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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION 
 
 
 

The present book deals with ancient and modern Greek culture, and 
therefore many Greek names and terms. It should be mentioned that there is 
no unified, universally accepted system for transliteration of written and 
spoken Greek. I have therefore devised my own, which, with a few 
exceptions, is identical to the system used by the Nordic Library, Athens. 
However, variations may occur when quoting from a published Greek text, 
since there are several possible methods of transliteration. 
 
Α α   a 
Β β   b 
Γ γ   g 
Δ δ   d 
Ε ε   e 
Ζ ζ   z 
Η η   ē 
Θ θ   th 
I ι   i 
Κ κ   k 
Λ λ   l 
Μ μ   m 
Ν v   n 
Ξ ξ   x 
Ο o   o 
Π π   p 
Ρ ρ   r 
Σ σ ς   s 
Τ τ   t 
Υ υ   y 
Φ φ   ph 
Χ χ   ch 
Ψ ψ   ps 
Ω ω   ō 
 
Αυ αυ au 
Ευ ευ eu 
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Ου oυ ou 
 
γ before γ n 
γ before κ n 
 
΄  h (in Ancient Greek) 
 

Where an author’s name can be spelt in more than one way, I have 
followed the author’s own spelling; if they do not consistently use the same 
spelling, I have transcribed it according to the aforementioned system. 
Exceptions to this include personal and place names or terms that have well-
established or standard Anglicised forms, such as Tinos, not Tēnos; Serres, 
not Serrōn; Anastenaris, not Anastenarēs. In general, though, Greek names 
are not Latinised with the letter c, which does not exist in the Greek 
alphabet. Sometimes I use C, as in Corfu and Cyprus, since those are the 
standard Anglicised forms. When a term or name can be rendered in several 
ways, I have employed my own system, such as Agia, not Hagia, Ayia, or 
Aghia. This mainly concerns Modern Greek, since Ancient Greek names 
and terms are more widely known in “European versions”, such as 
Arrephoria. This is also the reason that I have marked the spiritus asper (΄) 
with h on transcriptions from the Ancient Greek, since, for example, hiera 
and hieros gamos are well established spellings within ancient scholarship. 
Thus, with one exception, I have used the same system for Ancient Greek 
(A.G.) and Modern Greek (M.G.), although anthropologists might be 
critical of this usage, claiming I am attempting to demonstrate that Modern 
Greek derives from Ancient Greek. My intention is purely pragmatic, 
however, given how closely related the two systems of orthography are. I 
have not used the Greek alphabet in the text, but only transliteration, hoping 
that this rule will be more appropriate for readers less accustomed to the 
Greek language. When a Greek term is first used, it is shown in italics. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
Many years of reading ethnographic material from various parts of the 

world, but in particular from the Mediterranean, where I have also carried 
out extended periods of fieldwork, especially in Greece and Italy, have 
inspired many thoughts and ideas concerning the varied and complex 
significances of the ancient religious rituals and festivals, gender relations, 
and so on, that are encountered in the sources. The sources, however, tell us 
nothing about how we should understand what we read. How can this 
problem be tackled? 

“Mediterranean anthropology” combined with first-hand fieldwork 
equip us with a set of models for social comparisons and analysis which 
have close parallels with the ancient sources that will be examined. This 
material offers us new questions with which we can interrogate the ancient 
sources through a comparison between modern and ancient conditions. The 
idea is that certain deep premises about social life, widely shared in the 
Mediterranean region, can be used to frame and illuminate ancient texts, 
bringing out their unspoken assumptions. 

When doing research on modern religious festivals, I learnt that death 
cult, fertility cult, and healing play key roles in the festivals, and that these 
cults are associated with women. From this, it became possible to see a 
select number of ancient sources from a new angle. It also became possible 
to try to say something about the practical role of the cults—and therefore 
women—in certain festivals of the ancient polis (city state), and thus gain a 
new perspective on the ancient context. A prerequisite for doing this is a 
conscious choice to examine society from such a perspective, thus 
employing a different value system from that which is usual in modern 
western European societies. Doing so may perhaps reveal that women 
exercised more power in ancient society than has generally been assumed. 

In two of my earlier books, Rituals of Death and Dying in Modern and 
Ancient Greece: Writing History from a Female Perspective from 2014 and 
Greek Festivals, Modern and Ancient: A Comparison of Female and Male 
Values from 2017 (originally published in Norwegian, 2007), I have focused 
on death cult and fertility cult respectively. This new research draws on the 
same methodology—using modern in conjunction with ancient sources—
while focusing on healing. 
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When coupled with cultural ethnohistory, the field of medical 
anthropology certainly is—and will become more—crucial. Thus, the 
relevant ancient sources, including the Hippocratic writings, and important 
later material on folk medicine and healers, will be analysed in conjunction 
with the data from my fieldwork, from a gyno-inclusive perspective, where 
an appreciation of the “poetics of womanhood” is central.  

History and anthropology are two disciplines that are closely related, 
particularly when working with ancient culture. The same combination is 
relevant for global studies. This work tries to rethink the history of Europe, 
encompassing also its Mediterranean and eastern peripheries. By its ancient 
and modern material, the research demonstrates a transnational, comparative, 
and longue durée approach to Europe’s history. It has relevance for several 
areas of the European peripheries. Since many of the values in Greece—and 
especially so in relation to healing rituals—have parallels with the values in 
the eastern part of Europe, there is no doubt that this comparative approach 
will be of great value in future research, in particular concerning the 
continuing expansion of the European Union, encompassing people who 
often think very differently from those in its western parts. The field of 
southeastern European studies will be of major importance in future Europe 
(one may just mention the immigration crisis that has haunted Europe for 
several years now). Regarding immigration to Europe from non-European 
countries, it is a fact that people from these areas share many cultural traits 
with Greece and the eastern European regions, such as in connection with 
religious popular festivals and healing rituals, which might be foreign to 
people from the northern and western parts of Europe and the USA and 
therefore difficult to understand. This research, then, has relevance for 
comparisons on a broader civilisational scale.  

All over the Balkans and eastern parts of Europe, we meet similar rituals 
to the Greek healing rituals. From a comparative perspective, this research 
is relevant in several contexts. Particularly the parallel circumstances 
illustrated by the importance of worshipping miracle-working dead people 
in both a public and domestic context in eastern and central Europe, in the 
Balkans, and in the Mediterranean, clearly show the importance of taking 
into account both the domestic and public, female and male views in order 
to enhance our knowledge of European history, seen “from the grassroots”. 
The importance of conducting research on healing rituals in contemporary 
Greece—at the crossroads of cultures in the margins of Europe—by 
comparing them with ancient sources, also means that the book contributes 
to enhancing European and Mediterranean research in the era of globalisation. 
The field of comparative cultural research should particularly be enhanced 
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by this study, especially as religious ideologies are flowering in modern 
Middle Eastern, Mediterranean, Balkan, and Russian societies. 

Greece and particularly Athens has for some centuries been seen as a 
region of knowledge within classical studies by several foreign countries by 
setting up their own research institutes there. Athens and Greece, however, 
also have their own important centres of learning, and is further a region of 
knowledge within post-classical studies. It can by its rich resources provide 
important material for comparative studies, although this fact has not been 
so easily acknowledged in the north of Europe where interpretation in 
practice often neglects knowledge of the culture that exists in Greece as an 
important comparative tool to contextualise ancient sources. Doing research 
in a genuine Greek environment for many years now has taught me to 
provide a broader eastern European and Mediterranean approach, 
complementing the northwestern European filter through which much of the 
variety of European experience tends to be interpreted. By focusing on “the 
margins of Europe” both from a gendered (that is, Greek women) and spatial 
(including “grassroots”) perspective, this book also seeks to challenge the 
tendency to define a clear-cut “European identity” with reference to an 
imagined “civilised European centre” contra various peasant cultures, such 
as those of southeastern Europe. In the contemporary situation it might be 
more fruitful to ask the question―what is and was Europe at its margins?  

To compare ancient and modern healing rituals, and women’s role in 
these, multidisciplinary research is required. This book therefore interrelates 
history, anthropology/ethnography, archaeology, ethnology/folklore, gender 
studies, and religious studies. Accordingly, the book offers a willingness to 
employ multiple, differing approaches towards the topic under investigation, 
and aims to bridge the distances to other academic disciplines. Consequently, 
it allows both for a contextualisation of prior research and a synthesis of 
multiple academic areas, and so intends to pave the way for future studies. 
This also relates to the fact that I have experienced how many young 
scholars across the disciplinary borders feel the need to draw on modern as 
well as cross-period material in their studies of both ancient and modern 
Greek and Mediterranean cultures. Unfortunately, there is still a gap in 
scholarly opportunities in this area, so those who venture into comparative 
approaches still work independently in what could be a dynamic new field 
if given sufficient focus. The present study intends to contribute towards 
that goal. 

By working in the field and setting the findings in a broad framework of 
history and prehistory, and so offering a sustained cross-period examination 
of the subject of healing and gender, exploring continuities between historical 
periods as well as the ways in which the texts and traditions diverge, the 
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study reveals how interdisciplinary and cross-period studies can illuminate 
otherwise-overlooked points and lead to reconsiderations of the subject of 
“gender and healing”, which scholarship has historically believed to be well 
understood. Consequently, the book challenges long-established theories on 
women and gender relations in modern and ancient Greece, but also beyond. 


