CHAPTER Six

Rites for Melikertes-Palaimon in the
Early Roman Corinthia
Elizabeth R. Gebhard

In memory of Oscar Broneer, on the fiftieth anniversary of his
excavations at the Isthmus, and of John Hawthorne, who first
addressed the problems ruised for the cult of Melikertes-Palaimon
by those excavations.

INTRODUCTION!

It is generally believed that the shrine of Melikertes-Palaimon, uncovered
on the Isthmus, represents a new, Roman version of his cult, created by the
settlers some time after the foundation of the colony at Corinth. Marcel
Picrart has recently argued that the rites described by second-century C.E.
authors were the product of learned inquiry.? Helmut Koester. following John
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Hawthorne, saw no direct connection to an earlier cult; he took the view that
the rites were a manifestation of the general enthusiasm for mystery cult in
the empire.*

The literary sources for the myth are well known.* Recent studies of the
texts and archaeological remains of the shrine suggest that a more nuanced
interpretation of the cult is in order.” Two aspects of Melikertes-Palaimon may
be distinguished: a child who died in the sea, was buried on the Isthmus, and
received heroic honors including the Isthmian Games; and an immortal sea-
god and savior who was associated with Poseidon. He joins other figures, such
as Heracles and Asclepius, Achilles and Trophonius, who began as mortals
and received apotheosis at their death but were also worshipped as heroes.
With respect to the Isthmian Games, it is his heroic aspect that most concerns
us, but there are elements in his Roman shrine that suggest also his worship
as an immortal deity of the sea. I shall argue that not only did the essential
elements of his riles exist before 146 B.c.E., but that they were continued by
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the colonists of Roman Corinth when they assumed administration of the
Isthmian Games. By claiming the city’s right to host the Panhellenic festival
and by reinstituting worship of the Isthmian deities, the settlers reaffirmed
one of the city’s most ancient traditions.”

Melikertes-Palaimon, the sea-god, seems to have been known at Corinth
from the archaic period; he was also worshipped at Tenedos. At Rome, Ovid
links him with the harbor god, Portunus; the poet connects his mother, Ino,
with the [talian goddess Mater Matuta. Both mother and son are at all periods
associated with the infant Dionysos.” References to his mysteries (ieletui)
appear in the first century c.E. and grow more explicit in the second.* Al-
though his myth and rites stretched from Italy to the coast of Asia Minor. his
principal shrine and the only one yet discovered belongs to the Sanctuary of
Poseidon on the Corinthian isthmus. Its identificarion with the god rests on
Pausuanias and on representations of the boy, his dolphin, and his temple on
second-century Corinthian coins. The traveler also saw his altar by a pine
tree on the shore of the Saronic Gulf, not far from the sanctuary (2.1.3; figs.
6.1a and 6.1b, p. 168].
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on the Derveni Krater,” in Periplous: Papers on Classical Art and Archaeology presented to
Sirdohn Boardman (ed. G. R, Tsetskhladze, A, J. N. W. Prag. and A. M. Snodgrass: London:
Thames and Hudson, 2000) 54-58. Compare Seelinger, “Dionysiac Context.”
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