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Abstract 

 

 This research aims to examine the Greek tholoi of the Classical and Hellenistic period 

focusing on the monuments from Olympia, Delphi, Epidauros, Samothrace, Cyrene, Limyra, and 

Knidos. These buildings have been examined separately and the similarities of each structure and 

the influences they may have had upon the others have been stressed. Comparing information from 

primary sources (literature and inscriptions) and archaeological evidence it seems that the round 

shape of these buildings is related to the heroic and dynastic cult, which started with Philip II and 

Alexander the Great and was later continued by the Ptolemies. I believe that the antecedent to the 

tholos used as a building for the dynastic cult may be identified in the heroon dedicated to Herakles 

Patroos (Fatherly) in the Macedonian Palace at Verghina. The Macedonian Royal House believed 

that Herakles was an ancestor of them and worshipped him as such.    

 

 

Abbreviations and Conventions 

 
Ancient Greek authors and works are abbreviated according to those used in H.G. Liddell and R. 

Scott, A Greek English Lexicon, Oxford 1968.  

Ancient Latin authors and works are abbreviated according to the Thesaurus Linguae Latinae. 
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Introduction 

Round buildings began to emerge in Greek architecture as early as the Bronze Age. The 

term tholos is used to describe any type of round Greek building1. The dome shape attributed to 

several tholoi roofs has its origins within mortuary, divine, royal, and celestial meanings or 

traditions. The dome has been attributed to several styles of building including tholoi, mundus, 

heroa, sacred baetyls, and omphaloi. It became common during the second millennium BC from 

Crete to Iberia in the main form of corbelled tombs. It is also believed that the dome may reflect 

the original form of hut-houses in earlier cultures.2 Another possibility of the symbolic meaning 

behind the dome shape is that it was meant to resemble the sky or heavens giving the shape a more 

divine function. This may explain better why the shape was utilized primarily in religious 

structures (such as temples) as well as funeral mounds. It may have been a structural way to 

connect the building with the immortal realm and the appropriate divinities (for example death 

deities would be evoked for a funerary mound).3 The Mycenaeans used, what modern scholars 

now term tholoi or beehive-tombs, corbelled vaults as funerary mounds with one of the most 

famous examples being the Treasury of Atreus.4 These tombs predate the circular temples of the 

Classical and Hellenistic Periods by several hundred years, however, the religious or historical 

significance behind them may have influenced these later temples.  

Several terms are used in conjunction with these (and other) tholoi; such as thymele (Gr. 

θυμέλη), rotunda, or monopteros. Liddell and Scott define a θυμέλη as a place for sacrifice or 

altar, perhaps indicating the use of this type of building in a religious context. Rotunda is a Latin 

word, used in a similar manner to the Greek term tholos, where it can be taken to describe any type 

                                                           
1 Liddell and Scott 1968, s.v. “θόλος” (dome or circular vault generally any round or vaulted building).  
2 Smith 1950, 7 and 51. 
3 Smith 1950, 52. 
4 Dinsmoor 1973, 28-29.   
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of circular building.5 Monopteros is derived from two Greek words: monos (μόνος) and pteron 

(πτερόν) literally meaning only/single wing. However, when used with regard to architecture, 

pteron means a row of columns along the sides of Greek temples. Therefore, monopteros can be 

taken to mean a single row of columns along the sides of Greek temples.6 However, there is no 

indication that a monopteros refers solely to a circular building, in fact it can be used to describe 

any Greek building that possesses only a single row of columns around the sides without a wall 

behind the columns. While a monopteros is another style of tholoi, for the purposes of this 

examination it appears that a monopteral style tholos may have served a different purpose than the 

peripteral style of tholoi. Vitruvius’ De Architectura is the primary, surviving, source from 

antiquity that provides a detailed description on all types of circular temples. Vitruvius names the 

Temple of Dionysos at Teos as monopteral7 which is not a circular temple but is in fact rectangular, 

giving rise to the definition of monopteros to include any temple with a colonnade and no cella. 

However, in Book IV, Vitruvius describes at length the differences between round temples 

differentiating those in a monopteral form from those with a peripteral form as well as detailing 

how these buildings should ideally be constructed: 

“There are also circular temples, some of which are constructed in monopteral form, 

surrounded by columns but without a cella, while others are termed peripteral.”8  

While there are certainly a fair number of circular buildings located throughout the ancient Greco-

Roman world only a select few, the most prominent, will be examined in the following analysis.   

                                                           
5 Lewis and Short 1879, s.v. “Rotundus”.  
6 Liddell and Scott 1968, s.v. “μονὸπτερος”.  
7 Vitr. 7 preface 12. 
8 Vitr. 4.8.1. 
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Fig. 1. Map of Mediterranean highlighting locations of Classical and Hellenistic Greek tholoi 

In this examination the Arsinoeion on Samothrace, the Tholos of Epidauros, the Philippeion at 

Olympia, the Tholos of Delphi, the Tholos of Demeter at Cyrene, the Ptolemaion at Limyra, and 

the Round temple of Knidos will be discussed (Fig. 1).  

At first glance it would appear that there is not apparent connection between all of these buildings, 

however, upon closer inspection this is not the case. The vast majority of these tholoi, with perhaps 

one or two exceptions to be discussed later, seem to demonstrate a function associated with a cult 

to the rulers.9   

 

                                                           
9 Namely the cult of Alexander the Great and the Ptolemaic dynasty originating in ancient Macedonia.  
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Tholos at Delphi (early 4th century BC)  

 The Sanctuary of Athena 

Pronaia was initially 

investigated in 1838 by the 

German architect Laurent (Fig. 

2). In 1840 H. Ulrichs 

organized his own excavation 

of the site and published his 

findings as well as 

incorporating findings by 

Laurent. In the 1860s, P. Foucart became the first member of the French School at Athens to 

undergo work at Delphi.10 From 1892-1903 a “Big Dig” occurred at Delphi under the direction of 

T. Homolle, during which, much of the visible monuments we see today were rediscovered.11 J. 

Charbonneaux and K. Gottlob were responsible for a series of excavations done in the early 20th 

century and published in the series Fouilles de Delphes in 1925. The French School at Athens 

obtained permission from the Minister of Public Instruction in 1936 to restore and reassemble part 

of the tholos, which resulted in the now standing three outer columns (Figs. 2-3). The site has been 

the subject of countless studies and publications which, in part12, contributes to the confusing 

nature of much of the scholarship surrounding the tholos.13 

                                                           
10 Kyriakidis 2010, 149-152. 
11 Hale 2010, 386. 
12 The poorly preserved nature of the sanctuary and lack of primary source material also contributes a great deal to 

this confusion. 
13 Kyriakidis 2010, 149-154. 

Fig. 2. Delphi, Marmaria. (Photo author, 2017) 
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 The tholos at Delphi is located south of 

the Sanctuary of Apollo in the Marmaria or 

Sanctuary of Athena Pronaia standing upon a 

natural terrace (Fig. 3 and 6). The fourth 

century tholos replaced the Archaic dual cella 

temple dedicated to Artemis and Athena 

alongside a Doric limestone temple. 

Immediately west of the tholos are the Doric 

treasury (c. 480 BC) and the Treasury of Massalia (late 6th century BC). To the east was the latest 

Temple of Athena which was built after the earthquake in 373 BC.14 The 4th century tholos may 

have been a replacement of the 6th century tholos which was built of limestone, in the Doric order 

and was approximately 6 meters in diameter. The triglyphs and metopes (Fig. 4) of this earlier 

tholos were reused for the Sicyonian Treasury. However, the location of this earlier building is 

unknown and any comparisons between the 

two tholoi would be pure conjecture and 

therefore will not be mentioned in this 

study.15  

The fourth century tholos consisted of 

an external ring of twenty Doric columns, the 

cella wall, and an inner ring of ten16 semi-

engaged Corinthian columns and measures 

                                                           
14 Stillwell 1976, 265. 
15 Lawrence 1967, 183. 
16 The number of interior Corinthian columns is debated amongst many scholars however, ten appears to be the most 

widely accepted estimation based on the spacing of the exterior Doric columns and interior cella space.  

Fig. 3. Delphi, Tholos. (Photo author, 2017)  

Fig. 4. Delphi, Tholos: Metopes and Triglyphs. (Photo author, 2017)  
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approximately 15 meters in diameter at its largest point (the cella only measuring approximately 

8.5 meters in diameter) (Fig. 7).17 The superstructure was composed of Pentelic marble with the 

floor and bench of the cella being built of dark Eleusinian limestone. The euthynteria of the tholos 

rests on the sixth row of the foundations and is composed of forty blocks of limestone above which 

are two steps and on top of the uppermost step is the stylobate, all composed of limestone.18 The 

Doric column pteron rests on a stylobate composed of wedge-shaped slabs that are identical in 

size.19 Interestingly, each of the Doric columns has twenty flutes which is equal to the number of 

columns in the colonnade which perhaps indicates that symmetry was an important feature of this 

tholos. Each Doric columns was likely made of four20 drums which stood perfectly parallel to the 

cella wall. Above the columns was the architrave, each of the twenty Doric columns held one of 

the twenty pieces of the architrave. Each section of the architrave is carrying one half of a gutta, 

each decorated with six frustoconical drops.21 The frieze of the tholos was composed of 

approximately forty pieces with alternating triglyphs and metopes. Above the frieze was the 

cornice with eighty rectangular blocks underneath its soffit.22 The forty blocks that composed the 

gutter each bore in the center a lion’s head spout as well as lotus flowers and acanthus foliage. 

This is perhaps the first instance in Greek architecture of such an adornment which becomes 

increasingly more popular over the next centuries. Palmettes also decorated the cornice as 

antefixes placed above the meeting of two volutes between the vertical joints.23  

                                                           
17 Lawrence 1967, 183-184. 
18 Charbonneaux 1925, 3. 
19 Charbonneaux, Martin, and Villard 1942, 58. 
20 Some scholars believe that there were five drums, however, since none were found intact it is difficult to know for 

certain which the correct number is.  
21 Charbonneaux 1925, 4-5. 
22 Charbonneaux 1925, 6; Charbonneaux also points out the similarities of the transition to the frieze between the 

tholos at Delphi and the Temple of Apollo at Bassae.  
23 Charbonneaux 1925, 6-8. 



7 

 

The Corinthian columns stood on the bench against the cella wall, spaced equally between 

the outer Doric columns (apart from a space for the door). The Corinthian capitals were decorated 

with two rows of acanthus leaves placed below s-volutes and palmettes.24 The foot of the cella 

wall was composed of a Lesbian kyma. The edge of the roof was placed behind the sima with a 

straight border on the upper portion that acts as a second, smaller sima.25 It has been hypothesised 

that the wall crowning the cella was conical with a second, separate roof over top of the Doric 

pteron and that there may have been windows in the upper sections of the cella wall. However, it 

is almost impossible to conclude this with any certainty due to the state of preservation.26 It is also 

thought that the temple at Bassae was the model and inspiration for the lozenge-shaped ceiling 

coffers as well as the design of the interior Corinthian columns.27 The ceiling of the peristyle was 

constructed without beams, as inspired by the Erechtheion on the acropolis in Athens, and can also 

be seen in the tholoi at Olympia and Epidauros.28  

The exterior decoration of the tholos consisted of eighty sculptured metopes as well as nine 

to eleven acroteria statues on the building’s periphery. The subject of the metopes was an 

Amazonomachy and a Centauromachy. The tip of the roof was also decorated with carved, delicate 

leaves while the sima was comprised of several evenly spaced lion’s head waterspouts.29  

Located nearby, though not in situ or within the tholos itself, was a circular altar that has 

been associated with the tholos. Though some scholars, notably Homolle, believed the altar to have 

been located within the cella, it is now thought to have been located somewhere outside.30 The 

                                                           
24 Schefold 1967, 201.  
25 Berve and Gruben 1963, 342. 
26 Lawrence 1967, 184-185. 
27 Berve and Gruben 1963, 342. 
28 Roux 1989, 25. 
29 Roux 1989, 38.  
30 Homolle 1904, 18; Since the altar was not found in situ, and was relocated several times throughout excavations 

of the site, it is difficult to locate the origin of the altar. However, it is now accepted that the altar was not located 
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Fig. 5. Delphi, Circular Altar. (Photo author, 2017) 

altar is dated to the third century BC31, not contemporary with the construction of the tholos. This 

does not prove definitively that the altar was not related to the building, especially when one 

considers that both are circular. It may be that this altar replaced an earlier one and was redesigned 

to more closely connect it with the cult it serviced. The relief on the altar depicts several pairs of 

young females hanging garlands (Fig. 5).32 This may have been a scene associated with a festival 

or ritual relating to the cult worship. However, this is purely conjecture as there is no evidence to 

suggest that the altar and tholos shared any relationship.33  

The tholos at Delphi is scarcely mentioned in any ancient sources with the exception of 

Vitruvius and questionably 

Pausanias. The tholos is only 

mentioned by Vitruvius in 

the introduction to Book 

Seven of De Architectura in 

which he is listing architects 

who had published books on 

their buildings:  

“Theodorus the Phocian, on the Round Building which is at Delphi.34”  

                                                           
within the cella of the tholos. This conclusion was made based on the typological dating of the altar (3rd century BC 

whereas the tholos is dated to the early 4th century BC making the two not contemporary with one another) as well 

as there being no physical evidence on the paved floor for the presence of an altar. Kyriakidis 2010, 157-158.  
31 Kyriakidis 2010, 157. 
32 Homolle 1904, 17-18. 
33 However, there was a circular altar uncovered in relation to the tholos at Cyrene perhaps indicating a relationship 

between the altar and tholos at Delphi. For the altar at Cyrene see below.  
34 Vitr.7 preface 12 (trans. Morgan). 
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It is from Vitruvius that we come to know the probable name of the architect responsible for the 

tholos at Delphi and that at one time in antiquity there was a treatise written on its architecture. 

Unfortunately, this text is now lost to modernity. However, it may indicate that this building held 

some special significance in Greek architecture and the treatise (and the building itself) would 

possibly have been utilized as inspiration and instruction for the later evocations of the Greek 

tholos.  

The mention of the tholos by Pausanias is much less clear than that of Vitruvius and it is 

equally as likely that he is not acknowledging the tholos at all as Pausanias does not name it as he 

does for Epidauros. Ann Fingarette argues that in the section that describes the buildings in the 

Marmaria or Sanctuary of Athena Pronaia (Fig. 6) Pausanias is in fact briefly describing the 

tholos35. Since Pausanias does not mention all of the buildings in the sanctuary, Fingarette believes 

that one of  

them had fallen into complete ruin by the time of his visit36. Her argument is that it was the Doric 

Treasury as there is no literary evidence for this building37 and that the wall of stelae mentioned 

                                                           
35 Paus. 10.8.6. 
36 Fingarette 1970, 402. 
37 Whereas Roux (1965) states that it was the Massilian Treasury that was omitted by Pausanias however the treasury 

was mentioned by both Diodorus Siculus (Diod.14.93.4) and Appian (App. Ital.1) indicating that this building would 

Fig. 6. Sanctuary of Athena Pronaia (Marmaria) (Charbonneaux 1925, fig. 1). 
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by Charbonneaux38 may have concealed the ruins of this structure. She also goes on to state that if 

the archaeologist working at the site, Homolle, had mistaken the ruins for that of an altar then 

surely someone such as Pausanias would not recognize the Treasury for what it was.39 If Fingarette 

is correct then one question remains: which building that Pausanias attests as being in the sanctuary 

is the tholos?  

According to Fingarette the most probable conclusion is that the tholos was indeed 

mentioned by Pausanias in the following passage: 

“When you enter the city you see temples in a row. The first of them was in ruins, and the 

one next to it had neither images nor statues. The third had statues of a few Roman emperors; the 

fourth is called the temple of Athena Forethought.40”  

Therefore, the function of the tholos at Delphi was, at least in the later centuries of the Roman 

conquest of Greece, similar to that of the Philippeion; housing images of the imperial cult.41 While 

this may give an indication that the function of the tholos served as a shrine to the cult of the 

Roman emperor, it does nothing to illuminate the initial purpose of the building.  

 The purpose of this building has been the subject of numerous studies and hypotheses42, 

which are still ongoing as a general consensus regarding the function has not yet been reached. 

One of the earliest theories was proposed by H. N. Ulrich who compared the tholos at Delphi to 

                                                           
have been recognizable in Pausanias’ time. Also present would have been an inscription on the building itself 

indicating that it was the Massilian Treasury. Pausanias does mention a votive offering of the Massaliots as being in 

the temple of Athena Pronaia (Paus.10.8.6) but does not explicitly state that there is a treasury attributed to the 

Massaliots.  
38 Charbonneaux 1925, 30. 
39 Fingarette 1970, 402-403. 
40 Paus. 10.8.6 (trans. Frazer). 
41 Fingarette 1970, 403. 
42 Likely a result of the numerous investigations and excavations done at the site. 
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the Roman Pantheon, meaning that the tholos was essentially a temple dedicated to Athena.43 In 

the early 1900s a possible pit or bothros was discovered in the center of the building which 

Demangel and Poulsen interpreted as such.44 This interpretation connected the tholos with the hero 

worship of Phylakos who is described by Herodotos as protecting Delphi from the Persian invasion 

alongside Autonous in 480 BC.45 However, if the tholos were indeed the location of a heroic cult 

to one or both of these heroes the location does not match the location attested by Herodotos: 

“…the precinct of Phylacus is beside the road above the sanctuary of Athena Pronaia, while that 

of Autonous is near the Castalian Spring, below the Hyampeian Crag.46”  

Not only does the location of the tholos not fit with the one given by Herodotos, the proposed 

bothros was later found to be the result of a previous excavation, proven by floor slabs found 

broken nearby.47 Perhaps the original, Archaic, tholos at Delphi served as the heroic shrine for 

Phylakos and was destroyed at some point after Herodotos’ reckoning. The argument can be put 

forth that the later tholos was built in the Marmaria perhaps as a way to signify the importance of 

the building. Placing a heroic shrine within a sanctuary, here the Sanctuary of Athena Pronaia, 

identifies the significance that shrine possesses.48 The presence of the Amazon imagery was used 

as political statement regarding the myth of Phylakos. Amazons have notably been used as an 

analogy for the Persian invasion of Athens as well as for any threats deemed ‘barbarian’.49 

Examples of this nature can be seen physically, as present most famously on the Parthenon in 

Athens, as well as in literature. The Amazons were depicted as the enemy against Theseus, the 

                                                           
43 Ulrichs 1840, 263-264. 
44 Demangel (1926) and Poulsen (1908); Kyriakidis 2010, 156. 
45 Hdt. 8.36-39. 
46 Hdt. 8.39 (trans. Holland). 
47 Kyriakidis 2010, 157. 
48 For a similar position of a heroic style tholos see the section on the Philippeion at Olympia. 
49 Hardwick 1990, 19. 
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hero associated with the synoecism of Athens, by several ancient authors including Aeschylus and 

Isocrates.50   

‘…the Amazons, when they came with an army in resentment against Theseus, and in those days 

built up this new citadel with lofty towers to rival his…’51 

Here it is clear that the Amazons were viewed as a threat to both the city and its establishments. 

In a similar way, perhaps, the Amazons were used at Delphi to depict the barbarian threat faced 

by Phylakos and Autonous.52 After the original tholos was destroyed, the extant tholos may have 

been constructed to keep alive the memory of the heroic history of Delphi. If this is the case, then 

the tholos at Delphi would follow the pattern of the later 

tholoi dedicated to the ruler cult. While Phylakos was not 

a ruler of Delphi, his mythic actions (alongside Autonous) 

were integral to the survival of the city. This is comparable 

to how the later Hellenistic kings wanted to portray 

themselves53, as saviours of the cities, and may have been 

fundamental in influencing the later tholoi. It is not 

unreasonable to assume that the tholos housed the heroic 

cult of both Phylakos and Autonous as there is evidence 

for a later tholos serving a dual cult, the tholos at Cyrene.  

                                                           
50 Aesch. Eum. 674 and Isoc. 12.193. 
51 Aesch. Eum. 680-690 (trans. Smyth). 
52 Hdt. 8.38-39. 
53 See what is discussed about the tholoi at Olympia, Samothrace, Cyrene, and Limyra.  

Fig. 7. Delphi, Plan of Tholos (Seiler 1986, fig. 

27.)  
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Another theory, by E. Bourguet, is that the tholos served as the prytaneion of Delphi and 

the location of the common hearth.54 However, there was no trace of an altar found on the paving 

stones of the tholos and other prytaneia are square.55 Also disproving this theory is that Pausanias 

does mention other prytaneia leading to the question of why he would omit mention of a 

prytaneion within the Marmaria.56 A fourth hypothesis is that these circular buildings were used 

for musical competitions based on a misinterpretation of Plutarch stating that the Odeion of 

Perikles was circular; this was later disproven when the Odeion was proven to be quadrangular.57 

One final theory was suggested by F. Robert who related the tholos at Delphi with a chthonic 

monument whose argument was strengthened by the presence of several female Mycenaean 

statuettes uncovered in earlier layers.58 However, this argument is relatively weak as the altar has 

been found to certainty be not contemporary with the tholos and the statuettes are likely a result of 

funerary offerings that were disturbed during construction of the sanctuary. Despite that, this 

hypothesis has remained at the forefront of theories due to the fact that it can neither be proven nor 

disproven with any conviction.59 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
54 Bourguet 1914, 324-326; this theory only functioned if the circular altar was located inside the tholos and the base 

for the Corinthian columns served as a low bench. With the evidence proving the altar was not located within the 

building, this theory can no longer be considered with any confidence.    
55 Kyriakidis 2010, 258. 
56 Paus. 1.18.3, 1.20.1, and 1.28.10. 
57 Kyriakidis 2010, 159. 
58 Robert 1939, 414-420; to support this argument, Robert kept the round altar’s location within the tholos.  
59 Kyriakidis 2010, 159. 
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The Philippeion of Olympia (c. 338 BC) 

 The Philippeion at Olympia was located near the western wall of the Altis (Fig. 10). In its 

vicinity are the Prytaneion to the north and the Heraion to the northwest. The Prytaneion was built 

in the sixth century BC and was renovated in later Roman times. It was the location of the sacred 

hearth of Hestia and was the beginning point for processions.60 The Heraion, originally constructed 

perhaps as early as the seventh century BC, by Pausanias’ time served as both a holy building and 

a treasury61. Nearby also was the funerary mound or grave of Pelops.  

The Philippeion was approximately 15.24 

meters in diameter (Fig. 8). The steps and roof of the 

tholos are the only portions built in Parian marble with 

the rest being poros stone covered in stucco and 

painted. It lay on a foundation of two circular stone 

walls of 36 blocks and consisted of a peristyle of 

eighteen Ionic columns, a cella wall, and nine 

Corinthian columns (engaged in the interior cella 

wall). There were three steps of Parian marble with 

the peristyle placed on the uppermost step.62 The Ionic columns were built of poros stone covered 

in yellow stucco and supported the conical roof. Above these columns was an epistyle, a sculptured 

frieze, a row of dentils, and the roof. This is the earliest known instance of a row of dentils being 

above the frieze on an ancient building.63  

                                                           
60 Drees 1968, 124. 
61 Drees 1968, 111-114. A detailed account of the Heraion can be found in Paus. 5.16-17 who dates the earliest 

temple to eight years after Elis was acquired by Oxylos. 
62 Gardiner 1925, 131-132 
63 Biers 1987, 247. 

Fig. 8. Olympia, Plan of Philippeion (Schultz 2009, fig. 4).  
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The interior of the tholos was made of a circular cella wall of conglomerate stone, painted 

to resemble brick work, with the Corinthian half-columns spaced around it. The lower portion of 

the wall formed a socle or podium on which the half-columns stood, as they did not have bases. 

The Corinthian columns were topped by half-capitals with four rows of acanthus leaves and 

corners composed of cornucopia channelled cauliculi from which two volutes emerged.64 The door 

to the tholos was on the southern side of the building and was approximately 1.7 meters wide. 

There was a window on either side of the door, possibly for illuminating the statues inside. 

Opposite the door, on the inside, was a semicircular base (approximately 1.92 meters high) that 

supported the statues of the Macedonian royal family including Philip II and Alexander the Great.65 

The upper portion of the Philippeion had a geison of thirty-six blocks that supported the seventy-

two roof beams and a marble sima with plain antefixes alternating with lion’s heads.66 The ceiling 

of the inner chamber was made of wood and the peristyle ceiling consisted of trapezoidal coffers 

in poros stone. The conical roof possessed marble tiles and marble lion’s heads with a brass poppy-

head for the central clamp that is attested by Pausanias.67 

 The statues inside the Philippeion are described by Pausanias68: 

“Here are the statues of Philip and Alexander, also of Amyntas, the father of Philip. These are 

also by Leochares, and are made of ivory and gold, like the statues of Olympias and Eurydice.” 

Here we can clearly see that the tholos housed several statues of the Macedonian royal family (Fig. 

9). Pausanias states that these statues were chryselephantine however the extant base does not 

                                                           
64 Gardiner 1925, 133. 
65 Drees 1968, 121. 
66 Gardiner 1925, 133. 
67 Drees 1968, 121; Paus. 5.20.5. 
68 Paus. 5.20.5. The naming of Leochares as sculptor may indicate that he played a role in the construction of the 

building itself as well.  
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appear to have supported statues of this type. The base was constructed to hold stone, likely marble, 

statues, which were gilded and polished to resemble ivory and gold.69 Philip was likely positioned 

in the middle of the group with Amyntas and Alexander on either side of his statue and Eurydike 

and Olympias beside Amyntas and Alexander’s statues respectively.70 The location of each statue 

is supported by the remaining statue base where, on either end, are trapezoidal plinths typical of 

female statues. There is also evidence to suggest the two statues on either end were carefully 

removed which is supported by Pausanias, who states 

that the statues of Eurydice and Olympias were 

moved to the Temple of Hera.71 The location of the 

remaining male statues is identified by the size of the 

bedding, the middle section being the largest likely 

supporting Philip while the smallest of the three 

likely supported Alexander (on Philip’s right) due to 

his youth. Olympias would have stood beside Alexander while Eurydice stood beside Amyntas.72 

This is not to say that the statues were not modified after the construction of the Philippeion, 

perhaps Alexander later commissioned his statue on the right hand of Philip to help legitimize his 

own rule. There was a small space behind the statue base (approximately 1.5 meters wide) that 

would allow visitors to view the statues from all angles indicating that these statues would have 

been as impressive from the front as the back.73 The importance of the statuary in the building 

implies that they were meant to be the primary focus of the tholos. These statues were meant to 

                                                           
69 Schultz 2009, 152-154. 
70 Gardiner 1925, 133. 
71 Schultz 2009, 140; “There were also brought hither from what is called the Philippeum other images of gold and 

ivory, Eurydice the wife of Aridaeus and Olympias the wife of Philip.” (Paus. 5.17.4, trans. Frazer). 
72 Schultz 2009, 140-143. 
73 Drees 1968, 122; Perhaps there was an object or inscription of significance on the backs of these statues or the statue 

base that necessitated this small walkway.  

Fig. 9. Section of Philippeion (Shultz 2009, fig. 6). 
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imply a connection to the deification of the Macedonian rulers however, the use of marble perhaps 

indicates that they were also attempting to demonstrate their mortality. This aspect combined with 

the design meant to imitate a chryselephantine statue demonstrates a unification of both the mortal 

and immortal aspect of a heroic cult. This notion of being both mortal and divine is apparent in the 

later tholoi dedicated to the ruler cult as well.  

 Construction of the Philippeion was begun after the Battle of Chaironeia in 338 BC. It has 

been argued that it would not have been possible for it to have been completed by the time of his 

death in 336 BC, and it is highly probable that it was completed by Alexander.74 Here we can also 

examine Pausanias where the translation from the Greek is slightly ambiguous. The use of 

‘Φιλίππῳ’ in the dative can be taken to mean either ‘by Philip’ or ‘for Philip’ which may have 

played a role in this confusion.75 Considering the Olympic Games were held in 336 BC it would 

seem extraordinarily unlikely that Philip would have allowed an unfinished building to be present 

at Olympia. It would not have shown the, newly cowed, Greeks the strength of Macedon but rather 

the opposite. As a result, it would be more probable that the building was completed before the 

336 BC Olympic Games.76 

The Altis at Olympia was extended west in order to make room for the tholos as evidenced 

by a bend in the wall of the sanctuary between the tholos and the Prytaneion (Fig. 10). Initially, 

the nearby Pelopion appears as though this was a circular installation77 as was the grave of 

Hippodameia.78 The size and shape of these funerary mounds indicate a connection with the tholos. 

This may indicate that the tholos was intended for use as a hero shrine. However, if this was indeed 

                                                           
74 Drees 1968, 122; likely completed before Alexander’s campaign in Asia in 334 BC. 
75 Paus. 5.20.10. 
76 Schultz 2009, 132. 
77 Drees 1968, 122. 
78 The grave of Hippodameia existed in its original form when the Philippeion was constructed.  
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Fig. 10. Plan of Olympia (Seiler 1986, fig. 

36).  

the case then the entrance of the Philippeion would have faced toward the west and not south. But 

perhaps it was meant as a shrine to living heroes, as Alexander and his father were alive when the 

temple  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

began construction (and Alexander alive after it was completed). Drees provides a compelling 

hypothesis for this theory stating that the sun would have been at its peak due south of the Altis 

and was a way to create a symbol of the human condition. As the sun was between its rising and 

setting so too were humans between their rising (birth) and setting (death).79 This is a rather poetic 

notion and is not without merit, however, there may be a more straightforward reason for the 

construction of this building. On account of the tholos being constructed after the Macedonian 

victory at Chaironeia it would stand to reason that the purpose of the building was political. It 

                                                           
79 Drees 1968, 123. 
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would have been a permanent, and impressive reminder, of Macedonian supremacy over the 

Greeks. If this is the case, why would the tholos have been given a place within the confines of the 

sanctuary? The statues of the royal family meant to resemble those of ivory and gold, traditionally 

only used for statues of gods/goddesses, demonstrates that they were comparing and connecting 

themselves to the gods. In order to enrich the idea of the Macedonian rulers as deities we may look 

at Diodoros Siculos who provides an account of Philip elevating himself to the level of an 

Olympian god: 

“While it was still dark, the multitude of spectators hastened into the theatre and at sunrise the 

parade formed. Along with lavish display of every sort, Philip included in the procession statues 

of the twelve gods wrought with great artistry and adorned with a dazzling show of wealth to strike 

awe in the beholder, and along with these was conducted a thirteenth statue, suitable for a god, 

that of Philip himself, so that the king exhibited himself enthroned among the twelve gods.80”  

In a sense this makes the tholos a votive offering to ensure the unity and prosperity of Greece by 

way of Macedonian rule. An indication of this is seen in the architecture, namely, the Ionic order 

being utilized for the first time in the area of the Altis. Prior to this Olympia was instilled with 

sentiment toward the northwestern city-states and Dorian peoples. The Ionic style here may allude 

to the fact that Philip created a more unified Greece demonstrated by combining architectural styles 

from all over the ancient world.81 The Philippeion appears to have set a precedent for the later 

Ptolemaic rulers’ own tholoi at Cyrene and Limyra.  

 It appears as though the Philippeion served as the inspiration for the construction of several 

later tholoi, particularly influencing the Ptolemaic rulers, it is also necessary to consider where the 

                                                           
80 Diod. 16.92.5 (trans. Oldfather).  
81 Berve and Gruben 1963, 23. 
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Fig. 11. Plan of Palace at Vergina (Andronikos 1984, fig. 18).  

concept of a circular shrine originated for the Macedonians. It is likely that this design concept 

originated from the Hellenistic palace at Vergina (Fig. 11). Located beside the Propylon was a 

circular shrine dedicated to Herakles Patroos, identified by the inscription Θεῶι Πατρώιωι 

Ἡρακλ[εῖ].82 

This shrine physically resembles most closely a Prytaneion, however, would more likely be 

associated with a cult of the ancestors, based on the above inscription.83 The external structure of 

this tholos is square while the interior is circular, and the entrance is located on the western side 

of the room. Fragments of a 

votive offering were uncovered 

in the fill layer of this room as 

well as wall niches and the base 

of a throne.84 The function of 

this room is unknown, but it is 

plausible that it served as both 

a shrine and court of 

judgement, based on the 

existence of the throne, as the 

Macedonian kings were both  

ruler and high priest.85 The connection between the Macedonian kings and Herakles does not begin 

with this shrine, on the contrary it appears to have been a common practice to connect the rulers 

                                                           
82 SEG 48:836. 
83 Fox 2011, 331. 
84 Andronikos 1984, 38-39. I do not see this abbreviation in the bibliography  
85 King 2010, 380. 
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with this mythic hero. The kings of Macedonia claimed they were the descendants of Argive 

Herakles, according to Plutarch.86 Further evidence for this connection can be seen on several 

different coin types minted under the kings such as the Herakles tripod type struck under Philip II, 

or the Herakles eagle type struck under Alexander the Great.87 The semi-circular statue base used 

in the Philippeion was not an innovative design upon its construction and similar bases were in 

use. There was a semi-circular base dedicated with portraits of Argive kings at Delphi that may 

have inspired part of the design for the Philippeion. Perhaps the semi-circle and circular structures 

were rooted within the cult of the Argive Herakles as these designs, several connected to Herakles, 

became popular in the royal palace at Pella after the death of Philip II.88 Herakles served as a model 

for these Hellenistic kings as evidenced by Isocrates89 who desired Philip to act as his ancestor did 

as well as Aristotle who believed excellence (arete) could be learned from studying the 

Macedonian progenitor90.  

Further evidence for the combination of the mortal and divine nature of the Macedonian 

kings is the connection between the Philippeion and Zeus. Firstly, the accepted order of the statues 

is similar to that of the east pediment from the Temple of Zeus with the Macedonians replacing 

the mythic figures from the pediment.91 A second connection is from Dio Chrysostom wherein he 

describes a statue of Philip crafted to resemble Zeus: 

                                                           
86 Plutarch Alex. 2. 
87 Dahmen 2010, 49-53. 
88 Schultz 2009, 136-139. 
89 “Have we not then the right to expect that you will be spurred on by this and inspired by the ambition to make 

yourself like the ancestor of your race?” (Isoc. 5.113, trans. Norlin)  
90 Aristotle believed that Herakles, Ajax, and Achilles were prime heroic models from which one could examine and 

learn virtue: see Ath. 15.696b-d.  
91 Schultz 2009, 151. The east pediment depicts Zeus surrounded by Oinomaos, Pelops, Hippodameia, and Sterope. 

While it is unclear which side each pairing (Pelops and Hippodameia, Oinomaos and Sterope) lies on either side of 

Zeus, it would appear that the pairings of Alexander and Olympias and Amyntas and Eurydike were meant to represent 

the mythical couples. (Paus. 5.10.6).   
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“Mummius tore from his base and dedicated to Zeus — disgusting ignorance! — Illiterate 

creature that he was, totally unfamiliar with the proprieties, treating the brother as a votive 

offering! It was he who took the Philip son of Amyntas, which he got from Thespiae, and labelled 

it Zeus…”92 

This insinuates that there was indeed a conscious attempt to connect the Philippeion with the 

divinization of the ruler cult, alongside the faux chryselephantine nature of the statues they were 

also physical representations of mythical heroes. One final connection between the tholos and Zeus 

is that the door of the building, facing east, was constructed on a direct axis with the Zeus altar in 

the Altis.93  

 Why then was the Philippeion round? It was perhaps meant to resemble a heroon or heroic 

shrine similar in function to that of the nearby Pelopion and to represent the heroic past of the 

Macedonian royal family as also the shrine dedicated to Herakles Patroos in the Royal palace at 

Verghina. Or it may be the case that it was meant to resemble a tomb, modeled on the earlier tumuli 

burials, and connect the rulers with life and death – their mortal life and deification after death. 

However, it seems unlikely that it was intended solely to house the portraits of the royal family as 

the Philippeion was afforded a place of prominence within the Altis indicating that it likely served 

some type of religious function.  

 

 

 

                                                           
92 Dio Chrysostom 37.42 (trans. Crosby).  
93 Schultz 2009, 163.  
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Fig. 12. Plan of Epidauros (Schultz and Wickkiser 2010, fig. 2).  

Thymele at Epidauros (c. 330 BC) 

The site of Epidauros, including the tholos, began 

officially being excavated by Panagiotes 

Kavvadias, member of the Greek Archaeological 

Society, from 1881 to 1928. During these 

excavations much of what is now preserved at the 

sight today was uncovered. Results of the 

excavations can be read in P. Kavvadias’ Fouilles 

d’Epidaure published in 1891. In this book 

Kavvadias mentions that Valerios Stais 

participated in these excavations and is credited 

with the discovery of the inscription mentioned 

below.94 In 1946 a small excavation was launched 

by J. Papadimitriou in the Sanctuary of Asklepios 

as well as a study of a small section of the Temple of Apollo Maleatas.95  

The thymele96 was located slightly southwest of the Temple of Asklepios which, according 

to the inscriptions and dating of finds, was completed within a few years before the work on the 

tholos began, approximately 375-370 BC (Fig. 12). North of the temple and tholos was the Abaton, 

where the sick would sleep to be healed by the god, and dates to approximately the same time as 

the temple. The Abaton adjoins to the west bath house.97 Pausanias tells us that the entire sanctuary 

                                                           
94 Kavvadias 1891, 15. 
95 Stillwell 1957, 312. 
96 This structure is being referred to as a thymele as that is the term attested on the inscription detailing the 

construction of the building. IG2, I 103.125.  
97 Burford 1969, 54-62. 
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Fig. 13. Epidauros, Reconstruction of the Thymele (Chrysanthos 

Kanellopoulos 2002 from Schultz and Wickkiser 2010, fig. 3). 

was surrounded by mountains on all sides. He also states that nearby to the tholos was a 

chryselephantine statue of Asklepios seated on a throne with a staff in one hand and a snake under 

the other. Also, within the enclosure were several tablets, of which only six existed by Pausanias’ 

time, naming those who had been healed by the god.98 Lastly worth mentioning is the Temple to 

Artemis, which was located southwest of the tholos and began construction shortly after work on 

the tholos was completed (c. 330 BC).99 

The Thymele was approximately 20 meters in diameter and was comprised mainly of 

limestone with marble being used for the more intricate carving (Fig. 13). The twenty-six Doric 

column pteron sat upon three steps with a sloping access ramp at the entrance. The architrave 

consisted of a frieze alternating triglyphs and metopes with each metope decorated with a phiale 

in the form of a carefully carved rosette.100 The ceiling of the peristyle was decorated with a flower 

pattern with radiating slabs of marble, each with two coffers. The center of each coffer was adorned 

with a flower emerging from acanthus 

leaves. The cella wall stood on the 

platform of Pentelic marble steps and had 

an orthostate of white marble blocks 

externally and dark-blue limestone blocks 

internally. Its crowning course was of 

Pentelic marble with an egg-and-dart 

decoration with a palmette and lotus 

garland emerging from the calyx of three 

                                                           
98 Paus. 2.27.1-4. 
99 Burford 1969, 70. 
100 Charbonneaux 1972, 61. 
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acanthus leaves. The floor of the cella was paved with alternating rhomboidal blocks of black and 

white slabs upon which stood fourteen Corinthian columns composed of Pentelic marble. The 

Corinthian columns stood upon a stylobate of black stone and were free-standing (not engaged 

into the cella wall as other tholoi).101  

The doorway of the cella was decorated on either side with a vertical row of undercut 

rosettes framed by a talon carved with leaf-and-dart. The door opening was surrounded by egg-

and-dart decoration and bead-and-reel decoration. The ceiling inside was painted with dome 

shaped or panelled sections. It was attached to beams, the ends of which were fastened to the 

central crowning piece.102 The roof was conical in shape with possible skylights or a central 

opening as there has not been enough material from the ceiling slabs to cover the entire cella. The 

coffers of each ceiling slab were painted and the center of the slabs in one row were each decorated 

with a carved flower.103 An inscription uncovered in the sanctuary states that the building of the 

tholos took approximately twenty-seven years to complete.104  

Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of this tholos is way lay beneath it, namely a labyrinthine 

chamber. This underground room was composed of three circular walls, four including the outer 

wall, which were linked by three doorways and closed off by three cross-walls. These walls left 

space for three narrow passageways.105 The chamber was accessed by a, possibly spiral, staircase 

through the center of the cella floor and led into the center of the labyrinth. Access to this stairway 

may have been concealed by a paving slab matching those of the cella floor.106   

                                                           
101 Charbonneaux 1972, 65. 
102 Charbonneaux 1972, 65. 
103 Lawrence 1967, 185. 
104 IG IV2 I, 103. 
105 Berve and Gruben 1963, 361. 
106 Miles 2016, 212.  
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 The decoration of the thymele is attested by Pausanias who names the painter as Pausias107: 

“Near it is a round building of white marble…it contains a picture of Eros by Pausias: the god 

has thrown away his bow and arrows, and has picked up a lyre instead. Here too, is another 

painting by Pausias: it represents Drunkenness drinking out of a crystal goblet: in the picture you 

can see the crystal goblet and the woman’s face through it.” 

As this is the only complete, surviving account of the painting of the tholos at Epidauros, it is 

integral to the study of the building. Pausanias’ description of the decoration may allude to the 

purpose of the building. Pausanias also attests that the architect responsible for the tholos was 

Polykleitos who is also responsible for the theatre at Epidauros.108  

 Found within the sanctuary was an inscribed stele109, which provides a detailed account of 

the construction of the tholos. Along the edge of the stele is inscribed an account of the baths 

complex and as such will not be discussed further. The stele dates from approximately 365-335 

BC and was inscribed continuously throughout the building’s construction. This inscription 

provides a unique insight into the building process and costs of a structure of this nature.110 

However, much of the earlier stages of construction are lost or illegible and the inscription only 

beings to be coherent when the cella walls were being built. The inscription indicates that the 

tholos construction followed the same principles as a typical Greek temple, building from the 

lowest and outermost sections to the upper and innermost sections. Unfortunately, the record 

breaks off where the information on the ceilings, cella pavement, and roof are described and we 

                                                           
107 Paus. 2.27.3 (trans. Frazer). 
108 Paus. 2.27.5 (trans. Frazer). 
109 IG IV2 1, 103. 
110 Burford 1969 provides a detailed account of the building costs, the individuals involved, as well as the finer 

nuances of building a temple of this nature in the ancient Greek world.  
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Fig. 14. Epidauros, Plan of labyrinth (Schultz and 

Wickkiser 2010, fig. 4).  

must rely upon archaeological evidence for our knowledge of these areas.111 It is in this inscription 

that we see the term thymele being used in conjunction with the round building at Epidauros.112 

One of the most important pieces of information that this inscription provides is a timeline of 

construction of the tholos which allows scholars to gain a clearer picture of the timeline of many 

other buildings within the Sanctuary of Asklepios.  

The purpose of this structure remains a mystery. Several differing theories have been put 

forth. It may have been used as a sacred pit for the holy snakes of Asklepios, location of a libation 

altar, or a tomb for Asklepios.113 One other plausible theory, regarding the function of the 

underground chamber, is that it was used as a place of sacrifice given that the Greek word θυμέλη 

has been defined as a place of sacrifice or an altar. Given this it would stand to reason that an altar 

or other such sacrificial implement may have been housed in this mysterious chamber.  

 The labyrinthine chamber underneath the 

tholos may provide some clues toward the 

function of the building (Fig. 14). If it did indeed 

house the sacred snakes (or other sacred objects 

associated with the cult of Asklepios) then 

perhaps the building held a more symbolic 

purpose than a functional one. However, it has  

been argued by some scholars that the chamber was used for chthonic burial or sacrificial rites 

(relating to the definition of thymele).114 Further architectural evidence to support this hypothesis 

                                                           
111 Burford 1969, 63-66. 
112 IG IV2 1 103.124-125. 
113 Charbonneaux 1972, 61. 
114 Berve and Gruben 1963, 361. 
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is the existence of the phiale decoration on the building’s architrave. These vessels were typically 

utilized for pouring libations to the gods.115 Their existence on the thymele at Epidauros may 

indicate that the building was the location for at least one sacrificial ritual, perhaps the libations 

were poured through the opening of the cella floor and into the labyrinth. The hypothesis that this 

building was also the location for the tomb of Asklepios to be worshipped in the form of a heroic 

cult (as opposed to a god in a traditional temple) has also been put forth. This theory is not without 

merit as there are several known heroic shrines in the ancient Greek world in a circular shape, 

including the grave of Pelops at Olympia.116 

 Another hypothesis regarding the function of the thymele is that it served as the location 

for musical performances within the sanctuary. Schultz and Wickkiser are ones of the main 

proponents of this theory and provide a compelling argument to support it. They argue that the 

circular shape of the building can be related back to the ancient threshing floors where the harvest 

was celebrated with song and dance.117 This ancient tradition associated circles with performance 

spaces makes up the majority of the argument. Pythagoras allegedly utilized circular formations 

alongside music for healing of the body and soul118 which perhaps indicates a connection of the 

function of the tholos to the sanctuary itself as it was a Sanctuary of Asklepios, the god of medicine, 

implying that the tholos served a purpose medically speaking. The antiquity of the circular space 

used for musical performance can be realised from Homer in both the Iliad and the Odyssey.119 In 

the Iliad, the dance floor of Ariadne is mentioned where “youths dancing and maidens of the price 

of many cattle, holding their hands upon the wrists one of the other”120, the clasping of wrists 

                                                           
115 Zaidman and Pantel 2002, 40. Burkert 1985, 70-71.   
116 Shefold 1967, 203. 
117 Schultz and Wickkiser 2010, 147. 
118 Iamb. VP 25; Porph. VP 32-33.   
119 Hom. Il. 15.590-592; Hom. Od. 12.316-318. 
120 Hom. Il. 15.590-595 (trans. Murray).  
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indicates a circular shape, perhaps in a similar fashion to the more modern tradition of “ring around 

the rosy”. Interestingly, Schultz and Wickkiser mention that the earliest known use of the term 

thymele is attested in a fragmentary poem by Pratinas mentioning a chorus singing and dancing at 

the thymele of Dionysos: τίς ὁ θόρυβος ὅδε; τί τάδε τὰ χορεύματα; τίς ὓβρις ἔμολεν ὲπὶ Διονυσιάδα 

πολυπάταγα θυμέλαν (What noise is this? What choral dances are these? What tumultuous 

insolence has come upon Dionysos’ hearth?).121 It is possible that this usage of the term is what 

led to the association with the altar of Dionysos located in the orchestra of Greek theatres and the 

assumption that the thymele at Epidauros housed an altar or a hearth and was used for religious 

rituals.122 The characteristics of the structure may also validate the function of the building as an 

area for musical performances. The circular nature as well as the hole in the center of the floor, 

which led to the labyrinthine chamber, may have been intended to amplify the acoustics of a 

musical performance.123 Also present within the labyrinth itself are marks along the euthynteria 

with the Greek letters α, γ, δ, ε, λ, π, and ι. Schultz and Wickkiser believe that these marks were 

intended to indicate the placement for the resonating vessels used to assist with sound 

amplification within theatrical spaces, citing Vitruvius124 as explanation for the existence of these 

supposed resonating vessels125. In Book 5, Vitruvius describes the purpose and placement of these 

vessels so as best to amplify sound while still adhering to standard theatre architecture.126  

 While the theory that the thymele served as a musical structure is compelling it may be an 

unlikely possibility. One of the main reasons why this may not be the case is the existence of the 

other tholoi. Examinations of the other circular buildings indicates that the primary function of 

                                                           
121 Pratin. 1.1-2 in Athen. 14.8 (617c). See also Schultz and Wickkiser 2010, 147f.  
122 Schultz and Wickkiser 2010, 148; See Gow 1912 for a more thorough analysis of the history of θυμέλη.  
123 Schultz and Wickkiser 2010, 149.  
124 Vitr. 5.5.1-2. 
125 Schultz and Wickkiser 2010, 149-151 
126 Vitr. 5.5.1-2.  
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these structures was a heroic shrine to a ruler cult. While there is little known evidence for the 

existence of a ruler cult at Epidauros there is another possibility. Arrian, in his Anabasis of 

Alexander, describes an event after the death of Hephaistion (Fig. 15):  

“…when Alexander was marching to Babylon, he was met on the road by many embassies from 

Greece, among which were some Epidaurian envoys, who obtained from him their requests. He 

also gave them an offering to be conveyed to Asclepius, adding this remark:—“Although Asclepius 

has not treated me fairly, in not saving the life of my Companion, whom I valued equally with my 

own head.” It has been stated by most writers that he ordered honours to be always paid to 

Hephaestion as a hero; and some say that he even sent men to Ammon’s temple to ask the god if it 

were allowable to offer sacrifice to Hephaestion as a god; but Ammon replied that it was not 

allowable.”127 

The death of Hephaistion, approximately 324 BC, aligns within the proposed date of construction 

on the building and may indicate its function. While several other 

tholoi, Olympia, Cyrene, Limyra, Samothrace, can be attributed to 

ruler cults they all appear to serve the role as the location for a type 

of heroic worship. It is possible that the tholos at Epidauros served 

as the location for a heroic cult for Hephaistion who, while not a 

ruler in the traditional sense, was one of Alexander’s most beloved 

generals.128 Perhaps the function of the labyrinthine chamber served  

a purpose for worshipping Hephaistion’s shade in the underworld, indicating a chthonic attribution 

for the building. Arrian also attests (and states that all other historians agree) that Alexander did 

                                                           
127 Arr. An. 7.14 (397) (trans. Chinnock).  
128 Arr. An. 7. 14 (398).  

Fig. 15. Greece, Hephaistion, about 

320 BC; J. Paul. Getty Museum.  
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not eat or groom for three days after Hephaistion’s death.129 The underground chamber was 

organized into three corridors, closed off with three doors. A chthonic ritual may have taken place 

in which the participant was meant to experience the three days of mourning by Alexander, perhaps 

in a manner similar to the Thesmophoria where the women would fast in order to understand 

Demeter’s suffering over losing her daughter.130 The three doors and labyrinthine design may have 

been symbolic of the three days of suffering by Alexander and the emotional turmoil of his loss. 

While all of this is purely conjecture it is perhaps more fitting with the nature of other circular 

buildings of this period than a theatral area. The presence of phialai131 as well as bucrania suggest 

a more religious purpose to the building and would be better suited to a heroic shrine. Further 

evidence for Hephaistion’s worship after his death survive to us from Lucian and Diodorus 

Siculus.132 Both authors describe him as being worshipped as a god while Lucian and Plutarch 

state that he was worshipped as a hero: 

 “…an oracular response from Ammon came bidding him honour Hephaestion as a hero and 

sacrifice to him.”133 

This combination of worship as both a mortal hero and an immortal god closely parallels the role 

of the ruler cult seen in other tholoi. It would stand to reason that Alexander, who had previously 

been celebrated in a similar manner at Olympia, would wish to confer a similar honor on his 

beloved companion. Admittedly there is no archaeological or literary evidence to prove this 

hypothesis with any certainty, however, it does appear as a credible option.  However, given that 

                                                           
129 Arr. An. 7.14 (397).  
130 Dillon 2002, 113.  
131 The phialai (or Latin: paterae) were often portrayed on Athenian vases as the instrument used for libations to the 

gods: see Marindin 1890, 69. The presence of the bulls, possibly an allusion to a sacrifice, indicates a religious ritual 

or an offering to a deity; in this case a hero, Hephaestion.   
132 Diod. 17.115.6; Lucian Cal. 17.  
133 Plut. Alex. 72.2 (trans. Perrin).  
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construction of the building began at least 40 years before the death of Hephaistion, it may be the 

case that the thymele served a different, original function. Perhaps the building was originally 

dedicated to one or a number of different heroic deities and Hephaistion’s heroic cult was added 

or replaced the original cult function of the building.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



33 

 

Fig. 16. Plan of Samothrace (Lehmann 1975, plan II).  

The Arsinoeion of Samothrace (c. 288-270 BC)  

Excavations of the site of the Sanctuary of the Great Gods have been continuous since 

1948. However, initial excavations were begun by Karl Lehmann with New York University in 

1938. These excavations were halted 

during World War II and the sanctuary 

(and artefacts) suffered during the 

Bulgarian Military rule.134 The site was 

studied and explored by the French in 

1865 and the Austrians from 1873-1875. 

However, no further exploration evolved 

from these studies.135  

The rotunda of Arsinoe II (Arsinoeion) at  

Samothrace was the largest known round building in the ancient world. It was located north of the 

fourth century processional road that led into the sanctuary and faced several buildings in the 

southern area including the Propylon, the Temenos, the Hieron, the Hall of Votive Gifts, and the 

Altar Court (Fig. 16).1 The rotunda is framed by two terrace walls on the eastern and western sides. 

The eastern side retains the hillside and stretches from the processional road at the south and abuts 

the Sacristy at the north. The western wall retains along the central river of the sanctuary and 

contained a massive earth fill that stretched between the rotunda and the front of the Temenos.1 

Monument C, nearby to the rotunda, was made of porous sandstone similar to the foundations of 

the Arsinoeion. Adjacent to Monument C was uncovered another foundation that was later than 

                                                           
134 Lehmann 1975, 23. 
135 Burkert 1993, 178. 
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Monument C but likely contemporary with the rotunda. Approximately 1.7 m west of the rotunda 

was a fieldstone for an altar that was originally square and replaced by a rectangular altar 

contemporary with the rotunda.1 In the immediate vicinity of the Arsinoeion are the Sacristy and 

Anaktoron to the north and the Temenos to the South. The Anaktoron was originally constructed 

in the sixth century BC and served as the place of initiation into the mysteries. The sixth century 

foundation overlaps the northern corner of the Archaic Double Precinct that lies underneath the 

rotunda.136 Attached to the southern wall of the Anaktoron is the Sacristy, a small building whose 

eastern side is embedded into the hillside. The positioning of the Sacristy aligns perfectly between 

the Anaktoron and the rotunda indicating that the location was dictated by the Arsinoeion. The 

visible foundations date between 289-281 BC, further highlighting that its location was dependent 

on the previously built structures surrounding it. The Temenos was a rectangular structure built in 

the heart of the sanctuary and was located opposite the processional road, leading from the Eastern 

Hill. The decoration appears to suggest that this structure was used for ritual dances. It was likely 

a donation from Philip II of Macedon in 340 BC. This dating is further confirmed by the style of 

the Propylon and the finds. The Propylon was dedicated by King Ptolemy as an offering to the 

Great Gods demonstrating the connection between the sanctuary and the Ptolemaic rulers.137 

However, there is evidence to suggest that a building as early as the seventh century BC existed.138  

The diameter of the rotunda is greater than 20 m, making it the largest known enclosed 

circular structure in the ancient world, and can be split into four major sections: the first being the 

lower half of the building composed of bricks, the upper half which is composed of columns, the 

                                                           
136 Lehmann 1975, 49.  
137 IG 12.8.228. This inscription also assists in dating the Ptolemaic buildings as it implies that these structures were 

commissioned during the reign of Ptolemy II.  
138 Lehmann 1975, 61-66.  
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Fig. 17. Arsinoeion, Reconstruction (Seiler 1986, fig. 

43).   

third section being the roof of the rotunda, and the final section being the interior. There is no 

evidence that the rotunda had any windows and there was only a single door facing southwest.  

Beginning with the exterior of the rotunda which included the lower wall section and the 

upper portion composed of Doric piers and 

gallery (Fig. 17). The foundation of the 

rotunda was of local poros sandstone and is 

approximately 2.55 m wide. It is composed 

of several courses (made up of 80 or more 

wedge-shaped blocks) ranging in height 

from 0.251-0.355 m.139 The crepidoma 

arose from courses that were composed of 

the euthynteria and three steps. Each course was circular, with the exception of the approach at the 

entrance, and composed of Thasian marble. The three steps were likely each made up of 40 

separate blocks with the circumference growing smaller at each level. The first step measuring 

approximately 20.119 m in diameter, the second 19.339 m, and the third and final step 18.501 

m.140 The drum, or tholobate, was closed at the bottom and composed of a false gallery of Doric 

piers with an elaborate parapet. Above the piers was a complete Doric entablature. The gallery was 

placed above the epikrantis. The space between each pier was closed with an ornamental parapet 

and screens.141 On either side of the Doric piers was a bucranium – a bull’s skull that was almost 

completely fleshless. Flanking each bucranium was a half-rosette and draped over  

                                                           
139 McCredie et al. 1992, 30.  
140 McCredie et al. 1992, 33. 
141 McCredie et al. 1992, 56. 
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the rosettes (and behind the bucranium) was a porphyris, which was a purple garland worn by the 

Samothracian initiates.142 The exterior wall was marble and composed of eleven courses: 1) wall 

base, 2) orthostate of 38 blocks, 3) string course, 4-6) and 8-10) smooth, isodomic masonry, 7) 

binding course, 11) carved epikrantis. The lowest course of the exterior wall was an ornamental 

band that ran around the entire base of the building. The top of the wall was made of a similar 

molded course that was used to define and separate the wall from the Doric gallery and entablature 

that topped the rotunda. The plinth was topped by a Lesbian kymation, beaded astragals, and a 

cavetto. Above this lay a frieze of alternating pendant palmettes and lotus flowers that were 

crowned by a fillet. This frieze was brightly painted in antiquity.143 The epikrantis topped the wall 

of the rotunda and was composed of a binding course adorned with identical moldings and patterns 

on each face. There was a band of alternating lotus flowers and palmettes, framed by a fillet below 

and a Lesbian kymation topped by a cavetto and fillet above. The palmettes of the epikrantis were 

alternately drooping and flame shaped.144 The door of the rotunda was built in the traditional Doric 

style where the opening is two and a half times the lower width and resembles the doors of the 

Hieron. The door itself was two-leaved and wooden. It would have been battened and bolted with 

bronze studs on both battens.145 The entrance of the rotunda faced south toward the early entrance 

of the sanctuary with the inscription mentioned above likely being located above the door.146  

The interior of the rotunda housed Corinthian half columns engaged in the cella wall and 

framing engaged altars or benches and was supported by an articulated lower wall. These benches 

were decorated with alternating pairs of paterae and bucrania (Fig. 18).147 These columns 

                                                           
142 McCredie et al. 1992, 56-57. 
143 McCredie et al. 1992, 36. 
144 McCredie et al. 1992, 45-46. 
145 McCredie et al. 1992, 50-51. 
146 Lehmann 1975, 56. 
147 Lehmann 1975, 56.  
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supported their own entablature engaged to the piers forming a gallery similar to the exterior. The 

floor of the rotunda was earth, as no traces of paving or other floors have been discovered, and 

level with the wall base. There was also a rectangular altar located opposite of the door along the 

northern wall and was later replaced by a smaller square one.148 

The final portion of the rotunda is the roof which was composed of inner and outer sections. 

The outer roof had a gutter decorated with rinceaux and lion’s head waterspouts as well as 

anthemion antefixes. The tiles were scale shaped and decreased in size, likely up to the crowning 

finial.149 These tiles are attributed to the Hellenistic period of the rotunda as no tiles have been 

uncovered that can be confidently attributed to the second roof. 

Similarly, no proof of a Hellenistic finial has been discovered. 

However, this does not mean that there was none as several other 

tholoi were crowned with finials.150 The second roof dates to the 

Imperial age and was an octagonal pyramid shape rather than 

the cone of the original tiling. This roof was crowned with a 

paraboloid shaped marble finial composed of six and a half rows of upright laurel leaves. There 

may have also been a floral element on the top of the finial as floral motifs are used throughout 

the building.151 The finial may have been hollow in order to act as a chimney or a light source, 

perhaps indicating a function of the building as being used for sacrifices and allowing the smoke 

to travel upward to the gods. The second roof may also have utilized sections of wood paneling to 

                                                           
148 Lehmann 1975, 56. 
149 Lehmann 1975, 56. 
150 McCredie et al. 1992, 86. 
151 McCredie et al. 1992, 87. 

Fig. 18. Samothrace, Fragment of Parapet 

Block from Rotunda (Lehmann 1975, fig. 12). 
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conceal the structural timbers. Whereas the Hellenistic roof likely had a wooden dome that was 

coffered and was either suspended from beams or beams covered with wooden planking.152 

  Based on an inscription153 mentioning Arsinoe, daughter of Ptolemy and wife of a king 

whose name is not preserved, the Rotunda itself has been dated as either between 288 and 281 BC 

as this was when Arsinoe II daughter of Ptolemy I was married to Lysimachos, while Arsinoe I 

daughter of Lysimachos was married to the future king Ptolemy II, or between 276-270 BC when 

Arsinoe II, who had fled to Egypt after the death of her husband, married king Ptolemy II who was 

also her brother. Arsinoe II arrived at the court of her brother around 279 BC.154 The inscription 

survives to us in several fragmentary pieces. It was found nearby to and relating to the Arsinoeion. 

Fraser expressed the inscription thus155:  

[Βασ]ίλισσα ’Αρ[σινόη Βασιλέως Πτολε]μαίου θυγά[τ]ηρ 

Βασιλέω̣[ς Λυσιμάχου] γυ̣[νή,           θ]εοῖς μεγάλ[οις] 

If we assume that the Arsinoe being mentioned in the dedication is the daughter of Ptolemy I Soter 

and the restoration of the name of Lysimachos correct, then the Rotunda would have been 

dedicated under the reign of Lysimachos. However, it is possible that the monument was built 

later, when Arsinoe II was already married to Ptolemy II, with the intent to celebrate her glory and 

that of her parents.156 Dmitriev has explored the confusing nature regarding the dating of both this 

inscription as well as the timeline of Arsinoe II’s marriages157. The conclusion to this investigation 

is that the inscription was created after Lysymachos’ daughter Arsinoe I became Ptolemy II’s wife 

                                                           
152 McCredie et al. 1992, 89-91. 
153 IG, XII, 8, 227 = OGIS 15. 
154 Hazzard 2000, 84. 
155 Fraser 1960, 48-50 no. 10. 
156 Hazzard 2000, 88. 
157 Dmitriev 2007.  
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in 285 BC. Thus the inscription should be dated between 285 BC, when also Lysimachos became 

King and made Arsinoe II mother of the dynastic line at his court, and 281 BC, when the 

Macedonian king died. With the marriage of Arsinoe I to Ptolemy II, brother of Arsinoe II, 

Lysimachos intended to strengthen his alliance with the Ptolemaic reign. 158   

 There has been some debate amongst scholars as to what word(s) is missing between γ̣υνή 

and θεοῖς. Fraser easily disregards Conze’s argument for inserting εὐχήν in the space on the basis 

that similar inscriptions have been uncovered with εὐχήν followed by  θεοῖς μεγάλοις.159 He argues 

that though this event does occur, it does not do so with enough frequency to warrant being the 

official reconstruction of this dedication. Fraser also states that this style of dedication is most 

frequently associated in instances of the dedication itself (perhaps a stone or document) is the 

object being dedicated.160 While I believe this to be strong evidence to omit εὐχήν from the 

reconstruction and have thus chosen to write it out in this way, it is clear that Conze’s 

reconstruction is still popular amongst scholars.  

Further strengthening the earlier date of construction is the Sacristy (c.289-281 BC) whose 

positioning indicates that it was built after the Rotunda was completed. While the tholos itself was 

likely built before 281 BC, it may not have been dedicated or was rededicated after Arsinoe II 

became queen of Egypt in 279/8 BC.  

Numerous other fragmentary inscriptions, many on dedicatory offerings such as vases, have been 

uncovered in and around excavations161 of the Arsinoeion162, perhaps only one more than is worth 

noting here. Two fragments of a lamps were uncovered in 1948 likely in the inner fill of the 

                                                           
158 Dmitriev 2007, 146-148.  
159 Fraser 1960, 49-50, no 10. A. Conze et al., 1875.  
160 Fraser 1960, 49-50, no 10. 
161 Especially in the fill layer – many dating to the Archaic period.  
162 Lehmann 1975, 32-33, 57.  
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building, giving these lamps an earlier date than the remains seen today. The fragments are as 

follows according to Fraser163: 

a) θε[οῖς/ῶν] 

b) [θ]ε[οῖς/ῶν] 

Fraser argues that the inscription should be read in the dative rather than the genitive as he believes 

the lamps to have been used as a dedicatory offering; making use of the dative case would mean 

that the lamps had been given to the gods.164 Whereas Lehmann believes the lamps to have been a 

functional part of the building – therefore belonging in part to the gods the building was dedicated 

to, making the use of the genitive in the inscription more appropriate.165 It is likely to remain 

unclear as to which reconstruction is correct, however, in both this case and the one discussed 

above it is clear that the Arsinoeion was connected to multiple gods; likely the Great Gods at 

Samothrace to which the sanctuary was dedicated.  

In the 19th century excavations done by the Austrians, a marble base was found near to the 

rotunda, which they believed may have supported a statue and named it ‘Monument C’. However, 

the 1949 excavation team believed that it supported orthostates and was crowned by a monument. 

Another marble base was discovered approximately 5 m away from the shaft outside the rotunda. 

Evidence from the base led to the conclusion that the statue was made of bronze with its weight 

on the left leg and holding a spear or sceptre in the left hand as indicated by a hole in the base. It 

is easy to connect this base with Monument C.  However, there is not concrete evidence to support 

this theory.166   

                                                           
163 Fraser 1960, 133.  
164 Fraser 1960, 134. 
165 Lehmann 1975, 19. 
166 McCredie et al. 1992, 241-242. 
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A stele dedicated in the Sanctuary, presumably on behalf of the people of Kyzikos, portrays 

a round building that may represent the Arsinoeion or perhaps a copy of this building. It depicts a 

door flanked by snake-entwined torches, with a frieze decorated by bucranes and garlands. This 

depiction also has inscriptions on the sides. Another stele that was uncovered, also dedicated by 

the Kyzikians, includes names of initiates (mystai) that were responsible for offering sacrifices in 

at a structure similar to the Arsinoeion167. This stele is poorly preserved. However, Cyriacus of 

Ancona drew a copy of it in 1444168 when it was still whole allowing us to know what the 

inscriptions on either side of the building attested. Both of these stelai can be dated to the 

Hellenistic Period and may provide further insight into the function and form of the building. For 

example the entrance may have been flanked by torches and was possibly used during the rites of 

the mystery cult of the Great Gods.169 A relief on a stele from Kyzikos depicts a banquet with a 

young girl holding up a small round building that resembles the Arsinoeion.170 This suggests that 

there was a strong connection between Kyzikos and Samothrace regarding the rotunda, perhaps 

showing that there was a copy of the Arsinoeion recreated at Kyzikos for rites to the Great Gods. 

Few finds unrelated to the structure of the Arsinoeion have been uncovered in the 

immediate vicinity of the structure with the only exception being from the fill layer. Vessels such 

as kantharoi, skyphoi, and kylikes as well as various bowls were found in the earth fills that were 

brought into the rotunda during construction. Several torches and lamps (both handheld and 

                                                           
167 Likely the reproduction of the rotunda at Kyzikos, preserved in the drawing by Cyriacus. The stele has been 

interpreted as representing the epoptai within the wreaths (interpreted as the scarves worn by initiates) with the mystai 

and hieropioi being listed below. This inscription also depicts a round building with a crown-shaped band on each 

side, possibly the proposed Kyzikian rotunda: see Dimitrova 2008,140. While this does not necessarily prove a ritual 

nature associated with the Arsinoeion it may indicate that the building held some type of religious nature so as to 

influence the building at Kyzikos. For a more thorough analysis of the Kyzikian inscriptions at Samothrace see 

Dimitrova, 2008. Has to be abbreviated and then listed in the bibliography  
168 Lehmann 1943, 117-118; the drawing is preserved in the Codex Ambrosianus A55, fol. 69v.  
169 Lehmann 1975, 105-106. 
170 Sève 2007, 221-237.  
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stationary) dating from the Archaic Period to the fourth century AD have been uncovered in the 

sanctuary indicating that the mysteries took place at night.171 The lower portion of a terracotta altar 

was found in situ south of the rotunda, dating to the sixth century BC which further indicates the 

religious importance of this building.172  

 While much is known about the architecture of the Arsinoeion, almost nothing is known 

about its purpose or function within the sanctuary. Several hypotheses have been put forth, many 

of them believing that the rotunda was used in religious rites and ceremonies. On account of the 

finial being hollow, Lehmann believes that this indicates that the rotunda was a location for burnt 

offerings and sacrifices to the gods. This would provide a practical explanation for the structure of 

the finial. Another theory that Lehmann puts forth is that that rotunda was a place where 

ambassadors would gather for an annual festival.173 Perhaps the nature of the rotunda is hinted at 

within the decorated elements, namely the bucrania and paterae, which are also featured 

prominently as decoration on the thymele at Epidauros. Given that bulls were a common sacrificial 

animal and shallow bowls (paterae) were used for libations, this could indicate that the rotunda 

did serve as a location for sacrifice. Further strengthening this theory is that the Arsinoeion was 

built over top of an archaic double precinct within which a libation pit was discovered. There is 

also a square shaft located three meters to the right of the rotunda that is contemporary with the 

foundation that may also have served as a libation pit.174 Nearby this shaft, approximately seven 

meters below the euthynteria, were found sheep bones including horns and one bone that was cut 

in order to extract the marrow. These findings may indicate further that his shaft was in fact a 

                                                           
171 Lehmann 1975, 113-114. 
172 Lehmann 1975, 103. 
173 Lehmann 1975, 28. 
174 Lehmann 1975, 56-58. 
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bothros and used for pouring liquid libations.175 Lastly, considering the evidence for an altar inside, 

it does indicate that this building served a religious function.  

 It is probable that the Arsinoeion served as a heroic shrine dedicated to the Ptolemaic rulers, 

with a greater emphasis on Arsinoe. Ptolemy II appears to have been the source for the founding 

of the cult of Ptolemy and Berenice as Saviour Gods, Θεοὶ Σωτῆρες, essentially beginning the 

tradition of portraying the Lagid rulers as heroic rulers.176 Theocritus attests to this deification of 

Ptolemy I and Berenice as well as the Ptolemaic rulers’ heroic status.  

“…Lord Ptolemy; and I will speak of thee as of other demi-gods…”177 

Given the institution of the cult of the Saviour Gods178, it would stand to reason that the existence 

of a heroic cult dedicated to Ptolemy II and Arsinoe would also have been established. It is also 

apparent that the worship of the first Ptolemaic couple was venerated with sacrifices of bulls and 

incense as well as other sacrifices.179 Interestingly, it appears as though Ptolemy I claimed to be 

descended from Herakles in a similar manner to Alexander the Great. This would indicate a similar 

desire, between the Macedonian kings and the Ptolemaic rulers, to be commemorated as Herakles 

was; that is to say as both the mortal hero and immortal god. Evidence to support this claim to 

Herakles survives to us from Theophilos of Antioch quoting a passage from a work by Satyros on 

the Demes of Alexandria:  

                                                           
175 McCredie et al. 1992, 239-241. 
176 Bevan 1968, 127.  
177 Theoc. 17.135 (trans. Edmonds).  
178 Also evidenced with the establishment of the Ptolemaeia Festival as well as the Basileia commemorating the first 

Ptolemaic rulers.  
179 Bevan 1968, 127.  
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“But Satyrus, also giving a history of the Alexandrine families, beginning from Philopator, who 

was also named Ptolemy…That Dejanira was born of Bacchus and Althea, the daughter of 

Thestius; and from her and Hercules the son of Jupiter there sprang, as I suppose, Hyllus…”180 

These connections appear to prove the hypothesis that the Alexander the Great began the tradition 

of commemorating one’s status as a divine ruler, a tradition that was adopted and reformed by the 

later Ptolemaic rulers.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
180 Theoph. 2.7. (trans. Dods).  
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Fig. 19. Plan of Cyrene (Trombetti 2005, fig. 1).  

Cyrene (c. mid-3rd century BC) 

The tholos at Cyrene was constructed in the middle of the third century BC in the western section 

of the lower terrace of the agora (Fig. 19). There are several constructions located south of the 

tholos including two altars and an aedicula. All of these constructions stand on the same paved 

square which indicates a 

relationship between these 

buildings. Southwest of 

the tholos is a round altar 

(approximately 3 meters 

in diameter) which 

possessed a central basin. 

Underneath this altar are 

the remains of another 

altar, also circular. South 

of the tholos is a  

rectangular base found in situ. Mouldings attributed to this structure are typical of monumental 

Hellenistic altars from Cyrene. The long side of this structure had two inscriptions. The 

foundations of another unidentified structure, with four sides, was uncovered between the circular 

altar and the tholos.181 

 The building is approximately 8.3 meters in diameter and was composed of square blocks 

in yellow stone (Fig. 20). This structure possessed two doors one on the northern side and one on 

                                                           
181 Trombetti 2005, 27. 
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the southern, however, the doors were not perfectly aligned on a north/south axis. Instead they 

were slightly off-centre. The top of the tholos was made up of blocks with the profile of a double 

gable. There were no indentations in these upper blocks that would indicate roof beams which may 

insinuate that this tholos had no roof. The interior of the tholos is slightly more complex and may 

provide an explanation for the function of this building. The western section housed a rectangular 

structure. Across from this rectangular aedicule (on the eastern side of the tholos) is a semi-circular 

bench with two steps, in front of which are two small basins each with a narrow hole leading to an 

underground space (Fig. 23). These basins may connect the tholos with the worship of a chthonic 

cult as well as indicating either a dual cult (i.e. Demeter and Persephone/Kore) or a ritual involving 

dual libation offerings.  

 The initial interpretation of this structure was the burial place of Battos. However, this is 

now considered incorrect as a tumulus was uncovered in the eastern side of the agora. The most 

prominent theory regarding the function of this building is as a temple to Demeter and Kore. This 

cult would connect the basins found inside the tholos to a chthonic cult as Persephone/Kore has 

strong ties to the underworld. As, according to Apollodorus’ Library: 

“Persephone was compelled to remain a third of every year with Pluto and the rest of the time with 

the gods.”182 

                                                           
182 Apollod. 1.5. 
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What then, denotes a chthonic cult? Arthur Fairbanks argues that there are two main classifications 

of deities that can be considered ‘chthonic’: a god/goddess associated with souls or a god of 

agriculture.183 If this definition is to be trusted, then this cult would perfectly fit with that of a 

chthonic cult as there is one goddess associated with agriculture (Demeter) and one associated with 

the underworld and souls (Persephone). However, since chthonic worship is not exclusive to 

Demeter and Kore we cannot say for certain that this building belongs to their cult worship, this is 

also not the only dual cult known from the ancient world. If this temple does not belong to the cult 

of Demeter and Kore, then we must examine another plausible explanation.  

                                                           
183 Fairbanks 1900, 247. 

Fig. 20. Cyrene, Tholos (V. Ko Hon Chiu for UNESCO, 2008).  
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 This tholos can be attributed to a type of hero cult in a similar manner to those at Olympia, 

Limyra, and Samothrace. The idea of a ruler being both a heroic figure as well as an immortal 

deity is not a new concept in the Hellenistic period, especially when one considers shrines of a 

similar nature (tholoi) have already been established to the Ptolemaic and Macedonian ruler cults. 

If we take again as an example the mythical figure of Herakles we can perhaps explain the dual or 

circular nature of the Hellenistic ruler cult. Herakles can be identified as possessing two natures, 

which are as a mortal hero and later as an immortal god.184 One other example of a heroic dual cult 

would be that of Achilles. He was honored, after his death, as both the mortal hero whom fought 

at Troy as well as the son of immortal Thetis as recounted by Philostratos:  

“Dark Thetis, Pelian Thetis, you who bore the great son Achilles: Troy gained a share of him to 

the extent that his mortal nature held sway, but to the extent that the child derives from your 

immortal lineage, the Pontus possesses him.185”  

Philostratos also goes on to explain that the Thessalians also summoned Patroklos to their ritual in 

hopes that it would appease Achilles.186 This event would add another layer of duality to the heroic 

worship of Achilles. In this regard, both of these heroes (Herakles and Achilles) are connected in 

some way to the underworld. Herakles for leaving his physical body in Hades and his soul being 

immortalized as an Olympian god187, Achilles for his death at Troy and gaining immortal fame in 

death188. The connection between life and death of the hero possesses a cyclical nature that is the 

hero (or ruler as the case may be) lives and is honored as a mortal, perishes, and lives forever in 

undying fame. Indeed, undying fame or κλέος ἄφθιτον was much sought after by the ancient Greek 

                                                           
184 Trombetti 2005, 55. 
185 Philostr. Her. 53.5-10 (trans. Maclean and Aitken). 
186 Philostr. Her. 53.12-14. 
187 Hom. Od. 11.600-605. 
188 Hom. Od. 11.480-490. 
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heroes and would be appealing to those rulers who appear to model themselves after such mythic 

figures.  

 Central to the cult for the tholos at Cyrene are the four, fragmentary statues that were 

discovered during the excavations. Stucchi placed the two seated figures upon the bench and the 

two standing figures on either side of the rectangular structure inside the tholos. One seated and 

one standing statue were found around the front of the southern door and the second seated statue 

was found northeast of the tholos. The two seated figures depict two women with long chitons and 

himatia. The posture and dress of these figures has led to the belief that they can be considered 

Roman copies of a Demeter and Kore group.189 The standing 

statues (Fig. 21) are composed of Greek marble and are also 

depicted wearing long chitons and himatia that cover the head 

and shoulders, wrapping the body. The back of these statues is 

flat and underworked which indicates that they were not meant to 

be seen from all angles and perhaps indicates that they were 

placed up against or near to a wall. Statues of this type are known 

from the extra-urban sanctuary of Demeter and Kore, the 

Sanctuary of Apollo, and are comparable to statues from Thasos 

at the Sanctuay of Artemis190.  

 

                                                           
189 Trombetti 2005, 31, however there are no specific attributes that would allow for a positive identification of these 

statues as the goddesses.  
190 Trombetti 2005, 31. 

Fig. 21. Cyrene, Statues found near 

tholos, (G. Boccardi for UNESCO,     

2003).  
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Since this style is known from different contexts we may exclude the idea of identification as 

Demeter and Kore and examine other options. One of the most plausible ideas put forth by 

Trombetti is that the two standing figures depict worshippers making an offering, as the right arm 

on both figures is slightly outstretched.191  

A relief uncovered, not in context, in the pronaos of the temple of Apollo depicts two 

figures in a similar style comparable to the standing figures beside the figures of Aphrodite and 

Eros. Stucchi believes that the relief may have originally stood in a small naiskos between the 

tholos and the round altar as the marble and construction technique is of a similar nature to the 

foundations of the rectangular structure nearby. Perhaps the relief was moved in a later Roman 

period to be used as mortar or to be melted down for lime.192 In this relief, Aphrodite is shown 

wearing a thin chiton and himation moving it in a gesture of anakalypsis193, a gesture typically 

associated with weddings. Most often it is depicted as the unveiling of the bride or perhaps as an 

act of hiding the face of the bride. It may also have been a gesture symbolic of the bride’s status. 

However, it is widely agreed upon that the anakalypsis is most often associated with weddings of 

the upper echelons.194 Aphrodite, in this relief, resembles depictions of Aphrodite Ourania and the 

style of hair found in this model was used until the late Hellenistic period and was typical of 

Egyptian queens, notably Berenice II. Berenice II was wed to Ptolemy III Euergetes in 

approximately 245 BC which is approximately the same time that the relief from Cyrene was 

constructed.195 The relief can be dated to the middle or third-quarter of the 3rd century BC based 

                                                           
191 Trombetti 2005, 31-32. 
192 Stucchi 1984, 851-854; Trombetti 2005, 32-33. 
193 Liddell and Scott 1968,  s.v. “ἀνακαλύπτω” – to uncover; Mid. – to unveil, unveil oneself; Pass. of a veil – to be 

uplifted.   
194 Deschodt 2011, 2-12.  
195 Bevan 1968, 74. 
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on the style of the models.196 By marrying Berenice, Ptolemy gained control of Cyrenaica as 

Berenice was the daughter of Magas of Cyrenaica who controlled Cyrene from approximately 308 

BC until his death in 249 BC when control of Cyrene was given to Berenice.197 Perhaps then the 

Aphrodite depicted on the relief was meant to portray Berenice II at her wedding, divinized as 

Aphrodite. Stucchi argued that the two other figures should be fertility deities and that the two 

standing statues would fulfill the same role198. This would then imply that Berenice/Aphrodite 

would be a symbol of the prosperity of Cyrene and was likely used as propaganda for the marriage 

between Berenice and Ptolemy III.199 It is plausible that the other figures in the relief depict 

worshippers, however, the size of the figures is only slightly smaller than the goddess making it 

unlikely that they are worshippers.200 Perhaps the other figures were meant to represent other 

Ptolemaic females such as Berenice I or Arsinoe. Identification of a plinth carved as part of the 

relief indicates that it may have been carved as a copy of a statue group, possibly from somewhere 

else in the sanctuary and the only statues that remain are those now found at the tholos.201  

Another image depicting Berenice (as Aphrodite, comparable to the relief) is found on the 

side of an altar attributed to the rectangular bases found southeast of the tholos and in close 

proximity to the round altar (Fig. 22). Central to the scene is Aphrodite, portrayed as larger than 

the other figures, making the anakalypsis gesture with her veil with Eros and Hermes in front of 

her.202 Behind the three deities appears to be an isolated scene involving a seated figure holding 

an instrument of some sort and a female figure in front of him. Beschi argued that it was a scene 

                                                           
196 Trombetti 2005, 34. 
197 Bevan 1968, 62-63. 
198 Stucchi 1984, 852. 
199 Trombetti 2005, 34-35. 
200 As worshippers or mortals are typically represented as physically smaller than the gods. 
201 Trombetti 2005, 35. 
202 Trombetti 2005, 35. 
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Fig. 22. Cyrene, Relief of Aphrodite, (Trombetti 2005, fig. 14).  

of Callimachos and his muse203. A 3rd century BC poem by Callimachos, later translated by 

Catullus (poem 66) celebrates Berenice II as she attempts to keep her husband safe from war by 

dedicating one strand of hair as offering for his return:  

“And then you offered me, not 

without the blood of a bull, to all 

of the gods in return for your 

sweet husband, if it would bring 

his return. He had added captured 

Asia Minor to the borders of 

Egypts in what was not a long time. In return for these deeds, as a novel offering of thanks, I repay 

ancient prayers fulfilled by the heavenly crowds. Unwillingly, your majesty, I departed from your 

head, unwillingly.” 204 

 The poem, relief, and altar were likely all composed around the same time, which is the 

wedding of Berenice and Ptolemy, under the same propaganda program as a way to celebrate the 

nuptials. In such a way, perhaps the tholos was also intended as propaganda for the new Ptolemaic 

rulers. Why then was such a monument placed in the agora when others before it, like the 

Philippeion, were allotted space within the sanctuary itself? If we examine the Hymn to Demeter 

by Callimachos then perhaps we can reach an explanation based on the assumption that the tholos 

did, in some way, invoke the cult of Demeter and Kore. The hymn details a route of procession 

taken by the worshippers of Demeter that, if Callimachos is describing his birth place of Cyrene, 

may tell us where the temple of Demeter was located:  

                                                           
203 Beschi 1996, 21-30.  
204 Catul. 66 (trans. Rau).  
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 “And as unsandalled and with hair unbound we walk the city…far as the City Chambers 

let the uninitiated follow, but the initiated even unto the very shrine of the goddess – as many as 

are under sixty years. But shoe that are heavy and she that stretches her hand to Eileithyia and 

she that is in pain – sufficient it is that they go so far as their knees are able…205”  

 The route appears to begin in the city which would then exclude the tholos since 

Callimachos never mentions a temple dedicated to the two goddesses within the city, while 

explicitly mentions that extra-urban. Given that pregnant women and those that are in pain were 

allowed to walk only so far as physically comfortable it would be prudent to assume that the 

procession was rather lengthy. Thus, indicating that the end would be reached, as one passes by 

the Prytaneion206 south of the agora, outside the limits of the sanctuary to the extra-urban temple 

to Demeter and Kore. One plausible purpose then, of the tholos, would be as the starting point of 

the procession. Perhaps this is where the worshippers met and poured libations207 and made 

sacrifices to the goddesses on the altar(s) in front of the building. However, Callimachos does not 

mention any such ritual in his poem nor do we have any precise details for such a procession at 

Cyrene. That the worshippers met somewhere inside the city does not necessarily mean that they 

met at a building built specifically for such a purpose. The cult of Demeter and Kore is dated at 

Cyrene from the foundation of the colony and the tholos is dated to the 3rd century BC 

chronologically diverging the building from the cult. A sanctuary to Demeter dated from the third 

quarter of the 6th century BC to the end of the 5th century BC in the western end of the agora has 

been identified as possibly the earliest sanctuary to Demeter at Cyrene208. There is no indication 

or evidence to suggest that this building was torn down in order to build another structure with a 

                                                           
205 Call. H. 6. 118-134 (trans. Mair). 
206 As only the initiated were allowed to move past the Prytaneion and complete the procession.  
207 In the basins inside of the tholos.  
208 Trombetti 2005, 37. The structure was then covered by another building at the end of the 5th century BC.  
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similar purpose less than a century later.209 Given the uncertain nature of this particular theory it 

is perhaps best to look elsewhere for an explanation on the function of this tholos.  

 The prominence of the figure of Berenice II at the site suggests that the circular structure 

likely served as the location for a ruler cult. The dating of the tholos places its construction during 

a period of restructuring and monumentalization of the agora supported, in part, by the Ptolemies. 

This association would suit the building’s surroundings as this area of the agora is home to 

monuments celebrating the historical memories of Cyrene.210 The role of the Ptolemies in 

consolidating (or reconsolidating as the case may be) Cyrene was likely emphasized in propaganda 

and promulgated by the rulers themselves, perhaps in a bid to appear more powerful. The marriage 

between Ptolemy III and Berenice II may have also suited as a symbol of the reunification of 

Cyrenaica and Egypt. In 322 BC Cyrenaica was moved into Egypt’s possession however was not 

under its direct power until 246 BC, at the time of the wedding between Ptolemy III Euergetes and 

Berenice II. In the Canopus Decree it is said that Berenice and Ptolemy give Eunomia to those 

under their rule.211 This inscription also mentions εἰρήνηι indicating the peace in Cyrene at this 

time and the commitment of the ruler for maintaining this peace. Eunomia has been connected to 

Eirene before alongside Dike in Pindar’s Olympian 13: 

“There dwell Eunomia and her sisters, the secure foundation of cities: Dike, and Eirene, who was 

raised together with her, the guardians of wealth for men, the golden daughters of wise 

Themis. They are resolute in repelling Hybris, the bold-tongued mother of Koros.212”  

                                                           
209 Trombetti 2005, 37. 
210 For example, a burial ground for Battos I – the founder of Cyrene, and later an Augusteum honoring the Roman 

emperor.   
211 OGIS 56, 10-15. 
212 Pind. O. 13. 1-11 (trans. Svarlien). 
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Fig. 23. Cyrene, Underground Chamber, 

tholos (Trombetti 2005, fig. 14).  

The three, together also called the Horae, are the protectors of order and justice and have also been 

associated as attendants of Aphrodite.213 Aphrodite herself is also said by Plato as having a dual 

nature:  “…Surely there is the elder, of no mother born, but daughter of Heaven, whence we name 

her Heavenly; while the younger was the child of Zeus and Dione, and her we call Popular…214”.  

Already here we can perhaps see a civic connection with Aphrodite as one who maintains order. 

The dual nature of Aphrodite mentioned by Plato, Ourania (Heavenly) and Pandemos215 (of or 

belong to all the people), may have played a role in the cult place at Cyrene. Aphrodite Ourania 

likely symbolized a deified Berenice II while Aphrodite Pandemos represented Berenice as the 

mortal ruler of Cyrene.  

 Several inscriptions and sources provide evidence for the institution of festivals and 

ceremonies in honor of the Ptolemaic rulers. One inscription216 honors the health and safety of the 

king and queen and their children while another is a 

dedication from the early third century on account of the 

“virtue and goodwill of King Ptolemy and Queen Berenice 

theoi Euergetai and their children”.217 This indicates an 

established cult of the rulers both civic and religious in 

nature. Euergetes is defined as a benefactor or one who has  

                                                           
213 Cyrino 2010, 73; Athenaeus 15.682 when Aphrodite is clothed by the Horae before the ‘Judgement of Paris’. HH 

6 when Aphrodite is arriving on the shores of Cyprus and is dressed by the Horae and Graces. 
214 Plat. Sym. 180D (trans. Fowler). 
215 Aphrodite Pandemos is credited with assisting the synoecism of Athens together with Peitho (Persuasion) and thus 

symbolising the unification of Cyrene and Egypt in this context; Rosenzweig 2004, 16. Harpokration confirms the 

civic nature of Aphrodite Pandemos (Harpokration s.v. Pandemos) as does Pausanias (Paus. 1.22.3). 
216 SEG 18:727. 
217 SEG 18:734. 
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done service to the state218 which would indorse what has previously been discussed regarding the 

role of the rulers at Cyrene. This divinization of the Ptolemaic ruling couple is not unique to 

Ptolemy II and Berenice II, on the contrary it appears to have been a common practice among the 

Ptolemaic rulers beginning with Ptolemy Soter.219 Divinizing themselves as the benefactors of 

Cyrene further associates the cult of the rulers with the duality of the cult building. Perhaps the 

double basins (and therefore double libation) were meant as an offering to both the mortality of 

the rulers as well as their divinity after their deaths.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
218 Liddell and Scott 1968,  s.v. “εὐεργέτης”. 
219 Hazzard 2000, 4; Theoi Soteres (saviours) and Theoi Adelphoi are two examples of the deified Ptolemaic rulers.  
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Ptolemaion of Limyra (c. early 3rd century BC) 

 The so-called Ptolemaion (Fig. 24) was located in Limyra, a town in Lycia on the southern 

coast of Turkey, on a natural terrace. In 380 BC, under the reign of King Perikles, Limyra became 

the core of a politically unified Lycia marking this city as one of great importance.  

 Excavations at Limyra began in 1972 under the supervision of Jürgen Borchhardt. At the 

beginning of these excavations were uncovered the mausoleum of King Perikles, 4th century BC 

housing complexes, and a monumental gate. The 1st century CE cenotaph of the Roman emperor 

Gaius Caesar, also known as Caligula, was also uncovered in these campaigns.220  

The Ptolemaion was uncovered in 1984 under a Byzantine wall. On the southeast axis of the corner 

of this monument was the Propylon with the Temenos beyond. Also, to the southeast of the 

Ptolemaion was a Christian Basilica To the east of the Temenos were traces of a lake that existed 

in antiquity. This lake has been identified as Apollo’s sacred pond as seen on coins of Gordianus 

III.221 

                                                           
220 Stanzl 1999, 155-157. 
221 Stanzl 1999, 155-163. 
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 The base of this monument was composed of a socle with a square ground plan with each 

side measuring approximately 16.8 m. The square podium, approximately 5 meters high and 14.66 

meters long (Fig. 24).222 It sat on a krepis of three steps, of approximately 12 meters diameter, 

upon which was a peripteral tholos with Ionic columns and a conical roof. From its base to the top 

of the akroterion surmounting the roof, the tholos measured approximately 34 m high. The bulk of 

the building was composed of limestone. The krepis and 

six courses of the socle were discovered in situ and were 

constructed of ashlar masonry and the facades were 

faced with high quality limestone blocks.223  

Above this square base was the tholos itself 

which supported sixteen columns with Attic bases and 

Ionic capitals. The pteroma was covered by ceiling 

blocks with two rows of coffers and the center of the 

tholos was composed of a pseudo-cella cylindrical 

structure measuring 6 m in diameter.224 The roof of this 

building was conical in shape and composed of single 

blocks of stone. Solid blocks with scale-shaped 

decoration were found indicating tiles were used on the 

roof. To top the roof was a central akroterion composed 

of eight blocks and was approximately 3 m at its base. The 

                                                           
222 Mellink 1987, 18. 
223 Stanzl 1999, 157-159. 
224 Stanzl 1999, 159; it is difficult to say for certain whether there was a complete cella or not as very little material 

evidence has survived from this structure as it was destroyed by several earthquakes and was built over in the 

Byzantine period.  

Fig. 24. Limyra, Ptolemaion (Borchhardt 1991, fig. 16a).  
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akroterion was built to resemble a Corinthian capital with the top part encircled by a ring. There 

were at least three, possibly four, serpents that were designed into the akroterion as if to appear as 

though they were emerging from the leaves. The rough texture of the material implies that the 

akroterion was covered by painted stucco. As well, the placement of the leaves strongly implies 

another piece of decoration topped this part of the roof; Stanzl suggests an abacus or statue 

group.225 The architrave of the tholos was composed of three fasciae, a frieze with a wave-style 

profile, and dentils. The architrave supported a sima decorated with lion-head spouts alternating 

with antefix palmettes.226 The total height of the tholos was approximately 33 meters and the two-

storey structure appears to have had no entrance or access point.227 

The tholos had several different pieces of decoration both on the square podium and the 

tholos itself. Traces of colour were found 

on the kymatia, astragal, balteus of the 

capitals, as well as on the Ionic kyma of the 

inner face of the architrave.  

Traces of yellow, blue, and red 

paint were found on the ceiling cassettes 

and the Lesbian kyma. More paint was also 

found on the reliefs, in particular a bridle of one of the horses was painted red.228 The Doric 

entablature of the podium was composed of a wall architrave, a frieze of triglyphs and metopes 

(twelve on each side), and a geison. The metopes on the northern face were decorated with a 

                                                           
225 Stanzl 1999, 159-161. 
226 Stanzl 1999, 161. 
227 Webb 1996, 125. 
228 Stanzl 1999, 161. 

Fig. 25. Limyra, Northern metope of podium, Centauromachy. 

(Borchhardt 1991, fig. 6).  
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centauromachy (Fig. 25). Between the mutules of the geison blocks were white palmettes painted 

on a red background. The Doric blocks were also painted with bright red and blue color on the 

regula, taenia, and the guttae. The palmettes in the corners were carved with acanthus eyes in deep 

relief, highlighted in red.229 Pins were discovered above the orthostates indicating either a piece of 

metal decoration or were used for hooks in order to hang garlands for the Ptolemaia festival. 

Higher up on the podium was possibly a frieze of round shields as it is believed that a single shield 

may have decorated the front facing side, similar to that of the Lion Tomb at Knidos.230 The last 

piece of decoration worth mentioning are the lions which were on the top of the square podium. 

These lions were supported with a marble block and were carved in a calm manner similar to those 

at Halicarnassos.231 

 The Ptolemaion dates to the first half of the third century BC and may be attributed to a 

Hellenistic ruler cult. Near the building were found marble statue fragments of a male head with a 

diadem and a female head with drapery and an arm with a chiton sleeve. The fragments all appear 

to have been pieces of colossal statues. The notion has been put forward that these statues were 

meant to depict Ptolemy II and Arsinoe II which would have a clear connection with the Arsinoeion 

at Samothrace.232 There is a resemblance to a similar figure on a bronze plaque from Olynthos. 

This style of portraiture was common for Ptolemaic rulers indicating that this indeed was a statue 

of a Ptolemaic king.233 

If these fragments are from statues of the royal couple this would intimate that the 

Ptolemaic rulers chose the tholos shape for a specific reason, especially in conjunction with the 

                                                           
229 Stanzl 1999, 159. 
230 Stanzl 1999, 159. 
231 Borchhardt 1991, 312. 
232 Mellink 1987, 18. 
233 Borchhardt 1991, 314. 
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evidence pointing to the tholos at Cyrene also belonging to a Ptolemaic couple (Berenice II and 

Ptolemy III)234. However, Webb believes that the tholos at Limyra was not intended to serve as 

the location for a cult of living rulers but does not deny the relationship between the tholos and the 

Ptolemies. She argues that the architecture and decoration of the Ptolemaion was influenced by 

the Mausoleum at Halicarnassos as well as the Belevi Mausoleum. Given the similarities between 

the mausoleums and the tholos, Webb believes that the 

tholos may have been a heroon. The lack of a burial 

chamber within the building does not sway her from her 

argument stating that bones were not necessary in order 

to worship the cult of the dead. Similarly, the fragments 

of the female figure also indicate the presence of a 

diadem indicating a female ruler. Comparisons of this 

fragment were made to Ptolemaic oinochoai in faience 

that depict Arsinoe II (Fig. 26).235 A third statue was also 

uncovered of an almost complete female approximately 

2.7 m high and resembles other portraits of Arsinoe II. 

This again emphasizes the connection between this monument and the ruler cult at Limyra.236 

                                                           
234 See infra.  
235 Webb 1996, 125. 
236 Stanzl 1999, 159. 

Fig. 26. Canosa di Puglia, Oinochoe depicting 

Arsinoe II c. 270-240 BC.  
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Why was the cult of the Hellenistic Egyptian rulers celebrated here, in Limyra? The 

presence of a Ptolemaion at Limyra was perhaps the result of the Galatian invasion of Asia Minor 

during the early third century BC.237 During these invasions, recounted by Pausanias238, the 

Galatians appear to have threatened Limyra but were defeated with the help of the Egyptians, as 

Limyra was under Ptolemaic control. The Ptolemaion was likely erected to honor the ruler cult 

after their aid in battle.239 The location of the Ptolemaion outside of the Temenos may hint more 

at the building’s function as likely not primarily religious. If the tholos served as a place of sacrifice 

or other religious ceremonies it would more conventional to have been constructed inside of the 

Temenos. The Ptolemies were likely also attempting to add a level of legitimacy to their reign by 

connecting their ruler cult back to the Macedonian sovereignty with Philip II and Alexander the 

Great. They establish this connection, not only through the familial line240, but through the building 

itself. The Philippeion 

at Olympia appears to 

mark a pattern within 

the Macedonian rulers 

to portray their dynastic 

cult with a circular 

structure. It is plausible that Ptolemy II was using the tholos here to demonstrate his connection to 

Alexander the Great and thereby ensuring his right to rule. Further connection between the 

Ptolemaion and Macedon lies within the “Tomb of the Prince” from Vergina (Fig. 27). A frieze 

                                                           
237 Vandorpe 2000, 497. 
238 Paus. 10.30-32.  
239 Borchhardt 1991, 319-321 
240 Ptolemy I Soter, being Alexander the Great’s general and one of the three generals whom gained a portion of the 

empire after Alexander’s death in 323 BC, the father of Ptolemy II Philadelphos to whom this tholos was likely 

dedicated.  

Fig. 27. Vergina, “Tomb of the Prince” (Andronikos fig. 167).  
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from the tomb depicts a chariot scene that closely parallels the chariot relief found around the 

Ptolemaion.241 The dating and iconography of the two constructions resemble one another, 

indicating the influence of one state over the other.  

 Considering the Arsinoeion at Samothrace was dedicated to Ptolemy II Philadelphos and 

Arsinoe II it would stand to reason that a similar monument may have been dedicated at Limyra. 

Both cities have a distinct connection to the Ptolemaic rulers as Samothrace was under their 

patronage, as we have seen, and Limyra was protected from the Galatian invasion by the Ptolemies. 

Perhaps the building was dedicated by Arsinoe herself in a move to solidify her newly made 

prominent position as sister and then wife of Ptolemy II.  

The Ptolemaion at Limyra physically appears to 

resemble the Lysikrates monument in Athens (Fig. 28). The 

choragic monument was erected to commemorate a victory by 

Lysikrates circa 335/4 BC. The base of the monument is 

composed of a square podium topped by a circular structure 

with a domed roof and six Corinthian columns.242 The 

Ptolemaion is also composed of a square podium topped by a 

circular structure. Perhaps the Lysikrates monument partially 

inspired the construction of the tholos at Limyra and may 

indicate its function. If the structural design significantly 

impacted the function of the tholoi then it appears likely that the tholos at Limyra was intended to 

                                                           
241 Borchahardt 1991, 316; Hammond 1991, 72 
242 de Cou 1893, 42.  

Fig. 28. Athens, Lysikrates Monument 

(Photo author, 2017).  



64 

 

serve as a victory monument commemorating the victory over the Galatians.243 This would make 

the Ptolemaion singularly unique among the tholoi examined in this paper as the only building 

whose function is that of a victory monument while the others appear to have served a physical 

role in the veneration of their respective cults.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
243 This function can also be inferred from the lack of any apparent entrance to the Ptolemaion making it seem as it 

served as more of a visible reminder of the Ptolemaic influence on Limyra rather than a building used for religious 

rituals.  
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Fig. 29. Knidos, Plan of monopteros (Montel 2010, fig. 

13.7).  

Monopteros at Knidos (late 3rd early 2nd century BC) 

 In 1967, Iris Cornelia Love began excavations at the site of Knidos which continued until 

1972. Excavations were renewed at the site in 1988 by Ramazan Özgan with support from the 

Ministry of Culture Monuments and Museums General Directorate, University of Selçuk, and 

German Archaeological Institute.244 The American excavations, headed by Love, uncovered the 

round building on the northern terrace which is located above the terrace of Apollo. At least five 

different treasuries were rediscovered nearby, all facing south, and several other rectangular 

buildings (or large bases) were also found.245 While Love published the findings and research 

being done during the excavations, it is worth noting that there is a clear agenda present in her 

publications. Many of the fragments of marble statues uncovered were assumed to be pieces of 

Praxiteles’ Aphrodite246 as well as many other pieces of architecture were assigned positions in 

the temple complex of Aphrodite Euploia with little to no concrete proof of affiliation.       

 This tholos (Fig. 29) has been the subject of much debate regarding its architecture and 

function. When Love excavated the building, she found that it faced toward the east (as do most 

Greek temples) and it was approximately 17.30 

meters in diameter. Other conclusions reached as a 

result of the excavations include a set of stairs (also 

oriented east) which enabled people to approach the 

circular, marble podium of the tholos as well as a 

three-stepped marble crepidoma. This crepidoma, 

according to Love, supported a colonnade composed 

                                                           
244 Özgan 1991, 171. 
245 Montel 2010, 261. 
246 Love 1972, 76.  
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of 18 poros Doric columns that rest directly on individual stylobate blocks.247 The bottom step sits 

on rough limestone flagstones that comprise the majority of the upper part of the fill layer of the 

temple.248 There was no indication, from the ruins, to support the hypothesis that this building was 

topped by a ceiling or roof of any kind.249 Fragments from the three-banded architrave and column 

drums show hints of stucco suggesting that perhaps most of this tholos was stuccoed. A square 

altar was uncovered aligned directly to the east of the temple steps.250 The gray-white limestone, 

marble podium is set directly into the bedrock on the northern side and terrace fill on the southern 

side. The interior of the podium was composed of rubble and the drum of the podium consists of 

a single course of large blocks.251 Upon cleaning the podium, indications of at least three different 

construction periods were uncovered. The first period shown by the limestone columns, a second 

represented by the marble podium, and a third represented by the use of mortar used to repair a 

crack in the podium.252 Inside the building was found, not in situ, a large gray marble statue base 

that likely held a life-size statue (or one slightly larger), which Love believed was the Knidian 

Aphrodite crafted by Praxiteles.253 Several descriptions of the statue remain as well as Roman 

copies of the original (Fig. 30) and other depictions on coins, reliefs, and figurines, though none 

are considered to be as refined and beautiful as the original.254      

 The main descriptions of this tholos at Knidos survive to us from Pliny in his Natural 

History and by Pseudo-Lucian in his Affairs of the Heart. Unfortunately, both of these descriptions 

were written well after the building was constructed which may shed some doubt on the validity 

                                                           
247 Love 1970, 154. 
248 Love 1972, 72. 
249 Montel 2010, 261. 
250 Love 1972, 72. 
251 Love 1970, 74-75. 
252 Love 1972, 76. 
253 Love 1972, 74.  
254 Montel 2010, 252. 
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of their accounts. The two accounts also differ in their descriptions of the building’s design, again 

indicating that perhaps these are not completely trustworthy sources. Pliny, for example, states that 

the statue is “open on all sides, so that the beauties of the statue admit of being seen from every 

point of view; an arrangement which was favoured by the goddess herself, it is generally 

believed”.255 This may be related to an earlier passage indicating that other statues of Aphrodite 

were placed in open temples:  

“By this last artist, there are numerous statues in the temples at Athens; as also, without 

the walls there, the celebrated Venus, known as the Aphrodite έν χήποις, a work to which 

Phidias himself, it is said, put the finishing hand.”256  

Perhaps the tholos was reconstructed in the Roman period in a manner more reflective of the 

description given by Pliny. It may also be that Pliny never saw the temple in person and is only 

basing his narrative on others’ experiences and modeled his version of the Knidian Aphrodite on 

those accounts. Plato is also recorded as stating the statue was placed in an open shrine: 

“Paphian Cythereia came through the waves to Cnidus, wishing to see her own image, 

and having viewed it from all sides in its open shrine, she cried, “Where did Praxiteles 

see me naked?”257   

On the other hand, we must examine the account given by Lucian which dates to approximately 

the third century AD. However, it is important to note that the actual date of this work is uncertain.  

“The temple had a door on both sides for the benefit of those also who wish to have a good 

view of the goddess from behind, so that no part of her be left unadmired. It's easy therefore 

                                                           
255 Plin. nat. 36.4 (trans. Bostock).  
256 Plin. nat. 36.4 (trans. Bostock).  
257 AP 16.160 (trans. Paton). 
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for people to enter by the other door and survey the beauty of her back. And so we decided 

to see all of the goddess and went round to the back of the precinct. Then, when the door 

had been opened by the woman responsible for keeping the keys, we were filled with an 

immediate wonder for the beauty we beheld.”258  

This account implies that there was an obstruction of some kind that prevented a visitor from 

entering the temple at any point, perhaps a cella wall or a gate of some type which was not 

uncommon in Greek architecture. Instances of gates or fences were likely utilized to prevent people 

from approaching the statues or items inside of these buildings. One example is at the Temple to 

Athena at Sounion that had iron railings between the north and south walls of the cella in order to 

protect the statue.259 The author uses the Greek work ἀμφίθυρος meaning ‘with a door on each 

side’ or ‘with a double entrance’ which emphasizes notion of an enclosed space. Perhaps this 

account was written in opposition to Pliny as well as to the monopteros found at Hadrian’s Villa.  

The monopteros at Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli (Fig. 30), which physically resembles 

descriptions of the Knidian tholos, appears to most closely resemble the description given by Pliny 

but is also comparable to the tholos at Knidos. The monopteros at Tivoli had a similar diameter to 

the structure at Knidos, of approximately 17.10 m, and protected a marble copy of the Knidian 

                                                           
258 Luc. Am. 13-14 (trans. Harmon). 
259 Montel 2010, 260. 
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Aphrodite sculpture at its center (Fig. 31). This building was constructed in the Doric order, unlike 

the Corinthian order applied at Knidos, and has been reconstructed as a completely open structure, 

again unlike the enclosed tholos at Knidos.260 Though the total number of columns at the 

monopteros in Tivoli is unknown, it is likely, considering the diameter of the structure and spacing 

of the temples, that there were 18 as at 

Knidos.261 Is there then a connection 

between the two buildings? The answer to 

this is most likely yes, however, what 

remains unclear is whether the connection 

is based on a practice of housing statues of 

Aphrodite in circular structures or if it is 

simply based on earlier writings.  

Several new, and differing discoveries were made during the excavations done under 

Özgan. There are four major discoveries that are in opposition to Love’s own findings and change 

our understanding of the building. One of the most important is that the tholos at Knidos was found 

to be of the Corinthian order, not Doric. This would change the supposed connection between the 

tholos at Knidos and the rotunda located at Hadrian’s Villa262 in Tivoli, which is in the Doric 

order.263 Another change is that this building did possess a cella wall, meaning it can no longer be 

classified as a monopteros but as a peripteral tholos. This again is in opposition to the monument 

at Hadrian’s Villa. Also relevant are the two inscriptions uncovered dedicated to ‘Athana’ 

                                                           
260 Montel 2010, 262-266. 
261 Love 1970, 74. 
262 A more thorough explanation of the connection between the buildings at Knidos and Tivoli will follow further 

below.  
263 Mellink 1991, 139. 

Fig. 30. Tivoli, Monopteros at Hadrian’s Villa (Photo author, 2017).  
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alongside several votive terracottas. Lastly, Özgan dates the temple to the second century BC 

which makes the building almost 150 years after the purchase of the Aphrodite statue by the 

Knidians.264 However, it is worth mentioning that this dating may perhaps indicate that this 

building was a reconstruction of an earlier structure, on the other hand it may disprove the function 

of this tholos as housing the Aphrodite statue. 

Based on the descriptions of the building, that survive to us from antiquity and the 

archaeological evidence from the ruins themselves, there is enough variance to state with some 

confidence that this is a different building than the one described by the authors. While it is 

tempting to connect this tholos with Praxiteles’ famous statue and the replica from Hadrian’s Villa 

in Tivoli, there is another possibility to consider. In Athenaeus’ Deipnosophistai there is a 

description of a ship of Ptolemy IV Philopator. Part of this ship was a shrine dedicated to 

Aphrodite:  

“But when you had ascended by the stairs which were close to the before-mentioned 

sleeping chamber, there was another chamber capable of containing five couches, having 

a vaulted oblong roof. And near to it was a temple of Venus, in form like a rotunda, in 

which was a marble statue of the goddess.”265 

                                                           
264 Mellink 1991, 139. 
265 Ath. 5.376 (trans. Kaibel).  
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Interestingly, not only does this show a pattern of temples to Aphrodite, it demonstrates another 

connection between the Ptolemies and tholoi. If there was indeed some significance in temples of 

this shape regarding ruler cults, then perhaps this tholos in Knidos was dedicated to Ptolemy IV, 

son of Berenice II, as the tholoi at Cyrene and Samothrace were dedicated to an earlier Ptolemaic 

couple. There is also evidence that Knidos had ties to the Ptolemies and perhaps to Ptolemy IV in 

particular. It was during his reign that a statue of Sosibios, a 

minister of Ptolemy IV, was dedicated in Knidos.266 This 

indicates a familiarity with circular buildings especially 

connected to the Ptolemaic rulers. Connecting Knidos to the 

Ptolemies is the existence of the Zenon papyrus attesting to a 

Knidian citizen attempting to establish a Serapeion in a coastal 

city under Ptolemaic control.267 This instance may 

demonstrate a more solid political connection between Knidos 

and the Ptolemies, as it appears from this papyrus that the 

Knidian citizen was seeking approval for the Serapeion from 

the Ptolemaic government.268 While this alone does not prove        

ties between the Ptolemaic rulers and Knidos it does allude to the fact that there were connections 

of some sort between the pair. While this is not concrete evidence, of any kind, to prove that 

Ptolemy IV commissioned the circular building at Knidos, it is perhaps likely that he may have 

desired to celebrate his own rule in a similar manner to his forbearers.  

                                                           
266 OGIS 79; Bagnall 1976, 98 
267 Bagnall 1976, 98. 
268 Bagnall 1976, 98-99.  

Fig. 31. Roman copy of Knidian Aphrodite, 

Colonna Venus c. 350 BC.  
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 From this investigation it is still unclear what the true purpose of the tholos at Knidos was. 

Was it truly the setting for Praxiteles’ Aphrodite? Perhaps Pliny and Lucian were wrong in their 

descriptions or simply based them off of other works. Maybe the statue that was placed on the base 

was in fact that of Sosibios and the monument was erected to celebrate some, as of yet, unknown 

event or decree that affected the Knidians in the third century BC. It is possible that the statue of 

Sosibios was removed shortly after its dedication due to the unpopular nature of Ptolemy IV’s 

reign and Sosibios’ own hand in establishing his master’s reign and the building was repurposed.269 

What then was the function of this tholos? Inscriptions found at the site may help to clarify the 

intended purpose of this building.  One inscription was originally believed to support the theory 

that this tholos did indeed house Praxiteles famous statue: 

Πραξ[—]Ξ[—]Ο[—] 

ΚΑΙΑΓΥΜ[—]ΑΑ[—] 

ὑπὲρ τᾶ[ν? —]ΣΚΛΕ[—] 

vacat ΘΑ270 

However, it now appears as though this inscription was instead the name of a worshipper to the 

goddess to whom the temple belonged.271 Montel now believes, partly based on Blumel proving 

that the Πραξ[—] mentioned in the inscription does not refer to Praxiteles the sculptor272, that the 

tholos at Knidos was not dedicated to Aphrodite at all but to another female goddess, Athena (or 

Athana in the Dorian dialect)273. An inscription was uncovered nearby to the tholos inscribed on 

                                                           
269 Bevan 1968, 220-222. 
270 OGIS 288; See also Blümel (1992).  
271 Montel 2010, 264. 
272 Blümel 1992, 178.  
273 Montel 2010, 264. 
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the remains of a rectangular altar: ΑΘΑΝΑ.274 While this alone does little to prove the temple 

complex belonged to Athena, and not Aphrodite as previously believed, there were several other 

findings uncovered that further demonstrate this area’s connection to Athena. Most substantially 

there was a small shrine rediscovered approximately three meters west of the Athana’s altar, 

excavated in 1969. The proximity of this altar to the shrine heavily insinuates the connection 

between the two structures. Likely the altar serviced the shrine, and both were dedicated to 

Athena.275 Uncovered in nearby excavation trenches were found several hundred statuettes and 

figurines dating from archaic to Hellenistic times. The majority of which can be associated with 

the worship of female deities. Most numerous among the votives were female figures, the most 

frequent being females clutching their breasts. Notably, a figure of a helmeted Athena with a shield 

was revealed as well as two female deities seated beside one another on a throne, hesitantly 

identified as Demeter and Kore.276 Also uncovered were fibulae, the majority of which were in the 

arc shape277. If these were intended as votive gifts they would be apt offerings for a female deity.278 

Found in the lower terrace of the temple complex was an over-life-size fragment of a Parian marble 

hand with separately doweled fingers. Love believed that this feature also found on Praxiteles’ 

Hermes statue, as well as the dimensions, proved the hand belonged to the famous Aphrodite 

statue. Also found were a Parian marble finger and Parian marble drapery both of which were 

believed, by Love, to belong to the statue of Aphrodite.279 However there is not concrete proof to 

                                                           
274 Love 1972, 75. 
275 Love 1972, 75. 
276 Love 1973, 419. 
277 The arc shaped fibula is most commonly associated with female dress and adornments and is seen in both grave 

goods and female statuary: see Muscarella 1967, 84-86.  
278 Love 1972, 75-76. 
279 Love 1972, 75-76. 
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support this theory and it could easily have belonged to a statue of another female divinity or 

ruler.280  

 Interestingly, west of the tholos a slightly larger than life size 

statue was uncovered depicting a female and dating to the Hellenistic 

period (Fig. 32).281 This statue, though headless, resembles other 

depictions of Ptolemaic queens including Arsinoe II (fig. 26). Few 

depictions of Arsinoe III are known. However, it is relatively safe to 

assume that the style of her portraiture would closely resemble that of 

her predecessors. The statue is very similar to a statuette found in Egypt 

that is believed to depict Arsinoe III (Fig. 33).282 The drapery and arm 

position indicate a ruler or divinity and the edges of a head covering are present.283 Given the 

presence of this statue, perhaps of a Ptolemaic queen, we are once more reunited with the 

connection of the Ptolemaic ruler cult at the round temple on Knidos. This statue was found beside 

a rectangular shrine west of the tholos and may have originally been located inside the building. 

Perhaps this shrine was dedicated to a Ptolemaic ruler, specifically 

Arsinoe III. A plausible theory, though perhaps unlikely, is that the temple 

complex was constructed to worship the ruler cult of the Ptolemies (that 

is Ptolemy IV and Arsinoe III in this instance) including a shrine that held 

the statue of Sosibios mentioned earlier. A focal point of this complex 

being the tholos, but the question must be raised as to whom it belonged. 

Given the presence of a rotunda dedicated to Aphrodite located on one of 

                                                           
280 Perhaps Athena herself which would further prove the temple complex was dedicated to her and not to Aphrodite. 
281 Love 1970, 151.  
282 Pomeroy 1984, 35-52.  
283 Love 1970, 75. 

Fig. 32. Knidos, Marble female 

statue. (Love 1970, fig. 8).  

Fig. 33. Egyptian, Oinochoe 

fragment depicting Arsinoe 

III c. 3rd/2nd century BC.   
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Ptolemy IV ships it is plausible that the tholos was dedicated to the same deity. Or perhaps the 

building was previously established in the sanctuary and Ptolemy reimagined the cult for his own 

personal purposes. However, after his disastrous reign it is not unreasonable to assume that the 

ruler cult of Ptolemy IV underwent a pseudo-damnatio memoriae and the sanctuary was re-

established as a cult of Athena, it is also possible that the site had earlier connections to the cult of 

Athena allowing this re-dedication to have historic ties.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



76 

 

Conclusion 

As the above considerations demonstrate, it would appear as though the majority of Greek tholoi 

were intended to function as the location for a dynastic or heroic cult; in some cases, the two were 

one and the same. The cult of a hero gives the impression of venerating an individual who, while 

mortal, possessed divine-like qualities or was descended from a divinity.284 We can infer from 

Hesiod’s passage about Phaethon that a feature apparent in a heroic cult is that the individual has 

died and become immortalized after death:  

“Phaethon, a man like the gods, whom, when he was a young boy in the tender flower of glorious 

youth with childish thoughts, laughter-loving Aphrodite seized and caught up and made a keeper 

of her shrine by night, a divine spirit.”285 

Farnell has interpreted the Hagia Triada sarcophagus, found near Phaistos on Crete, as representing 

the worship or a heroic figure. He believes that the procession is bringing offerings to the 

mummified figure, with the mummified figure presented as the dead hero who has risen to receive 

offerings. It is possible that such a practice played a role in influencing the later Greek practice of 

hero cults and may represent one of the earliest forms of hero worship.286  

 It seems likely that hero cults are predominantly a local cult with different places 

celebrating different heroes, for example Theseus at Athens and Phylakos at Delphi, while some 

like Herakles became popular in a variety of places. Ekroth states that a hero “is dead and receives 

worship locally on a more official level than the ordinary dead. A hero can be 

                                                           
284 Farnell 1921, 4-12.  
285 Hes. Th. 988-991 (trans. White).  
286 Farnell 1921, 5.  
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called theos occasionally but still be a hero…includes mythological and epic characters, famous 

historical persons…”287 

The occurrence of round buildings carries on well into Roman times and can even be seen 

in more modern times. Several Roman tholoi are dedicated to Herakles and his various epithetic 

personalities. One of these buildings still stands today close to the Tiber in the Forum Boarium. 

Once was believed to be a Temple of Vesta, but a statue base uncovered nearby indicates that the 

monument was dedicated to Hercules Olivarius.288 It is also apparent that at least two other round 

temples dedicated to Hercules were known in Rome, the aedes Herculis Musarum in Circo 

Flaminio  and the aedes Aemiliana Herculis in the Forum Boarium.289 The existence of this temple 

to Hercules and the fact that it was circular is attested by Livy:  

“…the chapel of Patrician Modesty, which stands in the Cattle Market, by the round temple of 

Hercules.”290 

Servius also attests to the circumstance that many, if not the majority, of temples dedicated to 

Hercules were circular.291 If this is the case then one must wonder where the tradition of these 

tholoi began. Ovid believed that the circular shape was intended to mimic the design of the 

heavens, however, in this instance Ovid is speaking specifically of the Temple of Vesta.292 Perhaps 

then it was only this specific temple that was intended to resemble the universe which would again 

make it unclear as to why numerous temples dedicated to Herakles were circular, as it was the 

                                                           
287 Ekroth 2002, 20-22.  
288 Coarelli 1988, 92ff; contra Ziolkowski 1988, 312; the inscription on the base of the statue reads: … ]o Olivarius 

opus Scopae minoris (CIL 6. 33936).  The Notitia Regionum from region XI mentions a monument dedicated to 

Hercules Olivarius.  
289 Coarelli 1988, 84ff.  
290 Liv. 10.23 (trans. Foster).  
291 Serv. Aen. 9.406.  
292 Ov. fast. 6.265.  
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shrine of Herakles Patroos in the Macedonian Royal palace at Vergina. We are forced to look 

upon what separates Herakles from the numerous other deities and heroes to whom shrines were 

constructed, namely his dual nature. This mythical figure demonstrates both the mortal hero and 

the immortal god as well as remaining the only known character from myth to have been granted 

immortality after death.293 This may be the theme that lies behind the construction of these circular 

buildings. The individuals dedicated at these temples likely wanted to emulate Herakles’ fate or to 

perhaps lend fate to provide them with a similar ending for their lives. It is worth mentioning again 

that the Macedonian Royal House considered Herakles an ancestor of them.  

 Another example where this premise can be evidenced is on the Athenian Acropolis, 

namely the Temple of Roma and Augustus. This small, circular shrine likely housed dedicatory 

statues of Augustus and Roma.294 Identifying the structure and strengthening the connection 

between hero cults and tholoi is the inscription which dedicates the building to the goddess Roma 

alongside the Caesar Augustus: 

[ὁ] δῆµος θεᾶι Ῥώµηι καὶ Σ[εβασ]τῶι Καίσαρι στρα[τηγ]οῦντος ἐπὶ τ[οὺς] ὁπλίτας Παµµένους 

τοῦ Ζήνωνος Μαραθωνίου ἱερέως θεᾶς Ῥώµης καὶ Σεβαστοῦ Σωτῆρος ἐπ’ ἀκροπόλει, ἐπὶ ἱερείας 

Ἀθηνᾶς Πολιάδος Μεγίστης τῆς Ἀσκληπίδου Ἁλαιέως θυγατρός. ἐπὶ ἄρχοντος Ἀρήου τ[οῦ] 

Δωρίωνος Παιανιέως.295  

By naming the dedication to both a goddess and a mortal it shows that Augustus was proclaiming 

himself as equal to the gods and likely wanted to emulate Herakles by being immortalized (literally 

and figuratively in this case) after his death.  

                                                           
293 Apollod. 2.8; Ov. Met. 9.1. His physical body remained in the underworld while his spirit thrived on Olympus 

with the gods.  
294 Farrior 2016, 10-16.  
295 IG II2 3173.  
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 While these previous examples suffice to demonstrate further connections between circular 

buildings and heroic cults, there are at least two exceptions that have yet to be examined in this 

paper. The first of which is the Temple of Vesta in the Forum Romanum which has a clear and 

accepted function as the building that housed the sacred hearth.296 The second tholos is located in 

the Athenian agora and served as the dining room for the boule or council.297 What makes these 

two tholoi unique from the others, studied in this investigation, is that they both possess a function 

that is, believed to be, known in modernity and the function of each is unique unto itself. While 

these two tholoi resemble the others physically, they do not appear to resemble the function of the 

other tholoi. Though it can be argued that these two buildings have ties to the political aspects of 

their respective cities, there is no evidence that links them to either a heroic or ruler cult. If this is 

indeed the case then perhaps they are part of a fraction of circular structures from antiquity that 

were not designed to reflect the cycle of life, death, and rebirth.  

 While there are several exceptions of tholoi not adhering to the pattern of celebrating a 

heroic ruler cult it is clear that the design and majesty of these Greek monuments served as an 

influence for later structures in the Roman period and further into modernity. The grand design of 

                                                           
296 Coarelli 2007, 86. While primarily serving as the house of the sacred hearth it could be argued that the Temple of 

Vesta served a stronger political function given that they could gain mercy for a convicted criminal (Tac. ann. 11.32) 

and that the temple purportedly housed the Palladium, wooden statue of Athena brought from Troy by Aeneas (Plut. 

Num. 9.8; Balsdon 1983, 159). Given these aspects of the cult of Vesta it appears as though the cult and temple played 

a prominent role in the political life of the city.  
297 Thompson 1940, 44-48. However, the tholos in the Athenian Agora served as the dining room for the boule or 

council thus connecting it with the political officials of the times.   
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these tholoi, and their intricate decoration, likely inspired the construction of these later buildings 

one example being the Park 

Circle Water Tower in 

Arlington, Massachusetts (Fig. 

34). This tower, constructed in 

1922, stands approximately 24 

meters tall and approximately 

28 meters in diameter. It is 

composed of limestone backed 

by terracotta with a row of twenty-four columns and a concrete dome roof.298 The most impressive 

aspect of this water tower is that it is a close replica of the Arsinoeion at Samothrace, based on a 

drawing of a Grecian tower found in Russell Sturgis’ 1896 European Architecture.299 Here is a 

clear example of the lasting influence of these ancient monuments. While the meaning behind a 

circular structure has unmistakeably transformed over the centuries it is evident that the design has 

been used to inspire awe in the beholders.  

 The use of the circular design is not unique to the ancient Graeco-Roman world as 

evidenced in the standing stones found in Scotland and England, such as Stonehenge, or sites such 

as Brú na Bóinne300 in Ireland. In both of these examples, Stonehenge and Brú na Bóinne, there 

are known burials.301 This may be evidence for an earlier, unidentified, civilization instituting the 

use of circular burial mounds as a means to honour the dead. Given that the circle can used to 

                                                           
298 Bailey 1923, 15. 
299 Massachusetts Historical Commission. n.d. Massachusetts. Historical Commissions. Historic resources survey 

forms (municipal historical commission scheduled item). 
300 UNESCO World Heritage Centre 2018: https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/659.  
301 Hawkes 1953, 25-26. 

Fig. 34. Masonry Tower, Arlington Heights. (Low and Foss 1922).  
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represent the universe 302 it would stand to reason that perhaps it was also meant to symbolise the 

heavens. If this is the case then it can be argued that circularity was used to denote the cycle of 

life, death, and rebirth/immortality in heaven. It is this aspect of the circle that appears most evident 

in the tholoi discussed in this paper. The heroes or heroic rulers honored at each site were likely 

using the design of these monuments to represent the physical and metaphysical journey of their 

lives. The physicality of the monument indicating life on earth with the circularity of the structure 

representing immortality after death.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
302 Ov. fast. 6.265.  
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