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Materiality of Greek Religion: Votive Practices and Rituals  
in the Sanctuaries of Gela, Sicily 

Yunan Dininin Materyal Kültürü: Sicilya Gela’daki Kutsal Alanlarda  
Adak Uygulamaları ve Ritüelleri 

 
Tommaso ISMAELLI 

 

 

Abstract 

The paper focuses on an Archaic-Classical sanctuary in the Rhodian-Cretan colony of Gela, on the 
southern coast of Sicily. Thanks to a new attention to the materiality of votive objects, as well as to their 
reciprocal associations, the study aims to reconstruct the local votive practices and their transformation 
from mid-7th century to the late 5th century BC. During a first phase, the rite was based on the lighting 
of oil lamps and the dedication of unguent containers. After a systematic change in ritual practice 
occurred around 550 BC, the consumption of beverages and libations was accompanied by the 
systematic dedication of terracotta protomai. Great attention is paid to the identification of social actors 

and the symbolic functions played by the objects as media of a ritual communication with the divinity 
and the community of worshippers. The complete analysis of the archaeological evidence revealed a 
clear functional specialisation of the sanctuary with regard to a religious community of young women in 
a phase of transition towards marriage.  

Keywords: Sanctuary, Ritual Practice, Marriage, Sicily, Gela.  

 

Özet  

Bu çalışma Sicilya’nın güney sahilindeki Rodos-Girit kolonisi Gela’da yer alan Arkaik-Klasik bir kutsal 
alanı irdelemektedir. Adak objelerinin materyal özelliklerine ve de karşılıklı ilintilerine odaklanan yeni 
ilgi sayesinde bu çalışma MÖ 7. yy. ortalarından MÖ 5. yy. sonlarına kadarki dönemde yerel adak 
uygulamalarını ve dönüşümlerini rekonstrükte etmeyi amaçlamaktadır. Saptanan ilk evrede rit, kandil 
yakılması ve unguent kapları adanmasına dayanıyordu. MÖ 550 civarında ritüel uygulamasında 
sistematik bir değişiklik gerçekleştikten sonra içecek tüketimi ve libasyonların yanı sıra sistematik 

şekilde pişmiş toprak protomlar adanıyordu. Sosyal aktörlerin ve tanrısal varlık ile ibadet eden cemaat 
arasında ritüel bir iletişim mecrası olarak objelerin oynadığı sembolik işlevlerin teşhisine büyük önem 
verilmiştir. Arkeolojik bulguların tam bir analizi ile kutsal alanın evliliğe geçiş evresinde bulunan genç 
kadınlardan müteşekkil bir dini grupla ilgili kesin işlevsel ihtisaslaşması bulunduğu ortaya çıkarılmıştır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Kutsal alan, Ritüel Uygulaması, Evlilik, Sicilya, Gela. 
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Introduction 

The sanctuaries of Greek Sicily deserve a key place in the current debate on 
archaeology of religion1. The extraordinary evidence, from votive deposits containing 
thousands of artefacts, provides researchers with an opportunity that has few 
parallels in the Mediterranean region. Indeed, the material culture of these sacred 
contexts speaks to us of the complexity, variety and specificity of such phenomena 

in ancient Sicily. Furthermore, thanks to new approaches, it has revealed a religious 

landscape that is far richer and more nuanced than the traditional picture, which 
was dominated by the cults of Demeter and Kore.  

The study of a sanctuary in the Rhodian-Cretan colony of Gela, on the southern 
coast of Sicily, aims to shed light on the materiality of religion from an 
archaeological perspective2. Thanks to their materiality and visibility, as well as to 
their reciprocal associations and combinations, the objects represent suitable 
instruments for reconstructing the religious system of the sanctuary. The analysis 
of the artefacts looks at their real and symbolic functions, as media of ritual 
communication and identity. The research also foregrounds the social players who 
made up the community of worshippers, seen to be in a continuous dialogue among 
themselves in a context of evolving norms of ritual behaviour.  

Specifically, the research focuses on a sanctuary discovered in 1959 on the 
southern slopes of the city of Gela, on land belonging to Mr A. Sola, from whom the 
site derives its conventional name of Predio Sola3 (Fig. 1, n° 2). The basis of the 
following theories is the recently published systematic description of the votive 
materials found in this place of worship4, which previous publications by the 
archaeologist who discovered them, P. Orlandini, had presented only in part5.  

 

The Sanctuaries of the Rhodian-Cretan Colony of Gela  

The Rhodian and Cretan colonists who founded Gela in 688 BC6 chose a narrow, 
elongated plateau at a modest altitude almost in the centre of the broad gulf that 
characterises the southern coast of Sicily. The city, located in a bend of the river 
Gelas, controlled a broad and fertile plain, famous for the cultivation of cereals7.  

The eastern end of the site was occupied by the acropolis, where the poliadic 
sanctuary of Athena with two large peripteral temples stood (Fig. 1, n° 7). Further 

west, the settlement spread over the summit of the plateau and the slopes of the 
hill. As far as can be ascertained, it was characterised by a network of streets 
bisecting each other at right angles. On the western side of the natural constriction 
in the plateau there were extensive necropolises. The emporium of the city is 

                                                 
1 The present paper focuses on archaeology and rituals in Magna Graecia and Sicily. I am glad to offer 
these considerations about ancient Italy to the colleagues and friends of the Institute of Archaeology of 
PAÜ - Pamukkale University. In particular, I would like to thank Prof. Dr. Celal Şimşek and Prof. Dr. 
Bahadır Duman for their invitation to contribute to the first issue of Lycus Journal. 
2 For a historiographical discussion of material culture and ritual practice, see Boivin 2009.  
3 For the discovery, see Orlandini 1962, 3-4.  
4 Ismaelli 2011 presents a detailed description of the artefacts, with comparisons and bibliography; 

numbers in the present text refer to the catalogue in that publication.  
5 Some classes of artefacts are described by Meola 1971; Uhlenbrock 1989; Ingoglia 1990; Ingoglia 
1999. 
6 Thukydides VI.4.3-4.  
7 For a general description of monuments and sanctuaries, see Panvini 1996; Panvini 1998; for the 
new discoveries regarding the urban layout, see Spagnolo 1991, 60, 69; Wilson 1995-1996, 99; 
Spagnolo 2012. For the chora of Gela, see Bergmann 2010.  
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recognisable towards the coast, near the mouth of the river Gelas, in the district 
now known as Bosco Littorio8 (Fig. 1, n° 5).  

In addition to the Athenaion, the other large sanctuary of the colony was the 
Thesmophorion, located outside the settlement in the district now known as 
Bitalemi, to the east of the river Gelas (Fig. 1, n° 6). Here, small shrines and 
numerous votive deposits containing thousands of objects were discovered. The 
sanctuary can with certainty be ascribed to the cult of Demeter thanks to the 
epigraphic evidence.  

 

 

Fig. 1: Sanctuaries of Gela 

 1: Heraion; 2: Sanctuary of Predio Sola; 3: Remains in the Castello federiciano; 4: Heroon of 
Antiphemos 5: Emporion of Bosco Littorio; 6: Thesmophorion at Bitalemi; 7: Athenaion; 8: 

Architectural remains of temples in Via Apollo and Via Eschilo; 9: Roof terracottas of a temple from 
Giardino Calì; 10: Sanctuary of Carrubazza; 11: Sanctuary of ex scalo ferroviario; 12: Sanctuary of Via 

Fiume; 13: Sanctuary nearby Madonna dell’Alemanna Church. Aerial photograph of Gela, 1938 

 

Regarding the settlement’s other places of worship, the picture is rather 
fragmentary however: they consist mostly of small sanctuaries found on the slopes 
of the hill, evidenced by either architectural remains or votive materials9. In 

                                                 
8 Panvini 2009.  
9 For Madonna dell’Alemanna, see Orlandini – Adamesteanu 1956, 384-392; Orlandini 1968, 42-44; 

Panvini 1996, 63; Hinz 1998, 68. For Carrubazza, see Orlandini – Adamesteanu 1956, 242-252; 
Orlandini 1968, 33-34; Panvini 1996, 62; Hinz 1998, 66. For Via Fiume and ex scalo ferroviario, see 
Orlandini – Adamesteanu 1956, 252-263; Orlandini 1968, 34-37; Panvini 1996, 63; Hinz 1998, 66-67; 
Spagnolo 1991, 65-66; Spagnolo 2000, 182-193. 
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contrast to what has frequently been argued10, these structures do not lie outside 
the area of the ancient settlement. On the contrary, they are more likely to have 
formed a complex network of small sanctuaries used for specific functions in the 
various districts of the city, as the results of the systematic research into the votive 
material of Predio Sola seem to confirm.  

The sanctuary of Predio Sola is situated on the southern slopes of the hill of Gela, 
150 m west of the narrow access to the ancient acropolis (Fig. 1, n° 2). It makes use 
of a natural terrace that interrupts the slope leading down from the summit of the 
plateau towards the sea. This sacred area is now believed to have been an integral 
part of the ancient urban fabric11: around the site were structures of various kinds, 
including other small sanctuaries12, wells13, the landing place on the sea shore, the 

emporium and the paths leading up from the sea towards the acropolis.  

 

Sanctuary of Predio Sola: Stratigraphy and Phases 

The excavation of the sanctuary of Predio 
Sola led to the discovery of the architectural 
remains of a naiskos and numerous artefacts 
(752), mostly ceramics (1-643), coroplastics 
(85, 644-728), a few small objects in 
terracotta (a spindle, 7 loom weights and an 
oscillum, 729-737), a piece of iron slag, 3 
bronze rings, a scarab in faïence, an 
alabastron in alabastrine gypsum (741-750), 
and a few osteological finds (751-752). In 
terms of their place of production, the 
ceramics, which account for 85% of the 
material discovered, are local (263 pieces), 
Corinthian (185), Attic (61), East-Greek (30) 
and Laconian (2). Apart from a few fragments 
of large containers and amphorae used for 
transport, the deposit is formed almost 
entirely of fine pottery14.  

The artefacts were recovered in two different 
stratigraphic contexts, indicated as layers I 
and II, corresponding to two successive and 
distinct phases of occupation of the 
sanctuary (Fig. 2).  

Layer I is made up of an extensive mass of materials (between 0.25 and 0.40 m 
thick) and corresponds to the first phase of use of the sacred space. For this period 
no traces of walls or architectural terracottas were discovered but the limited size of 
the excavation means that the presence of structures cannot be excluded15.  

                                                 
10 Orlandini 2008; Torelli 2011, 93-94. 
11 Topographical features in Ismaelli 2011, 15-18. Orlandini 1962, 3, 76 ascribed it to an extra-urban 
position.  
12 Inside the Castello federiciano (Amata 1993-1994, 869-870), below the Calvario (Orsi 1906, 542, 

588-589, fig. 372; Orlandini 1968, 44-45, fig. 27) and in the Cementizia area (Orlandini – 
Adamesteanu 1956, 273-274; Orlandini 1968, 32, fig. 10). 
13 Orsi 1906, 561. 
14 For the excavation, stratigraphical data and finds, see Ismaelli 2011, 19-32. 
15 Orlandini 1962, 76-77 considered it to be a sub divo cult.  

 

Fig. 2a-b: The southern slope of the hill of 

Gela where the sanctuary of Predio Sola 
lied and the remains of the naiskos 
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This first phase began around 650/640 BC, as shown by some Corinthian (LPC-TR, 
1-5), Attic (325) and local ceramics (428). This dating, which is confirmed by the 
coroplastics (645, 647, 651, 653, 654-656), is particularly significant: the 
occupation of Predio Sola appears to have been begun only a generation after the 
foundation of the city itself16, and this indicates the centrality of the cult for the 
community of the newly established colony. Phase I lasted until the middle of the 
6th century. The composition of the votive objects from the first phase of the 
sanctuary is characterised by:  

1) the dominance of ceramic artefacts (536) over coroplastics (16), 

2) the prevalence of local (227) and imported Corinthian artefacts (278), with 
much smaller numbers of Attic (6) and East-Greek (23) imports.  

Analysis of the ceramic forms shows the highly structured character of this more 
ancient deposit, which from the functional point of view is distinguished by:  

a) the large number of oil lamps: 178 exemplars, compared to only 7 fragments 
from layer II; 

b) the abundance of perfume containers and pots for cosmetics (aryballoi, 
alabastra, amphoriskoi, lekythoi, exaleiptra and plastic containers, pyxides): 
136 pieces that account for 98.6% of the class from both phases. 

Layer II, between 0.10 and 0.25 m thick, was discovered along the internal walls of 
a moderately sized building (4.6 x 2.3 m), to a height of 0.30-0.40 m and built of 
irregular stones17. The architectural type, which plausibly had walls made of 
unfired bricks and fictile roofing with polychrome kalypter hegemon (738-740), is 
similar to other small Archaic temples of Gela in terms of both technique and 
dimensions18.  

This naiskos was built in direct contact with the materials of the first phase19 in 
around 550 BC, as shown by the chronology of the kalypter hegemon (738-739) and 
the most ancient materials found inside it, datable to just after the middle of the 
6th century BC. Given the chronological coincidence, it is a plausible hypothesis 
that the burial of the materials of layer I is linked, possibly in a ritual sense, to the 
construction of the temple. The good state of conservation of the finds from layer II 
and the concentration of the votive objects along the internal wall suggest that 
ceramics and terracottas were originally placed at the foot of the walls of the temple.  

The evidence from layer II is datable to a period from the middle of the 6th century 
BC to the end of the 5th century. After 480 the votive clay figurines disappear and 
the ceramic artefacts, both local and imported, become less frequent: this reflects 
the gradual decline of the sanctuary, which ceased functioning altogether with the 
Carthaginian conquest of the city in 405 BC. 

The second phase of the sanctuary appears to be characterised by: 

1) a much lower percentage of ceramic artefacts (105 pieces) and a 
correspondingly greater proportion of coroplastics (70 pieces);  

2) the prevalence of Attic (55) and local (36) production, with only sporadic 
Corinthian (7) and East-Greek (7) artefacts; 

                                                 
16 For the coeval beginnings of the Thesmophorion in Bitalemi, see Orlandini 1968, 34. 
17 Orlandini 1962, 4, 9, figs. 4-6. 
18 Orlandini 1968, 22-23, pl. 2; De Miro – Fiorentini 1983, 65-68, figs. 4-5; Spagnolo 1991, 57.  
19 A similar situation was found in Locri, Sabbione – Milanesio-Macrì 2008, 198, figs. 9-10. 
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3) the almost total disappearance of the oil lamps and containers for perfumes 
and the continued presence of drinking vessels (bowls, kotylai, skyphoi, 
kotyliskoi) and pots for containing, mixing and serving drinks (oinochoai, 
hydriai, amphorae, craters). 

 

The Interpretation of the Sanctuary and the “pan-Demetriac” Model 

Since the discovery of the minor sanctuaries of Gela in the 1950s and 60s it has 
commonly been assumed that the various cult sites situated around the summit of 
the plateau were dedicated to “chthonian goddesses”. This notion is based on their 
presumed “extra-urban” position and a few specific types of artefact, arbitrarily 

selected from among the thousands of objects discovered in the various contexts20. 
This interpretation was also applied to the religious area of Predio Sola21, especially 
in reference to the presence of oil lamps and fictile protomai. 

This interpretative paradigm was heavily influenced by the impressive discoveries 
made in the 1960s in the Bitalemi district22 in the sanctuary that has been 
identified as the Thesmophorion of Gela, thanks to various inscribed dedications to 
Demeter Thesmophoros. Indeed, the position of this sacred area (outside the city 
beyond the river Gelas) and the discovery of statuettes of pig holders, fictile 
protomai and oil lamps were used by the archaeologist Orlandini as diagnostic clues 
for interpreting the other sanctuaries of Gela for which no dedicatory inscriptions 
could be found.  

The figures of Demeter and Kore were both summarily associated under the 
heading “chthonian goddesses” and were considered to be perfectly identical and 
interchangeable entities from the point of view of the functions of the cult and their 
areas of responsibility (human and natural fertility). A “pan-Demetriac” 
interpretation of religion in Gela thereby arose, based on a superficial reading of the 
literary sources and an extremely limited selection of the copious archaeological 
evidence. In recent years new considerations have been advanced, regarding 
individual aspects of these sanctuaries such as their topographical distribution, the 
social groups involved and the various functions of the cults, without however 
substantially weakening the “pan-Demetriac” paradigm23. 

With respect to the approaches described above, the methodological basis of the 
research presented here is the systematic analysis of all the votive material of the 
sanctuary of Predio Sola. This represents the key to generating a reliable picture of 

the context and its specific features. The votive materials were not analysed solely 
as individual objects, in accordance with the traditional typological and art-
historical approaches. Rather, the emphasis was on the significance of the 
assemblages of artefacts, in order to assess the real statistic weight of the various 
classes and highlight the continuities and transformations in a diachronic 
framework24.  

                                                 
20 For this interpretative model, see Ismaelli 2011, 207-209. 
21 Orlandini 1962, 29-32, 76-78.  
22 Orlandini 1966; Orlandini 1967. 
23 For a topographical approach to the “chthonian sanctuaries”, see De Miro 1985, 569-570. Other 

interpretations of these cult sites may be found in Le Dinahet 1984, 150-151 (groups linked to 
descendants of colonial contingents); Ardovino 1999, 179-181 (different social groups or different 
liturgical calendars); Holloway 2000, 56-60 (various aristocratic families); Torelli 2011, 93-94 (different 
familial and cult groups such as phratriai).  
24 For assemblages see Osborne 2004, 3-4; for votive practices see Linders – Nordquist 1987; van 
Straten 1992; Insoll 2011, 704-705 and the pioneer Rouse 1902. For the placing of offerings see 
Bouma 1996, 43-51; White 2007. 
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A significant part of the research focused on the functional aspects of the ceramic 
material, whose forms are used as precise indicators in the identification of ritual 
practices in the sanctuary25. The coroplastic offerings were analysed in the same 
way, emphasising their role as social instruments. What was the function of the 
coroplastics in the symbolic interactions between participants in the cult? What do 
the morphology and iconography of the objects tell us about the way they were 
used? 

Looking at the entire spectrum of the material evidence, the main focus is on the 
identity of the social actors of the cult, in terms of gender, status and age26. From 
this reading of the social dynamics of the religious phenomenon, the specific 
characteristics of ritual communication within the local context begin to emerge: a 
central role is played by the symbolic dialogue between individual worshippers, the 
ritual community and the divinity27. These symbolic interactions between human 
groups and divine entities in the two chronological phases are described below, 
highlighting the dynamic nature of the forms of ritual communication28. Parallel to 
this, a synchronic reading of the data makes clear the established and shared 
norms of ritual behaviour. At the same time the deviations and alterations to these 
models reveal the tensions within the community that frequented the sanctuary.  

 

Ritual Practice in Phase I: Lighting the Lamps 

The most distinctive feature of the sanctuary of Predio Sola is the extraordinary 
deposit of almost two hundred exemplars of oil lamps29. The number of items for 
this class is particularly significant considering the much more limited quantity 
found in the Thesmophorion of Bitalemi30, to which our context has been compared 
in the past. As well as the Corinthian, Attic and East-Greek imports, the core of the 
class is made up of oil lamps produced by the workshops of Gela itself (187). Of 
these, the most representative type is the one conventionally referred to as 
Syrophoenician because it had appeared in the Syro-Palestinian area as early as the 
3rd millennium BC (Fig. 3). They are small plates created on a potter’s wheel, with a 
very flat bowl, the walls of which are pinched to form one or more nozzles31. The 
standardisation of the form makes it hard to discern the chronology of the 
individual exemplars, which are datable only by their discovery within layer I 
(approximately 650/640-550 BC). More than sixty oil lamps show clear traces of 
smoke around the nozzle. They are therefore assumed to have been actually used 
for lighting and then left in the sanctuary, having become the inalienable property 

of the divinity32.  

Quite different to these simple oil lamps is the large triangular lamp (645), one of 
the most ancient objects in use in the sanctuary (approximately 650-630 BC). Of 

                                                 
25 Bouma 1996, 104-117. 
26 Bouma 1996, 284-297.  
27 Offerings (anathemata) activate a “circuit d’échanges symboliques” between worshippers, religious 
community and the god; see de Polignac 2009. For rituals as a form of communication, see the papers 
collected by E. Stavrianopoulou Ed., Ritual and communication in the Graeco-Roman world, Liège, 
2006. 
28 See papers collected by A. Chaniotis Ed., Ritual Dynamics in the Ancient Mediterranean. Agency, 
Emotion, Gender, Representation, Stuttgart, 2011. 
29 For lamps and rituals in Predio Sola, see Ismaelli 2011, 211-213. For literary and archaeological 
sources concerning the ritual use of lamps, see Nilsson 1950, 98-101; Parisinou 2000a, 158-161; 

Hermanns 2004, 20-26. 
30 For the lamps of Bitalemi, see Orlandini 1966, 22, 25; Kron 1992, 630; Hinz 1998, 61-62.  
31 For the origin and distribution of finds, see Provoost 1976, 22-26. 
32 Kron 1988, 147; van Straten 1992, 272-274. For lamps found close to altars, bothroi and escharai, 
see Parisinou 2000a, 145-147. 
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considerable dimensions (8.2 cm high and 14.8 cm along the side), the lamp had 
two superimposed bowls for the oil and an external decoration consisting of bearded 
human protomes alternating with rams’ heads33 (Fig. 4). The dimensions and 
decoration indicate that this was an exceptional object, used for ceremonial 
purposes: the rings around the top of the bowl were for hanging the artefact, for 
example to illuminate the cult statue34, while a rod may have been inserted in the 
hole in its base, allowing oil lamp to be used dynamically.  

 

Fig. 3: Oil lamps of Geloan production from phase I, East-Greek type (432, 438)  
and so-called Syrophoenician type (450-592), Museo Archeologico Regionale di Gela 

 

                                                 
33 The artefact has been compared to the circular and semicircular marble lamps exported from the 
Cyclades to Sicily (Beazley 1940; Hermanns 2004, 90-91, 330); the superimposed bowls for oil and the 
plastic projection of human and animal heads suggest a metal model: for instance see a bronze lamp 
in Berlin (Valenza 1972, 135, fig. 7) and a lamp from Timpone della Motta (Croissant 1994, 557, pl. 46, 
2, late 7th century).  
34 Parisinou 2000a, 17, 139-140; Hermanns 2004, 24.  
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Fig. 4: Ceremonial lamp 645 with bearded human protomes and rams’ heads,  
Museo Archeologico Regionale di Gela 

 

Although we do not possess a description of the ritual use of these objects, the oil 
lamps indicate rites held at sunset, dawn, or during the night. They also clearly 
provide important clues regarding the way in which they were used: 

1) They are highly standardised artefacts in terms of form and dimensions, 
perhaps made and sold for a specific ritual function inside the sanctuary. 
These objects depict a highly regulated community of worshippers, upon 
whom shared and uniform behaviour within the ritual context was imposed.  

2) Unlike torches, oil lamps are not mobile objects and, as seen in the ceramic 
iconography, they were used only for lighting indoor spaces35. Even the 
morphology of the exemplars is indicative here: they do not have handles or a 
stem36, and were thus not transportable and could not be used in processions 
or dances. Rather, the oil lamps must have been ritually lit inside the sacred 
area and then placed on the ground or on benches.  

                                                 
35 Parisinou 2000b, 19-28, 38. 
36 For processional lamps, see Parisinou 1997, 100-101.  
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What is the significance of the offering of oil lamps for the community of 
worshippers of Predio Sola as a whole? Is it possible that the act itself of lighting the 
flame and making the offering in the sacred area constituted the crucial moment37 
in a dramatic performance held before the community? What is the relationship 
between this gesture and the rest of the ritual sequence? 

 

Ritual Practice in Phase I: The Dedication of Containers for Cosmetics  

Containers for perfumed oils found in the sanctuary of Predio Sola include 
hundreds of vessels (aryballoi, alabastra, amphoriskoi, conical lekythoi, small 
plastic pots), mainly of Corinthian production, but also East-Greek, Laconian and 

Attic38 (Fig. 5). As with the oil lamps, in the sanctuary’s first phase of life the 
dedication of perfume containers in Predio Sola is a distinctive feature of the 
sanctuary that contrasts strongly with the evidence found in Bitalemi39.  

The significance of the presence of these perfume containers in the sanctuary 
remains to be clarified. What scenarios can be imagined for the use of these 
objects? A part of the perfumed substances may have been used for the periodical 
anointment of the cult statue (agalma): as is known, the handling of cult images 
(from the lavacrum to the vestition40) was a common practice, designed to ensure 
the good conservation of the object and at the same time re-activate its powers. In 
addition, the fragrances recall the theophany of the divinity, when the perfume 
emanating from the divine bodies wafts through the air41. By means of perfumes 
and incense the living presence of the divinity in the temple is thus evoked via a 
multi-sensory experience. 

It has also been suggested that these substances42 were used for purification before 
participating in the rituals. However, this appears to be less convincing, given that 
there were other common methods of purification, such as fumigation or sprinkling 
with spring water or blood.  

Regarding these hypotheses, given the high number of these discoveries, it is 
plausible that the containers of unguents represent a collective offering on the part 
of a large community of female worshippers. The female identity of this community 
is also manifested by the presence of objects used for grooming (pyxides and 
exaleiptra), ornaments (bronze rings 743-746, the scarab in vitreous paste 741) and 
instruments for spinning and weaving (the spindle-whorl 729 and the loom weights 
731-736, Fig. 6)43. Although the offering of the unguent pots by male worshippers 

cannot be excluded, in this chronological phase the aryballoi had not yet been 
codified as objects used exclusively by men (before the physical exercise) nor the 
alabastra as exclusively female appurtenances (for erotic seduction and use in 
funerary practices44). 

 

                                                 
37 Parisinou 2000a, 140. 
38 For perfumes and rituals at Predio Sola, see Ismaelli 2011, 213-216. For perfumes and their 
containers, see Gras 2000, 155-156; Parko 2001; Frère 2008, 210. 
39 Lambrugo 2008, 189.  
40 Dillon 2002, 131-136; Linant de Bellefond 2004; Kauffmann-Samaras – Szabados 2004; Neils 2009, 
140, notes 16-18.  
41 Prost 2008, 100-102; Bodiou – Mehl 2008, 142-145.  
42 Torelli 2011, 115. For purification with perfumed oils, see Paoletti 2004, 19.  
43 For exotic objects in Greek sanctuaries see Bumke 2007; Saint-Pierre 2009. 
44 For the differentiation of functions between aryballoi and alabastra at the beginning of the 5th 
century, see Frère 2006, 208-211. For alabastra and female activities, see Reeder 1995, 197; Badinou 
2003, 59-72. 
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Fig. 5: Containers for perfumed oils and cosmetics from phase I, of Corinthian (1-215),  
Laconian (377) and East-Greek (349, 351) origin, Museo Archeologico Regionale di Gela 
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Fig. 6: Plastic perfume containers from phase I, of Corinthian (166, 215),  
East-Greek (352) and Geloan production (381); scarab in faïence (741), bronze rings (743-746),  

clay loom weights (730-733), Museo Archeologico Regionale di Gela 
 

The heterogeneous composition of the unguent vessels enables us to make other 
important deductions regarding their provenance. Whereas the oil lamps are 
standardised and clearly made in series at Gela, the aryballoi and alabastra do not 
seem to have been purchased at the sanctuary itself specifically as votive objects. It 
is more likely that they were personal items used in the daily lives of the 
worshippers. In this hypothesis, such objects were associated with symbolic acts 
designed to achieve beauty as an instrument of seduction. Numerous studies of 
female imagery on ceramics show that perfumes are associated with the sphere of 
eros, especially in connection with wedding ceremonies. In the rites of bathing and 
nuptial kosmesis, the use of perfumes by the bride marked the passage from 
girlhood, smelling of wild flowers, to full sexual maturity, which required additional 
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substances45: these were intended to increase a woman’s erotic charms, ensuring 
the consummation of the marital union (gamos), and thus the birth of legitimate 
children. Bride and perfume formed an inseparable unit, as mentioned many times 
in the literary sources46 (Aristoph., Plut. 529-530; Xen., symp., II, 3. ).  

Worthy of special attention in this framework are the plastic perfume containers, 
which need to be seen in reference to the hopes of the worshippers who dedicated 
them (Fig. 6): the phallic exemplar 381 seems to evoke the preparations for the 
sexual act by massaging the genitals with perfumed substances alluded to by 
Aristophanes47 (Lys. 938-950); the hare-shaped vessel 251 may recall the hope for 
numerous offspring, while the little bird 166 is linked to the world of childhood and 
adolescence, since maidens are often shown stroking small birds48. Particularly 

interesting is the case of the East-Greek squatting comast aryballos 352: the 
ostentatiously large belly expresses the theme of a yearned-for abundance of food49.  

To summarise, in line with recent readings proposed for other sanctuaries50, the 
discovery of numerous perfume vessels may be linked to religious offerings of 
personal objects by young women in the context of coming-of-age and marriage 
rituals that were rigidly prescribed by the social context51. 

 

Continuity between Phase I and II: Libations, Drinking and Community 

Drinking vessels, of which here are 172 exemplars including bowls, kotylai, 
kotyliskoi and skyphoi, characterise both phases of the sanctuary and indicate 
shared rituals such as libations and the collective consumption of drinks52.  

These artefacts characterise the sanctuary from its very beginnings, but unlike the 
oil lamps and unguent pots, they continued to be used even after the middle of the 
6th century BC. During phase II, skyphoi and bowls of local and Attic production 
replace the multicoloured Corinthian kotylai. Also linked to the preparation and 
consumption of liquids are oinochoai, hydriai, amphorae and craters, and these 
forms also continue throughout the period of use of the sacred area. The much 
smaller quantity of these latter vessels (used for mixing, keeping and pouring 
liquids) with respect to those used for drinking can be explained in various ways:  

- a small number of common vessels may have been used to serve a large 
number of participants53; 

- it is possible that only the vessels used for individual consumption (bowls, 
kotylai etc.) were consecrated after use, while the rest of the ceramics (craters, 

                                                 
45 Bodiou – Mehl 2008, 150-152. For the bride’s ritual kosmesis, see Oakley – Sinos 1993, 16-21; 
Verilhac – Vial 1998, 293-295, 297-299.  
46 See Oakley – Sinos 1993, 16; Bodiou – Mehl 2008, 155-156.  
47 See Detienne 1975, 83-84. See also the inscription on the bottom of a Rhodian squatting comast 
aryballos in Pautasso 2007, 27-28.  
48 Huysecom-Haxhi – Muller 2007, 238-239; Huysecom-Haxhi 2009, 575-576, 596. For bird figurines 
in graves and their meaning, see Huysecom 2003, 95-96, 98. 
49 For the type and its origin, see Dasen 2000 and Pautasso 2007, 20-26. See also the meaning of the 
East-Greek figurines of fat daemons in Sinn 1983, 88-90; Dasen 2000, 94; Huysecom-Haxhi 2009, 
588-589. 
50 See the Heraion of Perachora (Baumbach 2004, 38-39), the Artemision of Thasos (Huysecom-Haxhi 
2009, 598-599) and the Artemision of Metaponto, San Biagio (Dufeu-Muller et al. 2010, 445).  
51 Recent discussion about the rites of passage in Graf 2003; Insoll 2011, 261-284. 
52 For libations and drinking practice at Predio Sola, see Ismaelli 2011, 216-218. 
53 In the sanctuary of Parapezza the ratio of the kotylai+kotyliskoi (20000) to the hydriai+hydriskoi 
(400) is 50:1; see Sabbione – Milanesio-Macrì 2008, 214-215. 
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oinochoai, hydriai etc.) were used on a number of occasions54. In the code 
governing the practice of offerings, only the object used by the individual is 
needed to demonstrate, before the divinity and the community, one’s 
participation in the collective ceremony. 

These explanations, which are not mutually exclusive, concern a phenomenon that 
would have varied depending on the occasion.  

The miniature exemplars, including 53 kotyliskoi and the miniature hydria 257 also 
have a mainly symbolic function. As offerings, these are not mere substitutes for 
larger exemplars but have a special value in themselves, deducible from their size 
(which excludes any everyday use) and the fact that they were imported from far 
away (many are of Corinthian manufacture)55.  

What functions are suggested by the forms of the vessels? The selection of types 
highlights the predominance of beverage consumption which is not associated with 
the use of solid food: plates are extremely rare (201, 356, 620-621), and there are 
no knives, spits or stoves for cooking and cutting meat. There is only one ceramic 
cooking pot (chytra 394) and the osteological finds are limited to the canine of an 
adult pig 752 (an animal used in sacrifices and purification rites56) and a few 
elements of joints from sheep and goats (751a-d). The consumption of meat did not 
therefore constitute a common practice in the sanctuary of Predio Sola. The 
presence of wine is suggested by the craters and by certain types of amphora used 
for transport57. However, there may also have been other mixtures such as the 
melikraton or hydromeli, made of honey with water or milk, which could have an 
alcoholic percentage because of the fermentation of the honey58. 

 

 

Fig. 7: Monomachy scene on the Corinthian crater 206, Museo Archeologico Regionale di Gela 

 

In this regard, the presence of alcoholic or non-alcoholic drinks has implications 
above all concerning the identity of the participants, since the norms governing 

                                                 
54 Pemberton 1989, 15 suggests this solution for the Corinthian sanctuary of Demeter. 
55 Bouma 1996, 106; Ardovino 1999, 175; Ekroth 2003, 36. 
56 Clinton 2005. 
57 See the Chian and the Samian amphorae 354-355 (Cook – Dupont 1998, 151, 167-168).  
58 See Graf 1980, 212; Albertocchi 2012, 70-72. For the ritual use of wine, see Graf 1980, 219-220. 
For libation rituals, see Lissarrague 1995.  
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access to wine are known to have been particularly restrictive for women59. 
However, it should also be considered that the archaeological material may be 
associated with various ritual events: the sanctuary may have been used by groups 
differing in terms of gender and composition depending on the occasion. It is 
possible that the use of alcoholic beverages was controlled by the male component 
of the ritual community60; the participation of men in the cult in Predio Sola is 
indicated by some distinctive imagery present on the craters: 

- the padded dancers of crater 204, shown in the typical dancing pose, appear to 
evoke – via an extremely vague figurative language – the festive character of 
the ritual performance, which implies wine and dancing61;  

- the sequences of horsemen and monomachies in craters 204-206 are a 
reference to male ἀρετή (Fig. 7). In a context associated with female initiation, 

these scenes of war may allude to the competitive and even violent character 
of Archaic Greek marriage62. 

 

A Radical Shift in Cult Practices 

The two stratigraphic contexts show the extent of the changes in the forms of ritual 
communication that took place in the mid 6th century BC. The burial of votive 
material in phase I, the construction of the naiskos and the reconfiguration of the 
rituals constitute evidence of a radical renewal. Indeed, the archaeological evidence 
makes it very clear that the types of object seen in phase I (oil lamps and unguent 
pots) disappear abruptly from the record: this is not a progressive transformation 
but a systematic change in ritual practice63. 

What were the factors that led to this transformation around 550 BC? In order to 
view the specifically local features of ritual dynamics in the correct historical 
context, it is essential to consider the impact of external socio-economic factors, 
which strongly influenced the selection of votive material. Indeed, preferences based 
on purely religious norms had to be balanced against social criteria64 and the actual 
availability of votive materials, which was dependent on local craft production and 
commercial imports65. In this sense, the sanctuary of Predio Sola was affected by 
certain tendencies that were common to the broader Mediterranean context at that 
time: 1) the high percentage of ceramic products imported from Corinth and eastern 
Greece in phase I66; 2) the reduction in ceramic containers for cosmetic products 
and the increase in drinking vessels from Corinth from about 575 BC onwards67; 3) 

                                                 
59 Schmitt-Pantel 1995, 98 note 35. For gender, feasting and drinking regulations, see Insoll 2011, 
186-187. 
60 A similar interpretation is given in Dufeu-Muller et al. 2010, 400. 
61 Isler-Kerényi 2007, 86-87.  
62 The link between marriage and war, the image of woman as war booty, and the need to prove one’s 
virility in battle before marriage are discussed in Pironti 2007, 52-53, 135-136, 150-151, 191, 225-
231. 
63 For ritual dynamics in Predio Sola, see Ismaelli 2011, 226-227. 
64 The desire on the part of certain individuals and social groups to affirm their identity and status 
within the sacred space was a key driver in the consumption of luxury and semi-luxury items; see 
Foxhall 1998. 
65 Uhlenbrock 1985; Albertocchi – Pautasso 2009. 
66 Compare Selinous (Dehl-von Kaenel 1995b, 346, note 5), Bitalemi (Orlandini 1978, 93-94) and 
Tarentum (D’Andria – Semeraro 2000, 476, fig. 7). 
67 See Benson 1983, 311-313 for this new trend in the Corinthian workshops.  
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the collapse of Corinthian imports during Late Corinthian I (575-550 BC)68; 4) the 
arrival of Attic imports after the mid 6th century.  

In addition to these developments, which were seen on the Mediterranean or at 
least the Sicilian scale, other aspects of the archaeological evidence reflect 
specifically internal factors: 

a) the Attic pottery that replace the Corinthian imports after 550 BC does not 
reproduce the entire range of previous forms. Specifically, the Corinthian 
aryballoi and alabastra are not replaced, not even with the small Attic 
lekythoi69, which were widely exported, even as far as the western 
Mediterranean. The Attic imports include only vessels for drinking, mixing and 
serving; 

b) the abandonment of the oil lamps in the second phase is not dependent on 
commercial considerations, given that the artefacts were almost all locally 
produced.  

We are thus dealing with a comparatively sudden overhaul of religious customs 
entailing the abrupt abandonment of the practice of dedicating unguent pots and oil 
lamps and the corresponding introduction of a new strategy of ritual 
communication centred on coroplastic artefacts.  

 

The Coroplastic Offerings  

The sanctuary of Predio Sola yielded 86 coroplastic artefacts; from the typological 
point of view they consist of protomai (58, or 69.0%) and statuettes of female figures 
both standing (10, or 11.9%) and sitting (7, or 8.3%). In quantitative, typological 
and iconographic terms, the artefacts of the first and second phase differ strongly70.  

From phase I there are only 15 coroplastic artefacts, as the vast majority of the 
dedicated objects (536, equivalent to 97.1% of the materials from layer I) are 
ceramic pottery. The coroplastic offerings from phase I include an imported 
Corinthian exemplar of a plank-style seated female figure (644, 600-575 BC), 
similar to other finds made in Gela itself and other sites of Sicily71. The other 
artefacts, of local production, are based on iconographic models from Crete, Corinth 
and the eastern Aegean (Samos, Rhodes, Cyprus). They are statuettes of standing 
female figures, either with raised forearms (647-648), arms spread (649-650) or 
arms draped along the body (651-656). There is also a fragment of an arula (724) 

with part of the dress and the hair of a female figure, and a fragment of the dress 
(728) of a statue of large dimensions (Fig. 8).  

Also worthy of attention are statuettes 654-656, made from the same mould, which 
are believed to have been lined up on a single base72. Reconstructed in this way, 
this votive object shows three figures who are not necessarily representations of 
goddesses associated with the sanctuary, but possibly representative of a 
community of worshippers in their festive clothes, the number suggesting the 
collective nature of the subject. 

                                                 
68 For the crisis of Corinthian production and pottery exports, see Roebuck 1972, 124-125; Benson 
1985, 17-18; Dehl-von Kaenel 1995a, 326, notes 755-756. 
69 For Attic lekyhoi, see De La Genière 1984; Gras 2000, 151-152; Frère 2008, 210, 212. 
70 For coroplastic offerings in Predio Sola, see Ismaelli 2011, 167-174, 218-219. 
71 Quoted in Ismaelli 2011. 
72 Possibly similar to a figurine group from Agrigento, see De Miro 2000, 99-100, n° 1474, pl. 49. For 
multiple clay figurines, see Hadzisteliou-Price 1971. 
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As for the other items, whether the figures represent worshippers or divinities 
remains obscure, at least to our eyes: indeed, the details of the clothes (polos, 
cloaks, necklaces) are extremely common in Orientalising and early Archaic 
production73. 

 

Fig. 8: Orientalising and early Archaic coroplastic figurines from phase I,  
Museo Archeologico Regionale di Gela 

 

In phase II the change in the ratio of ceramics to coroplastics is striking: the more 
recent layer contains 105 ceramic fragments and 70 coroplastic elements, or 40.0% 
of the artefacts in the layer. The success of coroplastics in the context of Predio Sola 

                                                 
73 The old theory that the polos represented a sign of divine identity (Müller 1915) is criticized by Bell 
1981, 28-29, 31-32; Lippolis 2001, 230, note 28; Huysecom-Haxhi 2009, 578-579. 
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reflects a phenomenon seen in many sanctuaries of western Greece and Sicily after 
the mid 6th century BC74. The question that arises is what new rituals were behind 
the exponential growth of these coroplastic offerings. 

 

Coroplastic Materials in Phase II: Irregular Gifts 

From the iconographic point of view, the coroplastic materials of phase II show a 
certain variety. Some types are attested purely episodically and constitute atypical 
offerings. They may be described as “irregular gifts”, to distinguish them from 
recurring and constant types, which form the main body of the votive system75. 
Specifically, the irregular gifts include the arulae76 (725-727), the life-size fictile 

statues (664-665)77 and the generic female figures seated on thrones (657-660)78.  

 

 

Fig. 9: Coroplastic “irregular gifts” from phase II, “Athena Lindia” type (661) and standing armed 
Athena (662), Museo Archeologico Regionale di Gela 

 

Figurines 661 and 662 deserve special attention (Fig. 9). The latter represents a 
standing female figure (662) with a round shield and helmet and is datable to the 
beginning of the 5th century BC. The statuette, which plausibly represents Athena, 
has no parallel among the votive objects found in the sanctuary of Predio Sola. It 
perhaps belongs to the class of visiting gods described by B. Alroth79, a term used to 

                                                 
74 For Bitalemi, see Croissant 2000, 434-435; for the Malophoros sanctuary, see Dehl-von Kaenel 
1995b, 349, note 11.  
75 For these artefacts, see Ismaelli 2011, 224-226. In Bouma 1996, 151-152, the irregular gifts 
(“intermittent and coincidental objects”) are seen as a class of non-traditional objects which appear 
only in some chronological phases.  
76 See van der Meijden 1993. 
77 Two hands are preserved. Comparisons may be made with items in Gela, Bitalemi (Orsi 1906, 690-

691, figs. 514-516; Orlandini 1966, 21-22, pl. 12, 1) and Corinth, sanctuary of Demeter (Bookidis 
2009).  
78 Figurine 659 reproduces a type of Medmean or Locrian origin, well known in Sicily (Bertesago 2009, 
61). 
79 Alroth 1987; Alroth 1989-1990, 309-310. For the interchangeability of votive offerings see Croissant 
1983, 4; Albertocchi 1999, 366, note 66. For the relationship between votive images and the gods, see 
Plato, Phaedr. 230B; Merker 2000, 325; von Hesberg 2007, 288; Baumbach 2009, 205. 
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refer to dedicated images of divinities in sanctuaries associated with other gods, 
often placed there for individual reasons that are hard to determine. In the case of 
Gela, its presence is probably linked to the centrality of the cult of Athena within 
the settlement’s religious system. 

Just as anomalous is statuette 661, with a polos and a flattened body decorated 
with rows of pendants, of a type known as “Athena Lindia” or “statuette aux 
parures”80. The image has been seen by some as a Siceliot Demeter81, but from an 
iconographic point of view the link with Demeter is not immediately obvious. On the 
other hand, the details of the dress and the posture (seated on a throne with foot-
rest displaying the typical rigidity of the xoanon, the high polos) convey the majesty 
of a divine figure, while the necklaces on the chest show the κόσμος of the goddess, 

i.e. the jewels that the devote hang on the simulacrum by way of thanksgiving or in 
fulfilment of a vow. These precious objects are part of a deliberate strategy of 
persuasion: they allude to the wealth that the divinity can guarantee82 and at the 
same time they visualise the effectiveness of divine action and the consequent 
prestige of the goddess among the community. In conclusion, though the image 
may be generic in terms of identity, it is the reflection of a precise conception of the 
divine.  

However, its one-off presence in the sanctuary of Predio Sola indicates that the type 
was not considered by worshippers to be entirely congruent with the local cult. The 
coroplastic types described as irregular gifts were thus not selected systematically 
for dedicatory acts and their role in the reconstruction of the local votive system 
should not be overestimated.  

 

Coroplastic Materials in Phase II: Protomai as Regular Gifts 

In phase II fictile protomai are the most numerous votive object (58). This rich trove 
of protomai, together with that of the Thesmophorion of Gela, is one of the largest in 
Gela, differentiating the sanctuary of Predio Sola from all the other sanctuaries of 
the city83.  

The term protome refers to a statuette made from a mould representing the head 
and part of the bust of a female veiled figure84. As iconographic type, protomai 
arrived in the western Greek colonies towards 560-540 BC thanks to imports from 
Samos and Miletus, which set off large-scale production of local imitations in the 
settlements of Sicily. By the end of the 6th century BC, this local production had 

completely replaced the eastern Greek imports. In Gela, this production began in 
about 540 BC, peaked in the last quarter of the 6th century and ended in the first 
decades of the 5th century85.  

                                                 
80 For the type, see Dewailly 1992; Albertocchi 1999; Albertocchi 2000; Albertocchi 2004. For the 
name, see Pautasso 1996, 46; Albertocchi 2004, 4. For finds in Gela, see Albertocchi 2004, 125-140. 
81 Albertocchi 2004, 158-168, 170-173. See also Hinz 1998, 39; Dewailly 1992, 135, 156; Bertesago 
2009, 57-59. 
82 Dewailly 1992, 157; Hinz 1998, 39. 
83 For protomai at Predio Sola, see Ismaelli 2011, 169-174. The actual quantity of protomai in the 
sanctuaries of Gela is not known, given the lack of a complete catalogue of fragments in Uhlenbrock 

1989.  
84 The ancient name was πρόσωπον and not προτομή, while the term “mask” should be avoided, see 
Croissant 1983, 2, 16, note 3; Uhlenbrock 1989, 19, note 3; Pautasso 1996, 23. 
85 For the protomai of Gela, see Uhlenbrock 1989; Bertesago 2009, 55-57. For Western imitations, 
local religious motives and handicraft dynamics, see Croissant 1983, 27, 374-375; Sguaitamatti 1984, 
56-57; Uhlenbrock 1989, 146-149; Croissant 2000, 430-437, 442-443, 454; Albertocchi 2004, 167-
168. 
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From the morphological and iconographic point of view there are certain constants 
(Fig. 11). The lower margin is just below the neck or, in a few rare cases, the 
shoulders. The head is always covered by a veil that sometimes completely hides 
the hair. In a few exemplars the veil is the only ornament (704). More frequent is 
the presence of head-scarves (poloi and stephanai). Other accessories include 
necklaces (717), disc-shaped earrings (696, 697, 707, 708, 717), in rare cases 
applied using a different material (712). Originally, colour was used to enrich the 
details of the cheeks, the polos and the veil. The best and largest exemplars appear 
to be made with particular care and expertise: they rank among the best sculptures 
of the Greek world and demonstrate the high level of quality achieved by the city’s 
craftsmen. 

 

 
 

Fig. 10: Protome 673, Museo 
Archeologico Regionale di Gela 

Fig. 11: Protomai from phase II,  
Museo Archeologico Regionale di Gela 
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Protomai: Old Theories and New Perspectives  

Who do these images of female faces represent86? The question of the identity of the 
protomai is at the centre of a long debate, especially regarding the western Greek 
colonies in Sicily and Magna Graecia, where large quantities of these artefacts were 
made in series. From the 19th century a broad historiographical current confidently 
identified the protomai as representations of Demeter or Kore. The origin of this 
interpretation is the notion that the form of the protome is an allusion to the ascent 
(anodos) from the soil of a divinity linked to the seasonal cycles of the natural 
world87. The identification of the protome with Demeter or Kore would appear to be 
supported by the discovery of large quantities of these objects in the sanctuaries of 
the two divinities in Sicily and Magna Graecia. The presence of these artefacts in 

other sanctuaries, in smaller concentrations, has led to suggestions that the 
protomai may occasionally have been dedicated to other divine figures, although 
these would have had similar functions to those of Demeter88.  

Can a specific identification with Demeter be seen in the generic features of the 
iconography? Alternatively, is it possible that the divinity represented was given a 
name only at the moment of the offering89, depending on the intentions of the 
worshipper who dedicated it? 

Given these issues, the traditional interpretation of the protomai was thrown into 
serious question by A. Muller and S. Huysecom-Haxhi, who in contrast saw the 
protomai (at least those with no special attributes) as the symbolic representation 
not of the divinity but of the worshipper making the offering. In this new approach, 
it is essential to understand the specific iconographic features of the protomai in 
terms of the symbolic code of forms that was common to all Archaic figurative 
production (fictile figurines, statues and reliefs). The protome may thus be 
recognised as the partial representation of the seated female figure type90 who, 
given the position of the body and the veil on her head, is recognisable as a woman 
of matronly status. Indeed, given the attributes of the veil and the polos91, the 
protome can be understood by worshippers as the representation of a woman who, 
having reached sexual maturity, is ready for marriage or is already legitimately 
married. Indeed, the veil plays a central role in weddings, in the ceremony of the 
anakalypteria92. Muller and Huysecom-Haxhi’s theory, that protomai reproduce 
worshippers making a dedication, provides a useful hermeneutic tool for clarifying 
the extraordinary success of this specific type of votive item. 

 

The Success of the Protomai 

The affirmation of the protome as the main votive offering in the phase II of the 
sanctuary of Predio Sola is the result of a number of concomitant factors. A detailed 
analysis of this class of votive objects will assist in understanding its success, i.e. 

                                                 
86 For more details, see Ismaelli 2011, 218-220.  
87 Bell 1981, 85-86; Huysecom-Haxhi – Muller 2007, 242-243; Muller 2009, 82-84. For the anodos 
theory, see bibliography in Hinz 1998, 37, notes 181-182. 
88 Hinz 1998, 37-38.  
89 Kron 1992, 627; Chryssanthaki-Nagle 2006, 24-28.  
90 Huysecom-Haxhi – Muller 2007, 243; Huysecom-Haxhi 2009, 580, 582, 584-587; Muller 2009, 93-
94; Dufeu-Muller et al. 2010, 399. The new interpretation arises from the analytical study of the 
figurines of Artemision and Thesmophorion in Thasos, see Muller 1996; Huysecom-Haxhi 2009. 
91 For the connection between veil and bride, see Reeder 1995, 239-240. For the polos as “Brautkrone”, 
see von Salis 1920-1924; Simon 1972, 214-215; more recently Huysecom-Haxhi 2009, 578-579 (with 
bibliography). 
92 Cairns 2002, 76; Llewellyn-Jones 2003, 109-110, 227-247. For anakalypteria, see Oakley – Sinos 
1993, 25-26; Verilhac – Vial 1998, 304-312; Ferrari 2003, 32-35. 
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what made the protome such a ductile and dynamic ritual instrument and why it 
was so popular with the community93. From an iconographic point of view, its most 
characteristic detail is definitely the veil, which in all the exemplars from Gela 
covers the head and descends to the sides of the face. The nuptial meaning of the 
veil, mentioned above, is however only one element of the semantic spectrum of this 
attribute; in the perception of Gela’s inhabitants, it was a medium that conveyed a 
number of messages:  

a) belonging to a specific age group: the veil was imposed on female members of 
the community at the moment of transition from childhood to puberty94. Its 
presence on the protomai places the image of the worshipper making the 
offering within a given age group that went from adolescence to full maturity: 

for the girls, childhood was over, sexual maturity had arrived and precise 
behavioural restrictions were imposed; 

b) part of a non-verbal code, the veil constitutes a means of affirming the 
woman’s social status. The veil allowed women to show that they had accepted 
the values of modesty, docility, reserve and self-control (aidos and sophrosyne) 
that the moral system required of girls of high-ranking families. By covering 
herself in the presence of strangers, a woman communicated her adherence to 
this behavioural code and simultaneously demanded for herself and her family 
the respect that was due to them, an essential value in what may be termed a 
“shame culture”95; 

c) innocent seduction: in combination with earrings and necklaces, the veil can 
also be seen as “sexually charged”. This semiotic inversion results from the 
fact that chaste and modest deportment in a woman can be alluring to men, 
regardless of her true intentions. Thus the veil is a guarantee offering 
protection to the female body but can also become part of a non-verbal 
discourse centred on themes of innocence and erotic appeal96;  

d) social status: the veil is an instrument of social distinction97 in terms of the 
material it is made from, its quality and the way in which it is worn. In the 
protomai the veil does not hide the earrings or necklaces: together with 
jewellery, hairstyle and a crown or polos it served to signal a woman’s 
attention to her appearance in public settings. 

The iconographic details of the protomai of Gela thus allow us to reconstruct a 
precise symbolic system. By means of this code, young women chose to present the 
divinity with an image of themselves that was not neutral but carefully constructed. 
Well groomed and dressed in festive garb, the worshipper projected herself as a 
young woman who had reached sexual maturity and was respectful of the moral 
rules imposed by the social context, without foregoing her beauty and her grace 
(charis): an image that skilfully combined seduction with rigid respect for 
behavioural codes.  

Other important elements can be derived from observing the morphological features 
inherent in the protomai’s production, particularly the relationship between the 
repetitiveness of the iconographic aspects and differences in quality and size (Figs. 

                                                 
93 For the protomai and their symbolic value, see Ismaelli 2011, 220-222. 
94 Llewellyn-Jones 2003, 109-110, 215-219. 
95 Carson 1990, 160-161; Reeder 1995, 123-124; Cairns 1996, 78-81; Llewellyn-Jones 2003, 156-173. 
The use of veils in the public sphere is discussed by Galt 1931; Oakley – Sinos 1993, 30; Llewellyn-
Jones 2003. On “shame-culture”, see Dodds 1951, 28-50. 
96 Redfield 1982, 195-196; Llewellyn-Jones 2003, 283-293; for the nuanced situations depicted in 
Attic pottery, see Reeder 1995, 125-126.  
97 Llewellyn-Jones 2003, 122-137. 
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10-11). Indeed, the protomai include finely made artefacts, exceptional in terms of 
their size and attention to detail, but also objects of smaller dimensions, simpler 
and of lower quality, often created in large numbers using worn moulds. The 
success of the protomai thus also lies in the flexible nature of their production 
standards, which made them accessible to worshippers characterised by sharp 
differences in purchasing power.  

The point may be illustrated with reference to protome 673, which has a high polos 
decorated with a maeander and a face of extraordinary beauty, the large exemplars 
666 and 707 and above all protome 717, which is 47.6 cm high, loaded with jewels 
and earrings, and rightly called the Colossal Type by J.P. Uhlenbrock (Fig. 11). This 
is a particularly important offering, made not from a mould but by hand, in 

response to a specific request. Given its large dimensions and the details of the 
jewels, at the moment of its discovery it was assumed that it was a representation 
of the divinity itself98. However, exemplar 717 has all the traditional features of the 
protome type and can also be recognised as the representation of a worshipper 
making an offering. The object must therefore correspond to the exceptional 
anathema of a girl of the upper Gela aristocracy. By accepting the iconographic 
customs of the protome type, the person making the offering shows that she abides 
by the ritual behaviour prescribed for her entire age group. In contrast, the object’s 
exceptional features, such as its size and the necklaces in relief, express a clear 
desire for distinction and self-affirmation, demonstrating her position of absolute 
prestige99.  

Thus the comparison of exemplar 717 with the small protomai of the Wide Face 
Group (681-695) demonstrates the great semantic potential of the coroplastic type: 
it reflects, neatly and effectively, the composite internal stratification of the micro-
society that frequented the sanctuary. At the same time, it illustrates the egalitarian 
principles that govern the ritual communitas100.  

 

Offering a Protome to the Goddess 

The way in which the offerings were made constitutes another aspect of the 
protomai’s success. Was the act of dedicating the object performed by individuals on 
their own or as part of a collective event101? As with other coroplastic types, with 
protomai it may be assumed that the act of offering was a collective ritual within 
codified festivities organised for a given group of worshippers102. In the case of the 
sanctuary of Predio Sola, it is possible that the offering of the protomai was a ritual 

shared by the young women of the city, on the occasion of rites linked to the 
transition to adulthood and marriage103. 

Observation of the morphological features of the type yields other elements that 
help to assess the value of the offering. All the protomai possess a central hole, 
located above the hair, to enable them to be hung. It is thus clear that the protomai 
were completed with lengths of cord, by which they could be carried: the practice is 
seen in some later terracottas from Iasos and Theangela104, which show a 
worshipper moving forward with the protome by her side (Fig. 12). Once they had 

                                                 
98 Orlandini 1968, 38. 
99 For the “mediale Qualität” of the big clay statues, see Doepner 2007. 
100 On egalitarian principles and communitas, see Turner 1969. 
101 For the protomai and the gesture of offering, see Ismaelli 2011, 222-224. 
102 Lippolis 2001, 236-237, 240; Lippolis 2005, 92; see also Merker 2000, 323-324, 334. 
103 Collective wedding rituals are described in Ephorus, FrGrHist 70F n°149, ls. 77-79; see also Lupi 
2000, 82-83. 
104 For Theangela, see Işιk 1980, 112-239, n°182, pl. 25; for Iasos, see Levi 1967-1968, 573, fig. 42, d. 
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arrived in the sanctuary, the worshippers could hang the protomai from trees or on 
the walls of the building itself. This detail is suggested by a famous funerary 
painting from Aineia (museum of Thessaloniki) and by a protome from Granmichele 
(Gela) that conserves part of the nail used to hang it in the hole at the top. A small 
number of exemplars have no such hole (687, 688, 701, 707); these were left at the 
foot of the walls of the naiskos, perhaps on benches or on the ground105.  

 

 

Fig. 12: Clay figurines of worshippers holding protomai from Theangela and Iasos  
(after Işık 1980 & Levi 1967-1968) 

 

The dedicatory ritual thus entailed the transport of the protome by the worshipper 
and subsequently the hanging of the image inside the sanctuary. The repetition of 
this series of gestures strongly affected the sacred landscape. Indeed, the sanctuary 
was densely populated with images, the faces of the worshippers crowding around 
the statue of the divinity. One can imagine the emotional charge produced by the 
protomai hanging in the half-light of the sacellum: they generated a visual dialogue 
composed of many gazes and glances between the living participants in the rite and 
their terracotta equivalents.  

 

                                                 
105 For the hanging of votive objects, see Alroth 1988, 196 and note 5; van Straten 1992, 250-253; von 
Hesberg 2007, 286-287, fig. 1; White 2007, 270, note 22. For the painting from Aineia, see 
Baldassarre et al. 2002, 24-25; for the Granmichele protome, see Uhlenbrock 1989, 150.  
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Protomai as New Media of Communication 

To summarise, during the first phase of the sanctuary, the most frequently donated 
artefacts were oil lamps (instruments used in a ritual that took place inside the 
sacred space) and objects associated with kosmesis. As we have seen, the value of 
these unguent pots lies in their being linked to the person and their individual 
habits: a personal object created a link between the divinity and the persons 
making the donation, who left in the sanctuary an artefact that had belonged to 
them and thus symbolically represented them106. This strategy of ritual 
communication may be referred to as the personalisation of the votive object. In 
contrast, the offering of protomai marked a shift towards a new communicative 
strategy. The new form of ritual communication was founded on the direct 

identification of the votive object and the person dedicating it. The worshippers left 
with the divinity an image that visually represented them and displayed their bond 
with the goddess beyond the moment of the ritual itself. The passage from 
personalisation of the votive object to direct identification with the person 
dedicating it was achieved by means of coroplastic representation. This image had 
high symbolic potential, since the iconographic type of the protome constituted the 
expression, carefully formalised, of the moral and behavioural norms that 
established the identity of the person making the offering107.  

The success of the protome lies in its iconographic and material characteristics and 
its standardisation, but also in its flexibility and infinite nuances. To sum up:  

- thanks to the selection of certain iconographic details, the protome conveys the 
moral and behavioural norms prescribed for worshippers; the protome is thus 
a ritual instrument for constructing the cultural identity of the person making 
the offering; 

- thanks to the generic iconography, the protome refers to the person not as an 
individual but as part of a ritual group and reflects that community’s shared 
characteristics; 

- the cost of the protomai varied widely, thanks to small alterations in their 
dimensions, craftsmanship and details, making them affordable to all but also 
enabling them to reflect distinctions in the socio-economic status of the 
persons who offered them;  

- thanks to standardisation, the protomai were suitable for collective ritual use108;  

- the communicative power of the protome, as well as its ability to build links 

between the individual, the community and the divinity, was best expressed in 
the context of the festivities: by means of the iconographic code, the image 
reaffirmed to the individual the specific values to be absorbed, while the public 
gesture of dedication enabled the worshippers to take their place in the 
broadest possible grouping of their peers109.  

 

Which Goddess was behind the Religious System? 

What divinity can be recognised as the interlocutor of the worshippers in the 
sanctuary of Predio Sola?110 In the absence of specific iconographic types and 

                                                 
106 von Hesberg 2007, 296-297; Prètre 2009, 11-13. 
107 For the dedication of figurines and wedding rituals, see Merker 2000, 337-338; Rumscheid 2003, 
161. 
108 For standardized iconography and ritual practices, see Chaniotis 2011, 12-13. 
109 See also Lippolis 2001, 243-244; von Hesberg 2007, 306-309.  
110 The question is discussed in Ismaelli 2011, 227-235. 
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inscribed dedications, any proposals must remain hypothetical in nature; once 
again it is the overall system reflected in the votive objects that helps to identify the 
ritual functions and divinities that preside over them. The young women of Gela 
who frequent the sacred site of Predio Sola are clearly venerating a female divinity. 
However, the absence of explicit references to the themes of procreation and 
bringing up children is definitely not consistent with the cult of Demeter that has 
always been claimed by studies. In this sense the differences with respect to the 
Thesmophorion of Bitalemi, the one place of worship in Gela that is indisputably 
dedicated to Demeter111, are undeniable. Indeed, the Bitalemi sanctuary is strongly 
characterised by the theme of fertility, be it of the soil (ploughshares, hoes and 
sickles112) or of women113, and by kourothrophia (female statuettes with child114). 
The ceramic artefacts use in the sanctuary of Bitalemi were also quite distinct from 
those of Predio Sola, and appear to be closely linked to the bloodthirsty sacrifice of 
animals and the consumption of their meat (cooking pots, spits and knives115).  

We may conclude that the sanctuary of Predio Sola and the Thesmophorion 
represent distinct ritual spheres116, corresponding to two successive phases in the 
biological and social development of women: 

- the sanctuary of Predio Sola is used by a community of girls who are in a phase 
of transition to adulthood, from unmarried maidens (kore agamos) to women 
of marriageable age (nymphe117); 

- the Thesmophorion responds to the needs of a broader group encompassing 
married women with specific expectations and hopes regarding maternity and 
reproduction.  

Therefore, the traditional interpretation which saw the sanctuary of Predio Sola as 
dedicated to Demeter is no longer tenable and other divinities must be sought. 
Numerous female divinities are associated with the task of overseeing rites of 
passage and transitions of status among the young women of the community, 
including Artemis, Aphrodite, Hera, Persephone, etc., depending on the local 
panthea118. 

The figures of Hera and Athena, present in other sites in Gela119, cannot be 
excluded a priori, although, in the context of Predio Sola, we are dealing at the very 
least with a specialisation of their cult. Attribution of the sanctuary to Artemis also 
appears plausible: although the earliest currently available evidence of the goddess 

                                                 
111 Orlandini 1966; Orlandini 1967; Kron 1992; Orlandini 2003; De Miro 2008, 47-53; Orlandini 2008. 
112 Orlandini 1968, 39, 41; Kron 1992, 636-639; Ardovino 1999, 171-172. For the allusions to the bios 
hemeros and human reproduction, see Detienne 1975, 148-149; Baumbach 2004, 185-187. 
113 Figurines of pig-holders are generally associated with thesmophoric rituals (μεγαρίζειν), but piglets 
could also allude to human fertility, see Sguaitamatti 1984, 52-64; Pautasso 1996, 88-90; Merker 
2000, 117-124; Portale 2009, 19, note 1. For the megarizein, see Detienne 1982, 135-136; Sfameni-
Gasparro 1986, 259-277. 
114 Orlandini 1968, 39, fig. 22; Kron 1992, 628-629, fig. 7.  
115 Kron 1992, 640-643; Albertocchi 2015. For the sacrifices during the Thesmophoria, see Detienne 
1982.  
116 Lambrugo 2008, 188-190. 
117 Iamblichus, Vita Pythagorica, XI, 56.  
118 See Verilhac – Vial 1998, 287-293; Dillon 2002, 215-219. For the “divine overlap between areas of 
responsibility”, see Baumbach 2004, 183-190. For the post-wedding rituals suggested by inscriptions 
and archaeological evidence, see Verilhac – Vial 1998, 327-330. 
119 For the Heraion, see Orlandini – Adamesteanu 1956, 264-273; Orlandini 1968, 31-33; Panvini 
1996, 27, 58-59; Panvini 1998, 109-115. The votive system of Athena on the acropolis is characterized 
by weapons (Panvini – Sole 2005, 70-71), images of owls (Orlandini 1968, 26, fig. 5; Panvini – Sole 
2005, 56) and figurines of Athena (Orlandini 1968, 21, 25, figs. 2, 4).  
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in Gela dates back to the last few years of the 5th century120, in Sicily as a whole 
and especially in the Chalcidian area, Artemis plays a significant role as the 
protector of children and young men and women in the their transitions towards 
adult status121. However, the research has so far discovered none of the elements 
that are shared by the other manifestations of Artemis attested in Sicily, such as 
the liminal location of the sanctuaries or certain specific ceramic forms (e.g. the 
krateriskoi of Contrada Alaimo)122.  

In contrast, the two divinities who the archaeological evidence seems to indicate 
most convincingly are Kore and Aphrodite, although firm evidence for the latter has 
yet to be found in Gela. Aphrodite is known to specifically protect the process of 
physical maturation after the end of childhood, and presides over the intimate 
union of male and female genders123. It follows that she has a specific responsibility 
in the area of matrimony: Diodorus Siculus writes that “To Aphrodite was entrusted 
the youth of maidens, the years in which they are expected to marry, and the 
supervision of such matters as are observed even yet in connection with weddings, 
together with the sacrifices and drink-offerings” (V, 73, 2)124. The nuptial 
responsibilities of Aphrodite also emerge in some other significant western Greek 
contexts, as in some fictile pinakes from the Mannella sanctuary in Locri125 and the 
sanctuary of area VI in Morgantina126.  

In the case of Predio Sola, the link to Aphrodite via the theme of seduction and 
kosmesis could be demonstrated by the containers for perfume127. Even the oil 
lamps are not extraneous to a cult system centred on Aphrodite, as shown by some 
other Siceliot contexts128. As part of the rites of passage, oil lamps are associated 
with aphrodisia, darkness and initiation ceremonies, in accordance with a model 
documented for Aphrodite Melanis in Corinth, Thespiae and Mantineia, and for 
Aphrodite Skotia in Crete129.  

The other divine entity that can plausibly be recognised in the sanctuary of Predio 
Sola is Kore (Persephone), as was recently proposed on the basis of the offerings of 
oil lamps130 and pots for unguents and perfumes131. In the traditional “pan-
Demetriac” approach, the goddess had no real autonomy of her own and was 
completely absorbed in the identity of her mother Demeter. In contrast, it makes 
more sense to see the two figures, their personalities and biographical details as 
quite distinct, evaluating their respective areas of responsibility. Specifically, the 
attribution of the Predio Sola sanctuary to Kore is linked to the paradigmatic myth 

                                                 
120 See the so-called Artemis sicula figurines in Spagnolo 2000, 270-271, fig. 1a-b, pl. 57, 5-7; Portale 
2009, 11, note 6.  
121 For the cult of Artemis in the Chalcidian colonies, see Grasso 2010; for the features of the Artemis 
cult, see Dufeu-Muller et al. 2010. 
122 Grasso 2008, 154-156; Grasso 2010, 255-257. 
123 Marinatos 2003; Pironti 2005, 137-141; Pironti 2007.  
124 Translation from Loeb Classical Library edition, 1939. See Pirenne-Delforge 1994, 421-422, 432-
433; Pironti 2007, 126-130. Literary sources describe the pre-nuptial rituals in Hermione, Sicyon, 
Trezene (Verilhac – Vial 1998, 292; Pirenne-Delforge 1994, 183-188, 401, 422-424) and Athens 
(Pirenne-Delforge 1994, 15-25; Pirenne-Delforge 2005, 280-282).  
125 Torelli 1977, 177-178; Sourvinou-Inwood 1978, 118-121.  
126 The sanctuary is generally attributed to Persephone but the name of Aphrodite is engraved on a 
skyphos from the area close to the round baths, possibly used for nuptial bathing, see Allen 1974, 

372-382, figs. 11-12. 
127 For perfumes as instruments of Aphrodite, see Andò 1996, 57-58; Bodiou – Mehl 2008, 147-148. 
128 See Palaiokrassa 2005, 367; in Sicily see Isler 1984, 105-106. For Aphrodite in Sicily and Magna 
Graecia see Schmitt 2016. 
129 Farnell 1971, 650-653; Pirenne-Delforge 1994, 395-396, 439-440; Pironti 2007, 80-85, 194-195.  
130 Hinz 1998, 68. 
131 Lambrugo 2008, 188, 190.  
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of the goddess: on reaching sexual maturity, the young deity was given in marriage 
by her father Zeus to his brother Hades, who abducted her, taking her away from 
her mother and attendants to make her the queen of the underworld132.  

It is important to stress that the exemplary nature of the myth played a particularly 
significant role in Sicily (where a part of it is said to have taken place), as emerges 
from some interesting references in the literary sources and even the archaeological 
evidence. Diodorus Siculus recalls the feast of the transportation of Kore (Κatagogè 
tes Kores), which was celebrated in Syracuse with a large panegyris and sacrifices 
on the occasion of the summer harvest. The name of the feast seems to allude to 
Kore’s descent to the underworld, understood as the goddess’s nuptial journey 
(agogé) to her groom’s home133. It is plausible that these festivities celebrated the 

mythical story of Kore, perhaps accompanied by ritual drama; the stirring story 
would probably have drawn a highly empathetic response from the young women: 
indeed, the sharing of feelings would have been indispensable for a complete 
identification with the divine Kore, facilitating acceptance on the part of the human 
korai of their new identities as brides134.  

This nuptial aspect of Persephone is evidenced in Magna Graecia by the fictile 
pinakes of the Mannella sanctuary in Locri and the sanctuary of Francavilla in 
Sicily135. In Morgantina, the American excavations have highlighted numerous 
small sanctuaries attributed to Persephone, characterised by structures for ritual 
bathing: these have been interpreted as the location of prenuptial ceremonies 
performed by the small communities of each district136.  

As in these contexts, in Predio Sola the act of dedicating perfume containers or 
terracottas can perhaps be contextualised as part of collective celebrations and 
festivities similar to the Theogamia, perhaps based on the parallels between divine 
and human initiation137. Particularly relevant to this hypothesis is oil lamp 645, 
with six lights, three bearded protomes and three ram’s heads, the association 
suggesting an identification with Hermes, a divinity frequently found with 
Persephone in the pinakes of Locri and Francavilla138. In those contexts, the god 
plays a mediating role in the passage from one phase of existence to another and, in 
the myth of Kore, he guides the goddess from the dark subterranean world towards 
the light139. Is it possible to interpret the ceremonial lamps as an important 
instrument for ritual representations of this mythical journey by the goddess on the 
occasion of her divine wedding? Do the simple oil lamps play a concrete role in the 
celebration of these ritual dramas? Do these oil lamps constitute the tools of a 
ritual strategy that prompts the girls to identify with the divine Kore140? 

                                                 
132 Lincoln 1979; Reeder 1995, 287-289. For the relationship between Kore and korai (maidens), see 
Iamblichus, Vita Pythagorica, XI, 56; Andò 1996, 47.  
133 For the nuptial meaning of that feast (Diod. V,2-6) see Bell 1981, 100-101; Polacco 1986, 26, note 
14; Sfameni-Gasparro 2008, 35-36. The Sicilian feasts of Anakalypteria (Pind. O. VI,160) and 
Theogamia (Pollux I, 37) also had a nuptial character, see Bell 1981, 99; Polacco 1986, 26-27; 
Martorana et al. 1996, 87-88.  
134 For emotion as an instrument for enhancing ritual efficacy, see Chaniotis 2006; Chaniotis 2010. 
For the emotional community in rituals, see Chaniotis 2011. 
135 For Locri, see Torelli 1977, 156-179; Dillon 2002, 221-228; Mertens-Horn 2006; Marroni – Torelli 
2016. For Francavilla, see Spigo 2000a, Spigo 2000b.  
136 Bell 2008. For the nuptial iconography of figurines from these contexts, see Bell 1981, 29-33, figs. 
a-b. 
137 Bell 1981, 10.  
138 For Hermes in Locrian pinakes, see Torelli 1977, 169; Spigo 2000b, 18-31, 54. 
139 Hom. h. 2, 334-386. 
140 On the connection between torches, performances and the myth of Persephone, see Parisinou 
2000a, 60-61. Some Imperial age lamps from Crete show the inscription γάμου, see Verilhac – Vial 
1998, 329.  



29 

 

The complexity of the material and the fragmentary archaeological evidence of the 
context raise a number of unanswered questions, but at the same time shed new 
light on many aspects of the religious practices that took place there. The sanctuary 
of Predio Sola was built only one generation after the foundation of the Rhodian-
Cretan colony of Gela, inside the urban area. The rich trove of materials, which 
document the use of the sacred area from the mid 7th century to the end of the 5th 
century, indicate its importance within the polis. The complete analysis of the 
evidence has revealed a clear functional specialisation of the sanctuary with regard 
to a religious community of young women in a phase of transition towards 
matrimony. These women expressed themselves by means of dedications that were 
highly codified in terms of their adhesion to a common language, the votive objects 
including a small number of items of exceptional value, such as large Corinthian 
unguent pots and the more sophisticated protomai in terms of decoration and 
dimensions. As well as certain fixed features, the votive system appears to have 
undergone some substantial changes in the media and forms of ritual 
communication. During the first phase (650/640-550 BC), the rite was based on 
the lighting of oil lamps and the dedication of unguent containers, which bound the 
worshipper making the dedication to the divinity by means of the object’s personal 
value. In phase II (550-405 BC) the consumption of beverages and libations was 
accompanied by the systematic dedication of fictile protomai: their communicative 
efficacy was guaranteed by the power of the image, which selectively displayed 
features establishing the social identity of the members of the religious community. 
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