgotten Offerings: 
Evidence for Ribbons, Flowers, Cakes, and Other Ephemeral Dedications
Excavation of ancient Greek graves, houses, shrines, and sanctuaries has revealed a long and revered tradition of votive offerings to accompany the dead into the afterlife and to honor the divine. These dedicatory objects take many forms, ranging from durable (and archaeologically visible) metal and ceramic figurines, vessels, and tokens to perishable (and ephemeral) cloths, ribbons, oils, perfumes, wines, honeys, and flowers. Although scholars have long been aware of these more delicate gifts, scholarly attention has naturally been focused on the better-preserved terracottas, ceramics, and metals discovered in the course of traditional excavations. Today, however, with new archaeological techniques such as soil sampling and careful excavation of exceptional preservation conditions in special environments such as water-logged wells, along with literary, artistic, and epigraphic references to such offerings, we are able to discuss ritual practice more fully. 

This paper investigates the contributions of various types of evidence for ephemeral votive offerings and presents an analysis of the possible dedications and the circumstances in which they were appropriate offerings. I argue that while perishable offerings may not have been as durable, they were in antiquity more personal and intimate donations than their sturdier ceramic and metal counterparts, often coming from the land or the hand of the donor themselves. Whereas archaeological sources aid in our understanding of context, literary, artistic, and epigraphic evidence clarify and elaborate the performative aspects of ritual. Wrapping gravestones with ribbons or offering flower garlands were all part of the custom of votive offerings, but the evidence has long since rotted away. Painted ceramic vessels depict some of these scenes of devotion by presenting images of individuals dedicating objects at graves and sanctuaries. Even some of the durable offerings themselves like terracotta figurines are formed in the shape of perishable offerings or represent the donations of ephemeral gifts. From such evidence, it becomes clear that perishable offerings were a major part of the votive giving process.

The votive offering is truly a concrete memento of a behavior whether it is a prayer or thank offering, however the gift itself does not need to be a grandiose sculpture or expensive metal vessel. Simple, even ephemeral objects can work just as well to seal the deal made with the divine. The “forgotten” offerings bridge the gap between the mortal and divine  with familiar, yet humble objects which simultaneously fulfill the demands of the custom and delight the senses. These dedications offer a unique opportunity for considering intersections between word, image, and artifact, and help us to better understand the ubiquitous but often over-looked tradition of honoring the dead and the divine with offers of sweet-smelling, vibrant, and beautifully-colored objects. 

