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SCULPTING DIVINE MUSIC

Pan, the goat god child of Hermes, is a nimble musician, playing his syrinx as
he jumps and leaps across the craggy mountainside, at least according to the

Homeric Hymn to Pan. However, among the Greek gods associated with music
and dance, Pan is not an immediately obvious figure to include. He appeared
late to the Athenian pantheon, having apparently arrived from Arcadia within
the broader context of the Persian Wars in the early fifth century  and,
according to Herodotos, for this reason he seems to have been initially
associated with torch races and sacrifices. However, by the end of the fifth
and beginning of the fourth century in Attica, Pan came to be depicted and
described predominantly as a capable musician. He not only is described in the
Homeric hymn as piping a tune in the rural countryside for the Nymphs who
accompany him (–), but in Athens there seems to have been considerable
and deliberate effort put toward depicting Pan as a musician. It is especially on
the series of late Classical Attic votive reliefs, as we see on an example
discovered in a cave at Eleusis (Fig. .), where we see Pan represented as a
musician who actively plays his pipes while the Nymphs dance beside him.

As a corpus, these reliefs were deposited in cave shrines located in the Athenian
chōra, the polis’ surrounding territory, and may be dated fairly precisely since
they were mostly excavated from closed contexts. Even more, their original
place of display within the caves is often known, so that in many cases, the
evidence allows for a preliminary reconstruction of the appearance of the cave
sanctuaries together with the rituals that were once performed within them.
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As a result, the votive reliefs on which Pan is depicted as a musician can be
collectively positioned within clearly defined ritual spaces, so that both the
images and the cave sanctuaries situate Pan’s music within a particular mode of
experience that was potentially open to ancient worshippers.

The relief from Eleusis, as is typical for the corpus, focuses entirely upon Pan’s
musical performance and the Nymphs’ corresponding choral dance. Three
female figures take up most of the available visual space; although it is often
difficult to identify groups of mythical or divine female dancers, the figures
should be understood as Nymphs, given their association with Pan and the
frequent presence of dedications to the Nymphs in the majority of the caves in
which the reliefs were discovered. On this relief, the figures grasp tightly onto
their companions’ robes and move together across the visual field, their drapery
floating out behind them. Pan strides forward in front of the Nymphs, separated
from his companions by the large, rectilinear stone altar. He holds in his hands an
extremely large syrinx, roughly the size of the god’s torso. The size and nature
of his instrument hint at the type of music that the god plays, so that the visual

 . . Votive relief depicting Pan and the Nymphs, from a cave of Pan in Eleusis, white marble,
 �  cm, – . Athens, National Archaeological Museum, NM . Author’s
photograph. The rights of the depicted monuments belong to the Hellenic Ministry of Culture
and Sports/Hellenic Organization of Cultural Resources Development (Law /).

SCULPTING DIVINE MUSIC 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009315906.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009315906.002


prominence the instrument holds within the image suggests a corresponding
acoustic dominance. As viewers, then, we are invited to imagine a loud musical
sound emerging from Pan’s pipes, which then fills the space, enveloping the
three Nymphs. The four figures, bound together in their collective experience
of music and corresponding bodily response, move as a unit throughout the cave
in which they reside. The Nymphs’ restrained movements, heavy clothing, and
downturned gazes suggest that they perform for themselves and for Pan, dancing
to the sounds of the pipes that have filled their cave. They nevertheless have an
attentive audience: nestled throughout the cave walls are Pan’s goats and sheep,
and along the left side sits the protome, or mask, of Acheloös the river god.
Although the animals and the god do not participate in the Nymphs’ dance,
their rhythmic placement on the rocky frame that encloses the central perform-
ance nonetheless retains a sense of movement and chorality.

We may see a similar conception of Pan as musician advanced in Euripides’
Ion, where, with evocative language, in lines –, the tragedian paints for
his audience a vivid picture of a divine celebration, as the chorus of Creusa’s
servants sing that:

ὦ Πανὸς θακήματα καὶ
παραυλίζουσα πέτρα
μυχώδεσι Μακραῖς,
ἳνα χοροὺς στείβουσι ποδοῖν
Ἀγλαύρου κόραι τρίγονοι
στάδια χλοερὰ πρὸ Παλλάδος
ναῶν συρίγγων
ὑπ’ αἰόλας ἰαχᾶς
ὕμνοῦσ᾽ ὅτ’ ἀναλίοις
συρίζεις, ὦ Πάν,
τοῖσι σοῖς ἐν ἄντροις. . .

Oh resting place of Pan
and cliff that lies near
the Long Rocks full of caverns!
There they tread the dance,
Aglauros’ daughters three,
over the verdant grass before the temple
of Pallas and sing
to the shimmering sound of piping
when in your cave
shaded from the sun, O Pan,
you play your pipes. . . 

Here, in a dark cave, nestled into the slopes of the Acropolis, the haunting
sound rises from Pan’s piping to accompany the young girls’ dance that takes
place just outside. The ode teases and entices its listeners, painting an aural
picture of the brilliant grass outside Athena’s temple, the clear sounds of the
god’s pipes, the dark, mysterious recesses of Pan’s cave, and the beautiful sight
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of the young girls’ dance. The use of αἰόλος in line  goes even further in
creating this image, since the adjective elusively evokes both visual and
acoustic qualities with respect to Pan’s music. The ode thus asks of its
audience that they imagine a sound that shimmers as it emerges from Pan’s
pipes, perhaps a high-pitched song, easily flitting about from note to note
under the masterful hands of the goat god. Indeed, at every turn, the tragedian
invokes and involves the audience’s senses, absorbing them in the scene
through his description of lush, green grass (στάδιον χλοερόν), or the dark
cave in which Pan resides (ἀνήλιον ἄντρον). Euripides’ description of the
mythical music and dance, fittingly, constitutes part of the choral ode in his
tragedy, so that a visual doubling occurred before the audience who watched
the chorus sing and dance on stage, while at the same time the chorus
performed the mythical music and dance of the ode. Human and divine music
and choral dance blend together in this theatrical context, so that the audience
at once witnessed the performance of a tragedy and gained a privileged vision
of the mythical revel that could occur on the other side of the Acropolis.

In both the votive relief from Eleusis and the tragic choral ode, Pan and his
female companions are presented as musician and dancer, each interacting with
the others through his or her movements. In depicting divine music and the
danced response to it, the votive reliefs in particular offer us the opportunity to
situate Pan’s visual music and the Nymphs’ danced response within the ancient
contexts in which they would have once been encountered and within the
ritual practices that once occurred around them. In this chapter, then,
I consider divine music together with the visual effect the reliefs may have
had on the worshippers who once saw these scenes within the Nymphs’ sacred
caves. Even more, I explore how ancient viewers may have interacted with the
reliefs when they encountered them in the immersive, evocative context of
the cave shrines. Such an emphasis on the gods’ music and dance and the
subsequent effect their performance could have had upon their viewers is
suggested, above all, by the images themselves. If we return to the relief from
Eleusis, we can say with certainty that the Nymphs’ dance stands out as a
captivating and striking element of the composition, capturing the viewer’s
attention as the three female divinities move elegantly across the visual field.
And indeed, the Nymphs’ dance, which takes up the majority of the visual
field, hints at the profound response they have to Pan’s music, which fills the
space of the cave with the sounds of the syrinx. The Nymphs’ bodily response
to the sounds of Pan’s music, therefore, acts as one of the primary ways by
which we can access the presence and effect of divine music on its listening
audience. To draw out compositional elements that hint at the visualized
presence of Pan’s music and the Nymphs’ response, throughout this chapter
I focus on the reliefs’ particular mode of representing Pan’s music-making and
the Nymphs’ danced response, as well as the images’ overall composition; such
an approach also allows for an exploration of the relationship between image
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and context, and between divine musician and mortal audience. By looking
both within and outside each votive relief, I argue that when these images
were encountered within the cave shrines sacred to Pan and the Nymphs, the
reliefs invited their worshippers to have a fully embodied, multisensory
experience of divine music and dance.

MUSIC IN STONE

The Homeric Hymn to Pan presents a particularly Athenian persona of the goat
god, one where he is associated with the Nymphs, for whom he plays his pipes
while they dance. The hymn, which was probably composed in the first half
of the fifth century , takes place in a wild, rural setting where Pan roams
about the wooded fields and mountainous hills, accompanied by the dancing
Nymphs (–). As each day draws to a close, Pan returns from tending to his
sheep and plays “sweet music,” μοῦσαν νήδυμον (–), with his syrinx. Pan’s
music echoes across the landscape while the Nymphs accompany him with
their song, so that, together, Nymphs and god dance to their collective
performance. A later Hellenistic hymn from Epidauros also conceives of
Pan as the musical and dance companion of the Nymphs. In this evocative
song, Pan is described as the “star of the dance-floor,” χρυσέων χορῶν
ἄγα[λ]μα (), and the “prince of popular music,” χωτίλας [ἄ]νακτ
[α μ]οίσα<ς> (), who may “coax heavenly notes from his sweet-sounding
pipes,” εὐθρόου σύριγγος εὐ[θὺς] | ἔνθεον σε[ι]ρῆνα χεύει (–). Moreover,
the hymn posits that Pan also acts as the leader of the Nymphs, or νυμφαγέτης
(), suggesting that it is he who guides the Nymphs in their dance. Together,
they provide musical entertainment for the gods.

Pan is similarly shown playing his pipes while the Nymphs dance on Attic
votive reliefs. Despite the consistency with which he performs on his instru-
ment across the corpus, the compositional placement of the divine musician
within each relief is surprisingly varied. While the Nymphs generally dance in
the center of the image, Pan may instead be found in numerous positions,
moving from left to right, top to bottom, inside the image to superimposed on
the frame. His ever-changing location thus suggests that the god was thought
to be capable of moving freely throughout his cave, jumping nimbly from one
rocky perch to another, much like we hear in the Homeric hymn. Given the
moveability of his performance, the location from which Pan’s music emanates
has a correspondingly different visual effect on the composition of the scene
and the viewer’s encounter with the object.

When the god is included within the main scene, Pan often sits on the
extreme side of the relief (e.g. Fig. .), where he acts much as the musicians in
an orchestra do when they accompany a modern opera or ballet, in that he
contributes the music that provides the rhythmic foundation for the
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performance but does so from the periphery. Pan may also occasionally partici-
pate in the Nymphs’ dance, as we saw on the relief from Eleusis (Fig. .).

Here, Pan acts as the nymphagetēs, much like he is described in the hymn from
Epidauros, as he leads the Nymphs in their dance, moving with them across the
floor of the cave while he plays his instrument. The composition of the relief
draws further attention to the importance Pan and his music hold for this scene:
not only does Pan play a singularly impressive syrinx, which suggests a corres-
pondingly large and expansive sound, but the god is also the only standing figure
on the left side of the altar, so that the viewer’s attention is immediately drawn
toward his performance. As he plays his pipes, he moves to its music, his chlamys
billowing out behind him. The curving lines of his legs are echoed by the
undulating rock frame, almost as if to suggest that the music that emanates from
him fills the space of the cave and the surrounding landscape.

Pan’s movements are not restricted to the main visual field, however, and he
may also leave the scene altogether to occupy a position on the relief’s frame.
On a triangular relief discovered in the Vari Cave (Fig. .), Pan perches cross-

 . . Votive relief depicting Pan and the Nymphs, from the cave to the Nymphs (Vari Cave) on
Mount Hymettos, probably Hymettian marble,  (including tenon) �  cm, – .
Athens, National Archaeological Museum, NM . Author’s photograph. The rights of the
depicted monuments belong to the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports/Hellenic
Organization of Cultural Resources Development (Law /).
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legged upon the stylized cave frame while he holds his syrinx to his mouth.

Depicted frontally, he sits at the apex of the triangular relief that invokes the
shape of Mount Hymettos, into which the Vari Cave descends. Sheep and
goats populate this rocky landscape, drawing a visual connection with the
actual mountainous and cave landscapes in which ancient viewers would have
found themselves. The curvilinear border of the relief rises up in a broad arc at
the top of the votive, as if to suggest that Pan himself has forced the rock of the
relief to move outwards to create space for his body. Even when Pan is
depicted outside of the central scene, nestled on his hilltop at a distance from
the dancing Nymphs, their beautifully moving bodies nevertheless make clear
to the viewer that they both hear and respond to the god’s music.

Such moveability in the rendition of Pan’s body is common across the
corpus of reliefs. In depicting the god in many possible locations throughout
the image and its frame, each image plays with and tests its own borders,
pushing back on the limitations of the relief sculpture to communicate some-
thing distinct about the representation and cult of Pan, and his relationship
with the Nymphs. The specific mode of representing Pan and his music as
crossing boundaries is thus a consistent and perplexing feature of the reliefs:
although he may occupy many positions on the frame, in each he interacts
with the main visual scene in a distinct way. For instance, on two reliefs
discovered in the cave to Pan and the Nymphs on Mount Parnes (Figs. .
and .), Pan appears at the top left corner of the frame. Yet, even though his
position with respect to the rest of the relief is similar in both of these images,
his appearance differs greatly between the two. On the first, a relief dedicated
by Telephanes (Fig. .), Pan sits cross-legged and is depicted frontally so that
he stares at the viewer while lifting his pipes to his mouth to play the
instrument. Conversely, on the second relief (Fig. .), Pan is shown in
profile as he perches among the rocks and peers down at the rest of the image;
the god also holds his syrinx and, despite some damage to the relief, the
Nymphs’ dance suggests that he too plays it here. Pan can even intrude into
reliefs dedicated to other gods, such as on a relief to Kybele, where the goat
god is shown halfway up the naiskos frame, seemingly suspended mid-air,
playing his pipes (Fig. .). Such organizational and representational freedom
for the figure of Pan within the corpus of votive reliefs suggests, through a
visual medium, a prevailing conception of the god as being able to appear
spontaneously to his worshippers and to unsuspecting individuals, taking them
by surprise much in the same manner as do the goats who roam the rocky faces
of mountains.

Pan’s short stature and changeable position across the reliefs enhance our
interaction with his music and the Nymphs’ dance. First, with the majority of
the reliefs, the viewer’s eye is immediately drawn to the large and imposing
Nymphs. It is only after we recognize that the Nymphs dance that we must
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also search for Pan, the source of the music, in order to make sense of the
image. Second, Pan’s inconsistent position from image to image, moving
throughout the main visual plane and the frame, has the potential to have a
profound effect upon the viewer: each time we come across a relief dedicated
to the Nymphs, we must look anew to find the inspiration for the Nymphs’
movements. In other words, we must deliberately seek out Pan and his music
in each image. Moreover, if we were to consider the reliefs broadly in their
original cave setting, for the ancient worshipper, who also stood in a cave and
looked up at reliefs, the effect is such that Pan almost seems able to appear
anywhere in the undulating masses of rocks, the deep stalagmites, and the
hundreds of tiny crevices of the cave’s walls. By encouraging the viewer to
imagine that Pan moves throughout the cave shrine in this way, the votive
reliefs could manipulate the viewer’s senses: by showing that Pan and his music
could be present at multiple times and in multiple places, each image suggests
the possibility that Pan and his music might invade the space of the cave and
surround the worshippers.

 . . Votive relief dedicated to Pan and the Nymphs by Telephanes, from the cave of Pan on
Mount Parnes, white marble,  �  cm, – . Athens, National Archaeological
Museum, NM . Author’s photograph. The rights of the depicted monuments belong to the
Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports/Hellenic Organization of Cultural Resources
Development (Law /).
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SCULPTED DANCE

In attributing such transformative power to Pan’s music, his performance on
the votive reliefs and its effect upon the dancing Nymphs takes on added
significance. As with Pan’s music-making, the Nymphs’ dance is consistently
depicted on the fourth-century votive reliefs, on which they hold hands or
their companions’ mantles and move forwards together as a unified group,
their drapery swirling around their feet and flowing out behind them. For
instance, the triangular relief from the Vari Cave (Fig. .) offers us a clear
example of how the Nymphs exhibit features of choral dance: the figures
move forward together in unison, holding each other’s hands, their steps
carefully coordinated. As they move together, the Nymphs’ drapery falls in
similar folds across their bodies, sweeping diagonally down around their
outstretched legs and trailing out behind them. This particular mode of
representation is typical within the Greek visual vocabulary for indicating that
the figures are engaged in choreia. The gesture of Nymphs holding hands
during a choral dance is not restricted to the visual material, and it also appears,
for instance, in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, where the “lovely-haired Graces

 . . Votive relief depicting Pan and the Nymphs, dedicated by Aristokles, Polystratos, Phaulos,
Pausias, Diopeithes, Theotimos, Stratos, Archias, Pytheas, Phaidon, Eucharides, Aristonikos,
Pythodoros, Thrasyllos, Kallisthenides, from the cave of Pan on Mount Parnes, white marble,
 �  cm, – . Athens, National Archaeological Museum, NM . Author’s
photograph. The rights of the depicted monuments belong to the Hellenic Ministry of Culture
and Sports/Hellenic Organization of Cultural Resources Development (Law /).
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and the cheerful Horai, and Harmonia, Hebe, and Zeus’ daughter Aphrodite,
dance, holding each other’s wrist” (–). Within Greek mythology, the
Nymphs are often characterized as chorus dancers. The Homeric Hymn to
Aphrodite introduces dancing Nymphs when Aphrodite narrates her abduction

 . . Votive relief dedicated to Kybele, found near the Enneakrounos fountain, Athens,
Hymettan marble,  �  cm, late fourth century . Athens, National Archaeological
Museum, NM . Author’s photograph. The rights of the depicted monuments belong to
the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports/Hellenic Organization of Cultural Resources
Development (Law /).

SCULPTED DANCE 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009315906.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009315906.002


by Hermes, stressing that just beforehand, she was in the forest where
“nymphs and marriageable maidens,” νύμφαι καὶ παρθένοι ἀλφεσίβοιαι,
danced together in the wild forest with Artemis (–). Aphrodite returns
to the Nymphs at the end of the hymn, where she uses dance as a feature
that is distinctive to these particular divinities, saying that they “tread the
lovely dance (καλὸν χορόν) among the immortals” (–). Dancing
Nymphs similarly appear in the Homeric Hymn to Dionysos, where they move
alongside Dionysos (–). Perhaps the clearest discussion of dancing
Nymphs in relation to Pan occurs in the Homeric Hymn to Pan, where the
“clear-voiced mountain Nymphs” (Νύμφαι ὀρεστιάδες λιγύμολποι, ),
“moving nimbly” (φοιτῶσαι πύκα, ) beside Pan as they sing and dance
(μέλπονται, ). Later fifth-century comedy similarly develops the idea of
choral Nymphs, who dance in caves with the chorus in Aristophanes’ Birds
(), or who dance in a chorus with Socrates in Clouds (). The
inclusion of dancing Nymphs on the fourth-century votive reliefs, therefore,
would have immediately evoked for the viewer the choreia with which these
divinities were associated.

In visually emphasizing the divinities’ choreia, the votive reliefs collectively
present a consistent understanding of the Nymphs. Importantly, the portrayal
of these divinities throughout the corpus does not necessarily imply that it is
possible, or even desirable, to reconstruct a sequence of danced steps or to
determine to which performance or ritual these sculpted dances may allude.
Indeed, it has already been argued by Naerebout and Smith, among others,
that such endeavors are not only difficult but probably futile. Moreover, as
with our discussion of divine music throughout this book, these images of
divine dance cannot be understood solely as ideal versions of related human
actions. Rather we must take seriously the particular way in which these
divinities are shown responding to Pan’s music, how their movements affect
other figures in the scenes, and how they may have engaged with the ancient
viewers. Therefore, we must examine how these reliefs depict the Nymphs
engaging with each other and with Pan through their shared experience of
hearing the music and responding to its sounds through their dance, all within
the cave shrines in which the images were once displayed. For instance, if we
look again at the triangular relief (Fig. .), we may see that while the
repetition in their clothing emphasizes the dancers’ connection with each
other, the individual variation that occurs in each Nymph’s dress, where one
pulls her himation to her face, or another twists in her dance so that her drapery
pulls tightly across her torso, also suggests distinct personae among them. Far
from undermining the strength of their chorality, the distinctions made among
each figure further underscore their unity, as each individual Nymph works
with the others for their performance, responding as a unified group to the
sounds of the music that they hear.
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Similarly, if we return to the relief from Eleusis (Fig. .), we may further
see how interrelated Pan’s music is with the Nymphs’ dance, so that together,
the gods are shown as a spectacle to be enjoyed. The relief makes clear that the
divinities’ dancing is essential to its composition and perhaps even to a broader
theological conception of the Nymphs as choral dancers. Together, Pan and
the Nymphs complement the meaning of each other’s gesture: the visual
sounds of Pan’s music are suggested by the Nymphs’ embodied response to
it, physically moving to the sounds of the pipes. This close connection
between musician and dancer is particularly drawn out here as the Nymphs’
swirling drapery echoes the curvilinear line of Pan’s chlamys, indicating that
they hear his song and dance to his music. The left-most Nymph stares directly
at Pan, as if captivated by his music, while the second looks down, absorbed in
her dance. The final Nymph appears to have been startled mid-dance step by
her foot hitting the cave wall (Fig. .). Her surprise at her surroundings hints

 . . Detail of a Nymph. Votive relief depicting Pan and the Nymphs, from a cave of Pan in
Eleusis, white marble,  �  cm, – . Athens, National Archaeological Museum,
NM . Author’s photograph. The rights of the depicted monuments belong to the Hellenic
Ministry of Culture and Sports/Hellenic Organization of Cultural Resources Development
(Law /).
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at the music’s ability to consume the full attention of whomsoever hears it.
This subtle detail also points to the spaces in which the reliefs were displayed,
as it potentially evokes the worshippers’ experiences within similar caves,
where they may have also moved carefully throughout the dark landscape,
hitting their feet against the rocks that jut outwards.

We should also consider the space in which the Nymphs dance. Although in
the literary sources the Nymphs typically dance outdoors in the wilderness,
whether a forest or an open field, in the votive reliefs their dance always takes
place in a cave. The reliefs thus clearly establish where these Nymphs dance
and, by extension, where the viewer could expect to encounter the divinities.
The relationship between landscape and dance is developed on a votive relief
deposited in a cave sanctuary to Pan and the Nymphs at Megalopolis in
Arcadia; although the relief was discovered outside of Attica, it largely adheres
to the Attic style of representing these divinities, hinting at the broader
dissemination of the Athenian theological conception of the divinities
(Fig. .). Here, the three divinities again take up the majority of the visual
plane as they move within a shallow rocky frame that surrounds the image.

 . . Votive relief depicting Pan and theNymphs, fromMegalopolis, Pentelicmarble, �  cm,
– . Athens, National Archaeological Museum, NM . Author’s photograph. The
rights of the depicted monuments belong to the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports/
Hellenic Organization of Cultural Resources Development (Law /).
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Each is dressed similarly in a chitōn and himation, with her hair elaborately
braided and pulled back. They move across the visual field while they hold
onto each other’s robes. Their collective forward movement is made clear by
the treatment of their drapery: deep incised lines reveal each dancer’s body by
twisting and folding around her form. Their complementary movements and
gestures thus establish their unified chorality.

The image also develops a close relationship between the dancers and Pan.
The musician sits adjacent to the dancing chorus and holds his instrument up
to his mouth, his nearly frontal position confronting the external viewer with
his musical performance. The dancer closest to Pan most clearly exhibits the
influence his music has on her. The broad sweeping lines of her drapery echo
the rigid parallel lines of Pan’s syrinx. The deep, incised folds of her clothing
gradually become animated as they near her ankles, where her drapery gently
twists out behind her as she internalizes his music and expresses it through her
movements. She also maintains a physical connection with Pan through her
hanging drapery, which falls on his leg. A strong diagonal thus extends from
her arm, down through her drapery, and continues with the line of his leg.
A similarly formed diagonal intersects with this line, beginning with Pan’s right
arm and continuing through the dancer’s outstretched right leg, creating a
chiastic effect between these two figures that exemplifies the integration of
their movements. The divinities are thus shown not only dancing within their
cave to music that originates from Pan’s syrinx, but they are depicted as having
been completely absorbed by his performance.

Beyond locating the divine musical and dance performance within the walls
of a cave, this relief also displays an awareness of the relationship between the
divinities and the natural landscape. For instance, the dancer furthest away
from Pan, the tallest of the three, holds out a sheath of wheat, as if displaying
the grains to her external audience. The plant’s curvilinear stalks and leaves
repeat the lines of their drapery that move and twist around their bodies as they
dance, suggesting a deep connection between the plant’s growth and the choral
performance. While this relief is unique in its inclusion of plant life and may
draw from other representations of the Horai, the image provides what is
perhaps the most overt reinforcement of the Nymphs’ fundamental connection
with nature, which is not elsewhere seen in the votive reliefs but which, as we
have seen, is a recognizable element of their divinity as it is presented in literary
evidence. For the ancient worshipper, who would have probably travelled to a
cave to venerate the Nymphs, this relief from Megalopolis would have brought
to mind the entire semantic range of meaning associated with these particular
divinities. In other words, when confronted with the image of Nymphs
dancing, worshippers may have recalled the reasons for which they had come
to worship the Nymphs: the growth and prosperity of plants and animals, the
continuation of natural fertility, and the regeneration of human life.
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Further nuancing the Nymphs’ dance on the votive reliefs is the close
syntactical relationship between divine Nymphs and mortal young women.
Their name, nymphai, hints at their ambiguous status, where the term refers
both to the nature spirits and to young women. In Euripides’ Ion, discussed
above, the tragedian conflates the mortal Aglaurids, who are young, unmarried
virgins, or nymphai, with the dancing Nymphs. However, despite their
shared actions, the Aglaurids are not divine nor can they expect to have the
Nymphs’ long lifespan. Rather, Euripides’ elision of the two groups estab-
lishes a link between young female figures and the physical landscape of
Athens, in which the Nymphs are “almost omnipresent.” The young girls
in Euripides’ tragedy are thus at once representative of an ever-present poten-
tial for future regeneration, much as we see with the Nymphs or Horai on the
relief from Megalopolis, but as the daughters of King Erechtheus, who was
born from the earth itself, they also maintain a link with the Athenian
landscape through their genealogical heritage. In front of Athena’s temple,
with the patron goddess of the city as their audience, the three young women
dance with Pan, continually celebrating the Athenian landscape in order to
ensure the continual prosperity of the polis and its citizens. We might consider
the female visitors who travelled to the cave sanctuaries of Pan and the
Nymphs as similarly engaged with the full semantic understanding of
Nymphs, so that they could venerate the Nymphs even as they were them-
selves nymphai. The potential for an embodied response to the scenes of divine
music and dance, and even the embodied participation in the divine
celebration, was thus built into the very framework of cult worship for
the Nymphs.

GODS AND SACRED CAVES

Pan’s choice of musical instrument and his moveable location within the
votive reliefs owes much to his genealogical ties with his father Hermes,
who invented the syrinx at the end of the Homeric Hymn to Hermes () and
who, as the messenger god, was thought to be capable of moving through
disparate spatial realms. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that Hermes is
included in the majority of reliefs. Unlike Pan, however, Hermes’ position
within each composition is much more consistent: in the majority of votive
reliefs, the messenger god holds a Nymph’s hand and acts as the dominant male
koryphaios (κορυφαῖος) as he leads the dancing divinities forwards. The only
major point of change in Hermes’ representation is the position of his body,
which can range from a profile position, such as on a relief from Megara
(Fig. .), to a three-quarters view as on a vertically oriented relief from the
Vari Cave where the god stands in contrapposto, or a frontal position as on
another relief from the Vari Cave (Fig. .). In each instance, however,
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Hermes maintains close physical contact with the Nymphs, evoking the
theological relationship that existed among the divinities.

Hermes’ role as a messenger god, responsible for transporting figures across
borders, is underscored by his actions in the reliefs, where he directs the
Nymphs’ dance. His function as leader of their choral dance is particularly
emphasized on a relief found in the Piraeus, where the god carries his kērykeion,
his messenger staff, as he dances, guiding the chorus’ path (Fig. .). Hermes
here does not simply guide the Nymphs’ movements within their cave,
directing them around the altar, but as he moves forward, his hand and
kērykeion overlap with the rocky frame. By intruding upon the physical
boundary that encloses the image, Hermes’ actions draw attention to the
distinct framing device that is unique to this corpus of votive reliefs. And, if
we were to consider Hermes’ boundary-crossing movement together with
Pan’s frequent appearance on the frame, the reliefs as a group seem to play with
their physical boundaries, exploring that point of tension where the sculpted
image begins and ends.

 . . Votive relief depicting Hermes, Pan, and the Nymphs, found in the foundations of a
private house in Piraeus, white marble,  �  cm, – . Athens, National
Archaeological Museum, NM . Author’s photograph. The rights of the depicted
monuments belong to the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports/Hellenic Organization of
Cultural Resources Development (Law /).
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The figure of Hermes thus draws repeated attention not only to the cave
frame and setting in which the gods perform, but also to the actual caves in
which the reliefs were displayed and in which ancient viewers would have
encountered their imagery. Such engagement between the scene, the object,
and the landscape thus suggests that there was an awareness of the potential for
interaction between the image and the cave shrine in which the reliefs were
deposited and displayed. Indeed, the surviving Attic cave sanctuaries that
housed dedications to Pan and the Nymphs offer an entirely unique oppor-
tunity to situate visual representations of divine music and dance within their
ancient context. It is thus worth taking a closer look both at the Dyskolos, a
fourth-century comedy by Menander, and at the surviving cave shrines sacred
to Pan and the Nymphs, in order to gain a better sense of how a cave landscape
may have affected the ways in which ancient viewers encountered and experi-
enced the votive reliefs and the cult more broadly. Moreover, in attempting to
position the reliefs within their original landscape, we must also posit active
and willing viewers, who were eager to engage with the experience of the
divine that the caves offered, since they deliberately had to leave Athens and
travel to the cave shrines.

As we have seen across a number of examples, while the votive reliefs
consistently introduce the presence of divine music and dance to the sacred
space of the cave shrines, they are less forthcoming about whether music was a
feature of human ritual activity in those spaces. While there is, unfortunately,
little evidence that speaks to human musical activities in the caves, Menander’s
Dyskolos, a comedy performed in  , offers an example of cult activity for
Pan and the Nymphs, where a small community convenes outside of a cave at
Phyle, located to the northwest of Athens. The religious gathering, which
would have been staged in the center of the orchestra between the houses of
Knemon and Gorgias, takes on the qualities of a raucous celebration, during
which the worshippers play music, dance, pour libations, eat the meat of a
sacrificed sheep, and drink wine, all within the sacred cave where couches for
the participants have been set up. Though no clear archaeological evidence
has survived attesting to these actions in actual ritual practice, Menander’s
comedy provides invaluable evidence for the effect that Pan’s music was
understood to have on his mortal audience, as well as for how music may
have functioned more generally within the context of cult for Pan and
the Nymphs.

While this dramatic performance of the ritual took place on stage, so that its
costumes, sets, and songs presented their own sensory experiences to the
audience, Menander’s clear portrayal of the setting and actions nevertheless
allows for an imaginative reconstruction of the participants’ potential experi-
ence. In this scene, the worshippers are described as having gathered within the
small enclosure of Pan’s cave, where each sensory element of the ritual
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would have been amplified. In addition to the smell and taste of food, we
might also imagine the participants listening to the rich, resonant sounds of the
aulos that would have filled the cave. In fact, Menander places particular
emphasis on music, and Sostratos’ mother, whose dream inspired the sacrifice,
instructs a young girl named Parthenis to “play Pan’s song, [since] this god,
they say, should not be approached in silence,” αὔλει, Παρθενί, | Πανός σιωπῇ,
φασί, τούτῳ τῷ θεῷ | οὐ δεῖ προσιέναι (–). At one point, the sounds of
the instruments, the women’s dance, and general merriment were so loud, that
one character, Getas, remarked to Sikon that the worshippers “are making
such a racket in there, carousing – no one will notice,” θόρυβός ἐστιν ἔνδον,
| πίνουσιν· οὐκ αἰσθήσετ᾿ οὐδείς (–). Getas’ remark also points to the
extent to which the human, ritual, and musical sounds could echo throughout
the cave. We may further imagine, then, that the particular blending of sounds
from the music, the women’s dance, and the feasting produced a cacophony
appropriate to Pan’s musical nature. In Menander’s comedy, while the cave
provides the setting for the ritual celebration and feast, it is the amplified
sounds of music that seem to facilitate a possible encounter with the
gods themselves.

Menander’s Dyskolos thus gives detailed attention to the sensory experience
offered by the performance of music and dance within the cave shrine, so that
the natural sounds produced by the cave accompany those created by the
worshippers. We might expect, then, that a group of worshippers approaching
a cave to Pan and the Nymphs could also potentially have played music.
Although no surviving evidence can establish that humans performed music
within the caves, it is clear from the votive reliefs that these spaces were
conceived as having been infused with musical sounds and, when considered
together with the Dyskolos, that these sounds could have been partially
produced by the cave itself and partially by human musicians. Within this
framework, Pan joins his worshippers in performing his own music, while the
Nymphs depicted in the reliefs dance to both human and divine musical
sounds. This mimetic repetition between a god making music and his human
worshippers playing their instruments suggests a high degree of participation
required of the viewers when they encountered these votive reliefs. Not only
did they look actively at the scene, but they may even have lent their own
music to their experience of viewing, so that they could have engaged with the
image both visually and sonically.

If we turn our attention to a particularly well-preserved cave in Attica, the
Vari Cave on Mount Hymettos, we find that it similarly offers a powerfully
evocative experience within its walls. Moreover, given its relatively intact
state and the archaeological work previously undertaken there, this cave also
offers a compelling example for reconstructing the appearance of the ancient
religious site and the rituals that would have occurred within it. Familiar to
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local shepherds who used it to find shelter for themselves and their flocks,

the cave became known to scholars after Richard Chandler came across it in
. It was subsequently visited by European travelers throughout the
nineteenth century and first excavated in  by a team of American
archaeologists. The site and its finds have been re-examined by J. M.
Wickens in , and more recently by Günther Schörner and H. R.
Goette, who significantly add to our understanding of the cave, which is
not otherwise mentioned in surviving ancient literature. In addition to
studying the finds discovered in the cave, they also attempted a reconstruc-
tion of ancient worshippers’ movements within the space based on the
surviving inscriptions, the physical landscape of the cave, and initiation cults
involving the Nymphs.

Together with other surviving caves sacred to Pan and the Nymphs, such as
those at Phyle and Penteli, the Vari Cave presents a clear picture of the typical
appearance of late Classical cave shrines. Regular features in these caves
include small springs with fresh water, terracotta figurines of Pan and, occa-
sionally, Silenos, pottery fragments of loutrophoroi, and wall inscriptions. The
body of each cave could also be manipulated and adapted by particularly
devout individuals; at Vari, a certain Archedemos from Thera claims to have
renovated it and the work that he apparently undertook seems to have
transformed the cave into its current state (Fig. .). In each instance, the
votive reliefs were set up throughout the cave: at least seven complete reliefs
have been reconstructed from the cave at Phyle, with additional fragments,
while another seven, with additional fragments, were found in the Vari
Cave. Importantly for my discussion, the Vari Cave was discovered in a
relatively intact condition, and because of the amount of evidence that has
survived from it, it is a site that lends itself to a rich, sensory interpretation of
the archaeological evidence. Moreover, given the cave’s high level of pre-
servation, it offers an exciting opportunity to situate the ancient worshipper’s
potential religious experience within a distinct and defined landscape.

Indeed, the thorough excavation and subsequent publications of the Vari
Cave, as well as its excellent state of preservation, provide the most complete
picture of what probably occurred within cave sanctuaries to Pan and the
Nymphs. Although it is difficult to be certain as to how an ancient visitor to
the cave would have experienced its features, the cave’s landscape has changed
little since antiquity, so that certain traces in the archaeological site expose
what must necessarily have been visible to ancient visitors. Much of my analysis
thus foregrounds both the worshippers’ potential interactions with the reliefs
that would have been displayed in the cave and the suggestion of music within
the cave and the reliefs.

Since the Attic cult for Pan and the Nymphs was regularly located in caves,
consistent across the worshippers’ potential experience of the votive reliefs was
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the way in which the dramatically different environmental conditions of the
subterranean shrines amplified the senses, bent sounds, and introduced a
unique sensorial environment into the context of religious ritual. The Vari
Cave, with its dark rooms, dripping water, and echoing sounds, offers this
particular range of sensorial experiences and, as a result, its physical landscape
becomes much more than a simple delineation of sacred space that passively
hosts the rituals performed within it. Rather, by acknowledging its role in
enhancing visitors’ sensory perception, we allow for the possibility that the
cave actively contributed to the ancient worshippers’ experience of religious
ritual for Pan and the Nymphs. Moreover, the specific experience the cave
offers to its visitors is as essential a part of the ritual as are the actions performed
or offerings given. The Vari Cave, in other words, works upon all those who
entered, exerting its own material presence upon them. The cave’s rocks,
earth, moss, and water, as well as the gradual darkness and echoing sounds

Legend:

1- Dedicatory inscription

2- Charitos inscription

3- Basin

4- Steps and entrance of the main chamber

5- Relief of Archedemos

6- Altar

7- Staircase

8- Votive niche of Pan

9- Seated statue

10- Pan inscription

 . . Plan of the Vari Cave. Courtesy of H. R. Goette.
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that it creates, all would have contributed, and indeed still do, to one’s
experience of its landscape. The entirety of the cave could thus actively affect
the worshipper’s perception of that space.

The Vari Cave adheres to the general trend for these cave shrines in that it is
located far outside the city limits of Athens. Most of the journey from the city
to this specific shrine is steadily uphill and becomes increasingly rural; in
antiquity, worshippers would probably have passed shepherds and their flocks
along the way. One’s sensory experience on this isolated mountain walk would
have been, and indeed still is, one of relative silence except for the noises of
animals, the rustling of plants and trees, and the crunching of grass underfoot.

The cave itself is not immediately visible from the slope of the mountain, since
its small entrance opens almost directly downwards into the earth, where it
divides into two rooms separated by a large, rocky barrier wall. The cave, in
contrast with the mountainside, thus presents a very different sensorial field that
is determined by its cavernous nature. It was, and remains, a dark, damp
space: the western room descends quickly, engulfing its visitors in darkness,
while throughout both rooms water continuously drips from the stalactites that
cover the ceiling. There is even a small pool in the western room, upon which
is inscribed ΧΑΡΙΤΟΣ, indicating that the pool belonged to one of the Graces,
or possibly to a single nymph (Fig. .). Though the basin is now empty, in
antiquity the water’s own material nature not only would have conditioned its
movement within its rocky container, but the sounds it would have created as
it flowed around the small basin would have contributed to the other sounds
already present within the cave. Moreover, the presence of the manmade basin
suggests deliberate human activity in the space: in antiquity, the continuous
stream of water dripping from the stalactites and the gurgling of water in the
spring located on the far side of the eastern room may have prompted
worshippers to carve out this small pool. This attention to the cave’s land-
scape and a deliberate attempt to enhance its natural features amplifies the
auditory presence of water in the cave, and may even suggest that within it, the
sound produced by the abundance of water was conceptualized as an auditory
manifestation of a divinity.

Indeed, water’s pervasive presence throughout this particular cave may be
associated with the similarly ubiquitous presence of Acheloös, the god of the
large river in northern Greece who is included in the majority of the late
Classical votive reliefs. The sound of the water as it drips and falls from the
stalactites or moves within the spring thus is more than the material presence of
naturally occurring water and, instead, it becomes almost indistinguishable
from the god. The omnipresence of water, combined with the repeated
depiction of Acheloös on the reliefs where he emerges from the cave walls,
reinforces the visitor’s impression that the god is eternally present and hints at
the way that watery sounds moved throughout the space. The water that
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Acheloös embodies may thus be conceived as dripping from the rocky material
of the Vari Cave, so that each time visitors heard the water or felt it drip upon
them, they experienced the physical presence of the river god. Above all, by
drawing out the connections between the reliefs and the water and rock of
their physical surroundings, the images establish the environment of the Vari
Cave as one that is materially divine.

 . . Basin with ΧΑΡΙΤΟΣ inscription. Author’s photograph. The rights of the depicted
monuments belong to the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports/Hellenic Organization of
Cultural Resources Development (Law /).
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Further enhancing the relationship between the carved reliefs that were
deposited in this and other cave shrines and the landscape of the caves
themselves is the rocky frame that surrounds each votive; as we have seen,
almost the entire corpus of votive reliefs dedicated to Pan and the Nymphs
exhibits this feature. The sculpted cave thus refers both to the cave in which
the relief was deposited and to the rocky material substance from which the
image was made. The ancient viewers who looked at the reliefs within the
actual, physical space of the Vari Cave would have perceived a clear repetition,
a visual doubling, between the frame and the walls of the cave. We have
already encountered one relief from the Vari Cave that was carved into a
roughly triangular shape (Fig. .), while yet another was shaped into a tall,
rounded hill, each echoing the shape of the very mountain into which the cave
descended. As a group, therefore, the reliefs are intimately linked with their
environment in their shared material and form.

Within the Vari Cave, the votive reliefs were once set up on the hill in the
southern room (Fig. .). Importantly, their mode of display in this particular
cave differs from contemporaneous practices in open-air shrines, where votive
reliefs were typically set up on top of stēlai; instead, based on the surviving

 . . Southern room, Vari Cave. Author’s photograph. The rights of the depicted monuments
belong to the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports/Hellenic Organization of Cultural
Resources Development (Law /).
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cuttings in the rock, here they seem to have been inset into holes drilled down
into the hill or inserted into recesses carved directly in the walls of the cave.

Set into the cave’s upward incline in this way, the images would have loomed
over the visitors as they entered the southern room and stood on the flattened
platform at the base of the hill. However, as the worshippers approached the
reliefs, the gods would have been visible at eye level or even slightly below.
Each relief would probably have also been brightly painted, so that the divine
bodies would have stood out against the rocky landscape, almost appearing to
dance and play music in the cave itself. When looking at the reliefs, perhaps
even walking among them on the hill, the ancient worshippers encountered a
mimetic echo between the actual, physical cave in which each relief was
dedicated and the sculpted cave that surrounds the gods. This perceived
blurring, encouraged by the rock frames and subterranean setting of each
relief, allows the images to fold into the cave’s own landscape, the visitor’s
sensory experience of the reliefs collapsing into their physical experience of the
cave. The repetition between landscape and image, sanctuary and icon, not
only draws attention to the importance the physical cave had for the
Athenians’ conception of Pan and the Nymphs, but also suggests that it both
determined and created the conditions in which worshippers experienced the
presence of the gods. The sheep and goats that are often depicted on the frame
of the reliefs echo this visual blurring between divine image and sacred space,
because they recall the animals that roam the slopes of Mount Hymettos, the
shepherds who enter the cave to rest with their flocks, and the goats that run
with Pan in the countryside.

The corpus of votive reliefs thus presents a consistent portrayal of the
divinities within their cave: Pan plays his music while his sheep and goats
hop across the rocky landscape, the Nymphs dance across the relief and are
often led forward by Hermes, and Acheloös watches over the performance.
Given that a clear context exists for these objects, it becomes possible to
analyze the imagery presented on the reliefs within potential ancient experi-
ences in the cave sanctuaries. It thus remains to discuss how the images could
communicate the sounds of divine music to the viewer within visually similar
spaces, and also what experience ancient worshippers might have sought to
engender by depositing reliefs that consistently depicted the gods playing
music and dancing. How, in other words, did the reliefs create a landscape
that invited the possibility of human participation in Pan’s musical perform-
ance and the Nymphs’ dance within these caves?

DIVINE MUSIC AND DANCE IN THE CAVE

Above all, scenes of the gods’ music and dance invite us to think about how
worshippers were invited to interact with, and even amplify, the divine
performance within the cave shrines of Pan and the Nymphs. Beyond the
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deliberate evocations of the physical space around them, the consistent depic-
tions of divine music in the votive reliefs point to the importance of music
within the space of the cave, as we see with an inscription left by Archedemos
near the entrance to the Vari Cave. It reads:

Ἀρχέδημος ὁ Θ-
ηραῖος ὁ νυμφ-
όληπτος φραδ-
αῖσι Νυμφῶν τ-
ἄντρον ἐξηργ-
άξατο.

Archedemos of
Thera, the nympholept,
at the instructions
of the Nymphs
worked out this cave.

With this inscription, Archedemos clearly establishes his identity as a Theran,
isolating himself from any particular Attic deme or tribe, though he may have
been a metic in Athens. He further describes himself as a nympholept,
someone possessed by the Nymphs. The ritual consequences of using this
loaded term, however, are unclear, as it could imply that an individual was
caught up in a frenzy, had oracular capabilities, or experienced heightened
awareness and clarity of thought, as occurs in Plato’s Phaedrus. There, when
Socrates responds to Phaedrus, who has noted that an unusual rhetorical
eloquence accompanies Socrates’ sentences, he says: “Then be quiet and listen
to me. For the place seems truly inspired by a god (θεῖος ἔοικεν), so do not be
surprised if I perhaps become possessed by the nymphs (νυμφόληπτος) as my
speech progresses. You see at the moment I am also at the point of breaking
out into dithyrambs (διθυράμβων φθέγγομαι)” (d). As the philosopher
comes under the influence of the Nymphs, present at their nearby shrine on
the Ilissos river, he demands silence in his audience, so that his musical, and
even dithyrambic, performance can be clearly heard.

There is thus something inherently musical, or at the very least poetic, in the
term nympholept. If we return to the inscription left by Archedemos in the
Vari Cave, we may see a hint of a similar relationship between the Nymphs
and poetic music, as well as some attempt to introduce music into the cave.
Though the initial three lines are challenging to scan, the last three form an
iambic trimeter. While it is difficult to determine the precise character of
these lines’ musicality, at the very least the inscription evokes a sonic quality, as
it could have been read out loud within the cave, almost confirming the
Nymphs’ power in their cave by infusing that space with the sounds of
testimony to divine presence. If we take the attempt at metrical composition
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seriously, then we have a rudimentary song, which could be sung out into the
cave, possibly for the Nymphs, the divine audience for this performance. Thus,
already at the entrance to the cave, this inscription provides a connection
among worship for the Nymphs, music, and sung poetry.

The votive reliefs to Pan and the Nymphs, together with the landscapes of
the cave in which they were displayed and the suggestion of music within
them, thus suggest a mode of interacting with divine music that was available
to the ancients themselves. If we return to the relief where Hermes’ kērykeion
intrudes upon the rock wall of the frame (Fig. .) with a deeper understanding
of the context in which the relief was displayed, the image suggests that the
god could continue walking forwards, up to, and through the frame.
Moreover, his assertive grasp upon the Nymph’s hand raises the possibility
that as the god moves through the frame, so too will the Nymphs join him on
his journey. The relief thus presents Hermes both as a leader of the Nymphs’
dance within their cave, as well as a god capable of moving individuals,
whether human or divine, across otherwise solid boundaries, since both spaces
are infused with music.

Pan’s moveable position throughout the corpus of reliefs further nuances
our understanding of the effect of divine music within the ancient caves and
the particular ways in which space, both in the image and within the physical
caves, was manipulated to make divine music more accessible to the
worshippers. Moreover, the god’s changeable position at the limits of each
image, whether on the frame or the edge of the visual field, confers a sense of
liminality to the god’s presence, so that the peripheral Pan acts not just as the
source of music, but also as a mediator between human viewer and dancing
Nymph. On a relief dedicated to the Nymphs by Eukleides, Eukles, and
Lakrates (Fig. .), the main visual field is taken up by the three dancing
Nymphs and Hermes, who holds his kērykeion in his left hand while he guides
their dance forward, while Pan stands to the right, overlapping with the rocky
frame that encloses the image. As he stands in this visually indistinct space, he
lifts his syrinx to his mouth and creates the music to which the Nymphs dance.
The rightmost Nymph takes a step to the left, and as she passes by Pan, her foot
overlaps with his, emphasizing the connection between her dancing steps and
his music. The central Nymph is almost frontal facing and is carved in the
deepest relief, suggesting that she is the closest to the viewer as she weaves back
and forth. The Nymph at the beginning of the line, depicted in profile, takes a
step to the left, which creates the forward momentum that pulls her compan-
ions with her past the altar. Her robes sweep out behind her and frame the
entire altar. The group’s movement is directed toward a frontal mask of
Acheloös, embedded in the rounded arch of the cave wall where he evokes the
water that drips down throughout the space. As the Nymphs dance to Pan’s
music and follow Hermes, they twist their way through their dark cave,
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passing by the altar and emerging on the other side. But more than simply
dancing across the space occupied by the altar, in this scene the group
transgresses the spatial boundaries of the image itself: Hermes, with his right
hand, touches Acheloös’ horn and bores through the wall of the cave. The
dancing divinities follow him, moving dynamically to the sounds of Pan’s
music as they walk toward and, presumably, through the frame.

We see another instance where Pan’s musicality and moveability act as
essential compositional elements of these reliefs, together preparing viewers
to experience the god’s music by inviting them to search visually for the god,
to enliven both his actions and his performance. Looking beyond the corpus of
reliefs to Pan and the Nymphs to a late fourth-century votive dedicated to the
goddess Kybele, we see Pan and his music acting as intermediaries between
human and divine. On the relief, the goddess sits on a throne, holding a
tambourine, or tympanon, in one hand and a libation bowl in the other
(Fig. .). At her feet sits a lion, mimicking the frontal posture the goddess
maintains, while a young lion stretches across her lap. Meanwhile, Pan is
suspended against the left column of the naiskos framing the seated goddess.

 . . Votive relief dedicated to the Nymphs by Eukleides, Eukles, and Lakrates, from the cave
to the Nymphs (Vari Cave) on Mount Hymettos, white marble,  �  cm, – .
Athens, National Archaeological Museum, NM . Author’s photograph. The rights of the
depicted monuments belong to the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports/Hellenic
Organization of Cultural Resources Development (Law /).
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Positioned in a manner similar to Kybele, Pan is depicted in a frontal stance,
echoing the goddess’ own confrontation with her viewers. Pan’s stillness on
the frame, where he stands with one hand straight down by his side, is offset by
a single gesture: as on the reliefs dedicated to Pan and the Nymphs, he raises his
syrinx to his mouth to play the instrument. He is joined on the relief’s frame by
two other individuals, possibly intended to depict human worshippers. They
are represented in profile, turning their heads and bodies toward the
enthroned goddess.

In locating Pan’s musical performance on the relief’s frame, the image
explores how divine presence manifests within the experience of worship
and, even more, how divine music is essential to that process. Positioned on
the frame, Pan’s music surrounds and encloses Kybele, following the architec-
tural barrier established by the relief itself. In this way, both he and his music at
once act as a barrier and a mediator between human and divine. Indeed, the
image hints that Kybele betrays an awareness of the unifying effect of his
melody. The specific manner in which Kybele holds out her libation dish,
tilting it to pour out its contents, suggests that she may soon put the vessel
down, her ritual having been completed, and will devote her attention to the
other object she holds, her tambourine. The large size of her instrument
further draws attention to the potential music that the goddess might soon
create, so that the viewer is invited to imagine the percussive sounds of the
tambourine blended with the piped music from the syrinx.

The musical potential built into her representation here adds a sense of
energy to her entire appearance, as if she might, at any moment, be animated
through the sounds of Pan’s music to devote her attention to musical perform-
ance and to move her body to its music. Indeed, the image hints at the kinetic
potential bound up in her figure: as the goddess leans forward, her right leg
follows the movement of her body, and her foot slips over the podium upon
which her throne stands, as though she is about to stand and take a step
outward into the space beyond the relief. Yet her body position is ambiguous,
for while her lower body suggests forward momentum, her upper body
remains firmly within her naiskos. Her head betrays no movement, and she
continues to stare directly ahead. The two figures depicted on the frame,
possibly a man and woman who have come to worship Kybele, are similarly
depicted in a moment of transition between action and stillness. They are each
shown with one leg outstretched behind, as if to suggest that they are in the act
of walking past Pan and toward the goddess. Furthermore, just as Kybele’s foot
encroaches upon the surface of the relief, as if emerging from the stone, so do
the worshippers’ hands intrude deeper into the relief as they reach around the
side of the pilasters, their outstretched limbs coming ever closer to the goddess.
In depicting the effect of Pan’s music in this way, the relief thus captures in
stone a crucial element in our understanding of the significance of Pan’s music
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for his human audience, for whom the act of hearing his music could have the
ability to bring them closer together through the shared act of listening. Pan’s
frontal position in this image, so reminiscent of his appearance on the votive
reliefs to Pan and the Nymphs, thus continually offers this possibility to his
audience, inviting them to hear his music through looking at his image.

DANCING WITH THE GODS

The visual repetition between the sculpted cave that surrounds the votive
reliefs and the actual, physical cave in which the reliefs were displayed blurs the
image into its surroundings, so that Pan’s music and the Nymphs’ dancing
bodies seem to slip easily from the cave carved into the marble slab to the one
made up of the living rock. In this way, as the viewer is invited to imagine the
sounds of Pan’s music and see the Nymphs dancing to the piped music within
their cave, each image also suggests that this divine performance takes place in
the very space in which the worshippers stand, so that god and mortal occupy
the same landscape. Further obscuring the limitations of each relief are the
frontal faces that are regular compositional features of the reliefs. The
Nymphs, for instance, often betray an awareness of the space beyond the
image by the direction of their gazes. Not only may they be depicted frontally,
as if piercing the surface of the image with their movements, but the central
Nymph, positioned second in the line of dancing women, is also frequently
shown gazing out into the space beyond the carved relief. Their direct gazes
may thus be conceived as connecting with those of the worshippers, bringing
about an epiphany through ritually conditioned modes of looking.

The concept of kinesthetic empathy is particularly relevant here since it
allows us to examine how ancient viewers may have engaged with these scenes
of dancing Nymphs – how, in other words, they might “feel when [they]
watch dancing.” The term, which developed from current work in dance
studies, may be defined following Deidre Sklar as “the process of translating
from visual to kinesthetic modes,” so that the viewer gains the capacity “to
participate with another’s movement or another’s sensory experience of
movement.” The importance of sight within a dance, whether the gazes
exchanged among the figures who dance or between the spectators who look
upon a performance, should not be underestimated: in each instance, bodily
movement or physical responses to the dance are encouraged through these
acts of looking and, by extension, of imaginatively hearing the sounds of Pan’s
music and feeling it move through one’s physical body. Such embodied seeing
that is encouraged by the Nymphs’ awareness of their audience is thus further
complemented by the viewing audience’s potential response to Pan’s music, as
well as to the sights and sounds of the cave itself. As a result, whether or not
visitors to the cave sanctuaries of Pan and the Nymphs played their own
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musical instruments, their encounter with the votive reliefs still remained a
multisensory one. Not only would they have seen the figures carved into the
reliefs, but they would also have smelled the dampness of the cave and heard
the torches snapping and crackling in the dim lighting, all of which affected
their encounter with the image. Adding to the distinct sensoryscape offered by
each cave was the worshipper’s potential enlivening of Pan’s musical perform-
ance, so that he or she imaginatively listened to his pipes by drawing on their
previous experiences with what type of melody a syrinx produces, how it felt
to participate with one’s peers in a communal dance, and what it meant to
internalize a melody and respond to it with one’s body. Therefore, while
music may have been made within the caves, and may even have been
required of the worshippers as they approach the sanctuary, musical sounds
already were virtually present in the cave through their inclusion in the votive
reliefs. Each image thus invites the viewer to search for the source of music to
which they dance: Pan’s moveable position in the image works in tandem with
the Nymphs’ dance, so that the worshippers would need to actively search for
the musician and, upon discovering him, imaginatively listen to the sound of
his music. By activating the images in this way, they might ‘hear’ Pan’s music
within themselves as they watch the Nymphs perform their dance.

Mortal worshippers are shown as the audience for Pan’s music and the
Nymphs’ dance on two reliefs, suggesting a potential model for human
engagement with the divine within the space of the sacred caves. The first of
the two, from Megara, located near the boundary of Attica, depicts a man,
woman, and two children who stand near a stone altar while they look up at a
chorus of dancing Nymphs who are being led forward by Hermes
(Fig. .). A small Pan is perched high up on the cave wall and holds his
syrinx up to his mouth. Pan’s placement in the scene shows one possible way
in which his music could affect the mortal worshippers. He sits directly above
the human family, and his legs dangle below him, almost reaching the man’s
head. While the family does not hold any instruments, it is nevertheless visually
linked with Pan’s musical performance through its close proximity to him.
Together, as musician and audience, the family and Pan complete the
Nymphs’ dance, whether by playing the syrinx, watching the dance, or, for
those worshippers who encounter this relief in their own cave, by
imaginatively supplying the music to which the divinities move. The image
thus suggests that the sculpted cave has been filled with divine and mortal
music, creating a musically infused space in which the Nymphs freely dance.

A similar scene may be found on a relief from the deme of Hekale, located
to the northeast of Athens (Fig. .). Once again, Pan sits above the mortal
worshippers and plays his syrinx. Below, the three Nymphs hold hands and, as
a chorus, dance forwards. Their flowing drapery, suggested by the curvilinear
lines used to demarcate their clothes, marks the unison of their physical
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 . . Votive Relief Depicting Pan, the Nymphs, and Worshippers, from Hekale, white marble,
 �  cm, – . Athens, National Archaeological Museum, NM . Author’s
photograph. The rights of the depicted monuments belong to the Hellenic Ministry of Culture
and Sports/Hellenic Organization of Cultural Resources Development (Law /).

 . . VotivereliefdepictingPan,theNymphs,Hermes,andworshippers, fromMegara,whitemarble,
�  cm, – . Berlin, Antikensammlung, SK . bpk Bildagentur/Antikensammlung/
JohannesLaurentius/ArtResource,NY.
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movements. Immersed in their physical response to Pan’s music, the Nymphs’
dance draws them out of the deep cave, away from Acheloös and the water
trickling down the walls, moving toward the altar. In front of this altar stand an
older man, a woman, and a younger man, two of whom raise their hands in
recognition and prayer as they watch the Nymphs’ performance. The mortal
worshippers and Pan are again linked through their close visual proximity,
suggesting that both are actively engaged in the Nymphs’ dance, whether by
contributing the music that fills the cave or by watching the spectacle unfold.
Moreover, there are a number of visual cues in this relief that suggest that it
could have deliberately provoked its external audience to participate as well.
Pan not only is depicted frontally, but even rests his arms on the image’s border
line, suggesting that he exists at once outside of and within the image, in the
space of the worshipper and of the dancing Nymphs. The young man to the
far left mimics Pan’s frontality, directing his attention to his viewer. The central
Nymph also betrays an awareness of the external cave in which the relief was
deposited as she throws her head back and seems to look through the surface of
the stone votive. In the figures’ awareness of the external world, the relief thus
seems to invite its viewers to engage with the depictions of the dancing
divinities, to imaginatively hear Pan’s music and to join the choral dance.

Through his frontal position and the way in which his music surrounds the
scene as it moves through the frame, Pan in this relief acts as a mediator
between Nymph and mortal worshipper. He not only performs for those who
have gathered in the cave, but he establishes them as the attentive audience for
the Nymphs’ dance. Moreover, as we have seen, Pan’s marginal position on
the frame infuses both spaces with his divine music. On the relief dedicated by
Telephanes (Fig. .), Pan sits on the top left side of the rectangular frame
where he is surrounded by his goats as he plays his pipes. Just as the frame
encloses the central scene, so too does Pan’s music, which cascades down and
reverberates across the rocky frame, surround it with music. By occupying this
liminal position on the frame, Pan is depicted in the parergonal space that
belongs both to the image and to the external rocky cave. As such, he marks
the dividing point between the figures depicted within the relief and those
mortal viewers who exist beyond it. His frontal stare and bodily organization
confront the visitor to the cave, establishing, in much the same way as a herm,
a visual boundary that marks the distance between two spaces. The Archaizing
style used for the depiction of his body also points to a visual relationship
established between Pan and herms, drawing a formal connection between his
rigidly formed body and that of a herm’s rectangular support, erect phallus, and
Archaic facial features. The image thus suggests that Pan acts as an extension
of Hermes, helping here to maintain the boundaries separating the human
from the divine, even as he renders this barrier permeable through his music.
In his liminal position on the frame, between the image and the outside world,
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Pan’s music oscillates between the two spaces and infuses the larger external
cave with its sounds. Within the shared sensory experience offered to the
sculpted figures in the relief and the worshippers standing in the cave, the
formal boundaries between image and reality break down in the shared
experience of listening to Pan’s music. Inside the frame, the three Nymphs
hold hands and sway to the music as their drapery swirls around their legs.
At the same time, within the dim lighting of the cave, the ancient viewer could
see Hermes guiding the Nymphs’ dance to the left, out from their dark cave,
passing from the image to the cave. Yet, as we can see in Telephanes’ relief,
while Hermes leads the Nymphs to the left, the image depicts them taking
small steps forwards, around the altar, and toward the viewer. As they move
closer to the human world, they stare out, engaging the worshipper’s gaze and
inviting them to join in their sacred dance.

While the depiction of Pan’s music prompts its viewers to recall the sounds
of his instrument and contribute that sound to their viewing experience, the
Nymphs’ embodied response to that music asks their audience to respond
similarly, to feel the sound move through their own bodies. The significance
of this shared sensory experience can be further explained if we return to
Sklar’s definition of kinesthetic empathy as “the capacity to participate with
another’s movement or another’s sensory experience of movement.” In her
discussion of choreia in the Greek theater, Olsen expands upon Sklar’s work to
suggest that though dance is “initially received visually by the audience,
ancient and modern theories of kinesthetic empathy and proprioception
would suggest that viewers can also have an embodied response to dance, a
sensation of felt participation or inner mimicry.” While our reliefs would
not have been seen in the theater, they do depict scenes that, as I have shown,
are broadly associated with choreia, so that they collectively created a similar
opportunity for the ancient viewer to have an embodied experience of the
divine musical and danced performance. For the viewer, who may have
been standing in front of these reliefs, looking at them juxtaposed with the
rocky cave landscape in which they were displayed, the Telephanes relief offers
one way by which to experience, by way of kinesthetic empathy, the divine
music, the divine dance, and the sacred space in which both occur. The image,
in other words, repeatedly invites its viewers to see themselves in the same
physical space as the gods, to imaginatively listen to Pan’s music, and to jump
up, assemble some companions, and dance around the cave, joining the
Nymphs in their chorus. Bodies thus come together through embodied
seeing and listening, so that whether stone, human, or divine, all may dance
together in a moment of visual and kinesthetic unity.

This kind of powerful, embodied provocation is particularly evident with
the relief dedicated by Eukleides, Eukles, and Lakrates in the Vari Cave,
discussed briefly above (Fig. .). Here, three Nymphs follow Hermes as
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they dance to the left, while Pan stands on the right as he plays his syrinx. The
first Nymph energetically follows Hermes by the altar, and the central Nymph
throws open her body, facing the viewer in an almost complete frontal
position as she dances to the left. The final Nymph takes a step into the relief,
entering it on the diagonal as she holds her companion’s outstretched hand
with her left. Hermes is also frontally facing and takes a diagonal step outwards,
toward the viewer. Together, the four figures almost seem to create a semi-
circle, where at the right of the relief the Nymph enters the relief, and on the
left Hermes prepares to step out of it.

But where do they step out to? Let us return to the Vari Cave, where our
ancient worshippers stand together at the base of the southern room, where
there extends a large, flattened-out terrace. As they look up at the reliefs, they
would have seen Hermes leading three dancing Nymphs while Pan plays his
syrinx, whose music the viewers imaginatively enliven. They might take in the
relief, animated by the music they have imagined and heard, and then see
Hermes step out of the scene and move toward them. Through their shared
acts of listening to Pan’s song and playing their own music, the worshippers
could join in their celebration, and together, god, Nymph, and human dance
across the floors of the cave. These images thus require the viewer to have a
multisensory experience in which sight becomes confused with sound, and
sound is then translated into a bodily response through dance. In this way, the
human visitors to the cave do not merely see a god, but rather they experience
an epiphany of Pan and the Nymphs in their own bodies by sharing in the
Nymphs’ physical response to Pan’s music.

Just as Pan’s music has an effect upon the Nymphs and inspires them to
dance, so too could it have an effect on the human worshippers who travelled
to the cave sanctuary and looked upon these reliefs. As we have seen, the god’s
music is repeatedly shown having the ability to elevate the human listener to
the level of the divine or to break down the barriers separating god and man,
thereby allowing the Nymphs to step out of the reliefs and into the actual,
physical cave. The viewers in turn could facilitate the Nymphs’ movement by
contributing their own melody to the image when they respond cognitively to
the representation of a musician playing his instrument; they hear the sounds of
the pipes within their own minds by drawing on previous experiences of
listening to the music produced by the instrument.

But more than simply witnessing the Nymphs dancing in their cave, these
reliefs allowed for a fully embodied experience of the Nymphs: by imagina-
tively listening to the music that Pan plays, and perhaps even contributing their
own music, ancient worshippers were repeatedly invited to join in the
Nymphs’ dance. Not only would they have seen the Nymphs dancing in their
cave, but they might even have heard the music to which the divinities dance
and responded to it with their own bodies. The reliefs show, in other words,
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that an epiphany of Pan and the Nymphs was not one that was experienced
through sight alone but, rather, the images encouraged their viewers to feel the
Nymphs’ presence through their own bodies, so that Pan and the Nymphs
became present to the worshippers when they listened to Pan’s syrinx or when
they danced in the cave. Pan and the Nymphs were thus revealed when the
worshippers committed themselves to a fully sensory and bodily engagement
with the reliefs, at which point they could experience an epiphany of the gods
by feeling the divine music move through their own bodies.

NOTES

 On Pan generally, see Borgeaud . For Pan in Arcadia, see Jost . Pan apparently
helped the Athenians at Marathon in  , then again at Salamis and Plataia in  .
On Marathon, see Hdt. .. On Salamis, see Aesch. Pers. –, the Suda s.v.
ἁλίπλαγκτος, and Soph. Aj. ; Borgeaud :  n. . On Plataia, see Paus. ...
Pan’s sanctuary in Athens was located on the north slope of the Acropolis (Kavvadias :
–; Casson : –; Judeich ; Brommer : –; Brommer : s.v.
Pan; Fuchs : –; Travlos : , –). For a representation of Pan in the pose
of a runner, which may allude to the cultic activity that took place at Pan’s sanctuary on the
Acropolis, see a black-figure vase published by Erika Simon (Würzburg, Martin von
Wagner Museum, ; Simon : –, plate .; Borgeaud : ,  n. ).
For early representations of Pan, see Brommer : –.

 I discuss the Homeric Hymn to Pan in more detail in Laferrière a.
 Furtwängler : ; Pottier :pl. ; Thallon : ; Svoronos –: –,

pl. ; Feubel : xix, no. IIIa.A, –; Travlos : , pl. .β; Fuchs : , no.
, , n. ; Kahil : ; Isler : –, , , , no. ; Edwards : –,
no. ; Güntner : , , pl. .; Kaltsas : no. . The relief was later reused as
a waterspout, at which point a hole was drilled into the background.

 On this corpus of reliefs, see especially Feubel ; Fuchs ; Fuchs ; Edwards ;
Güntner : –.

 For more on the Nymphs in Greek religion, see especially Larson .
 The large size of the god’s instrument evokes the splendor later attached to a similarly

impressive syrinx in Daphnis and Chloe, ...
 As noted by Weiss (: –, –), animals are often imagined as dancing to music

played by Apollo and Pan.
 Eur. Ion –. Translation adapted from Kovacs : –. With respect to lines

– Kovacs accepts the authority of Page, whom I have also followed here. Diggle
(: ) retains ὕμνων in his edition, but marks it with daggers.

 In its reference to both visual and aural qualities, it recalls the similarly multifaceted use of
poikilia. For more on poikilia, see the introduction to this volume, and especially LeVen
; Grand-Clément .

 The scene described by Euripides takes place on the northeast side of the Acropolis. For
more on an audience’s experience of theater and dance, see Weiss ;
Weiss forthcoming.

 For this approach, I draw on recent work by Milette Gaifman (), Martina Edelmann
(), and Anja Klöckner (; ), each of whom situates votive reliefs within a
religious framework.

 Generally on this hymn, see Thomas .
 Janko (: –, ) analyzes the linguistic peculiarities and ascribes the hymn to an

Attic context. Moreover, both Janko and West (: ) argue that the language is
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consistent with the fifth century , with Janko further arguing that the hymn probably
does not date later than the mid-fifth century .

 Hymn. Hom. Pan. –. ὅς τ’ ἀνὰ πίση | δενδρήεντ’ ἄμυδις φοιτᾷ χοροήθεσι νύμφαις. . .
 Hymn. Hom. Pan. –.
 Text and translation from Furley and Bremer a: –; b: –.
 A similar relief was discovered in the Athenian Kerameikos (K). Gruben : ;

Hoepfner : ; Camp : ; Edwards : no. , –.
 IG   (SEG  ); Thallon : , , , pl. ; Svoronos –: ,

no. , pl. ; Feubel : xii, no. ., ; Isler : , no. ; Edwards :
–, no. ; Schörner and Goette : –, pl. .. The inscription has been most
recently restored and translated by Schörner and Goette : –.

 We might think here of Derrida’s particularly evocative discussion of the parergonal frame
(: ) as well as generally Hurwit : –; Platt and Squire c.

 NM : IG  ; Svoronos –: –; Feubel : xiv, no. ., –;
Fuchs : ,  n. ,  n. , , pl. .; Isler : , , , ; Edwards :
–, no. ; Vikela :  n. , , n. ; Güntner : , , pl. .; Kaltsas
: , no. .
NM : IG  ; Svoronos –: –, no. , pl. ; Feubel : xiv, no.
., –; Fuchs : , pl. .; Brommer : ; Isler : , , , ;
Edwards : –, no. ; Güntner : , ; Kaltsas : , no. .

 On Pan and epiphany, see Meillier : –; Borgeaud :  n. .
 On dance in Archaic and Classical Greece, see, for example, Naerebout ; Calame

: –; Shapiro ; Smith b; Rocconi ; Naerebout ; Olsen ;
Smith . On choreia specifically, see Weiss ; Steiner .

 αὐτὰρ ἐϋπλόκαμοι Χάριτες καὶ ἐΰφρονες Ὧραι | Ἁρμονίη θ’ Ἥβη τε Διὸς θυγάτηρ τ’
Ἀφροδίτη | ὀρχεῦντ’ ἀλλήλων ἐπὶ καρπῷ χεῖρας ἔχουσαι. Translation from West :
. While there is a distinction between holding hands and holding wrists, since the latter
holds additional wedding connotations, nevertheless, in this passage it is clear, following
Steiner (: ) that this gesture of joined wrists is characteristic of the female figures’
choral dance. For more on dance in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, see Chapter  as well as
Lonsdale – and generally Steiner .

 Peponi : –, –; Peponi : –.
 For further discussion of visual representations of dance, see especially Naerebout :

–, f.; Smith a: f.; Smith b; Smith a: ; Naerebout ; Smith
; Gianvittorio : ; Naerebout : .

 For more on representations and discussions of dancing gods, see Laferrière forthcoming.
 Feubel : , no. a., , ; Fuchs : –; Muthmann : , ;

Edwards : no. , –; Güntner : , –; Kaltsas : no. . The relief
was possibly found in Sparta, although Megalopolis seems more likely, based on the stylistic
similarities with Athens. Edwards suggests that the artist was probably Athenian, or at least
was very familiar with similar Attic reliefs. Two similar, although fragmentary, images were
found, one in the Kerameikos and another on the slopes of the Acropolis.

 Nymphs could reside on the high mountains, in shady groves, in dark caves, on the flat
plains, in trees, and by or in any body of water. Nilsson : . Loutrophoroi and other
items associated with marriage and childbirth have been found in most of their sanctuaries
in Attica from the Archaic period onwards, hinting at their association with natural female
fertility. See, for example, King and Wickens on the finds from the Vari Cave: King ;
Wickens : vol. , –.

 For a discussion on the inclusion of imagery related to the Horai, see Edwards : –.
 Larson : –.
 At the time this tragedy was performed, between  and  , the association between

Pan and the Nymphs in Attica was well known, and they shared cave sanctuaries
throughout Attica.
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 On the meaning of nymphē, see Calame : ; Larson : . Tragic choruses do,
however, frequently assimilate themselves to dancing Nymphs. Weiss : –.
On female choruses more generally, see Calame ; Budelmann and Power .

 Nilsson : .
 For more on the genealogical relationship between Hermes and Pan, see Laferrière a.

On the Hymn to Pan, see Thomas . On the Hymn to Hermes, see especially Clay :
–. On Hermes more broadly, see Versnel : –; Miller and Clay .

 Despite Aristid. Or. ., “Hermes as khorēgos always leads the nymphs,” the khorēgos was
more typically the individual who financed the choral performance. Conversely, the
koryphaios was a member of the chorus who was responsible for leading the other
performers in their dance. However, as Wilson notes (: –), it was not impossible
for certain khoregoi to serve as koryphaioi. See also Lawler : –. In almost every
surviving instance where the Nymphs dance on fourth-century votive reliefs, Hermes
occupies the primary position in front of the dancing divinities.

 Athens, National Archaeological Museum, NM , IG  . Thallon : –,
pl. ; Svoronos –: , no. , pl. ; Speyer : , pl. –; Feubel :
IV, no. ., –; Fuchs : , n.  and : , pl. ; Edwards : –,
no. ; Güntner : , no. , pl. ; Kaltsas : , no. ; Schörner and Goette
: –, pl. ..

 Hymn. Hom. Ven. –. Hermes is elsewhere linked with the Nymphs. In the
Thesmophoriazusai by Aristophanes (–), the chorus prays to “Hermes Nomios and
Pan and the dear Nymphs” (Ἑρμῆν τε νόμιον ἄντομαι καὶ Πᾶνα καὶ Νύμφας φίλας). Hermes
often acts as the leader of Nymphs, as seen at the end of the Hymn to Hermes, where Apollo
gives Hermes control over oracular bee maidens, often associated with the Nymphs at
Delphi (see Larson : ; : ). The Hymn to Aphrodite stresses the sexual
connection between the two, who mate in sacred caves (–). Finally, Hermes is linked
with the Nymphs in his role as kourotrophos, where he brings the infant Dionysos to the
Nymphs for safekeeping after he was born from the thigh of Zeus.

 I know of only three exceptions but, in each instance, Hermes still maintains an intermediary
position between the Nymphs and the external world. Two of these exceptions are the
unusual reliefs from Mount Penteli, where Hermes stands immediately adjacent to the
Nymphs, and separates them from Pan and the mortal worshippers. In both instances, the
god’s role as koryphaios is evoked by his twisting posture andweight shift, as if hewill soon take a
step forward (Athens, National Archaeological Museum, NM  and ). The third
exception is a vertical relief from the Vari Cave, where Hermes once again stands beside the
Nymphs, all of whom look at him (Athens, National Archaeological Museum, NM ).

 Edwards : no. , with previous bibliography.
 I have explored this topic more in Laferrière b.
 The only exception to this general pattern is the cave to Pan on the north slope of

the Acropolis.
 As David Wiles has shown (: –, ), Menander’s awareness of the technicalities

of the earlier comedies at least makes it possible to approach his work with the same eye to
satire and nuanced commentary on contemporary life. In foregrounding the ritual setting
of the Dyskolos, I follow the model laid out in Bathrellou .

 Though there has been much debate on the location of the two houses, it is widely
accepted that Pan’s cave was located at center stage. For more, see Quincey et al. : ;
Wiles :  n. ; Brown ; Rzepkowski : –.

 Men. Dys. –; Wickens : –; Borgeaud : –.
 See also Yioutsos : –.
 As Roy notes (: –), though Menander took care to locate Pan’s shrine within an

actual, physical sacred cave, the cave at Phyle is on a steep, almost inaccessible mountain-
side. In his comedy, Menander relocates the cave to a more accessible and less remote
location, while he still maintains the name of its original site.
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 Translation adapted from Arnott : –. Borgeaud (: ) suggests that “this
remark most probably reveals a contrast between Pan’s rite and normal cultic practice:
when the baskets and the chernips approach the altar chosen for the sacrifice, the
worshippers are generally completely silent.” Whether or not rituals for Pan deviated from
what constitutes “normal cultic practice,” what is striking is Menander’s emphasis on the
importance of music within cult activity for Pan.

 Translation adapted from Arnott : –. Though this scene may be intended to mock
pastoral religious enthusiasm, this joke would only be comprehensible to a contemporary
Athenian audience if it were not already generally understood that one could be expected to
play music either outside of or within caves sacred to Pan. See also Bathrellou .

 Borgeaud : .
 Yioutsos : .
 I discuss the Vari Cave in more detail in Laferrière b.
 Weller : .
 Chandler : ch. .
 The  site report was published as a series of articles under the guidance of Charles

Heald Weller and the American School of Classical Studies in Athens. The original report
includes: Weller ; Dunham ; Thallon ; King ; Baldwin ;
Bassett .

 Wickens : no. , –; Schörner and Goette . The cave is also mentioned in
conjunction with studies on the Nymphs, nympholepsy, and the role of caves in Greek
religion: Connor : –; Larson : –, –; Ustinova : –; Pache
: –, –. For more on the cave’s acoustics, see Yioutsos et al. .

 Schörner and Goette : –.
 Although the Vari Cave was most active from the late fifth century into the fourth, there is

evidence of cult activity in the Vari Cave already at the end of the sixth century BCE.
On the cave to Pan and the Nymphs at Phyle see Wickens : –, no. . The cave
at Penteli survived because its roof collapsed in antiquity, preserving its interior until its
discovery in . On the Penteli cave, see Zorides ; Wickens : no. , –,
with earlier bibliography; Travlos : –, –; Larson : . Two large
votive reliefs were also discovered in the cave (Edwards : nos.  and ).

 The first sign of Archedemos’ presence in the Vari Cave occurs on a block that is believed
to have been set up outside of the cave, upon which two inscriptions were carved, one on
either side. The first reads “Archedemos of Thera | cultivated a garden | for the Nymphs”
Ἀρχέδαμος ὁ Θερ- | αῖος κᾶπον Νύ- | μφαις ἐφύτευσεν (IG I ). The second side reads
“Archedemos of Thera and cholondcheste built this house for the Nymph” Ἀρχέδεμος ὁ Θερ-
| αῖος καὶ ΧΟΛΟΝΟΔ- | ΧΕΣΤΕ[.] Νύωφαι ἐχ- | σοικοδόμεσεν (IG I ). The term
cholondches is otherwise unknown, but it may relate to the term cholos, or bile. Translation
from Pache : –; see also Weller : ; Schörner and Goette : –.
As Squire suggests (: –), Archedemos may also have created a rudimentary self-
portrait on the walls of the southern room.

 Thallon ; Edwards : nos. , , , , , , , , , , , , , ;
Larson : –.

 Inevitably, my description of the sensory experience offered by the Vari Cave depends
upon my own experience walking through its walls. Although my sensory responses to the
cave are both my own and, to some degree, culturally construed by the memory of my
other experiences, they may still offer us a glimpse into the range of potential experiences
open to the ancient visitor. I adopt a phenomenological approach to the Vari Cave more
fully in Laferrière b: –. For more on this methodological approach, see in
general Betts b: – and, specifically with respect to Pan, Yioutsos .

 For a similar attention to one’s sensory experience of the landscape, see Hamilakis :
esp. –, –. On the ancient viewing experience within a sanctuary, see Day ;
Day ; Day .
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 Chandler’s detailed observations from  (: chapter ) allows us to compare what
survives with what he described. Importantly, the same general appearance was preserved
up until the time of the cave’s excavation.

 Schörner and Goette (: –) rely upon Edwards’ analyses of the reliefs.
 For more on how caves could manipulate the senses within Greek ritual, see Sporn ;

Ustinova ; Katsarou and Nagel . On the acoustics of Greek caves, see Yioutsos et al.
. Synesthesia, the conflation of senses, has been discussed in relation to antiquity by Butler
and Purves : –; Porter  and : , –, –, –, , , , .

 I draw here on Gell : –; Osborne and Tanner . On ancient art’s materiality
see Bielfeldt ; Platt ; Platt and Squire b; Gaifman and Platt . For more on
materiality and its modern consequences see Bennett : –, esp. –.

 Apart from the substantial treatment of phenomenology in twentieth-century continental
philosophy, the rise of sensory archaeology owes much to earlier discussions of phenom-
enology. See Fahlander and Kjellström ; Day ; Hamilakis ; Pellini, Zarankin,
and Salerno . Current work on the senses and archaeology includes Hamilakis :
– and : –; Betts a and b; Hamilakis and Meirion Jones ; Harris
: –. On the senses in antiquity see Butler and Purves ; Bradley ; Squire
a; Rudolph ; Purves ; Butler and Nooter .

 Hamilakis : –.
 It takes four to five hours to walk the distance from the Acropolis in Athens to the

Vari Cave.
 As Wickens notes (: ), in antiquity trees would have been more common on the

hillside than they are today, “as the old name of the hill, Kapsala, derived from kavsoxila
(‘firewood’), suggests.”

 As Schörner and Goette show conclusively (: –), this barrier only allows for one
path forward: through the smaller and darker western cavern.

 For an acoustic analysis of the Vari Cave see Yioutsos et al. : –.
 The invocation of the Charites (the Graces) does not preclude the worship of the Nymphs

in the Vari Cave. Female pluralities, particularly triads, were extremely common in early
Greek myth and cult; one may think of the Muses, the Charites, and the Horai as
belonging to this phenomenon. On female pluralities in Greek myth, see Nancy : ;
Nancy ; Larson : –; Porter . While the precise identity of the recipient may
remain unclear, this area was clearly intended as a focal point of worship, since there is a
small ledge near the pool that seems intended to hold offerings. Weller : –;
Schörner and Goette : .

 When the cave was excavated, Wickens (: vol. , –) notes that miniature
loutrophoroi were uncovered around the spring in the southern room, perhaps hinting at
the spring’s role in purification rites that took place before a marriage.

 The possibility of experiencing an epiphany of the gods was an integral aspect of Greek
religion. For more on epiphany broadly, see Platt ; Platt ; Petridou .

 For a comprehensive discussion of Acheloös and a catalogue of images depicting the god,
see Isler ; Isler .

 The prominence of water in the cave was also noted by Wickens, who writes that “there is
much dripping water in the cave” (Wickens : ).

 A notable exception is the relief dedicated to the Nymphs by Telephanes, Nikeratos, and
Demophilos, which is surrounded by an architectural frame. The relief, which can be dated
to – , was found in the Cave of Pan and the Nymphs on Mount Penteli. Athens,
National Archaeological Museum, NM , a.

 The vertical relief, already mentioned above, is in the Athens National Archaeological
Museum (NM ).

 Based on niches cut into the walls of the cave and the holes that run along the small terraces
that would have supported the votives with their stone tenons, it seems likely that all the
reliefs were once displayed in this area. Schörner and Goette : –.
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 This flattened platform and its retaining wall were visible during the initial excavations, but
little now remains, as noted by Weller : –; Schörner and Goette ; Yioutsos
: , –, . Despite Weller’s suggestion that worshippers may have danced past
an altar that was set up on this platform, there is no archaeological evidence, beyond the
inclusion of an altar on the votive reliefs, to support this idea. The only altar that has
survived in the Vari Cave was dedicated to Apollo Hersos, and was carved into the living
rock adjacent to the sculpted image of Archedemos. The inscription here has traditionally
been read as “Apollonos Hersou” (IG I ; Schörner and Goette : –; Pache
: –). Dr. Alexandra Mari with the Greek ephoreia has also suggested that the sigma
in the inscription may have been flipped on its side, since the inscription was running up
against the wall of the altar; if this is the case, the inscription could read Apollo Hermes. She
presented her work in a public lecture, Cave Sanctuaries in Attica: The Cave of Pan at Vari, on
October , , at the Athens Centre. As Schörner and Goette point out, it is unlikely
that this altar was intended for the Nymphs, since it is clearly divided into two separate
offering areas. An altar dedicated to the Nymphs has not been found. For more, see Weller
: –; Yavis : –; Schörner and Goette : .

 The cave frame on each relief, therefore, is essential to the image’s visual theology.
On visual theology see Gordon ; Vernant a and b; Elsner : ;
Tanner ; Gaifman ; Platt : , ; Mack .

 My discussion draws on Laferrière b. A second inscription confronts the visitor shortly
after passing by the basin and the Archedemos inscription. It appears to be the oldest of the
inscriptions found in the cave, and mandates certain actions within the space. It reads:
τἄντερ᾽ ἔχ- | σο κλύζετε | καὶ τὸν ὄν- | θον νἰζετε (Wash the | intestines outside, | and
wash out | the waste). When taken together with the basin full of water just across the
passageway, the inscription suggests that visitors to the cave were meant to purify them-
selves, and anything that they might bring with them, before entering into the depths of
the cave itself so that they would not pollute the shrine. This inscription, then, further
establishes the Vari Cave as one that constitutes sacred space in which worshippers must
follow certain designated actions. IG I ; Schörner and Goette : –.

 IG  ; IG  . Translation lightly adapted from Pache : –; see also Dunham
: –; Schörner and Goette : –.

 Kansteiner et al. : Archedamos.
 Connor : ; Larson : . He also clearly establishes his identity as a Theran, thus

rendering him unaffiliated with any particular Attic deme or tribe, other than potentially as
a metic within Athens itself. That he is not Athenian is of interest, since the cults of Pan and
the Nymphs seem very much focused on the chōra around the city.

 Translation adapted from Emlyn-Jones and Preddy : –. See also Connor :
; Emlyn-Jones and Preddy : –.

 There are, of course, Dionysian overtones to dithyrambic performances, and Dionysos was
thought capable of manifesting through the performance of a dithyramb. See Lavecchia .
For more on dithyrambs, particularly in Athens, see Kowalzig and Wilson a, b.

 Schörner and Goette : .
 On epigrams and reader-interaction, see Meyer ; Männlein-Robert ; Tueller

; Day : –.
 Pache : .
 Derrida : –; Platt and Squire a.
 Εὐκλείδης Εὐκλῆς Λακράτης Νύμφαις (IG II ). Edwards notes that this seems to be the

earliest representation of Pan standing. Thallon : –, pl. ; Feubel : –;
Fuchs : ; Fuchs : ; Isler : , , , , , ; Edwards : –,
no. ; Güntner : , ; Schörner and Goette : –, pl. .. Another relief,
NM , quite similar in its organization, but carved with less skill, was also found here.

 Superimposed behind the altar, her position also recalls the tradition in scenes of sacrifice on
earlier fifth-century vase-painting, wherein the deity or a relevant symbol is located behind
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the altar. Here, the Nymphs are clearly shown as the intended deities, a claim that is
supported by the inscription below. For more on the relationship among god, altar, and
worshipper, see generally Van Straten , , and .

 Vernant .
 The cave wall that surrounds the relief acts as the formal frame that encloses and delineates

the image. On frames generally, see Hurwit : –; Derrida : –; Platt and
Squire a: –.

 Svoronos –: pl. .; Vermaseren : no. , pl. ; Naumann : , ,
, no. , pl. .; Güntner : , no. ; Kaltsas : , no. ; Gaifman
: –. Her frontal posture here recalls the position of a cult statue, positioned at the
back of the naos and gazing out towards the door of the temple. Munn’s volume () on
Kybele is an important study on the goddess and her journey from Asia to Greece. On cult
statues more generally, see Donohue .

 Gaifman : –.
 Gaifman : ; Gaifman a: –.
 According to Herodotus (.), the tympanon or tambourine was used during the nocturnal

rites for Kybele. For more on Kybele, see Munn .
 For more on frontal gazes in Greek art, see especially Korshak ; Frontisi-Ducroux

; Mackay ; Mack ; Hedreen ; Hedreen .
 Similar scenes may be seen on the votive from Hekale, Mount Parnes, and the Ilissos

(Athens NM ; Athens NM ; Berlin, Antikensammlung ). On those reliefs
where the Nymphs stand rather than dance, the central Nymph still exhibits this behavior,
as can be seen on a rectangular relief from the Vari Cave (Athens NM ). A notable
exception is the relief from Megalopolis, where the Nymph leading the dance turns her
gaze outwards towards the surface of the relief (Athens NM ), while the two surviving
Nymphs on the relief dedicated by Telephanes both confront the viewer with a direct
frontal stare (Athens NM ).

 Day ; Day ; Day ; Platt .
 Foster : .
 Sklar : –, n. .
 As discussed, for instance, at Arist. De an. a–a. I develop this point further in

Laferrière b.
 This particular relief has been much discussed, and an extensive bibliography may be found

in Edwards’ entry for this relief, but the most relevant sources are Rouse : , fig. ;
Thallon : ; Feubel : xi, no. ., –; Brommer : , no. ; Fuchs
: ; Muthmann : , pl. .; Isler : no. ; Blümel : , no. ,
fig. ; Muthmann : , pl. .; Edwards : –, no. ; Güntner : ;
Klöckner : –, n. .

 For a comparable example of Pan perched on a ledge, see a relief in Berlin
(Antikensammlung ; Edwards : no. ).

 This is now modern day Ekali, located in the municipal region of Kefisia. There is no
known cave sanctuary to Pan and the Nymphs in this area, although this of course does not
preclude the possibility of its existence. Most sources agree on the late Classical dating of
this relief. Isler : –, , , ; Güntner : , no. ; Kaltsas :
–, no. . Edwards, supported by Fuchs, suggests that a Hellenistic date might be
more plausible given the parallels between this votive and other Hellenistic examples
(Fuchs : , pl. .; Edwards : –, no. ).

 Hurwit ; Derrida : –; Platt and Squire c.
 For more on the relationship between Pan and herms, see especially Gaifman : , ;

Versnel : –; Laferrière a: –.
 Sklar : , n. . See also Foster .
 Olsen : –. See also Peponi .
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 On the audience and choreia, see especially Weiss ; Olsen ; Steiner ;
Weiss .

 Sklar : –.
 I do not argue that the Nymphs dance in a circle, but rather that their movements on this

and other reliefs suggest an awareness of the external world and a desire to incorporate the
human viewer into their movements. For more on the circle dance in lyric poetry, see
Calame : –. On the possibility of the Nymphs dancing in a circle, see Yioutsos
: –.
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