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Abstract 

This article examines the Adonia as a Greek ritual centered on mourning, transience, and 

emotional expression rather than as a straightforward fertility festival. It analyzes early Greek 

evidence alongside later literary sources and comparative material from the ancient Near East 

within a broader eastern Mediterranean cultural context. The study adopts a source-critical 

approach that prioritizes archaic and classical Greek evidence while treating later Hellenistic 

and Roman accounts as products of literary elaboration, regional adaptation, and cultural 

reinterpretation rather than direct reflections of early Athenian ritual practice. Particular 

attention is given to the chronological distance between sources and to the limitations this 

imposes on reconstructing the festival and its social function within the Athenian context. The 

article argues that the Adonia was not a civic agricultural rite, but a flexible and largely non-

institutional ritual associated with women, domestic and rooftop spaces, symbolic expressions 

of loss, emotional display, and ritualized mourning. The study further situates older 

interpretations of the festival, especially those influenced by Frazer’s model of the “dying and 

rising” vegetation god, within later methodological critiques and ritual theory. The findings 

suggest that the Adonia developed through the interaction of Greek social practices with wider 

eastern Mediterranean cultural networks, in which themes of lamentation, fragility, and 

transience were adapted to local social and cultural realities. 

Keywords: Ancient Near East – Comparative History – Greek Religious Practices – 

Lamentation Traditions – Non-institutional Rituals 
 

1. Introduction 

The Adonia festival occupies a distinctive position within Greek religious life. Unlike most 

Greek festivals, which were closely associated with agricultural cycles, athletic competition, 

civic institutions, or public sanctuaries, the Adonia appears to have centered on mourning, 

emotional expression, and informal ritual practices performed largely outside official religious 

structures. Frequently associated with women, domestic settings, and temporary ritual 

performances, the festival stands at the margins of what is conventionally regarded as civic 

religion and therefore raises important questions about the diversity of ritual expression within 

the Greek world. As recent scholarship has emphasized, women in classical Greek religion 

participated not only in public cults but also in domestic and gender-specific rituals that created 

spaces for social interaction, ritual agency, and limited forms of autonomy beyond the 

structures of the polis (McClure, 2018). 

https://doi.org/10.33422/fshconf.v4i1.1834
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The relationship between Adonis and the wider eastern Mediterranean world has attracted 

sustained scholarly attention. Studies by Burkert (1992), West (1997), and López-Ruiz (2021) 

have highlighted the extent to which Greek myth and religion developed within networks of 

cultural interaction extending beyond the Aegean. Nevertheless, similarity alone cannot 

demonstrate direct derivation. The available evidence differs considerably in date, genre, and 

cultural context, making simplistic models of transmission problematic. This study therefore 

does not assume that the Adonia was imported directly from Mesopotamia or any other Near 

Eastern tradition. Instead, it examines whether particular similarities are better explained 

through broader processes of cultural interaction, adaptation, shared narrative patterns, or later 

reinterpretation. Such methodological caution is especially necessary because expansive 

comparative models can easily obscure local ritual contexts and transform partial similarities 

into claims of direct historical dependence (Smith, 1973; Mettinger, 2001). 

Three principal questions guide the present investigation. First, what can the earliest Greek 

evidence—especially Sappho and fifth-century Athenian references—reveal about the 

character of the ritual before it was reshaped by later literary traditions? Second, how should 

later witnesses such as Theocritus, Bion, Apollodorus, and Ovid be employed, given their 

chronological and cultural distance from classical Athens? Third, do the defining elements of 

the Adonia—ephemeral gardens, ritual lamentation, female participation, and rooftop 

performance—point primarily toward agricultural fertility, or do they instead express themes 

of transience, loss, and ritual mourning? 

To address these questions, this article adopts a source-critical comparative approach. Greek 

evidence is examined in chronological sequence and evaluated according to its proximity to 

the classical Athenian festival. Later Hellenistic and Roman sources are treated cautiously as 

evidence for literary reception, regional adaptation, and cultural transformation rather than as 

direct testimony for earlier practice. Near Eastern material, particularly texts associated with 

the Inanna–Dumuzi cycle, is introduced as comparative evidence to illuminate recurring 

themes of desire, lamentation, death, substitution, and loss while recognizing the limits of 

demonstrating direct transmission. 

Through this framework, the Adonia emerges not as a simple fertility ritual nor as a direct 

survival of a Near Eastern cult, but as a complex cultural phenomenon shaped by the interaction 

of local Greek practices with wider Mediterranean patterns of exchange. The term “non-

institutional,” as used throughout this article, does not imply that the festival was socially 

insignificant. Rather, it refers to the apparent absence of several markers commonly associated 

with formal civic cults, including public funding, official priesthoods, dedicated sanctuary 

infrastructure, and substantial inscriptional commemoration. In this respect, the Adonia appears 

to have occupied a recognizable yet only partially formalized position within Athenian 

religious life (Parker, 2005). 

2. James Frazer and the Problem of Interpretation 

Modern interpretations of the Adonia continue to be influenced, directly or indirectly, by the 

work of James Frazer. In The Golden Bough, Frazer interpreted Adonis as a classic example of 

a “dying and rising” vegetation god and viewed the Gardens of Adonis as remnants of an 

agricultural ritual intended to renew fertility. Within this framework, the death and return of 

Adonis represented the seasonal decline and regeneration of vegetation. 

Today, however, Frazer’s interpretation is often regarded as more valuable for understanding 

the history of scholarship than for reconstructing the festival itself. Plato’s discussion of the 

Gardens of Adonis in the Phaedrus presents them as rapidly growing and rapidly perishing 

plants, emphasizing haste, impermanence, and superficial growth rather than productive 
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agriculture (Plato, Phaedr. 276b–c). Similarly, the broader Athenian evidence consistently 

associates the festival with women, domestic and rooftop settings, lamentation, and short-lived 

vegetation. Taken together, these features suggest symbolic performance rather than practical 

cultivation. 

Modern scholarship has reinforced this interpretation. Detienne (1977), Dillon (2003), and 

Reitzammer (2016) have emphasized the intentionally ephemeral character of the gardens, 

arguing that they symbolize transience and sterility rather than agricultural productivity. More 

recent studies have further situated the Adonia within broader frameworks of personal and non-

civic religious expression, particularly in relation to women’s ritual practices and domestic 

religious activity (McClure, 2018; Kindt, 2025). 

Frazer nevertheless remains important because he recognized the significance of vegetation 

imagery within the festival. The limitations of his model emerge most clearly in later critiques 

of comparative method. Smith (1973) argued that large comparative systems can become 

detached from the historical contexts of the rituals they seek to explain, allowing analogies to 

overshadow local evidence. Mettinger (2001), while reopening discussion of certain Near 

Eastern traditions commonly classified as “dying and rising gods,” adopted a considerably 

more cautious position. Significantly, he did not regard the evidence for Adonis as 

demonstrating a clearly attested resurrection tradition. His work therefore supports a more 

restrained reading of the Adonia, one in which mourning, loss, and ephemerality remain more 

central than cyclical rebirth. 

Ritual theory provides an additional framework for understanding the festival. Bell’s concept 

of ritualization emphasizes how ordinary actions become socially marked and symbolically 

significant through ritual performance (Bell, 1992). Within this perspective, planting, 

lamenting, displaying offerings, and using rooftop spaces need not be interpreted as literal 

agricultural activities but rather as meaningful symbolic acts. Humphreys (2004) likewise 

cautions against treating ritual as a static survival from the past, emphasizing instead its 

communicative and adaptive dimensions within changing social contexts. 

From this perspective, the Gardens of Adonis are better understood as visible symbols of 

impermanence than as failed attempts at cultivation. The rapid growth and equally rapid decline 

of the plants correspond closely to broader themes of fragility, mortality, and transience that 

characterize both the myth of Adonis and the ritual practices associated with his festival. Rather 

than expressing confidence in agricultural renewal, the ritual appears to have staged the 

inevitability of loss and the temporary nature of human beauty, prosperity, and life itself. 

3. Comparative Parallels, Interaction, and Limits 

Before proceeding with a comparison between the myths of Inanna and Dumuzi on the one 

hand and Aphrodite and Adonis on the other, it is necessary to present selected texts from their 

respective traditions in order to establish the principal points of comparison. At the same time, 

such comparison must remain methodologically cautious. Similarities between Greek and Near 

Eastern traditions are often better explained through broad patterns of cultural interaction, 

shared narrative structures, and processes of adaptation than through direct linear borrowing 

(Ballesteros, 2021). The purpose of the comparison undertaken here is therefore thematic rather 

than genealogical. 

One of the most striking features of the Sumerian Inanna–Dumuzi tradition is the active role 

played by the female figure. In several compositions, Inanna initiates desire and selects Dumuzi 

as her partner: 

I cast my eye over all the people, 
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Called Dumuzi to the godship of the land, 

Dumuzi, the beloved of Enlil, 

My mother holds him dear, 

My father exalts him 

(Kramer, 1969, p. 67; ETCSL t.4.08.16) 

The same pattern appears in passages that combine erotic and agricultural imagery. Inanna 

declares: 

As for me, my vulva, 

For me the piled-high hillock, 

Me—the maid, who will plow it for me? 

My vulva, the watered ground—for me, 

Me, the Queen, who will station the ox there? 

(Kramer, 1969, p. 59; ETCSL t.4.08.16) 

Dumuzi responds: 

Oh, Lordly Lady, the king will plow it for you, 

Dumuzi, the king, will plow it for you 

(Kramer, 1969, p. 59; ETCSL t.4.08.16) 

Inanna replies: 

Plow my vulva, man of my heart! 

(Kramer, 1969, p. 59; ETCSL t.4.08.16) 

Such imagery demonstrates the close relationship between sexuality, fertility, agriculture, and 

pastoral symbolism within the Sumerian literary imagination. Yet these passages should be 

interpreted within their own cultural context rather than treated as direct antecedents of Greek 

traditions. Modern editions and studies of the Dumuzi corpus likewise reveal the diversity of 

the surviving material and the existence of multiple textual traditions rather than a single 

uniform narrative of fertility and renewal (Black et al., 2004; Pintér, 2022). 

This association between desire and abundance appears again in descriptions of Dumuzi’s 

prosperity: 

At the king’s lap stood the rising cedar, 

Plants rose high by his side, 

Grains rose high by his side, 

…[and] gardens flourished luxuriantly by his side. 

(Kramer, 1969, p. 59; ETCSL t.4.08.16) 

At another level, however, the Mesopotamian material repeatedly emphasizes instability, 

reversal, and loss. The prosperity associated with Dumuzi is ultimately threatened by death, 

separation, and descent into the underworld. Following Inanna’s return from the netherworld, 

Dumuzi becomes entangled in a cycle of pursuit, substitution, and suffering that culminates in 

his association with death and lamentation. These themes suggest a broader concern with 

impermanence and reversal rather than a simple narrative of fertility and renewal (Kramer, 

1969, pp. 107–132). Modern scholarship likewise emphasizes that the surviving Dumuzi 

material encompasses a wide range of themes, including erotic desire, pastoral identity, pursuit, 

lamentation, substitution, and death, rather than a single fixed narrative pattern (Black et al., 

2004; Pintér, 2022). 
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On the Greek side, the earliest text in which the name Adonis appears belongs to verses by the 

Greek poet Sappho, who died in the early sixth century BCE, and who clearly associates 

mourning with the figure of Adonis through women’s questioning of Aphrodite: 

He is dying,  

Cytherea (Aphrodite), delicate Adonis is dying; what are we to do?  

Beat your breasts, maidens, and tear your garments. 

(Sappho, fr. 140a Voigt; Campbell, 1982, p. 155) 

This fragment is significant because it already places mourning, female participation, and 

emotional display at the center of the Adonis tradition. Recent scholarship has emphasized that 

lamentation was embedded in the figure of Adonis from the earliest Greek evidence available 

to us (Margulies, 2020). 

The myth itself appears in more developed form in later sources. Apollodorus provides an 

influential mythographical version in which Aphrodite conceals the infant Adonis with 

Persephone, who subsequently refuses to relinquish him. Zeus intervenes and divides Adonis’ 

time between the two goddesses. After reaching maturity, Adonis spends most of his time with 

Aphrodite but is eventually killed during a hunt by a wild boar (Apollodorus, Library 3.14.4). 

This account is useful for understanding the later organization of the myth, especially the 

relationship between Aphrodite, Persephone, divided time, and premature death, but it should 

not be treated as direct evidence for classical Athenian ritual practice. 

More detailed narrative elaboration appears in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Ovid preserves the 

Myrrha narrative, Adonis’ birth from the myrrh tree, his death during the hunt, Aphrodite’s 

grief, and the transformation of his blood into the anemone (Ovid, Met. 10.298–355; 431–502; 

708–739). These motifs are valuable for tracing later literary interpretations of Adonis as a 

figure of beauty, premature death, mourning, and impermanence. Because of its chronological 

distance from classical Athens, however, Ovid’s account is best understood as literary reception 

rather than as direct evidence for the reconstruction of the Athenian Adonia (Hawes, 2022). 

The Greek dossier may be broadened further through later Hellenistic poetic witnesses, 

especially Theocritus’ Idyll 15 and Bion’s Lament for Adonis. Theocritus presents the Adonia 

in Ptolemaic Alexandria rather than classical Athens, and this distinction is crucial. In Idyll 15, 

women move through the urban environment to attend a public celebration associated with the 

Ptolemaic court, where offerings, ritual display, songs, sacred images, and ceremonial 

performance frame the festival setting (Theocritus, Id. 15). Although this account cannot be 

treated as direct evidence for the classical Athenian festival, it demonstrates that female 

participation, ritual viewing, music, display, and commemoration remained central features of 

Adonia traditions in later Greek cultural contexts. The poem therefore provides valuable 

evidence for the adaptability of the festival across different social and political environments 

while simultaneously confirming the continued association of Adonis with women, ritual 

performance, and collective emotional expression. 

Bion’s Lament for Adonis broadens the Greek dossier in a different way. Unlike Theocritus, 

whose poem focuses on a ritual celebration, Bion concentrates almost entirely on grief itself. 

The poem is structured around Aphrodite’s lament and repeatedly emphasizes the beauty of 

Adonis, the tragedy of his premature death, and the emotional devastation that follows (Bion, 

Id. 1). Its importance for the present study lies not in documenting ritual procedure, but in 

preserving an explicitly lament-centered interpretation of Adonis in which mourning, fragility, 

and the loss of youthful beauty dominate the narrative. Read alongside Sappho, Bion 

demonstrates the remarkable persistence of these themes across Greek literary tradition. The 

poem therefore reinforces the interpretation of Adonis as a figure primarily associated with 

grief, mortality, and transience rather than with straightforward agricultural fertility. 
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Together, Theocritus and Bion respond directly to the need to broaden the primary Greek 

dossier. They also demonstrate the importance of chronological hierarchy in the interpretation 

of the evidence. Sappho, Aristophanes, and Plato remain the most valuable witnesses for 

reconstructing the early Greek and Athenian dimensions of the festival, whereas Theocritus and 

Bion illuminate later regional and literary transformations. These later sources enrich the 

discussion by demonstrating the persistence of lamentation, display, emotional performance, 

and symbolic fragility within Adonis traditions, but they do not erase the differences separating 

classical Athens, Hellenistic Alexandria, and later literary reception. 

Material evidence further complements the literary dossier. A mid-fourth-century BCE Attic 

squat lekythos in the Metropolitan Museum of Art depicts a woman standing on a ladder while 

receiving a planter, a scene identified by the museum with the Athenian Adonia (Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, n.d., Object No. 22.139.26). Although the object cannot by itself reconstruct 

the festival, it provides important visual support for the association between women, ladders, 

rooftops, planters, and domestic ritual activity. By contrast, papyrological and epigraphic 

evidence remains limited and uncertain. No securely verified inscriptional dossier for a civic 

Adonia in classical Athens can presently be used as positive evidence, and the available 

papyrological material remains too fragmentary to sustain major conclusions. This absence, 

however, is itself consistent with the festival’s weak civic formalization and largely non-

institutional character. 

4. Comparative Observations 

Several thematic parallels emerge from a comparison of the Greek and Mesopotamian material. 

These similarities are significant because they illuminate recurring concerns with desire, 

mortality, loss, and ritualized grief. At the same time, they should not be understood as evidence 

of direct transmission or simple cultural borrowing. Rather, they point to broader patterns of 

interaction and shared symbolic concerns within the eastern Mediterranean world 

First, both traditions assign an unusually active role to the female figure. In the Mesopotamian 

material, Inanna openly expresses desire for Dumuzi and initiates the relationship. In the Greek 

tradition, Aphrodite’s attachment to Adonis similarly occupies a central position within the 

narrative. Although the two traditions differ considerably in structure and context, both place 

female desire and emotional investment at the center of the story. Such representations may be 

understood within broader discussions of female agency in myth and ritual, particularly in 

contexts where women’s social roles were otherwise constrained (McClure, 2018). 

Second, both Dumuzi and Adonis are associated with pastoral or transitional spheres rather 

than with stable agricultural productivity. Dumuzi appears primarily as a shepherd, while 

Adonis is associated with hunting. These identities place both figures in contexts characterized 

by movement, uncertainty, and vulnerability. Rather than representing orderly agricultural 

cycles, they are linked to environments in which instability and risk are prominent. The 

diversity of the Dumuzi traditions further reinforces this observation, since the surviving texts 

encompass themes of desire, pursuit, substitution, death, and lamentation rather than a single 

coherent fertility narrative (Black et al., 2004; Pintér, 2022). 

Third, both traditions incorporate underworld figures and narratives of separation. In the 

Mesopotamian corpus, Dumuzi’s fate becomes entangled with the underworld through Inanna’s 

descent and her negotiations with Ereshkigal. In the Greek tradition, Persephone becomes 

associated with Adonis through the division of his time between the worlds of the living and 

the dead. Yet these similarities should not obscure important differences. The Mesopotamian 

and Greek narratives operate within distinct mythological frameworks and reflect different 
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theological assumptions. Consequently, such parallels are best understood as thematic 

correspondences rather than evidence of direct structural dependence (Ballesteros, 2021). 

Fourth, some Mesopotamian variants portray Dumuzi not merely as a figure of descent but as 

a victim of violent death. Texts associated with Nippur describe his killing by Bilulu and her 

son Girgire, followed by divine punishment enacted by Inanna: 

The lady, what did her heart prompt her [to do]! 

Holy Inanna, what did her heart prompt her [to do]! 

To kill old Bilulu, her heart prompted her, 

For her beloved husband Dumuzi, Amaushumgalanna, 

To gladden [his] lying-place, her heart prompted her. 

My lady [seized?] Bilulu in the desolate steppe, 

[Gave?] her son Girgire over to the wind, 

His son, the friendless Sirru-Edinlilla, 

The holy Inanna made enter [Her] esbdam 

She stood in Judgment, decreed [their fate]: 

Come now, I have killed you [Bilulu]—so it is! I will wipe out your name, 

You will become water-skin for fresh water, a “thing” of the steppe, 

Her son Girgire together with her… 

(Kramer, 1969, pp. 131–132; ETCSL t.1.4.4) 

This version may be compared cautiously with the Greek tradition, in which Adonis likewise 

dies violently. Yet the significance of the comparison lies less in the details of the narratives 

than in their shared emphasis on rupture, grief, and mortality. In both traditions, death becomes 

the catalyst for lamentation and emotional response. The comparison therefore reinforces the 

importance of mourning and loss rather than cyclical renewal. 

Taken together, these observations suggest that the strongest points of comparison between the 

two traditions concern female agency, vulnerability, death, lamentation, and symbolic fragility. 

Such parallels help contextualize the Adonia within a broader eastern Mediterranean 

environment while remaining compatible with a cautious methodological approach that avoids 

claims of direct derivation. 

5. The Feminine Association with the Festival 

Following the discussion of the mythological traditions associated with Adonis, it is necessary 

to examine the character of the festival itself. The surviving evidence remains limited, but 

several recurring features emerge with sufficient consistency to permit cautious interpretation. 

Among the most striking of these features is the close association of the Adonia with women, 

domestic spaces, lamentation, and temporary ritual performance. 

Modern scholarship has frequently emphasized the relationship between female ritual activity 

and emotional expression within Greek religion. While women participated in numerous civic 

cults, they also occupied important roles within domestic and gender-specific ritual contexts 

that operated alongside official religious institutions (McClure, 2018). The Adonia appears to 

belong largely to this latter sphere. Rather than functioning as a major civic festival, it provided 

women with a temporary setting in which mourning, commemoration, and emotional display 

could be performed outside the formal structures of public religion. 

This association raises an important question. If the Adonia were primarily an agricultural or 

fertility festival, one might expect the ritual to emphasize growth, abundance, and successful 

cultivation. Instead, the available evidence repeatedly points toward decay, impermanence, and 

loss. The gardens themselves were intentionally short-lived, and the central myth focused on 
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the premature death of a beautiful youth. The prominence of female participation therefore 

appears closely connected to the festival’s emphasis on mourning rather than fertility. 

The earliest Greek evidence already points in this direction. Sappho’s fragment associates 

Adonis with female lamentation, while later traditions continue to foreground grief and 

emotional response. Recent scholarship has emphasized that mourning and ritualized 

expressions of loss were embedded in representations of Adonis from an early stage (Margulies, 

2020). This continuity strengthens the interpretation of the Adonia as a ritual centered on 

affective performance rather than agricultural regeneration. 

The limited nature of the evidence makes definitive conclusions difficult. Nevertheless, the 

festival’s unofficial character may itself help explain the profile of its participants. Simms 

(1997) has suggested that prostitutes may have played a role in some celebrations of the 

Adonia. Whether or not this interpretation can be demonstrated conclusively, it highlights the 

possibility that the festival accommodated participants who occupied ambiguous positions 

within the social order. In such circumstances, the ritual may have provided opportunities for 

symbolic and emotional expression that were unavailable within more formal civic settings. 

Recent analyses likewise describe the Adonia as a largely private or semi-private celebration 

performed in domestic contexts, particularly on rooftops, and characterized by lamentation, 

music, display, and collective participation (Liveri, 2021). Such features reinforce the 

impression of a socially embedded ritual practice whose significance derived from performance 

and experience rather than institutional authority. 

The term “non-institutional” requires clarification. In the present study, it does not imply that 

the Adonia was socially invisible or culturally insignificant. Rather, it refers to the apparent 

absence of several features commonly associated with civic cults, including public funding, a 

state priesthood, a dedicated sanctuary, and substantial inscriptional commemoration. Parker’s 

discussion of the Adonia is particularly important in this respect because it presents the festival 

as recognizable within Athenian society while remaining largely outside the formal structures 

of polis religion (Parker, 2005). The lack of securely verified inscriptional evidence for a civic 

Adonia is therefore consistent with the broader profile of the festival rather than problematic 

for its interpretation. 

The available material evidence supports this conclusion. Although no temple of Adonis is 

known from classical Athens and no official priesthood can be securely associated with the 

festival, visual evidence demonstrates that the ritual was nevertheless visible within Athenian 

society. A mid-fourth-century BCE Attic squat lekythos identified with the Adonia depicts a 

woman standing on a ladder and receiving a planter apparently intended for rooftop placement 

(Metropolitan Museum of Art, n.d., Object No. 22.139.26). While this object cannot provide a 

complete reconstruction of the festival, it strengthens the connection between women, rooftops, 

planters, and domestic ritual activity. 

The rooftop setting itself is particularly significant. The cultivation of rapidly withering 

vegetation in elevated domestic spaces appears less concerned with agriculture than with 

symbolic display. Rather than producing food, the gardens dramatized impermanence. Their 

growth was temporary, their decline inevitable, and their visibility public enough to 

communicate meaning beyond the household itself. 

Bell’s concept of ritualization is useful in understanding this process. Actions such as planting, 

carrying, displaying, and lamenting need not be interpreted literally. Through ritual 

performance, ordinary activities become symbolically marked and socially meaningful (Bell, 

1992). The Gardens of Adonis therefore functioned not as miniature farms but as ritual objects 

whose rapid decline embodied the themes of fragility and loss associated with Adonis himself. 



Alqalaf / Ritual Mourning and Cultural Adaptation: The Case of Adonia 

82 
 

This symbolism may also be connected with funerary practice. In Greek mourning traditions, 

flowers and vegetation frequently accompanied the commemoration of the dead. Within the 

constraints imposed upon women’s movement and participation in public mourning, rooftop 

rituals may have provided an alternative setting in which comparable symbolic acts could be 

performed. The cultivation and deliberate withering of vegetation such as lettuce may therefore 

have created a visual representation of death and impermanence. In this sense, the rooftop could 

function symbolically as a substitute funerary space (Simms, 1997). 

The expression “Gardens of Adonis” itself eventually became a proverb for impermanence and 

transitory success (Goff, 2004). Such usage reflects a broader cultural understanding of the 

ritual’s symbolism. Rather than celebrating productivity, the gardens came to represent the 

inevitability of decline and the fragility of all living things. 

Consequently, the Adonia appears more closely aligned with symbolic reflections on mortality 

than with agricultural fertility. Its emphasis on lamentation, impermanence, and symbolic 

sterility resonates with wider Greek concerns regarding death, memory, and the brevity of 

human existence (Garland, 1985; Vernant, 1991). 

In this respect, the festival may also be understood as a form of temporary ritual inversion. 

Ordinary social and symbolic structures were reconfigured within a limited ritual setting: 

women occupied visible ritual roles, domestic rooftops became ceremonial spaces, and 

vegetation associated with growth was transformed into a symbol of decay. Humphreys’ 

understanding of ritual as a communicative and adaptive social practice is particularly helpful 

here, since it allows the Adonia to be interpreted as an active cultural response to grief, 

uncertainty, and social constraint rather than as a passive survival from an earlier religious stage 

(Humphreys, 2004). 

Finally, the restrictions placed upon women’s participation in public mourning within classical 

Athens provide an important social context for interpreting the festival. Within such 

constraints, the Adonia may have offered an alternative outlet for emotional expression. 

Aristophanes’ reference to women gathering on rooftops and lamenting Adonis in anticipation 

of military losses suggests that the symbolism of the festival could be mobilized beyond its 

ordinary ritual setting (Aristophanes, Lys. 387–398). Such evidence further supports the view 

that the Adonia functioned primarily as a ritual language of mourning and emotional expression 

rather than as a celebration of agricultural fertility. 

6. Conclusion and Discussion 

This study has argued that the Adonia is best understood as a ritual of mourning, transience, 

and symbolic expression rather than as a conventional fertility festival. A close reading of the 

available evidence suggests that the festival occupied a distinctive position within Greek 

religious life, one that was neither fully integrated into civic cult structures nor adequately 

explained through traditional models of agricultural renewal. Instead, the ritual appears to have 

centered on emotional performance, female participation, and symbolic representations of 

fragility and loss. 

The earliest Greek evidence already points in this direction. Sappho’s fragment associates 

Adonis with lamentation and female mourning, while Aristophanes connects the ritual with 

women gathering on rooftops to perform acts of grief. Plato’s discussion of the Gardens of 

Adonis further emphasizes rapid growth followed by rapid decline, reinforcing the symbolic 

association between Adonis and impermanence rather than productive fertility. Taken together, 

these sources suggest that the central logic of the festival lay not in agricultural regeneration 

but in the ritualization of transience and mortality. 
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The expanded Greek dossier strengthens this conclusion. Theocritus’ Idyll 15 demonstrates that 

Adonis celebrations could be adapted to new social and political environments, in this case the 

courtly setting of Ptolemaic Alexandria. Although the poem cannot be used uncritically as 

evidence for classical Athens, it confirms the continuing association of Adonis with women, 

ritual display, song, visual spectacle, and commemorative performance. Likewise, Bion’s 

Lament for Adonis preserves a literary tradition in which grief, beauty, premature death, and 

emotional suffering remain central themes. These texts therefore broaden the evidentiary base 

while simultaneously illustrating the importance of distinguishing between classical Athenian 

practice and later Hellenistic literary developments. 

The comparative material from the ancient Near East also contributes to a more nuanced 

understanding of the festival. The Inanna–Dumuzi corpus contains recurring themes of desire, 

lamentation, death, separation, and substitution that provide useful points of comparison with 

the Greek material. Yet the comparison remains strongest when it focuses on broad thematic 

patterns rather than claims of direct derivation. Recent scholarship has increasingly emphasized 

the diversity and complexity of the Mesopotamian traditions, demonstrating that they cannot 

be reduced to a single fertility narrative (Black et al., 2004; Pintér, 2022). Consequently, the 

parallels identified in this article are best understood as evidence of shared symbolic concerns 

within a wider eastern Mediterranean cultural environment rather than proof of direct 

borrowing. 

The reassessment of Frazer’s interpretation further supports this conclusion. While The Golden 

Bough remains historically important for drawing attention to vegetation symbolism and 

comparative religion, its tendency to subsume diverse traditions within a universal model of 

the “dying and rising god” obscures important historical and cultural distinctions. Later 

critiques by Smith and the more cautious treatment offered by Mettinger demonstrate the need 

to approach such comparisons with greater methodological restraint. Rather than assuming that 

the Adonia represents a survival of a vegetation cult, the evidence suggests that the festival 

functioned primarily as a symbolic performance concerned with impermanence, loss, and 

emotional expression. 

Equally important is the social dimension of the ritual. The association of the Adonia with 

women, domestic space, rooftops, and household performance suggests that the festival offered 

opportunities for ritual participation beyond the formal structures of civic religion. In this 

context, the concept of “non-institutional” ritual is particularly useful. The available evidence 

indicates that the Adonia lacked many of the features typically associated with civic cults, 

including public sanctuaries, state priesthoods, and substantial inscriptional commemoration. 

Yet this absence should not be interpreted as evidence of insignificance. Rather, it points to a 

different mode of religious expression, one rooted in domestic performance, social experience, 

and symbolic communication. 

The visual evidence supports this interpretation. The Attic lekythos depicting a woman on a 

ladder receiving a planter provides material confirmation of several features already suggested 

by literary sources, including rooftop activity, female participation, and the use of ritual 

gardens. Although the object cannot reconstruct the festival in its entirety, it strengthens the 

argument that the Adonia was a visible and recognizable practice despite its limited 

institutionalization. 

The ritual significance of the gardens themselves is particularly revealing. Their rapid growth 

and equally rapid decay appear to have functioned as deliberate symbolic representations of 

impermanence. Rather than celebrating agricultural productivity, they dramatized fragility and 

loss. This interpretation is consistent with the wider literary tradition surrounding Adonis, in 

which youthful beauty is repeatedly linked to premature death, mourning, and the brevity of 
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life. The gardens therefore operated not as agricultural devices but as ritual symbols whose 

meaning emerged through performance and collective interpretation. 

Taken together, the evidence suggests that the Adonia should be understood as a flexible and 

adaptive ritual tradition whose significance lay primarily in its social and symbolic functions. 

It provided a framework through which themes of mourning, emotional expression, 

vulnerability, and mortality could be articulated within the Greek world. At the same time, its 

development reflects broader processes of cultural interaction characteristic of the eastern 

Mediterranean, where ideas, symbols, and narratives circulated across regional boundaries and 

were continually reinterpreted within new contexts. 

The Adonia was therefore neither a straightforward fertility festival nor a direct survival of a 

Near Eastern cult. Rather, it was a ritual of loss, fragility, and remembrance whose meaning 

was shaped by local Athenian realities, female ritual practice, and wider Mediterranean patterns 

of cultural exchange. By combining a broadened Greek dossier, updated Near Eastern 

scholarship, ritual theory, and a clearer definition of non-institutional religion, this study offers 

a more precise reconstruction of the Adonia as a symbolic and socially meaningful ritual 

centered on mourning and transience. 

References 

Apollodorus. (1921). The library (J. G. Frazer, Trans.). Harvard University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.4159/DLCL.apollodorus_mythographer-library.1921  

Aristophanes. (2003). Lysistrata (A. H. Sommerstein, Trans.). Penguin Classics. 

Ballesteros, B. (2021). On Gilgamesh and Homer: Ishtar, Aphrodite and the meaning of a 

parallel. The Classical Quarterly, 71(1), 1–21. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009838821000513  

Bell, C. (1992). Ritual theory, ritual practice. Oxford University Press. 

Black, J. A., Cunningham, G., Ebeling, J., Flückiger-Hawker, E., Robson, E., Taylor, J., & 

Zólyomi, G. (1998–2006). The Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature. 

University of Oxford. http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/  

Black, J., Cunningham, G., Robson, E., & Zólyomi, G. (2004). The literature of ancient Sumer. 

Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199263110.001.0001  

Burkert, W. (1992). The orientalizing revolution: Near Eastern influence on Greek culture in 

the early archaic age. Harvard University Press. 

Detienne, M. (1977). The gardens of Adonis: Spices in Greek mythology (J. Lloyd, Trans.). 

Princeton University Press. 

Dillon, M. (2003). Girls and women in classical Greek religion. Routledge. 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203621325  

Garland, R. (1985). The Greek way of death. Cornell University Press. 

Goff, B. (2004). Citizen Bacchae: Women’s ritual practice in ancient Greece. University of 

California Press. https://doi.org/10.1525/california/9780520239982.001.0001  

Hawes, G. (2022). Greek myth. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Religion. Oxford University 

Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199340378.013.110  

Humphreys, S. C. (2004). The strangeness of gods: Historical perspectives on the 

interpretation of Athenian religion. Oxford University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199269235.001.0001  

https://doi.org/10.4159/DLCL.apollodorus_mythographer-library.1921
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009838821000513
http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199263110.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203621325
https://doi.org/10.1525/california/9780520239982.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199340378.013.110
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199269235.001.0001


Alqalaf / Ritual Mourning and Cultural Adaptation: The Case of Adonia 

85 
 

Kindt, J. (2025). The individual, personal religion, and the city. In J. Kindt (Ed.), Personal 

religion in the ancient Greek world: A cultural history (pp. 1–24). Cambridge University 

Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009628815.001  

Kramer, S. N. (1969). The sacred marriage rite: Aspects of faith, myth, and ritual in ancient 

Sumer. Indiana University Press. 

Liveri, A. (2021). Percussion music in Athenian religious rituals and festivals. Pallas, 115, 67–

92. https://doi.org/10.4000/pallas.19830  

López-Ruiz, C. (2021). Phoenicians and the making of the Mediterranean. Harvard University 

Press. https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674269965  

Margulies, Z. (2020). Like golden Aphrodite: Grieving women in the Homeric epics and 

Aphrodite’s lament for Adonis. The Classical Quarterly, 70(2), 485–498. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009838820000919  

McClure, L. (2018). Women in classical Greek religion. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of 

Religion. Oxford University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199340378.013.256  

Metropolitan Museum of Art. (n.d.). Terracotta squat lekythos (oil jar) (Object No. 

22.139.26). The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/251204    

Mettinger, T. N. D. (2001). The riddle of resurrection: “Dying and rising gods” in the ancient 

Near East. Almqvist & Wiksell International. 

Ovid. (1916). Metamorphoses (F. J. Miller, Trans.). Harvard University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.4159/DLCL.ovid-metamorphoses.1916  

Parker, R. (2005). Polytheism and society at Athens. Oxford University Press. 

Pintér, A. K. (2022). Dumuzi and Ĝeštinanna. Acta Orientalia Hungarica, 75(3), 349–370. 
https://doi.org/10.1556/062.2022.00194  

Plato. (1997). Complete works (J. M. Cooper & D. S. Hutchinson, Eds.; A. Nehamas & P. 

Woodruff, Trans.). Hackett Publishing. 

Reitzammer, L. (2016). The Athenian Adonia in context: The Adonis myth and festival in 

ancient Greece. Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.36032534  

Sappho. (1982). Greek lyric I: Sappho and Alcaeus (D. A. Campbell, Ed. & Trans.). Harvard 

University Press. 

Simms, R. (1997). The cult of Adonis in the ancient Mediterranean. Oxford University Press. 

Smith, J. Z. (1973). When the bough breaks. History of Religions, 12(4), 342–371. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/462686  

Theocritus, Bion, & Moschus. (1901). Theocritus, Bion and Moschus: Rendered into English 

prose with an introductory essay (A. Lang, Trans.). Macmillan and Co. 

Vernant, J.-P. (1991). Mortals and immortals: Collected essays. Princeton University Press. 

West, M. L. (1997). The East face of Helicon: West Asiatic elements in Greek poetry and myth. 

Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198150428.001.0001  

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009628815.001
https://doi.org/10.4000/pallas.19830
https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674269965
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009838820000919
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199340378.013.256
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/251204
https://doi.org/10.4159/DLCL.ovid-metamorphoses.1916
https://doi.org/10.1556/062.2022.00194
https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.36032534
https://doi.org/10.1086/462686
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198150428.001.0001

