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Why it should be obvious that Euhemerus 
did not write his Sacred History  

to bolster ruler cult 
by 

Marianne Wifstrand Schiebe 

A critical assessment and an alternative theory 
Euhemerus wrote his famous Sacred History (‘  ) some time 
around 300 BCE or perhaps shortly after. Our knowledge of the work and 
its author derives from a number of fragments and testimonia, mostly of a 
polemical character and almost all from much later times.1 Scholars agree 
that the work had the form of a novel with a first person narrator. The 
narrator claimed to have been driven off course at sea and to have found, 
when drifting eastwards, a group of islands so far unknown. The 
topography, the resources and the social and political system of the islands 
seem to have been described at some length. Panchaea, the main 
island the narrator told was a place of abundant riches of all kinds. On 
this island, there stood a magnificent temple dedicated to Zeus, attended 
by priests who claimed to be descended from Cretan immigrants. (Luckily 
enough for the narrator, they still spoke their old Greek dialect.) In the 
temple, the narrator found a golden stele with a remarkable inscription. 
This as well as other inscriptions kept by the priests described the deeds of 
Zeus and his ancestors. Here the narrator learnt that these had all been 
mortal men, reigning on earth and travelling widely accomplishing great 
deeds. In recognition of this, they had received divine honours from their 
subjects. Zeus had even established his own cult himself: the temple was 
said to have been built by him, and the stele, too, had been erected and 
inscribed by Zeus. A report of the career of a few of his descendants had 
been added later by his son Hermes.2 

                                                 
* This article presents part of the argument of the 5th chapter of my monograph Die Frage 
nach Berechtigung und Ursprung des anthropomorphen Gottesbildes im antiken Denken 
(in preparation). The project has been financed by the Swedish Research Council. I have 
received additional funding from Uppsala University (‘E. O. Burmans Docentstipendium’), 
which I also gratefully acknowledge. Thanks are due to Professor Sven-Johan Spånberg 
for improving my English. 
1 Collected by Winiarczyk 1991. The traditional distinction between testimonia and 
fragments has been abandoned by Winiarczyk, who labels all evidence ‘testimonia’ 
(henceforth T). There is also a monograph on Euhemerus by Winiarczyk, published in 
2002.  
2 T 30; 33 38; 64; 65 Win.  
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If there is, on the whole, consensus as to the form and contents of the 
SH, this is not so as regards its aim. Many scholars think that the SH is to 
be situated in the context of ruler cult, a phenomenon beginning to spread 
in the time when Euhemerus lived. This theory is grounded in the 
presumption that the Panchaean traditions about Zeus and his family 
constitute the core of the book, a view reasonable enough in view of the 
drastic idea that the Olympian gods and their ancestors had been human 
beings.3 I do not think, though, that any of the modern opinions as to how 
the story relates to ruler cult, often uttered in passing and without further 
argument, can be upheld. That the SH should have been inspired by the 
growing tendency to offer cult to the rulers, makes good sense; that it 
should itself have been intended to boost or support ruler cult, as is often 
maintained, does not.4    

It is rarely expressly made clear to whom Euhemerus is supposed to 
have directed his appeal. Did he want to address the rulers themselves (or 
a specific ruler), in order to provide them (him) with arguments for 
establishing or imposing their (his) own cult? Or was it his aim to 
encourage or persuade the subjects willingly to accept, or, perhaps, 
spontaneously to offer, cultic veneration to their ruler(s)? The opinions of 
scholars as regards this significant detail are often at best implicit.5  

However, to enter on a meaningful discussion of the ‘ruler cult theory’, 
we shall have to begin from another starting-point. All theories of this 
kind so far proposed suffer from one particularly serious flaw: they do not 
account for the specific literary form of the SH. If the SH was written 
primarily for the purpose mentioned, and for either of the addressees, what 
did Euhemerus have to gain by the particular narrative form he chose? For 
all I know, the question has never been raised. Yet I believe this to be the 
very first issue we have to settle. Any hypothesis on Euhemerus’ agenda 
that leaves the literary form without a recognizable function should be 
dismissed.6 

As a consequence of this insight we are already in a position to discard 
the idea of the SH being an attempt to provide arguments for the ruler(s) 

                                                 
3 Not every scholar is aware of just how revolutionary was Euhemerus’ idea. Owing to a 
common misunderstanding of a piece of information in Philodemus, On piety PHerc 1428 
col. 2 3 Henrichs 1974, it is often said to have been anticipated by the sophist Prodicus of 
Ceus. Cf. my monograph, ch. 5.5. and Appendix. 
4 For a critical discussion of a few other opinions, I refer to my monograph (in 
preparation), ch. 5.1. Cf. also below, note 10, as well as the next section. 
5 Winiarczyk takes an overcautious attitude to the problem (2002, 69), though in the end, 
he seems to believe that the SH rather addressed the subjects, and not the rulers (ibid. 118; 
169; 186). 
To Rüpke (2007, 123) and a few others, the SH was directed to the critics of Hellenistic 
ruler cult, whereas Bietenholz (1994, 39) thinks it might have been written to popularize 
the cult of the ruler.  
6 Of course, other important arguments can be adduced against the ruler cult theory. For 
instance, it has been pointed out by Bichler and others before him (see Bichler 1984, 190) 
that the inhabitants of Panara, the capital of Panchaea, are said to be independent and not 
ruled over by a king’ (   , Diod. 5.42.5 = T 33). These 
characteristics, we are told, apply to the citizens of Panara alone, and not to the rest of the 
islanders, but even so, it would be a strange feature to emphasize in a description meant to 
sketch a model for a society governed by an autocratic sovereign with pretensions to divine 
honours from his subjects. 
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for establishing and imposing his (their) own cult. Even if you believe that 
the topic as such (the Olympians having been early mortal kings) could be 
recognized as a helpful tool to use to this end personally, I am convinced 
that it could not, but more on that later on the literary form of the work 
does not suit the purpose. For what would be the point of using a 
regocnizably fictional setting while at the same time introducing 
‘documentary evidence’ (the inscription)? The story is set in a country 
Alexander’s widely travelling heirs knew perfectly well did not exist. 
Fabulous and exotic motifs are interspersed in the description of the 
islands, and the very idea of the unvoluntary sea voyage smells of the 
Odyssey.7 Are we to suppose that Euhemerus hoped to convince the royal 
court(s) that what was said in the inscription was plain fact? Or should we 
assume that the idea was not to convince but playfully to suggest a 
strategy to the ruler to test on his subjects? Then why the pseudo-
documentary evidence at all? And further: the description of Panchaean 
society, so drastically different from all familiar systems, would obscure 
the message and even contribute to making it counter-productive, since 
certain features might have been understood as veiled expressions of 
social and political criticism and thus might have made Euhemerus appear 
not as a supporter of the rulers’ plans, but as an opponent.8 I think we can 
take it for granted that if Euhemerus had wanted primarily to address the 
rulers in order to back up their ambitions he would not have chosen a 
literary form that might obscure or even obstruct his aim. 

The second alternative, i.e. to assume instead that the SH was directed 
mainly to the subjects of Hellenistic rulers, hoping to convince them that 
there are good reasons for engaging in or offering cult to their rulers, 
seems to me to have considerably more to recommend it, provided, of 
course, that we accept that the argument was recognizable and could be 
taken as valid (and again, I am positive that it was not). Even today, the 
general public is all too quick to take anything written for plain fact; not 
least will they tend to understand a narrative with a first person 
homodiegetic narrator naïvely as documentation of the author’s personal 
experience. Euhemerus ought to have been aware of this psychological 
tendency of less educated readers and to have calculated with its effects. 
And under such circumstances, it would make good sense, too, to 
underscore the argument by referring to documentary’ evidence. 

                                                 
7 T 30 (Diod. 5.41.4 6): miraculous abundance of frankincense and fragrant treees; T 3.9 
(Diod. 6.1.4.; 7) and T 35.46 f. (Diod. 5.46.4): gold and silver; T 39 (Diod. 5.45.1): all 
kinds of wild animals; T 37 (Diod. 5.46.5 7): remarkable features of the temple; T 3 
(Diod. 6.1.4.): off course at sea. 
8 For instance, according to T 35 (=Diod. 5.45.4 5), private ownership was said to be 
limited, the harvests being delivered to the priests who in turn redistributed them according 
to strict principles. Even features such as those mentioned in the previous note may have 
contributed to an impression of the kind, for as Romm points out (1992, 50 f.), in early 
Greek poetry, mild climate and prosperity of soil, when attributed to distant lands, are 
usually linked to the idea of superior moral virtue of the inhabitants. 
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On the other hand, if Euhemerus had shaped his narrative mainly to fit 
the reactions and beliefs of a wider (middle class9) readership, he would 
have run the risk that the more educated readers (among them influential 
city officials and potential financers of local cults) would have taken the 
whole story just for mere entertainment, or perhaps, as I said before, as 
veiled criticism, especially so since they alone would have the competence 
necessary for grasping the allusions to Plato and others.10 Euhemerus 
would thus at best have succeeded in bringing home his point with part of 
the recipients, leaving the others unimpressed or sceptical. I conclude that 
on this premise too, it is unlikely that Euhemerus would have preferred 
such a literary form, although it would not have been wholly pointless to 
use it. 

In addition, thanks to the rapidly increasing research on Hellenistic 
romance in the last decades, we now know that the ancient novel directed 
itself above all to an educated audience. The conscious rhetoric and the 
ubiquitous intertextual links and allusions to other literature, including 
philosophical treatises, obviously call for literary experience and 
awareness.11 The Sacred History, although an early exponent of the genre, 
does not seem to be an exception to this general rule. 

So far, I have argued that the literary form of the SH speaks against the 
ruler cult theory. But how about the alleged argument itself? Scholars tend 
to take for granted that claiming human origins for the Olympian gods 
would have appeared to people of the Hellenistic time as a bright new 
insight somehow automatically inspiring rulers to demand or to establish 
their own cult or encouraging their subjects to accept it or themselves to 
offer it. It is rarely stated how the argument is supposed to work, but 
according to one suggestion explicitly made the ruler is supposed to have 
taken the fact (?) that these men of old times became deified as an 

                                                 
9 We have to keep in mind that in the ancient world, even the most basic literacy was never 
widespread (cf. Harris 1989, passim, and esp. 13; 19; 140 146; 325 332), to say nothing 
of the ability to read lengthy texts. 
10 That the riches and the political systems of the isles are reminiscent of Plato’s ideal state 
in the Republic as well as of primeval Athens and Atlantis as described by Critias in the 
Timaeus (24 a) and the Critias (110 c d; 111 c e; 114 d 115 e) was shown by Hirzel 
(1895, 391 394) and has been underlined repeatedly since then. Cf., in particular, Bichler 
(1984, esp. 191 195). 
Hirzel claimed in 1895 that the SH was in fact intended to be a kind of satire directed 
against the Ptolemaic court (pp. 394 398). As target of the satire he envisaged not ruler 
cult as such but religious orthodoxy and court theology (‘Hoftheologie’) in Alexandria (p. 
394). Although this interpretation seems to me to have several weak points above all, I 
think the evidence concerning Panchaean religion has been overinterpreted it has to be 
ackowledged that Hirzel stands out among scholars in that he took care to argue in detail 
about the intended addressee and also to comment, even if indirectly, on the position of the 
narrator himself. 
Other scholars have suggested that the SH may have been a satire aimed at ruler cult as 
such, cf. the short discussion in Holzberg (1995, 625). If I am not mistaken, the proponents 
of this view have overlooked the best argument in favour of their position, namely, that it 
makes good sense of the SH’s specific literary form.   
11 Cf. for instance, the contributions in Whitmarsh 2008 (including extensive 
bibliography), above all Whitmarsh’s introduction (esp. pp. 9 14), his chapter on ‘class’ 
(72 86), as well as Richard Hunter’s chapter on the ancient readers of the novels (261
271). 
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example for himself to emulate: Look here, if the Olympians made it, you 
could manage it, too!’12 

Let us try to find out what questions a proponent of such a view would 
have to ask. To begin with a question touched upon above: is it assumed 
that the ruler would himself believe in the story? Or should we imagine 
that the alleged positive example fulfils its function regardless of whether 
the ruler understands it as factual history or not? Further: would he keep 
the story to himself, or would he try to make it known, assuming or 
hoping that his subjects would believe in it (in which case the pseudo-
documentary evidence might be helpful).13 

Next: what about the divine status of the Olympians from the point of 
view of the narrator? We can take for granted that the inscription and the 
priests claimed that they had become divine (after death, of course), just 
as Hercules and the Dioscuri were held to have been promoted to divine 
status.14 They can hardly have presented them just as mortal men who had 
happened to receive cult from their subjects and then just died. But how 
about the narrator? Did he accept this claim, or did he perhaps express 
scepticism or disapprovement? Although the testimonia do not offer much 
guidance on this point, one specific detail might be a sign that he actually 
took some reservation to the truth value of the reports.15 If the narrator did 
dissociate himself from the priests’ position, the idea of the SH trying to 
set up a positive example has to be given up. 

Whoever favours this model, or even any version of the ruler cult 
theory, should have to face these issues. Yet they are regularly left 
unaddressed. Could it be that scholars are unaware of them?16 

However, I see no point in entering upon a belated discussion of these 
questions. To my mind, the evidence speaks against the whole idea. To 
begin with, not a single voice from antiquity is recorded to have found in 
the tale of the Panchaean traditions about the gods anything like a veiled 
argument or plea for ruler cult. We are well informed about what kind of 
reactions it elicited. It was understood as a depreciation of the gods, or 

                                                 
12 Cf. Dörrie 1964, 219. Other scholars seem to take roughly the same position, though less 
explicitly. (It is regularly left without comment whether the ruler’s alleged goal would be 
to become a god, or just to be venerated as a god. Cf. ch. 5.2. of my monograph.) 
Dörrie’s intention was to show that Antiochus I of Commagene (1st c. BCE) when erecting 
his Hierothesion on Nemrud Dagh had been inspired by the SH. For a critical disssussion, 
cf. my monograph ch. 5.1.1. In fact, the idea to write on Euhemerus in the present volume 
suggested itself to me because of a discussion about Dörrie’s theory I had with Pontus 
when he returned home from a visit to Nemrud Dagh, from where he had sent me one of 
his many beautiful postcards. 
13 But if so, of course, the real addressee would turn out in the end to be the subjects, and 
not the rulers. 
14 Cf. the terminology of T 69 A and 69 B (Lact. inst. 1.11.46 and id., epit. 13.4): ad deos 
abire. Cf. T 25 (Diod. 6.1.2). 
15 This is the occurrence of the verb , by which Diodorus twice reports 
information given by the Panchaeans (Diod. 5.44.6 T 50; 5.46.3 T 35). The verb frequently 
implies reservation on the part of the speaker. Diodorus is supposed still to have had access 
to Euhemerus’ own text, but we do not know whether he quotes it verbally at any point.     
16 If so, it seems odd enough, given the fact that Hirzel (1895, 391 398) expressed a clear 
and definite view on several of the issues mentioned. Cf. above, note 10. 
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even as an assault on religion.17 We shall see in a moment, why this was 
so. 

Furthermore, we know that several Hellenistic rulers aspired to a kind 
of divine status by birth, i.e. they pretended to be the sons (and the sons of 
sons) of gods. Alexander liked to present himself as the son of Zeus, i.e. 
he pretended to have been supernaturally begotten.18 Seleucus I was hailed 
as Apollo’s son.19 Presumably, they used this method because they 
expected it to be effective, and in general, it was (intellectuals more often 
than not choosing to shut their eyes to the humbug). The Athenian citizens 
greeted Demetrius Poliorcetes on one of his entries to the city as the son 
of Poseidon and Aphrodite.20 Legends of the same kind continued to arise 
more or less spontaneously, whether by persuasion or by flattery does not 
matter for our argument.21 In Octavian Augustus’ times, a rumour spread 
that he was Apollo’s son, sprung from the god’s supernatural union with 
his mother Atia.22 In other words, rulers tended to pose as the equals of 
Hercules, Dionysus, the Dioscuri and Aesculapius. They were already 
partly divine. I suppose they would not have felt the slightest interest in 
transferring their divine fathers and ancestors from the realm of 
everlasting, never-dying gods to the human level of historical kings, even 
if the implication were that these had posthumously acquired real divine 
status (like Hercules or the Dioscuri). I suspect they would rather have 
thought that such ideas might detract from their divine aura. For surely it 
must be much better to be the son or grandson of Zeus or Apollo, 
immortal, everlasting gods, than to be the equal of Zeus or Apollo, mortal 
kings. 

This means that the models to emulate were already in a way built into 
the strategy: Hercules, Dionysus, the Dioscuri, Aesculapius. Our sources 
                                                 
17 Beginning with Callimachus, Hymn to Zeus 6 9. See esp. Plut. moralia 360 A D, a 
passage of particular interest for our discussion, since it virtually proves that Plutarch 
cannot have understood the SH as a pamphlet aimed at bolstering ruler cult. 
18 Strabo 17.1.43 C 814; Plut. Alexander 2.6; 33.1., cf. 28.6; moralia 331 a; Curtius Rufus 
4.7.28 30; 8.1.42; 8.5.5; Just. Epit. 12.11.6; Arrianus, Anabasis 7.5.3.  
19 Selecus’ alleged divine parentage became a favourite legitimization for generations of 
his descendants, as is epigraphically well attested, cf., e.g., OGIS 227=Rehm, Didyma no. 
493 (Seleucus II, around 245 BCE); OGIS 746 (Antiochus III, after 197 BCE); I. Iasos 
4.54=OGIS 237.6 f. (the same, after 195 BCE). There has recently been some debate as to 
whether the evidence actually goes as far back as the end of Seleucus’ own reign in 281, 
cf. Iossif 2011, 244 248 on I. Erythrai 205. 74 ff., so far dated to that year, and I.Ilion 
32=OGIS 219, formerly dated to 280, the Antiochus mentioned having traditionally been 
held to be Antiochus I, Seleucus’ son and successor. However, Iossif’s proposal (ibid. 247) 
to have the famous hymn at the end of I. Erythrai 205 refer not to Seleucus I himself but to 
his great-grandson Seleucus II instead, on the ground that the phrase  

   might just as well mean ‘Seleucus, the servant of the 
dark-haired Apollo’ as the traditional ‘son of dark-haired Apollo’, is gainsaid by the very 
words of the inscription itself, which goes on to state ‘(Seleucus) whom the player of the 
golden lyre himself begot’ (    < > ).    
The legend about Seleucus’ divine birth is told in some detail by Just. Epit. 15.4.2 ff. 
20 In the year 291 or 290. The hymn is quoted by Athenaeus Deipn. 6.253 d f. Cf. Versnel 
2011, 444 456, with further references and literature. The most recent critical text is in 
Kolde 2003, 380 f. 
21 Cf. Versnel 2011, 467. Still in the third century CE, Menander Rhetor recommends 
orators to praise the emperor in these terms (Menander 2.370.21ff; Russell & Wilson 1981, 
80). 
22 Suet. Aug. 94.4. 
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are explicit that these are the models the rulers imitated or even strived to 
outdo. The tradition lives on for hundreds of years in the proliferous 
literature reproducing or expanding the legends around Alexander’s 
career.23 And certainly, these figures were excellent guiding stars. They 
had been born as mortals, and after a life full of great deeds they had died 
a human death, after which they became gods.24 What is more, they were 
even the rulers’ brothers or cousins, since they were traditionally held to 
be the sons of gods. The rulers obviously did not need to degrade the 
Olympians to support a claim for a cult offered to themselves. There can 
be little doubt that the cults established to Alexander in the Ionian cities 
during his lifetime came up in response to the declaration of Zeus 
Ammon’s oracle that Alexander was the god’s son.25 Could there be a 
better example than that set up by Alexander? Once the door had been 
opened, cults were offered to the Successors in a steady stream.26 

A new start Euhemerus and the anthropomorphic 
image of the divine 
Obviously, there is need for a fresh start as regards the purpose of the 
Sacred History. To my mind, so far no scholar has been able to give a 
satisfying and coherent explanation of all the aspects I have discussed 
above, even if those who have suggested that Euhemerus’ intention was to 
explain the origin of religion,27 or the origin of the belief in the traditional 
gods,28 seem to me to be closer to a sensible view on Euhemerus’ 
intentions than those holding other opinions. But what was the topic 
addressed was not belief as such, I think, neither in the Olympians, nor in 
general. If we instead test the assumption that Euhemerus was searching 
for an explanation why the Olympians were presented in human shape, we 
shall see that every single one of the problems left unexplained by other 
theories gets solved. 

In the time when Euhemerus lived, the problem of the anthropomorphic 
image of the divine had come to the fore as a controversial philosophical 
issue, due to the emergence of Epicureanism. So far, intellectuals had 
invariably regarded the anthropomorphic representation of the gods with 
scorn. Most of them regarded it as resulting from naïve literal 

                                                 
23 E.g. Strabo 15.1.8. C 688; Plut. Mor. 326 b; 332 a; Curtius Rufus 8.5.8; 8.10.1.; Arrian. 
Anab. 4.8.3.; 4.10.6; 6.28.2; ‘Pseudocallisthenes’ 3.30.15 f. Kroll; Iulius Valerius 1.45 l. 
1548; 1.46 f. 1601 f. Rosellini; Epitoma rerum gestarum Alexandri Magni 34; 36 f. 
Thomas.  
24 Mythical tradition presents Dionysus as a great god by birth, who roams about the world 
with his revelling company, spreading his own cult. This is how we find him, e.g., in 
Euripides’ Bacchae. 
25 Cf. Badian 2012, 267. Cf. ibid. 380. 
26 Cf. the material collected and analysed by Habicht (1956, 37 126; a few corrections and 
additions in the second edition 253 259). Of the cults discussed by Habicht, at least no:s 
14 20, 22, 24 26, 29, 34, 43, 44 a and 45 were established before 280 (and thus possibly 
known to Euhemerus).  
27 E.g., Dochhorn 2001. 
28 Jacoby 1907, 967 f. 
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misinterpretation of an anthropomorphic metaphorical discourse once 
used by wise primeval theologians to describe their view of god and the 
world.29 The Epicureans were the first and only ones within the 
philosophical élite to defend the idea of anthropomorphic gods as 
theologically sound. It is natural to assume that Euhemerus, inspired by 
the new polemical situtation, should have ventured to propose yet another 
explanation of the problem of the anthropomorphic representation of the 
gods, a model as straightforward as it was elegant: they were represented 
in human form simply because they had once been men. 

Apart from the indignant voice of Callimachus, we know nothing of the 
immediate reactions to the the Sacred History.30 We have no record of any 
reaction from readers within philosophical circles until nearly 250 years 
later, Cicero has his speaker Aurelius Cotta range Euhemerus as a 
destructor of religion (On the nature of Gods 1.119; a passage the 
sharpness of which should be viewed against the fact that it constitutes 
just a small part of a much more extensive and very harsh criticism of 
Epicurean theology).31 From that time on, we have more judgments on 
Panchaean theology. Despite the superior merits of the model I just 
pointed out, it is unanimously critized and repudiated. That this should be 
so, is in fact quite natural and was no doubt anticipated by Euhemerus. 
Ever since the beginning, Greek philosophers used the names of the 
Olympians, i.e. of those gods that were regarded as divine from the 
beginning (not born as mortals and never dying) for the divine powers and 
forces of their own theological systems. The purpose of this strategy was 
to claim identity. The message is that the Olympians, although presented 
in cult and iconography in deplorably misconceived form, are identical 
with the divine principles of true (primordial, undegenerate) theology. The 
method served to bridge the gap between philosophical theology and 
official cult for all its flaws, the latter was after all not devoid of sound 
philosophical truth: “In reality, we all venerate the same gods.”32 

Now, if the Olympians would turn out to be nothing more than early 
historical men, the bridge is pulled down. Who would try to claim identity 
of mortal Zeus and, e.g., the World Soul or divine Mind or Reason? 
Whoever calls the higher status of the Olympians into doubt, deserves the 

                                                 
29 For a full account of this position I refer to my monograph, esp. ch. 3.1.1., and for a 
briefer version (in Swedish) to MWS 2010.  
Naturally enough, the polemical stance to anthropomorphic representation of the divine did 
not include ‘secondary’ gods, i.e. those normally held to have been born as mortals (like 
the ones mentioned above). To represent them in human form was a matter of course and 
no more controversial than a representation of any mortal individual. (Philosophically non-
acceptable was their divine parentage if taken literally. However, nothing prevented its 
being taken as true in a metaphorical sense (see, e.g., Gellius, Noctes Atticae 15.21; 
Maximus of Tyre, Diss. 15.6 e f). 
30 Callimachus, Hymn to Zeus 6 9, and cf. his Iamb. 1.10 f. (T 1 A).   
31 The harshness of the criticism of Euhemerus seems to me to have been exaggerated. To 
ancient philosophers, Epicurus seems to have been a far more dangerous ‘atheist’ than 
Euhemerus. Cf. my monograph ch. 5.4. 
32 For a full account of this position I refer to my monograph, esp. ch. 3.1.1.2.  
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epithet ‘atheist’, no matter how many non-Olympian everlasting gods he 
chose to refer to.33 

Euhemerus must have been aware that his proposal would be offensive 
to serious philosophy. Thus he may well have found it convenient to test 
the model behind the Janus-like mask of fictional narrative. Presumably 
the risk of official political reprisal was low, but he may still have thought 
it wise to smoothen the effect of his proposal by leaving the door open for 
a double understanding of his text: either it could be understood as mere 
entertainment, an interpretation underscored by obvious signals of 
fictionality such as fabulous and miraculous motifs, or it could be taken as 
carrying a serious critical message, in turn implied by references and 
allusions to theoretical classics such as Plato’s Republic and Timaeus. 

The reception of the Sacred History, as far as it is known, suggests that 
Euhemerus’ choice was fairly well calculated. As fiction, the work seems 
to have had considerable success. We still have fragments and information 
about a number of similar romances telling of the men-born heroes 
Kronos, Zeus etc. and their adventures and expeditions all around the 
world, including Ennius’ translation or adaptation of the SH itself.34 

As for philosophy, our view of the reception of the SH is hampered by 
the lack of attested reactions from the first two centuries. We might 
speculate that the work was at first not understood to carry a significantly 
serious message, or was at least not felt to be a serious threat. Arguably 
the struggle against the Epicureans was regarded as a more important task, 
since unlike Euhemerus, these were rivals to fear, presenting a full-scale 
doctrinal system and pleading commitment to a specific style of life. But 
later on, as we have seen, the model came to be regarded as 
philosophically offensive, a menace to religion and a sample of atheism. 
The mere thought of degrading the Olympians from their primary to a 
secondary status as gods was shocking enough, and may have been 
increasingly felt to be so when first-hand knowledge of the work became 
rare and exact information of the details of the narrative was no more 
available. 

* * * 

                                                 
33 It is sufficiently attested that everlasting, never-dying gods figured in the SH. Zeus and 
his ancestors were not the first gods fragments tell of how they themselves venerated 
Heaven and the Celestial Gods (T 49=Eus. praep. ev. 2.2.52/Diod. 6.1.8; T 62=Lact. inst. 
1.11.63). Scholars tend to explain this feature away because they do not understand that 
even with these gods, the SH could appear as ‘atheistic’. But the decisive point is, as we 
have seen, that in the SH, these gods are distinct from the Olympians. For philosophical 
theology, they had to be the same. 
34 Part of the information comes from Diodorus’ Bibliotheca, the same work by which 
extensive fragments from Euhemerus has reached us. For a brief survey of these novels, I 
refer to Holzberg 1995. 
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