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Prof. Radcliffe G. Edmonds III (Bryn Mawr College) 

A Path Neither Simple Nor Single: The Afterlife as Good to Think with 

 

In his description of the underworld in Plato’s Phaedo, Socrates disagrees with Aeschylus’ 

Telephos, who claims that the path to Hades is simple and single, and instead outlines a 

complex cosmic vision of the rivers of the underworld, circulating endlessly through the 

hollows.  Such competing accounts of life after death are common in the Greek tradition; 

not merely the path but Hades itself appears neither simple nor single, and each account 

represents a different perspective and presents a different message about the relation of 

life and death.  The French anthropologist, Claude Levi-Strauss noted that cultures see 

certain things as good to eat – bonne à manger – and that likewise certain things are 

bonne à penser – good to think (with).  The afterlife proves to be a tasty concept that 

whets the appetite of many a thinker in cultures throughout the world, and the evidence 

from ancient Greece includes a wide variety of such concoctions of ideas of afterlife by 

creative chefs – poets and painters, physicists and philosophers – visions of continuation, 

compensation, and the cosmos. 

Although the Homeric account of the underworld is often imagined as the standard Greek 

view of the afterlife, the vision of pale shades, the miserable strengthless heads of the 

perished dead, is merely one (albeit influential) literary depiction that uses the afterlife 

to reflect on the epic’s theme of glory.  Analyzing individual examples of depictions of the 

afterlife reveals the variety of conflicting ideas in the Greek tradition, from the 

continuative existences after death that preserve cultural memories to the compensatory 

afterlives that rectify the incompleteness of justice in the mortal world to the grand 

cosmic visions that bring together life and death, mortal and immortal, chthonic and 

celestial, into a single system. While the catalog of women in the Odyssey serves to 

present models of female excellence, Polygnotus’ great painting at Delphi reminds the 

viewers of the heroes of the mythic tradition.  Visions of wrongdoers tormented in Hades 

reassure the living that justice will be done in the end, while the mysterious gold tablets 

present a scenario in which the privileged person wins a blessed afterlife.  Poets like 

Hesiod present their visions of the way the world of the dead relates to that of the living, 

but philosophers such as Plato and Plutarch provide several different cosmic models to 

show that the way to Hades is never simple nor single. 
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Prof. Alberto Bernabé (Madrid – Classics/Greek Literature) 

Judges in Hades from Homer to Plato 

 

In several dialogues pertaining to the fate of the souls after death, Plato refers to the 

infernal judges that judged the deceased and determined where they would be placed in 

the underworld. These references have two characteristics: 1) Plato presents the trial as 

a traditional theme even though in early Greek texts the judges are barely mentioned and 

they are rarely represented in the iconography, and 2) the versions of the theme in 

various dialogues are not completely coherent between them. The aim of this paper is to 

examine the way in which Plato configured the myth of the infernal judges, to separate 

traditional aspects from innovations made by the philosopher, and to determine the 

motives behind the different versions that he offers.  

After laying out the way in which Plato presents these references as traditional, the paper 

will examine its literary precedents: 1) mention of Minos in the Odyssey, 2) the passages 

of the epic Islands of the Blessed or Elysium, 3) reference to the scale used to weight the 

keres in Homer and the Cycle, 4) the first references to infernal judges found in Pindar 

and Aeschylus, and 5) their absence in Orphic texts until the late-period Bologna papyrus.   

The paper will then move on to discuss the iconography of the infernal judges, which only 

appears in Apulian pottery and – later – in Macedonian frescoes, but not in Attic pottery. 

Given the geographic distribution of the iconography and the fact that the literary authors 

who mention the infernal judges traveled to Sicily, it seems possible to deduce that the 
myth of the judges stems from the south of Italy.  

Plato configures the myth of the judges based on these diverse origins, that is, Minos 

(taken from Homer), Rhadamanthys and Aeacus (taken from the southern-Italian 

tradition), and the postulate of an underworld trial about the fate of the souls (taken from 

Pindar and Aeschylus). However, his version of the theme varies according to the   

purpose of each of the dialogues where they appear: a) to guarantee that the virtue of the 

wise men will be recognized by a higher instance (Apology), b) to justify the lack of fear 

of death shown by Socrates, to console his disciples (Phaedo), c) to persuade the immoral 

Callicles against his believe in the law of the strongest (Gorgias), and d) to deter the men 

of the ideal city from behaving unjustly (Republic). 
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Dr Helen Van Noorden (Cambridge – Classics/Greek Literature) 

Sibylline eschatologies 

 

Some of the most explicit afterlife visions in ancient Greek literature are found in the 

surviving corpus of Sibylline Oracles. Presented in Greek hexameters and divided into 12 

‘books’, these oracles adapt the content and diction of Jewish and Christian scriptures 

alongside motifs and formulae from Homer, Hesiod and later pagan poets and 

philosophers. Most of the ‘books’ move from a review of world history to rewards and 

punishments due at the end of days. The purpose of these oracles is still debated. Different 

books have different foci in their eschatologies; elements found across the corpus include 

visions of the earth restored for the righteous, underworld judgement, the return of Nero 

as eschatological adversary and various aspects of cosmic destruction. Concepts and 

details from Hesiodic and Platonic visions of the Underworld have been detected in the 

Sibylline portraits of sinners punished in Tartarus. Jan Bremmer and Jane Lightfoot have 

studied in detail the various literary backgrounds to Sibylline visions of afterlife 

judgement, focused respectively on book 3 (containing the oldest material in the 

collection) and the later books 1-2; in the light of their work, this paper will consider the 

roles played by the ‘eschatologizing’ of Homeric and Hesiodic motifs in different Sibylline 
portrayals of collective destiny. 
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Prof. Rick Benitez (Sydney – Ancient Philosophy) 

Socrates’ Conception of the Underworld: Apology 40 

 

In the Apology, Socrates describes one view of what might await us after death in terms 

of a familiar conception of the Underworld.  There are the souls of heroes, kings, and great 

criminals as well.  As Socrates’ description proceeds, however, we find that his conception 

of life and activity in the Underworld is very different from the traditional one.  In fact, by 

the standards of his contemporaries, Socrates’ conception of the Underworld would seem 

bizarre, in that it involves an eternity of conversation and reasoning.  In this paper I will 

argue that Socrates’ conception of the Underworld uses familiar ideas to convey an 

unfamiliar view to his audience, and to make that view seem attractive.  Beneath the 

mythological trappings lies a view about death in which what survives is impersonal.  In 

addition, there is an unusual lesson about life in Socrates’ conception, namely that the 

best life is like the best death: rational and impersonal. The appeal of this view may lie in 
the way that anxiety over death is lessened by the Socratic life. 

  



Aspects of Death and the Afterlife in Greece and Beyond Durham 7-9th July 2017 

5 
 

Dr Alex Long (St Andrews – Ancient Philosophy) 

Stoic agnosticisms about death 

 

A corporealist conception of the soul allows for multiple views of the outcome of death. 
Two questions stand out: 

(1) For how long does the soul survive separation from the body?  

(2) Should the separated soul be identified with the person who has undergone death?  

The doxographical tradition records disagreement between early Stoics concerning the 

first question. But the letters of Seneca and the writing of Marcus Aurelius contain 

different answers to the second question.  I first outline answers to the two questions in 

the poetic and popular conceptions of the afterlife with which Stoics would have been 

familiar, especially Homer. I then turn to Seneca’s writing about death and specifically his 

uses of Symmetry arguments. Seneca is agnostic about the first question but has a 

conditional answer to the second: if the soul survives death, it should be identified with 

the person who has died.  Examining Seneca’s letters will also allow us to consider 

whether Symmetry arguments were regarded in antiquity as Epicurean property; I will 

argue that Seneca does not present himself as appropriating an Epicurean form of 

argument, even though he openly draws on Epicureanism elsewhere. 

The final part of the paper considers Marcus Aurelius, whose writing is agnostic about 

both questions. Like Seneca he is undecided about the soul’s survival of death. But, unlike 

Seneca, he is unsure whether the survival of his soul would provide him with some form 

of survival. I explore the Heraclitean aspects of Marcus’ cosmology that help to explain 

this further uncertainty.  Marcus’ reflections on the part-whole relationship are also 

relevant: he suggests that the post mortem soul is best viewed as a part of the world, not 

as the only remaining portion of himself.  I conclude with brief reflections about the value 

of Roman Stoicism as a corrective to the priorities of doxographers. 
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Dr Phillip Horky (Durham – Ancient Philosophy) 

Immortality in Pythagoreanism? 

An Alternative Theory of the Early Pythagorean Soul 

 

In this paper, I would like to apply an extreme form of historiographical scepticism to the 

most important evidence concerning the early Pythagorean theory or theories of the soul, 

in order to assess whether we can actually say anything comprehensive or firm about this 

topic.  In doing so, I will be investigating chiefly the 4th Century BCE evidence that 

scholars have considered reliable enough to draw up a picture of the Pythagorean soul.  

That evidence is chiefly derived from two philosophers: Aristotle and his student 

Dicaearchus of Messana.  My argument will proceed in three stages.  First, I will assess 

the most important doxographical evidence concerning Pythagorean immortality of the 

soul and metempsychosis, which is found in a fragment of Dicaearchus’ On Lives (Fr. 41a 

Mirhady), and demonstrate that all so-called ‘Pythagorean’ doctrines there are ultimately 

Platonic in origin, and cannot be asserted of early Pythagoreanism without severe 

qualification. Second, I will move to discuss the evidence in Aristotle’s De Anima (1.3, 

407b13-24) that has been thought to point to Pythagorean metempsychosis and show 

that it refers to ‘Pythagorean’ arguments presented by Cebes in Plato’s Phaedo (87b-e); 

whether Aristotle’s account is to be trusted depends on whether Cebes’ arguments can 

with any confidence be considered reliably Pythagorean.  Finally, I will turn to what I take 

to be the most important positive evidence concerning early Pythagorean theories of the 

soul, also preserved in Aristotle’s De Anima (1.2, 404a16-25), in which the Pythagorean 

theory of the soul, which is best explained by reference the philosophical views of the 

mathematical Pythagoreans Hippasus of Metapontum, Archytas of Tarentum, and 

Echecrates of Syracuse, is elucidated by reference to Democritus’ psychological atomism.  

My proposal will be that the early Pythagorean soul had these three core features: like 

the soul in Democritus’ psychological theory, the early Pythagorean soul was atomic, 

material, and mortal.  Unlike Democritus, however, the Pythagoreans appear to have 

committed to a form of transmigration.  Importantly, I hope to show that there is 

absolutely no good evidence that Pythagoras, or early Pythagoreans, was committed to – 

or much less proved – the immortality of the soul.  
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Prof. Douglas James Davies (Durham University) 

Re-facing Grief 

 

This theoretical paper focuses on the notion of grief and theories of grief, pinpointing how 

these may influence our interpretation of accounts of mourning across time and space, 

paying particular attention to the role played by notions of individual and dividual 

personhood. Examples drawn from the last hundred years in the United Kingdom will be 

used to consider issues of social change and the idea that funerary rites are often a 
conservative element in local culture. 
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Dr Arianna Gullo (Durham – Classics/Greek Literature) 

Death is not the end: nostalgia for life and the theme of continuity in funerary 

epigrams of Book 7 of the Greek Anthology 

 

In the Graeco-Roman world the funerary inscription and, therefore, the funerary epigram, 

reflects on life and on the unavoidability of death, often accompanied by consoling and 

comforting tones, but the dead allude little or at all to their ‘life’ post mortem; instead, 

their sight is always addressed with nostalgia and regret to the earthly life, especially 

when expectations were let down by their own untimely death. Particularly in the 

funerary epigrams of Book 7 of the Greek Anthology this aspect is revisited by exploiting 

the theme – expressed especially under the form of wish – of the persistence, even after 

the death, of habits, feelings and peculiarities which characterized the dead during life: it 

concerns both positive figures, like Anacreon, who is portrayed drunk and still in love 

while dancing at a sort of macabre symposium, tending towards the desire of immortality, 

and antisocial characters like Heraclitus, Archilochus, Hipponax or Timon. The topic of 

being tormented by fears and troubles experienced during life even in the afterlife, as is 

shown in some epitaphs for shipwrecked men, buried on the shore and unburied by the 

same waves which killed them, is strictly related to the previous one, in regard to which 

we can also mention the motif of marital and filial love which keeps lasting even in the 

Hades, continuously exploited in epitaphs of Book 7 dedicated to untimely deaths. 

Therefore, my paper aims to explore the several, different declensions, versions and 

variations of the topos of continuity in Greek epitaphs focussing notably on Book 7 of the 
Greek Anthology, although my analysis will also include epigraphic examples.  
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Dr Takashi Fujii (Kwansei Gakuin University – Classics/Greek Epigraphy) 

How to Narrate the Processes of Dying: Greek Funerary Inscriptions in the 

Hellenistic and Imperial Periods 

 

One remarkable feature of the Greek culture surrounding dying and death is the custom 

of producing long, often verse, funerary inscriptions that contain a great deal of 

information on the names of the deceased and the bereaved, their dates of birth and 

death, the processes of dying, the various causes of death, the emotions and reactions of 

the bereaved, and the death rituals. The aim of this paper is to investigate the various 

processes of dying as recorded in Greek funerary inscriptions, in order to shed light on 

the way in which the epigraphic description of the process of dying was embedded in the 

culture and society of the Greek-speaking world from the Hellenistic to the Imperial 

period. From amongst the many phases of the dying process, this paper will focus on the 

progress/ development of a fatal disease, an accident, murder and death in battle, and on 

the reorganisation of family and community after the loss of their loved one. The material 

I will deal with includes: the epitaph of a four-year-old boy who suffered a series of 

symptoms and received various treatments (SEG 29, no. 1003); an honorific inscription 

for a boy who was killed in the gymnasion (IG 12.7, no. 115); the honorific monument of 

Eugnotos (ISE no. 69); an epitaph to a hunting dog which had been killed in a battle with 

a wild boar (P.Cair.Zen. 4, no. 59532); and the epitaph of a three-year-old boy who was 
drowned in a well (SGO 1, 03/05/04). 

Through analysis of this material, this paper will explore the following two aspects of the 

process of dying as described in inscriptions: First, it will address the contemporary 

cultural and historiographical trends into which our material is to be placed. Second, it 

will tackle the question of the roles played by family and community in the epigraphic 

description of the process of dying. 
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Dr Ioannis Ziogas (Durham – Classics/Latin Literature) 

Life and Death of the Greek Heroine in Odyssey 11 

and the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women 

 

When Odysseus meets the ghosts of legendary women in Odyssey 11, we assume that 

death for them was inevitable since they belong to an era even older than the Trojan War. 

But how did they die? A clear reference to their deaths is exceptional (Epicaste and 

Ariadne). Most of them say nothing about the end of their lives, focusing instead on sex 

with gods, marriage, and offspring. It may be reasonable to assume that they died of old 

age. Their passing is thus unremarkable. Yet, old age is precisely what epic bards avoid 

mentioning when it comes to Greek heroines. Greek epic poetry casts heroines as 

beautiful and desirable, while it often stops short of describing their old age and death. 

Surrounded by the story of the death of Odysseus’ aged mother and the dead heroes of 

the Trojan War (Agamemnon, Achilles, Ajax), Tyro, Antiope, Lede, and Iphimedeia stand 
out as ghosts that never explain the circumstances of their deaths.  

It is often argued that marriage and childbirth is the end of a maiden’s life in ancient 

Greece. A transition from maidenhood to womanhood is a telos similar to the death of a 

hero on the battlefield. This is a valuable approach, yet childbirth is not always the end of 

a heroine’s story in the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women (see e.g. the tales of Mestra and 

Atalanta). I argue that the heroines of archaic Greek epic achieve immortality not by 

marrying and giving birth, but by actually not dying within the narrative framework of 

their ehoiai.  

The stories of the Catalogue are well-known for their constant deferral of closure, but we 

can trace a narrative pattern in this fragmentary epic. While death looms over most of the 

heroes in the Catalogue, the epic poet is rarely interested in telling of the death of 

heroines. More often than not, mothers survive their sons. Far from simply losing interest 

in the women and focusing on their heroic offspring instead, the poet shifts focus when 

the women are still young, desirable, and alive. The effect is that female beauty lives on 

in the midst of numerous descriptions of dying men.  

In an era when childbirth was a serious risk for a woman’s life, the heroines never die 

while giving birth. Their heroic sons often meet premature and violent deaths, while their 

mothers continue to live.  
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Prof. Joachim Gentz (Edinburgh – Asian Studies) 

The Multisitedness of the Afterlife in Early China 

 

Pre-Buddhist Chinese sources reflect a number of different approaches toward death and 

the otherworld culminating in a great diversity of afterlife concepts in Han times (206 

BCE – 220 AD). 2nd millennium BCE vertical concepts of the otherworlds that continued 

into the Han and beyond were complemented during Warring States times (453–221 

BCE) by new horizontal spaces reflecting more complex spatial orders of the cosmos that 

followed from the expansion of geographical knowledge. Along with the reordering of 

postmortem abodes went a social differentiation of the deceased according to their 

postmortem dwelling places. Such new forms of postmortem existences did not only 

require new otherworldly abodes, they also needed to be treated differently. The new 

cosmological orientation and construction of new postmortem abodes in the otherworld 

was therefore paralleled by a change in ritual orientation which started to include these 

new social spaces as well. As the burial system gradually disintegrated as reflection of the 

disintegration of the old aristocratic socio-political order and prestige and wealth started 

to depend more on personal merit than on family background (including ancestors) the 

deceased were provided with new kinds of funerary objects. Discussions about lavish 

burials started probably at the same time and continued to be an important issue at least 

until Han times. Whether the tomb was regarded as a dwelling place for the dead or rather 

as a waystation on their journey to their final destinations in the otherworld has been 

discussed among scholars. More recent research, however, emphasises the diversity of 

afterlife conceptions during Warring States and Han times and argues that a number of 

different and contradicting models of the afterlife coexisted and find their expressions 

also in different arrangements, art and rituals of the tombs, sometimes even within one 

tomb or even one artefact. Analysing the grave goods in the tombs of Warring States and 

Han China we see combinations of conceptions of magical protection against evil 

influences, arrangements of cosmological order, preserving and protecting of the dead 

body, contracts with numinous agents, guiding of souls, expressions of social status and 

identity, professional equipment, devices for entertainment and pleasure, objects to 

appease the soul and prevent it from returning. Since these different concepts existed 

side by side, in combinations and under mutual influence, this paper will take inspiration 

from multi-sited ethnography and explain the complex concepts of the otherworld in 
early China by means of a multi-sited approach. 
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Prof. Stephen Regan (Durham – English Studies) 

‘Inventions of Farewell’: Mourning the Dead in the Modern Elegies of Seamus 

Heaney and Derek Walcott 

 

Elegy is a well-established poetic form with its roots in the pastoral laments of Classical 

literature, but it retains a powerful influence in contemporary civilisation, wherever 

there is a deeply felt need for consolation and renewal in the face of death.  Even the most 

modern elegies draw upon conventions that can be traced back to Classical predecessors, 

and these include the ceremonial procession of mourners and the ritual laying of wreaths 

and floral tributes, the troubled questioning of deities and the anguished appeal to 

witnesses, and the symbolic use of light and water as emblems of renewal and return. 

What is surprising, however, is that so much modern poetry risks scepticism by staging 

imaginative encounters with the shades of the dead and even contemplating voyages to 

the underworld. This paper will explore the various ways in which modern poets, 

especially the Irish poet Seamus Heaney and the Caribbean poet Derek Walcott, have 

adapted encounters with the dead in the writings of Homer, Virgil, and Dante to produce 
some of the most moving and compelling elegies in recent times. 


