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“They Make Themselves Immortal”: Worship of the Great God at the Greek colony of Odessos
1. Herodotus 4.93-96
But before [Darius] came to the Ister he conquered first the Getai, who believe in immortality. . . . And
their belief in immortality holds that they do not die, but that he who is killed goes to Zalmoxis, a
divinity, whom some of them call Gebeleizis; and at intervals of four years they send one of themselves,
whomsoever the lot may select, as a messenger to Zalmoxis, charging him with such requests as they
have on each occasion. They send him thus: certain of them who are appointed for this have three javelins,
and others meanwhile take hold on both sides of him who is being sent to Zalmoxis, both by his hands and
his feet, and first they swing him up, then throw him into the air so as to fall upon the spear-points: and if
when he is pierced through he is killed, they think that the god is favourable to them; but if he is not killed,
they find fault with the messenger himself, calling him a worthless man, and then having found fault with
him they send another: and they give him the charge beforehand, while he is yet alive. These same Thracians
also shoot arrows up towards the sky when thunder and lightning come, and use threats to the god, not
believing that there exists any other god except their own.
This Zalmoxis I hear from the Hellenes who dwell about the Hellespont and the Pontus, was a man, and he
became a slave in Samos, and was in fact a slave of Pythagoras the son of Mnesarchos. Then having become
free he gained great wealth, and afterwards returned to his own land. Since the Thracians are both primitive
and rather simple-minded, this Zalmoxis, being acquainted with the Ionian way of living and with manners
more complex than the Thracians were used to see, and since he had associated with Hellenes (and not only
that but with Pythagoras, not the least able philosopher of the Hellenes), he prepared a banqueting-hall,
where he received and feasted the chief men of the tribe and instructed them meanwhile that neither
he himself nor his guests nor their descendants in succession after them would die. They would come to
a place where they would live forever and have all things good. While he was doing and saying these
things, he was making for himself meanwhile a chamber under the ground; and when his chamber was
finished, he disappeared from among the Thracians and went down into the underground chamber,
where he continued to live for three years. They grieved for his loss and mourned for him as dead. Then in
the fourth year he appeared to the Thracians, and in this way the things which Zalmoxis said became credible
to them. Thus they say that he did. As to this matter and the chamber underground, I neither disbelieve it nor
do I very strongly believe, but I think that this Zalmoxis lived many years before Pythagoras. However,
whether there ever lived a man Zalmoxis, or whether he is simply a native deity of the Getai, farewell to him
now. (Macaulay 2004)
πξὶλ δὲ ἀπηθέζζαη ἐπὶ ηὸλ Ἴζηξνλ, πξώηνπο αἱξέεη Γέηαο ηνὺο ἀζαλαηίδνληαο… ἀζαλαηίδνπζη δὲ ηόλδε ηὸλ ηξόπνλ:
νὔηε ἀπνζλήζθεηλ ἑσπηνὺο λνκίδνπζη ἰέλαη ηε ηὸλ ἀπνιιύκελνλ παξὰ Σάικνμηλ δαίκνλα· νἳ δὲ αὐηῶλ ηὸλ αὐηὸλ
ηνῦηνλ ὀλνκάδνπζη Γεβειέηδηλ· δηὰ πεληεηεξίδνο ηε ηὸλ πάιῳ ιαρόληα αἰεὶ ζθέσλ αὐηῶλ ἀπνπέκπνπζη ἄγγεινλ παξὰ
ηὸλ Σάικνμηλ, ἐληειιόκελνη ηῶλ ἂλ ἑθάζηνηε δέσληαη, πέκπνπζη δὲ ὧδε· νἳ κὲλ αὐηῶλ ηαρζέληεο ἀθόληηα ηξία ἔρνπζη,
ἄιινη δὲ δηαιαβόληεο ηνῦ ἀπνπεκπνκέλνπ παξὰ ηὸλ Σάικνμηλ ηὰο ρεῖξαο θαὶ ηνὺο πόδαο, ἀλαθηλήζαληεο αὐηὸλ
κεηέσξνλ ῥίπηνπζη ἐο ηὰο ιόγραο. ἢλ κὲλ δὴ ἀπνζάλῃ ἀλαπαξείο, ηνῖζη δὲ ἵιενο ὁ ζεὸο δνθέεη εἶλαη· ἢλ δὲ κὴ ἀπνζάλῃ,
αἰηηῶληαη αὐηὸλ ηὸλ ἄγγεινλ, θάκελνί κηλ ἄλδξα θαθὸλ εἶλαη, αἰηηεζάκελνη δὲ ηνῦηνλ ἄιινλ ἀπνπέκπνπζη·
ἐληέιινληαη δὲ ἔηη δῶληη νὗηνη νἱ αὐηνὶ Θξήηθεο θαὶ πξὸο βξνληήλ ηε θαὶ ἀζηξαπὴλ ηνμεύνληεο ἄλσ πξὸο ηὸλ νὐξαλὸλ
ἀπεηιένπζη ηῷ ζεῷ, νὐδέλα ἄιινλ ζεὸλ λνκίδνληεο εἶλαη εἰ κὴ ηὸλ ζθέηεξνλ. ὡο δὲ ἐγὼ ππλζάλνκαη ηῶλ ηὸλ
Ἑιιήζπνληνλ νἰθεόλησλ Ἑιιήλσλ θαὶ Πόληνλ, ηὸλ Σάικνμηλ ηνῦηνλ ἐόληα ἄλζξσπνλ δνπιεῦζαη ἐλ Σάκῳ, δνπιεῦζαη
δὲ Ππζαγόξῃ ηῷ Μλεζάξρνπ, ἐλζεῦηελ δὲ αὐηὸλ γελόκελνλ ἐιεύζεξνλ ρξήκαηα θηήζαζζαη κεγάια, θηεζάκελνλ δὲ
ἀπειζεῖλ ἐο ηὴλ ἑσπηνῦ. ἅηε δὲ θαθνβίσλ ηε ἐόλησλ ηῶλ Θξείθσλ θαὶ ὑπαθξνλεζηέξσλ, ηὸλ Σάικνμηλ ηνῦηνλ
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ἐπηζηάκελνλ δίαηηάλ ηε Ἰάδα θαὶ ἤζεα βαζύηεξα ἢ θαηὰ Θξήηθαο, νἷα Ἕιιεζη ηε ὁκηιήζαληα θαὶ Ἑιιήλσλ νὐ ηῷ
ἀζζελεζηάηῳ ζνθηζηῇ Ππζαγόξε, θαηαζθεπάζαζζαη ἀλδξεῶλα, ἐο ηὸλ παλδνθεύνληα ηῶλ ἀζηῶλ ηνὺο πξώηνπο θαὶ
εὐσρένληα ἀλαδηδάζθεηλ ὡο νὔηε αὐηὸο νὔηε νἱ ζπκπόηαη αὐηνῦ νὔηε νἱ ἐθ ηνύησλ αἰεὶ γηλόκελνη ἀπνζαλένληαη, ἀιι᾽
ἥμνπζη ἐο ρῶξνλ ηνῦηνλ ἵλα αἰεὶ πεξηεόληεο ἕμνπζη ηὰ πάληα ἀγαζά. ἐλ ᾧ δὲ ἐπνίεε ηὰ θαηαιερζέληα θαὶ ἔιεγε ηαῦηα,
ἐλ ηνύηῳ θαηάγαηνλ νἴθεκα ἐπνηέεην. ὡο δέ νἱ παληειέσο εἶρε ηὸ νἴθεκα, ἐθ κὲλ ηῶλ Θξείθσλ ἠθαλίζζε, θαηαβὰο δὲ
θάησ ἐο ηὸ θαηάγαηνλ νἴθεκα δηαηηᾶην ἐπ᾽ ἔηεα ηξία· νἳ δὲ κηλ ἐπόζεόλ ηε θαὶ ἐπέλζενλ ὡο ηεζλεῶηα. ηεηάξησ δὲ ἔηετ
ἐθάλε ηνῖζη Θξήημη, θαὶ νὕησ πηζαλά ζθη ἐγέλεην ηὰ ἔιεγε ὁ Σάικνμηο. ηαῦηα θαζί κηλ πνηῆζαη. ἐγὼ δὲ πεξὶ κὲλ ηνύηνπ
θαὶ ηνῦ θαηαγαίνπ νἰθήκαηνο νὔηε ἀπηζηέσ νὔηε ὦλ πηζηεύσ ηη ιίελ, δνθέσ δὲ πνιινῖζη ἔηεζη πξόηεξνλ ηὸλ Σάικνμηλ
ηνῦηνλ γελέζζαη Ππζαγόξεσ. εἴηε δὲ ἐγέλεηό ηηο Σάικνμηο ἄλζξσπνο, εἴη᾽ ἐζηὶ δαίκσλ ηηο Γέηῃζη νὗηνο ἐπηρώξηνο,
ραηξέησ. νὗηνη κὲλ δὴ ηξόπῳ ηνηνύηῳ ρξεώκελνη ὡο ἐρεηξώζεζαλ ὑπὸ Πεξζέσλ, εἵπνλην ηῷ ἄιιῳ ζηξαηῷ.

2. Plato Charmides 156d-156e
Such, then, Charmides, is the nature of this charm. I learnt it on campaign over there, from one of the
Thracian physicians of Zalmoxis, who are said even to make one immortal. This Thracian said that the
Greeks were right in advising as I told you just now: “but Zalmoxis,” he said, “our king, who is a god, says
that as you ought not to attempt to cure eyes without head, or head without body, so you should not treat
body without soul. (Lamb 1955)
ηνηνῦηνλ ηνίλπλ ἐζηίλ, ὦ Χαξκίδε, θαὶ ηὸ ηαύηεο ηῆο ἐπῳδῆο. ἔκαζνλ δ᾽ αὐηὴλ ἐγὼ ἐθεῖ ἐπὶ ζηξαηηᾶο παξά ηηλνο ηῶλ
Θξᾳθῶλ ηῶλ Ζαικόμηδνο ἰαηξῶλ, νἳ ιέγνληαη θαὶ ἀπαζαλαηίδεηλ. ἔιεγελ δὲ ὁ Θξᾲμ νὗηνο ὅηη ηαῦηα κὲλ ἰαηξνὶ νἱ
Ἕιιελεο, ἃ λπλδὴ ἐγὼ ἔιεγνλ, θαιῶο ιέγνηελ· ἀιιὰ Ζάικνμηο, ἔθε, ιέγεη ὁ ἡκέηεξνο βαζηιεύο, ζεὸο ὤλ, ὅηη ὥζπεξ
ὀθζαικνὺο ἄλεπ θεθαιῆο νὐ δεῖ ἐπηρεηξεῖλ ἰᾶζζαη νὐδὲ θεθαιὴλ ἄλεπ ζώκαηνο, νὕησο νὐδὲ ζῶκα ἄλεπ ςπρῆο.

3. Euripides (attrib.) Rhesus 962 - 973
[Rhesus] shall not go into earth's dark soil; so earnest a prayer will I address to the bride of the nether world,
the daughter of the goddess Demeter, giver of increase, to release his soul; and, debtor as she is to me, show
that she honors the friends of Orpheus. And to me for the rest of time he will be as one who is dead and does
not see the light; for never again will he meet me or see his mother; but he will lie hidden in a cavern of the
land with veins of silver, restored to life, a deified man, just as the prophet of Bacchus dwelt in a grotto
beneath Pangaeus, a god whom his votaries honored. (Coleridge 1891)
νὐθ εἶζη γαίαο ἐο κειάγρηκνλ πέδνλ·
ηνζόλδε Νύκθελ ηὴλ ἔλεξζ᾽ αἰηήζνκαη,
ηῆο θαξπνπνηνῦ παῖδα Δήκεηξνο ζεᾶο,
ςπρὴλ ἀλεῖλαη ηνῦδ᾽· ὀθεηιέηηο δέ κνη
ηνὺο ξθέσο ηηκῶζα θαίλεζζαη θίινπο.
θἀκνὶ κὲλ ὡο ζαλώλ ηε θνὐ ιεύζζσλ θάνο
ἔζηαη ηὸ ινηπόλ· νὐ γὰξ ἐο ηαὐηόλ πνηε
νὔη᾽ εἶζηλ νὔηε κεηξὸο ὄςεηαη δέκαο·
θξππηὸο δ᾽ ἐλ ἄληξνηο ηῆο ὑπαξγύξνπ ρζνλὸο
ἀλζξσπνδαίκσλ θείζεηαη βιέπσλ θάνο,
Βάθρνπ πξνθήηεο ὥζηε Παγγαίνπ πέηξαλ
ᾤθεζε, ζεκλὸο ηνῖζηλ εἰδόζηλ ζεόο.

