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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 lonian 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, 1 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)
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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)

to10dtoV Totvuv £6Tiv, O Xappidn, xoi 10 TodTng Tfig Enwdiic. Euadov & adtVv éyo ékel &mi 6TPaTIAG TOPE TVOG TV
Opak@®v TV ZoAdEdog latpdv, ol Aéyovton kai dmadavotile. Eheyev 8¢ 6 Opds ovtog &t TadTo Pev ioTpoi ol
“EAANveG, 6 vovon &ym Eleyov, KoAdg Aéyotev: GALG ZAaApo&ig, Eon, Aéyetl 6 NuETePOg Paciieng, Beog dv, TL homep
O0POAALOVS Bvey KePUATG 0V O€l Emyelpelv iGcBat 0V0E KEQAUATV BveL GOUATOS, 0VTMS 003 oAU GvED YOG

3. Euripides (attrib.) Rhesus 962 - 973

[Rhesus] shall not go into earth's dark soil; so earnest a prayer will | 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)
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