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The Power of Zeus Bronton: Notes on a New Miracle Narrative

Jan-Mathieu CARBON*

In recent pages of this journal, N. Eda Akyiirek Sahin and Hiiseyin Uzunoglu have published an
interesting dedication to Zeus Bronton (“Weihung an Zeus Bronton”) dating to the 2"-3"c. AD.!
The stone on which it was inscribed is a relatively large rectangular altar of which only the upper
part survives; a male bust is depicted in relief at the top of the accessible face of the altar, between
a pair of akroteria—probably this carried the portrait of the brother mentioned in the text.” The
stone was apparently located at a house in the village of Ilyasca, about half-way between Iznik and
Bilecik. The editors have well underhned the prommence of Zeus Bronton—a god connected w1th
storms but also with agri- o i FE
cultural prosperity and
many other aspects—in the
region of Bithynia, specifi-
cally in Phrygia Epiktetos.
There were probably many
local sanctuaries of the god
in the area, attested for the
most part through rela-
tively laconic dedications,
but a possible origin for the
stone could be the major '
temple of Zeus Bronton
which has been located in

the village of Ahmetler in

Fig. 1) The inscription on the altar
(photo by the courtesy of N. E. Akyiirek Sahin)

Pazaryeri District near Bi-
lecik and from which nu-
merous inscriptions have now been recovered.’ The inscription joins a growing body of evidence

* Asst. Prof. Dr. Jan-Mathieu Carbon, Queen’s University, Department of Classics and Archaeology, 49
Bader Lane, Kingston, Ontario, Canada K7L 3N6 (jmc32@queensu.ca; () https://orcid.org/0000-0002-
1733-693X).

I have greatly benefitted from exchanges with Angelos Chaniotis, though of course I bear sole respon-
sibility for any mistakes herein. The epigraphic abbreviations used derive from the “GrEpiAbbr” list of
AIEGL. For the term “miracle narrative” used here for a wider genre of texts, rather than the misleading
category of “Beichtinschrift” or “confession inscription”, see the conclusion of this note.

! Akytirek Sahin - Uzunoglu 2022, 119-120 no. 19.
2 For further details, see edd.pr. and the published phs.

3 Cf. esp. the overview of multiple possible centres of worship in Akytirek Sahin 2012, 346-347. For the
site of Ahmetler, see Oztiirk et al. 2020. Older finds from the area of Ahmetler: I.Mus. Iznik 1504-1511;
Akytirek $ahin 2012 (SEG 62, 981-1012). More recently published ones: Oztiirk 2022, 88-89 nos. 7 und 42.
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about this cult and its importance in the region,* but it appears to be distinctive - at least thus far,
in the current state of the evidence - in providing more significant details about the context in
which the dedication was made.

The editors have only been able to read the inscription from the photograph (fig. 1). One can
merely do the same and under these conditions any decipherment must remain provisional. The
following attempt at an improved text is offered in the hope that it may at least begin to provide
some sense to the narrative behind this dedication:

ayadf ™" Toxn- “With good fortune.
Ad Bpovt@vte Aut- To Zeus Bronton.
{mav apetnv Tod Beod, Having neglected the miraculous

power of the god, my brother Archi-

[vij]ma éNéhnoev 6 &- "
' genes (?) spoke foolish words against

5  delgoc pov AP[X] EYéi‘lC ) (or: with reference to) the god and,
[]pog ToV Bedv Kai dpyto- having become angry, the god asked

[Bgic] 6 Beog avnpwtnoev L]

—_—

[...ca.6...]"OEO . TANTAZO

Line 1 is inscribed on the top moulding below the bust; lines 2-4 are carved in a protruding field
below the moulding; the remaining lines continue in a recessed field below that.

L. ayabfit  toxnt edd.pr. | 2-3. AITI|IION edd.pr., suggesting another epithet of the god I 4-5.
[.JIMTATAAAHE &vba | adeh@og pov AP Evyévne? edd.pr., suggesting A(0)p(1ikiog) Edyévng I 6-
7. opywo][beig] or perhaps opyio|[ag] in a passive sense: opyn|[v?] edd.pr. I 8-9.
[.....]OEOI[.JANOL.]O | [- - -]E[- - -] edd.pr.

Evidently, there remain several problems in understanding the text: the name of the brother in
line 5 is very insecurely reconstructed; the syntax of lines 6-7 involves an intriguing change of
subject; and the final lines (7-8) of course remain to be improved. But the reading offered here is
nonetheless suggestive: as preserved, the narrative in the text bears a strong resemblance to the
so-called Beichtinschriften or “confession stelai” from Lydian Katakekaumene, though it also con-
tains some distinct expressions.

First, as in the “confession stelai”, a transgression is reported to have been committed by the
brother of the dedicant. This consisted, we are told, of an error in judgement: neglecting (A\im@v),
i.e. ignoring, the power of the deity.” The verb Aeinw only appears once in the Beichtinschriften,

4 For the founders of individual cults of Zeus Bronton, as well as their familial and commemorative
aspects, see Parker 2017, 113-119; Carbon - Chaniotis forthc.; and Paneda Murcia forthc.

> For this sense of Aeinw, cf. LS] s.v. 1.3.
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in the context of a day of service omitted,® but a general neglect of the divinity or claims of igno-
rance in having caused offense are very common in these texts.” Amply paralleled elsewhere, the
god’s power, his capacity for benefaction and miraculous intervention, is defined as apetr|.® At
the same time and more concretely, the brother spoke out in an insulting manner against the god
or said foolish things with regard to Zeus Bronton. Verbal errors of this kind are also paralleled
in the “confession stelai”—and still more broadly—as mistakes for which one would be punished
and need to atone.’

As the end of line 6 makes clear, the god evidently responded to this behaviour with anger. The
words 0pyr| and 0pyilw are not found in the “confession stelai”, but divine anger is of course
inherent in the dominant theme of punishment found in these texts: the gods there—just like
everywhere else in ancient polytheism—are presented as vengeful, bearing grudges, and punish-
ing mortals accordingly.' In the present case, the manifestation of this anger may have taken the
form of the thunderstorm with which the god was so explicitly associated." The punishment of
the individual concerned is likely to have been more tangible than this divine sign, involving some
form of physical affliction or even death, as we can often glean from the “confession stelai”. The
exact sense of the last legible word, dvnpwtnoev, if it has been correctly deciphered, is perhaps
more problematic. The subject of this verb is most naturally interpreted as the god, 6 6ed6g, who

6 Petzl, Beichtinschriften 19.3: Aetmovong fuépag.

7 Claiming ignorance as a reason for ritual errors or other transgressions is a common trend in the “con-
fession stelai”, see e.g. Petzl, Beichtinschriften 10.3: St 10 dyvoeiv avtév (cf. also Petzl, Beichtinschriften
11.4-5, 34.6-8, 76.2-3; Petzl, Beichtinschriften Suppl. 155.3-4, 161.3-4). On this and other forms of “forget-
fulness” (A\avBdvw), as well as the rationale for such excuses, see Thonemann 2022, 59 and 263.

8 Cf. still the helpful literature collected in LS]J s.v. dpetr| Ib. For a wider discussion of &petrj and are-
talogy, see notably Petridou 2016, 3, 78-79. The sole example from the “confession stelai” appears to be
Petzl, Beichtinschriften 50.7: évéypaya tv dpetrv (“I recorded the power (of the gods)”); duvayg is the
more common word used in these texts to express divine power in the “confession stelai”. Compare also
the formulation at Petzl, Beichtinschriften 59.15-16: mepucpuBovong te avtiig v Sbvapy tod Beod (the
guilty party was “trying to conceal entirely the power of the god”).

? Cf. esp. Petzl, Beichtinschriften 95.4-5: 81" &|paptioav Adyov Aadfjoaca k). There, Petzl supposes that
an anoppntog Adyog was spoken by the guilty woman; Thonemann 2022, 59 n. 71, thinks of a false oath. In
light of the present text and taking into account the vagueness of the word Adyog, some sort of offensive or
disrespectful kind of speech may have been involved instead. For a case of slander against the gods and/or
their human agents (a vadxopog in this instance), cf. the use of AotSopéw in the fragmentary Petzl, Beicht-
inschriften 25.5. The word vijmiog is usually found of unfortunate children in funerary epitaphs and espe-
cially funerary epigrams. Yet for a similar phrase to the one found here, see already Pindar fr. 157 (Maehler):
@ Tdhag épapepe, vima Baleis, “O wretched creature of the day, you babble nonsense...” (transl. W. H.
Race). The use of viimiog here might allude to the childishness of the brother as well as perhaps to his mis-
fortune, e.g. death (see below).

19 Cf. e.g. the uses of vepeodw in Petzl, Beichtinschriften 3.5, 15.3, 69.8; véueoig in Petzl, Beichtinschrif-
ten 57.12; Petzl, Beichtinschriften Suppl. 56.10.

" For thunderstorms, see esp. Steinepigramme II 265 no. 09/12/02 (Iuliopolis); this invokes Zeus as
Ktesios, but evokes the power of the god in a storm. Compare possibly the epiphany experienced by Me-
nophilos and recorded by the Daokometai: SEG 56, 1434, face A, with the comments of Carbon - Chaniotis
forthc.
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immediately precedes it. But, in the “confession stelai” and elsewhere, questions are normally
asked by humans of the gods—in an oracular or divinatory context, regarding the cause of a cer-
tain punishment, regarding the correct means of propitiation, etc.—not vice versa.”” A divine
question remains somewhat surprising and difficult to understand, unless the verb should be
taken to mean something like “demand” or even “command”. This would be much more suitable
in terms of sense: as often found in the Beichtinschriften, the god asked—i.e. demanded or or-
dered—that the brother somehow atone for his mistake."” As we have it, the narrative seems per-
haps to be compressed—which is not unusual in the Beichtinschriften also—and to have elided
an important step: the actual punishment of the brother. It appears to skip directly from the anger
of the god to the divine request that there be some form of atonement for his crime. Regrettably,
the details of how this atonement was to take place and the continuation of the story are no longer
clear. Given that the brother of the guilty party set up this inscription, one might reasonably won-
der what actually happened: did the one making foolish utterances die and did responsibility for
setting up a dedication to Zeus Bronton pass on to his relatives, namely his brother? In the “con-
fession stelai”, this is not an uncommon scenario; there, as elsewhere, religious faults were thought
to have considerable ramifications for the kinship group.'*

While some of the details of this account of the miraculous power of Zeus Bronton remain elusive,
it nonetheless represents an important piece of evidence for our understanding of religiosity in
Anatolia and beyond. Many studies have sought to emphasise the regional specificity of the so-
called “confession stelai”."” Yet, without denying that we are dealing with a particular epigraphic
habit in Katakekaumene and its surroundings, the inscription revised here—coming from about

12 Cf. e.g. the uses of épwtdw in Petzl, Beichtinschriften 17.4-5, 13-14; 22.9-11; 38.1; 57.7; 61.5-6; 97.2-3;
Petzl, Beichtinschriften Suppl. 129.9, 146.3, cf. 149; {(nTéw and its compounds dva{ntéw / ¢mintéw are also
frequently found in this context in the “confession stelai”, as are a number of other related verbs.

B dvepwtdw might then best correspond to the use of dnautéw found in Petzl, Beichtinschriften 62.9-
10: vOv 6 Be0g dmfjtnoe v €0X1V, “the god now asked for the vow”, or to similar instances of é¢mi{ntéw, e.g.
4.4-6: ¢nelijtnoev 6 Bedg 10 duaptnua, “the god requested the penalty” (among many such cases in the
Beichtinschriften; cf. also, more strongly, mapayyéAw and kehedw). Cf. also the following Lydian texts us-
ing dnautéw: SEG 57, 1224 (Silandos, dedication); 67, 853 (Saittai, fragmentary); and there are a few other
texts that employ aitéw of a divine request outside of this area: e.g. SEG 55, 685 II (Herakleia Lynkestis,
dedication of a slave). Many dedications to Zeus Bronton (see note 3 for some references) were required to
be made according to a divine command, using the very common phrases kat’ émtayiv or katd kéAevotv,
though further details about this are usually lacking.

' Relatives often set up the Beichtinschriften, whether for those who had died (i.e. who were thought to
have been punished with death) or in other circumstances. For a brother fulfilling the ritual obligation after
the death of the guilty person, cf. Petzl, Beichtinschriften 68.19-24 (along with the guilty party’s wife and
children); for a sister, see Petzl, Beichtinschriften Suppl. 125.6-10. More generally, on familial collective
responsibility in these texts, see Thonemann 2022, 66-70; on the notion of ancestral fault in Greek literature,
see Gagné 2013.

15 Cf. Petzl, Beichtinschriften p. VII: “Die in dieser Sammlung vorgelegten Inschriften stammen {iber-
wiegend aus einem einheitlichen geographischen Raum, dem Bergland beim Oberlauf des Hermos unter
Einschluf$ der nérdlich und stidlich angrenzenden Gebiete... Andere pagane Beichtinschriften der griechisch-
romischen Antike sind nicht bekannt” (my emphasis). Cf. now Thonemann 2022 and his idea of a special
“Hieradoumia”.
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200 km away, in Phrygia Epiktetos—contributes to stretching those supposed geographic limits
as well as the terminology employed in referring to these texts. The term “confession stelai” is
widely held to be a misnomer, since its misleading focus on “confession” is not well evidenced in
the text themselves.'® Like the Lydian stelai, this text from Phrygia Epiktetos would in fact be
better seen as part of a wider picture, which includes many analogous accounts of divine power."’
Explicitly, these texts are all accounts of the apetr| or the Svvauig of a divinity or group of deities,
which is instantiated in the narrative by miracles of different kinds (punishment, salvation, etc.).
A more encompassing account of aretalogies or miracle narratives, that sets these texts—from
Anatolia and beyond—against their normative religious background, remains to be written.
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Zeus Bronton’un Giicii: Yeni Bir Mucize Anlatis1 Uzerine Notlar
Ozet

N. Eda Akyiirek Sahin ve Hiiseyin Uzunoglu yakin zamanda bu dergide MS 2.-3. yiizyillara ait
Zeus Bronton’a adanmus ilging bir yaziti1 yayimladilar (Gephyra 23, 2022, 119-120 no. 19, fotog-
raflarla birlikte). Makalede, metni daha anlagilir yapmaya yonelik bir girisimin ardindan, yazitin
Zeus Bronton’un giiciinii anlatan hikayevi bir tasvir oldugu belirtilmektedir. Yazit, Phrygia Epik-
tetos'unda bu tanriya tapinmayla ilgili giderek artan sayida belgede kendine yer bulurken, yaklasik
200 km oteden gelmesine ve biraz farkli sozciik dagarcigr kullanmasina ragmen, Lydia’daki “itiraf
stelleri” ile 6nemli paralellikleri yeniden ortaya ¢ikarmaktadir. Bu yazida daha genel olarak, bu
metnin Anadolu’daki epigrafik kanitlarda 6zellikle 6ne ¢ikan, ancak Anadolu’ya 6zgii olmayan
daha genis bir mucize anlatis1 veya aretaloji tiirii icinde konumlandirilmasi gerektigi savunulmak-
tadir. Yazitin Tiirkge gevirisi soyledir:

lyi sansla. Zeus Bronton’a. Tanrimin mucizevi giiciinii goz ardi eden kardesim Arkhigenes (?)
Tanri’ya karsi (ya da ona atfen) aptalca sozler soyledi ve kizdi, Tanri sordu [. . .]

Anahtar Sozciikler: Zeus Bronton; Bithynia; Phrygia Epiktetos; “itiraf stelleri”; mucize anlatiss;
aretaloji.

The Power of Zeus Bronton: Notes on a New Miracle Narrative
Abstract

N. Eda Akyiirek Sahin and Hiiseyin Uzunoglu have recently published an interesting dedication
to Zeus Bronton from the 2™-3™ century A.D. in this journal (Gephyra 23, 2022, 119-120 no. 19,
with phs.). Following an attempt to further elucidate the text, this inscription is here identified as
a narrative account of the power of Zeus Bronton. While the inscription finds a place in a growing
number of documents about the worship of this god in Phrygia Epiktetos, it also reveals important
parallels with the so-called “confession stelai” from Lydia, though it comes from about 200 km
away and employs somewhat different vocabulary. More broadly, I argue that the text is to be
situated within a wider genre of miracle narrative or aretalogy that is particularly prominent in
the epigraphic evidence from Anatolia, but far from unique to it.

Keywords: Zeus Bronton; Bithynia; Phrygia Epiktetos; “confession stelai”; miracle narrative; are-
talogy.
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