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Studies

ANCIENT HISTORY

ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE IN
A SACRED LANDSCAPE: THE
THESSALIAN PELORIA

Abstract: The sparsely attested Thessalian Peloria, a classic festival of inversion
akin to the Roman Saturnalia, honored Zeus Pelorios and commemorated
the draining of the Thessalian plain through the Tempe; Baton of Sinope,
our principal source, described it as “still even now” (ca. 250-150 BCE) the
most important festival of the Thessalians. The festival is distinctive for
the ways in which the mythic time of foundation and the historical time of
performance can be seen to mirror one another. The Peneios River regularly
flooded in antiquity and periodic, devastating inundations persist into the
contemporary era. Similarly, there are strong lines of continuity between the
principal actors in mythical and historical time. The Thessalian king in the
foundation narrative of the Peloria, to whom the wondrous knowledge of the
drainage of the plain is reported, is Pelasgos, who is tied directly into mythic
narratives of Thessalian descent. Such points of continuity contrast, however,
with intriguing evidence of social and economic change. Theophrastos
describes a program of marsh drainage in the territory of Larisa that made
additional land accessible for cereal cultivation or pasture, but at a cost: a
colder, less humid climate in which olives no longer grew and grapevines could
freeze. Baton’s emphatic testimony about the festival’s continuing significance
must be read against the backdrop of larger social developments in Thessaly
ca. 250-150 BCE that herald a wider challenge to and realignment of critical
status boundaries, particularly those that otherwise appear affirmed through
the foundation narrative of the Peloria.

Keywords: Thessaly, Peloria, Pelasgos, Peneios River, festival of inversion.

INTRODUCTION

his modest contribution uses regional myth and cult to explore

problems of environmental and social change, and their possible

intersection, in a Thessalian landscape. Given the nature of the
source material, the paper is exploratory and seeks to generate historical
possibilities — to ask, rather than to answer, questions. My point of entry
is the testimony of a local historian of Hellenistic Thessaly, Baton of Sinope,
who offers a lengthy and unique description of an otherwise unattested
Thessalian festival, the Peloria.! I then develop two sets of resonances,
one environmental and rooted in landscape, the other social and rooted in
genealogy, that show a particularly close mirroring between the mythical
moment of festival foundation described by Baton and the historical
conditions of festival celebration in Thessaly. This set of strong parallels is

1 For a recent discussion of the Peloria, with helpful reference to earlier scholarship, see MILI
2015, 239-241. The present essay takes a narrow, if, hopefully, novel, approach to the Peloria and
does not endeavor to engage the full history of scholarship on the festival.
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challenged by social and political developments in Thessaly
in the later third and early second centuries BCE, which in
turn prompts us to consider how the Peloria may have been
reimagined in that changed setting.

The central insight that motivates this contribution
can be briefly stated. Stories of the flood invariably describe
permanent shifts in the environment that took place in
the distant past. Festivals of reversal, associated in some
cases with flood myths, use projections of a world past or
yet to come to frame the inverted social relationships that
are acted out in ritual space. There was thus a profound,
indeed insurmountable, distance between the now of flood
myth utterance or performance of festival of inversion
and the worlds described or created therein. H.R. Versnel
has elaborated on the functionalist interpretation of such
festivals and shown how such a quality is part of what can
make them so deeply conservative and reinforcing of the
established order, revealing as they do the impossibility of
such a world under any terms other than those set by the
oppressor.>

The Thessalian Peloria contrasts sharply with these
norms. Some of the region‘s inhabitants claimed descent
from a central figure in the Peloria foundation myth,
Pelasgos, and periodic flooding was a prominent feature of
the Thessalian environment. And so, the world as imagined
by the Peloria foundation narrative and that experienced by
the festival‘s historical celebrants overlapped to an unusual
degree in these aspects; the inverted social relationships
occurred in a festival space with uncanny resemblance to real
life. Such conditions had the potential to make the festival
profoundly destabilizing to, rather than reinforcing of, wider
society.?

BATON OF SINOPE, LOCAL HISTORY,
AND THE PELORIA

We begin with the critical testimony of Baton of
Sinope; the entire passage is worth quoting in full:

Bdatov 8’ 6 Ziveorevg 0 pritop &v mdt Tepi Ogocaliog
kol Aipoviog copdc gugavifel v @V Zatovpvoiiov
goptnv ‘EAMnvikotdny, pdokov avtny mopd toic @cccaloig
[Mehdpra kaAreicbat, ypaemv ovtog - “Buoiag Kowvilg Tolg
[Tehaoyoig yvouévng amayyeilal tiva td1 [lehacydl Gvdpa,
o1 dvopa v ITEkmpog, S161t &v it Alpovion GeloudY peydimy
yvevopévov payein ta Téumn 6pn ovopaldpeva koi S0t St
70D OO TAHATOG OpUN GOV TO THG Apvng Dowp ERPAAAOL €iG TO
t0d [Inveiov peibpov, kai v npodTepov Apvalovsay ydpov
Gmacov yeyvpuvdohol, kol avaénpoivopévov tdv HodTOV
nedio Oavpoaota TdL peyébetl kol Tl KaAAel avoeoaivesdart.
dcovoovta ovv TOV Iekacyov v tpameloy dpdovoc anvTit
kekooumuévny tdt [eldpot mapabeivar, koi Todg AAoVG
0& @ULo@pOVOVLEVOVG EKOGTOV PEPELY & TL Eyot map’ adTdL

2 VERSNEL 1993, 115-121, and passim. Cf. PARKER 2005, 202-203:
“oppressive social relations that entail a certain proximity and even
intimacy between oppressor and oppressed appear to create a need for
reversal rituals of this type.”

3 As VERSNEL 1993, 128, notes, with passages cited at n. 128 referring
to instances of social and political conflict taking places at festival times:
“rites of rebellion carry the seeds of real revolution,” even in the ancient
Mediterranean. Contra: TURNER 1978, 281-6.
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Bértiotov kol mopati®évan émi T Tpdmelov TdL dmoryyeilovty,
kol avtov tov Ilehaoydv mpoBdpwmg Stokovelv kol T@v
AV Tovg &v a&idpatt dvtag Hrnpeteiv, koBOTL EKaoTdL O
KOLPOG TAPEMITTEY. SOTEP PAGTLY, el THV YOPOV KATEGYOV,
amopiumpa TG TOTE YEVOpévNg £0pTic < . . . > kol Bbovtag
Al TTéhopt tpanélog te Aoumpdg xoopodvioag mpotidévar
Kol obtog eUavBpomov v moviyvpy cuvtedely, dGote Kol
100G Eévoug dmavtag £ml v Boivny maporapféverv kol Tovg
deopudTag Metv kol ToOG 0iKETOG KATUKAIVAVTOG HETH TAoNG
noppnciog 0TIV, SLHKOVOOVI®MV a0Toig TAY dE0TOTdY - Kol
10 cOvoAoV ETt Kol VOV BecG0AoG HEYIOTNY £0pTIV yovTag
npocayopevey Iedmpra”.*

"The orator Baton of Sinope in his On Thessaly and
Haemonia brings out the strikingly Greek character of the
Saturnalia clearly, claiming that the Thessalians refer to it
as the Peloria, and writing as follows: When the Pelasgians
were carrying out a public sacrifice, a man named Pelorus
brought Pelasgus a message, to the effect that there had been
major earthquakes in Haemonia, producing a rift in what is
known as the Tempe Range; that the lake-water had rushed
out through the gap and joined the course of the Peneius
River, and the land that had previously been at the bottom
of the lake had all been exposed; and that as the water dried
up, extraordinarily large and beautiful plains were emerging.
When Pelasgus heard the news, therefore, he set his table,
which was covered with a large amount of food intended for
him, in front of Pelorus. Everyone else similarly expressed
their warm feelings by taking the finest item of food they had
and setting it on the table for the man who had brought the
message; and Pelsagus himself enthusiastically served him,
with the other important people assisting him whenever
an opportunity arose. This is why, they say, after they took
control of the territory, as an imitation of the festival that
occurred at that time ... and they sacrifice to Zeus Pelorius
and set out tables covered with spectacular food. They make
the festival so hospitable, that they welcome all visitors to
the meal, and release their prisoners; and they have their
domestic slaves lie down, and then serve them a feast, during
which slaves may say anything they like, and the masters
do all the serving. To sum up, even today this is the most
important festival the Thessalians celebrate, and they refer
to it as the Peloria.”

Among the local historians of the Hellenistic world
is Baton of Sinope, whose interest touched diverse places,
including a work on Thessaly. An outsider to the region,
his chronology remains difficult to pin down, although a
floruit between 250 and 150 BCE is likely.® In On Thessaly
and Haimonia, Baton can be seen to cater to the tastes of a
Thessalian audience that is known to have appreciated the

¢ FGrHist 268 F 5 (BNJ 268 F 5) = Athen. 14.639e-640a. I print the text
as in OLSON 2011, 237-239, based on Kaibel's 1887-99 Teubner edition,
which differs from the FGrHist and BNJ insubstantially and with no impact
on the arguments offered in this paper.

° Trans. OLSON 2011, 237-239.

6 This is the prudent, cautious range suggested by Christesen in the BNJ;
he observes that the latest event mentioned by Baton is in 214 BCE and
his work seems already known to Polybius (FGrHist 268 F4; BNJ 268 F4).
Other titles associated with him include a Persika and an Attika, the latter
in at least two books, in addition to studies of the tyrants of Ephesos, the
Syracusan tyrant Hieronymous, and the poet Ion. Baton's testimony has
also been drawn into debates about the reorganization of the Saturnalia at
Rome ca. 217 BCE: see VERSNEL 1993, 142.



mythical and fantastical. Compare, for example, Strabo‘s
comments on two contemporary Thessalian local historians,
Souidas and Kineas, who discussed the Thessalian origins of
the oracle of Zeus at Dodona (Strabo 7.7.12 (Radt)):

Yovidag upév toilg Oettorolg pubddelg  Adyovg
Tpooyuplonevog ... Kivéag 6’ ét pubwdéotepov ...7

"Souidas, however, in his desire to gratify the
Thessalians with mythical stories ... Kineas (tells a story that

is) still more mythical...”®

AsRosalind Thomashasbrilliantly argued in her recent
monograph on local history, such interests, by no means
limited to Thessaly, offered a means for local communities to
understand themselves better and to see more clearly their
connection with a larger Greek world; these stories, which
were capable of being reinvested with new layers of meaning
over time, thus played a prominent social function.’

Baton too shows an interest in myth and explicitly
ties it to contemporary cult practice in his description of
the obscure Peloria. As the foundation story goes, a certain
Peloros, who seems to be a lower status individual, reports
news of the miraculous draining of some portion of Thessaly
to a local king, Pelasgos.'® Beautiful and fecund plains now
appeared where marshes had been, and Pelasgos and his
circle celebrate Peloros with a grand meal." The Pelasgians
take possession of these new lands in time and recreate in
festival performance this foundational meal of Peloros.
Baton shifts the temporal frame of reference at the end of
the description, noting that the Thessalians still even today
— &t kol viv — regard the Peloria as their greatest festival.

While Zeus Pelorios and the Peloria are otherwise
unattested,'> Baton describes a classic festival of inversion,
in which traditional social roles are overturned and the
elite serve temporarily the interests of non-elites, including
slaves, peasants, and related dependent groups. Thessaly
was home to a diversity of non-citizen statuses, including

7 The transmitted text reads €v 101G @etTaA01g, which offends because of
asyndeton. I offer here Kramer's emendation, which is endorsed by Radt.
Other alternatives do not impact the general sense of the argument, namely,
that there is a contrast between the account just offered by Strabo and
that advanced by Souidas: 8¢ toig Oettaroig Xylander, pévtot Osttaroig
Meineke.

8 Tr. Wiliams: FGrHist 602 F 11a / BNJ 602 F11a (Souidas) = FGrHist 603
F 2a/BNJ 603 F 2a (Kineas) = Strabo 7.7.12 (Radt).

® THOMAS 2019, 74-99.

10 For an insightful reading of this myth, see HELLY 1991.

A second nexus of Thessalian myth and cult was related to these
environmental developments, Poseidon Petraios and the Petraia: see MILI
2015, 234-239. As Mili rightly observes, Peloria and Petraia appear to be
quite distinct festivals and to address distinct needs within Thessalian
society. For an exhaustive study of Greek flood myths, among which
Thessaly is quite prominent (e.g., Deukalion and Pyrrha, in addition to the
regional stories mentioned above), see CADUFF 1986.

12 A lacunose rupestral inscription from Thera, Archaic in date, has
been restored as [[T]e[A]w[p]log and regarded as an epiklesis of Zeus (IG
12, 3 366/1309; cf. INGLESE 2008, 83-98), but the restoration does not
command confidence. Similarly tantalizing is the restoration [ — — — —
£¢ o [leAwpt]a in an early fourth-century BCE inscription from Pharsalos
(ARVANITOPOULOS 1911, 301-305, no. 50; cf. MCDEVITT 1970, 25,
no. 167), although there are again no good grounds for confidence; see
now IThessEnip 77). The significance of this "monstrous” epithet remains
oblique: see MILI 2015, 240; VERSNEL 1993, 130-131, n. 136; cf. CADUFF
1986, 246-9, who connects the epithet with one of the Giants, Pelor, whom
Poseidon killed at the Spercheios River during the Gigantomachy (schol. (T)
ad Il. 16.176).

some common throughout the Greek world, like metics and
chattel slaves, and others more particular to the region,
especially the perioikoi and a range of peasant-like statuses
that were grouped together by ancient theorists under the
title of penestai.’® It was these groups that likely enjoyed
the temporary privileges extended during the Peloria. We
are probably to imagine a dispersed festival celebrated in
many locations throughout Thessaly, perhaps even within
individual households, although with the possibility that
some more highly marked, quasi-official celebrations took
place at the polis or regional level.

SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL RESONANCE

A distinctive feature of the Peloria, however, is the
apparently close and continual mirroring between the
foundation myth of the festival and environmental and
social conditions in historical Thessaly at the time of festival
performance.

The Peneios River regularly flooded in antiquity
and periodic, devastating inundations persist into the
contemporary era.’” Strabo, for example, understands
the absence of much of inland Thessaly from the Homeric
Catalogue of Ships as reflecting these difficult conditions
that made settlement life challenging (9.5.20):¢

OV 6 mom g OAlywv péuvnTon S10 T pr oikicOfvol o
a0 §) QodAmG oiktedfvor §16 TodC KoToKAGHOVS BALOT’
GALOVG YIVOLEVOLG

“...few of which places (in Magnesia and the Thessalian
plain) the poet mentions because they were not settled yet or
settled poorly due to the floods that took place on occasion.”

He further observes that the Larisans used
embankments to control the course of the Peneios and keep

it from washing away arable soil (9.5.19):

Aapioaiot, TAnciov pev oikodvteg tod Invelod ...
vepopevol 8¢ Ta evdaipovésTtata pEPN TV mediov, Ty &l
6(p0dpo. KOTAoV TTPOG TH Alpvn Th) Necomvidy, gig fjv bmeprAvlwov
0 TOTOLOG APNPETTO TL TAG GAPOGIOoV TOVE Aaploaiovg © GAA
Votepov mapaydpocty Exnvopbocov Aapioaiot.

"The Larisans, living near the Peneios ... cultivating
the most productive parts of the plains, except for the
extreme hollow near the lake Nessonis, into which the river
robs the Larisans of something of their arable land when it
overflows. But the Larisans later corrected the problem with
embankments.”

Thereisastrikingimpermanence to the environmental
change associated by Baton with the foundation of the
Peloria. Continuing human management of the river was

3 Foreign residents: see, e.g., [Enipeus 51-52 (Halikarnassians in third-
century Pharsalos); Perioikoi: KIP 1910, 51-125 remains fundamental;
Penestai: DUCAT 1994.

4 MILI 2015, 239.

> See, e.g., VAN ANDEL/ZANGGER/DEMITRACK 1990; KOUTSOYIANNIS
et alii 2012. While no major flooding of the Peneios is attested in ancient
sources, see NEWBOLD 1982, who draws attention to the superlative,
exemplary quality of the natural disasters described by the ancient
historians. But flooding of the Peneios seems frankly to have been routine.
6 For an exhaustive study of Strabo's description of the Peneios, see HELLY
2000.
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thus required to keep some areas of Thessaly from returning
to a diluvian state. The marshy Thessaly of Pelasgos remained
in fact a potentially constant companion to the region's
historical residents.

As we turn to explore briefly historical genealogical
resonances of the Peloria myth, we are again in the company
of Pelasgos, the eponym of the Pelasgians, that mysterious
pre-Greek people whom the historical Greeks imagined as
earlier inhabitants of the Aegean world and beyond. Recent
scholarship has championed rightly the Pelasgians as having
been “good to think with” as the Greeks worked in the
language of myth to make sense of themselves, their customs
and culture, as well as those of their neighbours.” They are
a construct; in the lapidary and inimitable formulation of
Robert Fowler: "no one would shake your hand in agora or
forum and say: [ am a Pelasgian.”*®

But in Thessaly, someone just might! This is not to
challenge the essential constructedness of the Pelasgians,
but to emphasize their formative influence in the region
as a specifically genealogical construct, for the Pelasgians
were "good to think with” there not because they were some
distant, pre-Greek other, but precisely because they were
regarded as ancestors.' Historical Thessalians could trace
concretely their lineage through Thessalos to Pelasgos and
regard themselves as Pelasgian.”® When Baton writes that
the Peloria is "still even now” the most important festival for
the Thessalians, he does not simply provide a mythic charter
for contemporary cult practice, he effectively collapses any
distinction between the celebrants at the mythic moment
of foundation and in the Hellenistic present. Nor is Baton
an outlier in this respect: the fragmentary historians
treating Thessaly, however sparse they may be, are replete
with references to Pelasgian names in Thessaly, suggesting
a continuing interest in such topics among Thessalian
audiences;?! and the contemporary epigraphic record at
Larisa reflects some public interest in Pelasgian themes, too,
including a statue of Melia, who seems to have been regarded
locally as the grandmother of Pelasgos.?

As in landscape, then, so too in genealogy was there a
deep resonance between the historical present of Hellenistic
Thessaly and the mythic past of Baton's description of the
Peloria, leading Mili to write evocatively: "The world of the
Thessalians appears to be unchanged in autochthonous.”

And, yet, there were powerful vectors of change in
both climate and society.

7 SOURVINOU-INWOOD 2003; FOWLER 2003; MCINERNEY 2014.

8 FOWLER 2003, 2.

% For recent discussion of ancestor making and claims of descent, with
helpful reference to earlier scholarship, see BLOK 2017, 100-146.

20 E.g., Pelasgos could be perceived as grandfather, via Haimon, of Thessalos
(Rhianos of Bene BNJ 265 F 30a) or as son of Larisa (schol. Ap. Rh. 1.580).
2 E.g., Rhianos BNJ 265 F 30a: “Once the ancients called it Pyrrhaie from
Pyrrhe, the ancient bride of Deukalion; later they called it Haimonie from
Haimon, whom Pekasgos begot as the best son; and in turn Haimon begot
Thessalos, and from this one the people chased the name to Thessalia”;
Kineas BNJ 603 F 1a-b on the name change Ephyra - Krannon; the lively
debate over the Thessalian origins of the cult and oracle of Zeus at Dodona
(Souidas BNJ 602 Fl1la-c; Kineas BNJ 603 F 2a-b).

221G 9.2 582 (Larisa, 1st c. BCE), statue base of Melia, mother of “...
Haimon, a joy to the Pelasgiadai.” Cf. the reference to a “Pelasgian clod” in a
third-century BCE Larisan epitaph for a visiting poet from Kalchedon (SEG
47.735; BE 2000, no. 52; see now SANTIN 2018 — an exemplary study).

2 MILI 2015, 241.
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SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE

The end products of Thessalian management of the
Peneios were not simply greater and more stable arable land.
The region‘s climate seems to have been directly impacted.
Theophrastos could write ca. 300 BCE (De causis plantarum
5.14.2-3):

Kai 6Aog ol TpdTepov 00K EKTYVOVTEG TOTOL TTOYEOG
6vtog 10D G£pOg VOV EKTTNYVVOOLGL, Kabdmep ol mepl Adplocay
v év Oettarig « TOTE HEV YOP EVESTNKOTOG VONTOC TOALOD
kol AsMpvopévov tod mediov moyde 6 dnp v Kol 1 xdpa
Oeppotépa - Tovtov &’ £€xHévTog Kal EvioTachut kmAvOEvTog
1l 1€ YOpa Yuypotépa YEYove kai EKTNEels mheiovg - onueiov
8& Méyovotv, &1 ToTE pév Noav éadon kol dALo0L Kod &v adTd
@ dotel peydrot kol kodol vov 6 ovdapod, kol ai dumehot
TOTE PEV OVK EEEMIYVLVTO VOV 8& TOAAIKIG.

"Districts where formerly, when the air was thick,
there was no freezing, are now subject to frosts, as the
country around Larisa in Thessaly, where formerly, there
was much standing water and the plain was a lake, the air
was thick and the country warmer; but now that the water
has been drained away and prevented from collecting, the
country has become colder and freezing is more common. In
proof the fact is cited that formerly there were fine tall olive
trees in the city itself and elsewhere in the country, whereas
now they are found nowhere, and that the vines were never
frozen before but often freeze now.”*

While Theophrastos does not explore the potential
implications of this climate change, the agricultural basis of
local economy has shifted in a way that would privilege the
most diversified farmers. That is to say, there were winners
and losers here.

Similar to the changing climate in Larisa, the
historical record suggests a more thoroughgoing realignment
in Thessalian society closer in time to Baton‘s account. From
the outbreak of the Social War in 221 down to the battle of
Pydna in 168 BCE, Thessaly was subject to frequent, often
annual, military campaigning, typically by foreign powers.”
This was a state of continual war and can be imagined as
profoundly destabilizing to environment and society alike.
Several Thessalian cities in the later third century BCE,
including major regional centres like Larisa, struggled with
citizen shortages, resulting in the enrollment, voluntary or
forced, of new citizens.?® In some cases, those new citizens
seem to have been made from the ranks of the penestai
and, in any case, our sources for the penestai seem to go
dry about 200 BCE, leading some scholars to imagine a
more general decline in the institution.?” About 200 BCE,
the Thessalian series of manumission inscriptions begins,
whereby newly manumitted slaves pay a fee for the public

24 Trans. Einarson.

% E.g., Social War, First and Second Macedonian Wars, Syrian War, Third
Macedonian War.

% E.g., the famous dossier of Philip V and Larisa, documenting an exchange
beginning in 271 BCE (for the date, see HABICHT 2006): IG 9.2 517; see also
an approximately contemporary inscription from Phalanna, also apparently
enrolling new citizens: IG 9.2 1228.

2’ Enrollment of penestai as citizens: Pharsalos — see IThessEnip 50, with
earlier bibliography; Krannon — DECOURT/TZIAPHALIAS 2001, 144;
Mopsion — GARCIA RAMON/HELLY/TZIAPHALIAS 2007, 98. Decline in
the institution: DUCAT 1994, 105-113.



recording of the details of their manumission.® There
hover here everywhere the hands of external powers,
whether Antigonid Macedonian or Roman, and following
the conclusion of the Second Macedonian War in 197,
Thessaly was reorganized with new constitutions and new
qualifications for citizenship.?® Major debt crises enveloped
much of central Greece including Thessaly in the 170s, where
Roman and Macedonian influence can again be felt.*

In brief, many of the critical status boundaries that
otherwise appear affirmed through the foundation narrative
of the Peloria seem to have been directly challenged in this
half century. If, as a festival of inversion, the Peloria were
deeply counter-revolutionary, how are we to imagine its
celebration amidst actually revolutionary circumstances?
Had the fantasy world of inverted social roles in fact become
real? Or were those who had acquired new status now eager
to perform it in this greatest festival of the Thessalians? We
do not yet know. But it is worthwhile to return to the insight
of Rosalind Thomas, with which this paper began: myth, cult
and local history created a profound sense of place within
which such social and environmental changes could be made
comprehensible.
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