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Religion in Politics

Genealogical Myth and Political 
Propaganda in Antiquity: the Re-Use of 
Greek Myths from Dionysius to Augustus

Maria Paola Castiglioni
University Pierre Mendès France, Grenoble II

Abstract

The tight relationship between religion and politics in ancient times are fully witnessed 
by the role of Myth, used for purposes of legitimization and celebration of the reigning 
power.

The chapter proposes to offer through the presentation of some examples of re-use of 
genealogical myths (the myth of Aeneas in Rome, of Neoptolemus in Epirus and, first 
of all, of Polyphemus and Illyrios during the tyranny of Dionysius of Syracuse) a read-
ing of the mechanisms of the historical period that led poets and historians of the court 
to use Myth as a privileged means in the political propaganda of the ruling classes.

L’utilisation des mythes pour la justification et la célébration du pouvoir constitue l’une 
des manifestations les plus éloquentes de la profonde imbrication entre religion et politique 
dans l’Antiquité. Le chapitre se propose ainsi de questionner la façon dont le discours my-
thique s’imposa comme l’instrument privilégié de la propagande politique et de la recherche 
du consensus pour différents souverains. 

Notre réflexion se réfèrera en particulier au mythe généalogique, récit visant à légitimer des 
choix militaires, politiques ou diplomatiques sur la base de la reconstitution d’une ascendance 
mythique reliant directement un peuple, une famille ou un seul individu à un héros du passé 
légendaire, de façon à lui conférer une sorte de titulus nobilitatis authentifiant son autorité. 

L’exemple le plus célèbre de ce phénomène demeure sans aucun doute la récupération du 
mythe du débarquement et de l’installation d’Enée et de sa souche sur les côtes du Latium. 
Promise à une renommée immortelle grâce aux vers virgiliens, la légende de la descendance 
de la gens Iulia du fils du héros troyen, Iulus Ascanius, participa pleinement à la promotion 
du principat d’Auguste (27 av. J.-C.- 14 ap. J.-C.), qui, par le biais de Jules César, son père 
adoptif, fut directement associé à cette prestigieuse lignée. 

Le cas romain n’est pourtant pas isolé et la littérature ancienne témoigne d’autres exem-
ples significatifs d’exploitation du patrimoine mythique par les dynasties au pouvoir. La 
famille royale des Molosses, en Epire, fit elle aussi appel à un nostos (récit du retour de la 
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guerre de Troie) en exaltant ses origines à la fois achéennes et troyennes et sa filiation de 
Pyrrhos Néoptolème, le fils d’Achille, et d’Andromaque, la veuve d’Hector, arrivés sur les 
rivages épirotes après la destruction de Troie. La légende, déjà attestée au Vème s. av. J.-C., 
connut son apogée sous le règne de Pyrrhos (307-303, 297-272 av. J.-C.), roi homonyme 
de son ancêtre mythique. La version traditionnelle subit alors quelques changements afin 
de mieux s’adapter aux visées militaires anti-romaines du roi, en vantant surtout la souche 
grecque du sang du souverain.

Une variante du même mythe mirait à exalter de façon plus générale la descendance ethnique de 
Néoptolème, d’Andromaque et d’Hélénos, le devin troyen qui remplaça l’Eacide sur le trône épi-
rote, en établissant des liens généalogiques entre plusieurs peuples, dans le but de justifier les al-
liances et les conquêtes molosses. Un schéma identique se retrouve dans le récit de la descendance 
commune des Illyriens, des Celtes et des Galates, du cyclope Polyphème et de la nymphe Galatée. 
Le chapitre s’intéresse tout particulièrement aux rapports entre cette légende et la politique étran-
gère de Denys de Syracuse (405-367 av. J.-C.), en mettant en avant les causes de la récupération 
d’un personnage que la tradition homérique présentait sous une lumière incontestablement né-
gative, et les éléments qui ont contribué à la genèse de ce récit de propagande.

Il est à cet égard important de remarquer l’existence d’un mythe concurrent, selon lequel 
l’éponyme des Illyriens Illyrios n’était pas le fils du cyclope sicilien, mais du héros thébain 
Cadmos, devenu après son exil de la Béotie roi légendaire des Enchéléens, tribu établie en 
région illyrienne. Cette variante pourrait être l’expression d’une volonté d’autocélébration 
de la dynastie enchéléenne qui se serait servie, à l’instar de sa voisine épirote, du caractère 
anoblissant du mythe grec. Cette hypothèse d’une circulation des thèmes mythiques, ensuite 
adaptés en fonction des situations spécifiques, entre Epire, Illyrie et Sicile, nous paraît du 
reste confirmée par la tradition selon laquelle Philistos, historien et conseiller de Denys, 
composa son œuvre pendant son séjour chez le roi molosse Alcétas.

A la lumière de ces différents exemples, il apparaît évident que le discours mythologique, 
habilement façonné par la plume des poètes et des historiens de cour, constitua un instru-
ment de propagande particulièrement important pour les classes dirigeantes de l’Antiquité, 
surtout dans les régions « périphériques ».

In the preface to the proceedings of the conference “Mythe et Politique” held in Liège 
in 1989, F. Jouan and A. Motte wrote2: 

Dans le champ varié de l’expérience humaine, c’est peut-être le politique qui mobilise le plus con-
tinûment et le plus impérativement les instances mythopoétiques de l’esprit. Pour se donner une 
identité, pour légitimer ses formes d’existence et conjurer ses conflits latents, toute société éprouve 
le besoin de se forger une généalogie lointaine, de se raconter des histoires qui, en s’auréolant des 
prestiges du sacré et du divin, rendent prégnants certains événements du passé et s’efforcent de les 
soustraire à la contingence: genèse d’un empire rattaché à l’organisation du monde ou d’un pan-
théon, origine divine ou divinisation post mortem de héros fondateurs, rôle dévolu à des législa-
teurs inspirés, interventions surnaturelles dans la trame de l’histoire, etc…Chaque communauté 
aspire de la sorte à se donner des noms propres, des lieux, des temps privilégiés, et à les magnifier, 
quitte à en corriger l’image au gré de son évolution et des chocs qui la secouent 3. 
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Such a comment can surely be applied to humanity throughout time and to a phe-
nomenon such as the creation of political myths, whose characters are still visible and 
present in contemporary societies. However, due to what may be termed the symbiotic 
and indissoluble link between politics and religion and between the sacred and the pro-
fane, it is easier to identify its mechanisms and peculiarities in the ancient world. Pre-
cisely because of its powerful political potential, ancient religion was capable of serving 
propaganda and political ideology and, as it was easily moulded, myth in particular 
became the favoured means of achieving this.

Examples of the use of myth in the political structures of antiquity are particularly nu-
merous: each Greek city-state was placed under the protection of a divinity described as 
“poliadic” and mythical tales recorded in detail the origins of this protector of the civic 
community (see, for instance, the myth of the contest between Athens and Poseidon 
for the patronage of Athens). Poleis, ethnic groups and colonial settlements all identi-
fied with a founding hero, whose cult united all their members and helped strengthen 
the sense of collective descent from a famous ancestor (see, again, the case of Athens or 
Erechtheus, or the case of Kadmos with regard to Thebes)4.

Whilst this process generally works spontaneously and collectively, it can, on vari-
ous occasions, become a more personal instrument of a power in order to legitimate, 
confirm and strengthen the power base and provide it with convincing and effective 
foundations. Myth then becomes a powerful means of affirmation and a propaganda 
tool for individuals and/or family groups whose authority, asserted in some cases 
through violent, non-traditional means, requires the support and consent of their 
subjects.

The most suitable term to describe such a process of self promotion, whose aim is to win 
the favour and support of the widest consensual mass, is that of “propaganda”, a con-
cept that historiography also naturally applies to the ancient period and to its means 
of searching for forms of public approval, being deeply sensitive to the authority of 
mythological argument5.

Genealogical myth in the service of power: the cases of Aeneas in 
Rome and Pyrrhus Neoptolemus in Epirus

The most famous example of a fruitful recovery, for the purposes of political propagan-
da, of characters and events from mythology is, without doubt, that of Aeneas, famous 
since the Homeric epic. The story of the flight from Troy – a town laid waste by the 
enemies of the Achaeans – by the son of Venus and Anchises, accompanied by his old 
father and the young Iulus Ascanius, and his adventurous trip to the coasts of Latium, 
the final point in his wanderings and the site of his new kingdom, remained famous for 
centuries after, due to the poetic genius of Virgil6.

The legend of the prestigious royal Trojan lineage of the Roman gens Julia celebrated 
by the Mantuan poet duly featured in promoting the Augustan Principate (27 BC-14 
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AD) and its acknowledgement by the population of the Urbs. Aeneas was presented as 
the ancestor of Romulus, the founder of Rome and of the Roman people, who could 
therefore boast of being descended from the glorious race of heroes of Greek mythol-
ogy7. 

His dynastic line, closely linked to the figure of the emperor and his political structure, 
featured alongside the civic meaning of this mythological discourse. The Trojan legend, 
in fact, considered Augustus a direct descendant, through Caesar his adopted father, 
of the Trojan hero and son of Venus and, consequently, emphasised his divine origins. 
Moreover the figure of “pius Aeneas” provided a clever symbolic legitimisation of Au-
gustus’ aspirations. Far from being considered a disturbing change, this turning point in 
the Principate assumed the form of a kind of second founding of Rome and Augustus, 
with his efforts to restore ancestral moral virtues, a new Aeneas.

This political exploitation of the myth of Aeneas and, particularly, of his “genealogical” 
revival is not an isolated case in the ancient world and the dynastic contest between 
the classic and Hellenistic age which inspired Augustus. One of the most significant 
cases remains that of the Epirote Royal Family of Molossians, whose mythological ori-
gins are also linked to the myth of the return of a Homeric hero, in this case Achaean, 
namely Pyrrhus Neoptolemus8, and were developed from Euripides’ Andromache into 
an important amplification and enrichment of the original version, through which the 
Trojan legend was introduced9.

The genesis of this genealogical myth is self-explanatory, as in the Roman case. It first 
involves the diffusion of a legendary tale connected with the events following the war 
of Troy, and in this particular case, the memory of the return of Achilles’ son from the 
Trojan war and his ephemeral Epirote kingdom10. This first version assumes properly 
genealogical features only when the episode, recorded for the first time by Euripides, 
of the affiliation of Aiakides and Andromache, Hector’s widow, an Achaean prisoner 
of war, is introduced. In the version by the Athenian dramatist, the heir’s name is not 
spoken, even though Euripides describes the extraordinary character of the young boy, 
whose blood is both Greek (and partly divine, through the union between Peleus and 
the immortal Thetis) and Trojan and whose birth effectively guarantees the continua-
tion of both Peleus’ line and the Trojan race, as Thetis emphasises in the prophecy that 
she makes in the tragedy11: 

Gunai%ka d \ai\cmaélwton, \Andromaéchn leégw, 
Molossiéan gh%n crhè katoikhésai, geéron, 
|Eleén§ sunallacjei%san eu\naiéoiv gaémoiv, 
kaiè pai%da toénde tw%n a\p \ Ai\akou% moénon
leleimmeénon dhé. Basileéa d \e\k tou%de crhé
a”llon di \ a”llou diapera%n Molossiéav
eu\daimonou%ntav: ou| gaèr w/d \ a\nastaton
geénov geneésjai dei% toè soèn ka\moén, geéron, 
Troiéav te: kaiè gaèr jeoi%si ka\keiénhv meélei, 
kaiéper pesouéshv Pallaédov projumiéç. 
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[And that war-captive dame, Andromache, 
In the Molossian land must find a home
In lawful wedlock joined to Helenus, 
With that child, who alone is left alive
Of Aeacus’line. And kings Molossian
From him one after other long shall reign
In bliss; for, ancient, nowise thus thy line
And mine is destined to be brought to naught: 
No, neither Troy; the Gods yet hold her dear, 
Albeit by Pallas’ eager hate she fell]12.

The Nereid’s insistence points to the future prosperity and the continuation of her 
nephew’s line within Molossian land and establishes an important link between the 
myth and history. It is not necessary to stress that the contents of these verses conceal 
a political aim and reveal Euripides’ explicit desire to exalt the Molossian dynasty, the 
precious ally of the Athenians during the Peloponnesian war13.

The celebration of the famous Aiakides ancestors of Molossian dynasty afterwards be-
came clearer and at the same time limited to a strictly family sphere. It reached its peak 
in the case of Pyrrhus (307-303, 297-272 BC), the homonymous king and mythical 
founder of the Molossian royal family. Plutarch’s biography dedicated to the Epirote 
king illustrates the tendency to underline the direct affiliation between Pyrrhus (Neop-
tolemus) the founding hero, and Pyrrhus the king, in order to bring the mythical age 
closer to the historical age and due to Pyrrhus’ exceptional character, reincarnating the 
values and virtues of his famous ancestor.

In his Epitome of the Histories Philip by Pompeus Trogus Justin also inserts a digression 
on Molossian genealogy, corresponding to the tale of Pyrrhus’ expedition to Italy, as he 
wanted to legitimate and enhance the bravery of the Epirote king through his relation 
to Neoptolemus, the warrior-hero and civilizer in the broader and more celebratory 
digression by Pompeus Trogus rather than the weak Justinian compilation14: 

Sed quoniam ad Epiri mentionem ventum est, de origine regni ejus pauca narranda sunt. 
Molossorum primum in ea regione regnum fuit. Post Pyrrhus, Achillis filius, amisso per 
absentiam Trojanis temporibus paterno regno, in his locis consedit, qui Pyrrhide primo, postea 
Epirotea dicti sunt. Sed Pyrrhus, cum in templo Dodonae Jovis ad consulendum venisset, ibi 
Lanassam, neptem Herculis, rapuit: ex cujus matrimonio octo liberos sustulit. Ex his nonnullas 
virgins nuptum finitimis regibus tradidit opesque adfinitatum auxilio magnas paravit. Atque 
ita Heleno, filio Priami regis, ob industriam singularem regnum Chaonum et Andromacham 
Hectoris e matrimonio suo, quam in divisione Trojanae praedae acceperat, uxorem tradidit: 
brevique post tempore Delphis, insidiis Orestis, filii Agamenonis, inter altaria dei interiit. 
Successor huic Piales filius fuit. Per ordinem deinde regnum ad Tharybam descendit, cui, 
quoniam pupillus et unicus ex gente nobili superesset, intentiore omnium cura servandi ejus 
educandique publicae tutores constituantur: Athenas quoque erudiendi gratia missus. Quanto 
doctior majoribus suis, tanto et populo gratior fuit. Primus itaque composuit: et ut a Pyrrho 
sedes, sic vita cultior populo a Taryba statuta. Hujus filius Neoptolemus fuit, ex quo nata est 
Olympias, mater magni Alexandri, et Alexander, qui post eum regnum Epiri tenuit et, in Italia 
bello gesto, in Brutiis interiit. Post ejus mortem frater Aecidas regno successit, qui, adsiduis 
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adversus Macedonas bellorum certaminibus populum fatigando, offensam civium contraxit; ac 
propterea in exilium actus Pyrrhum filium, bimum admodum parvulum, in regnum reliquit.

[But since I have come to speak of Epirus, a few particulars should be premised concerning 
the rise of that kingdom. The first regal power in this country was that of the Molossi. After-
wards Pyrrhus, the son of Achilles, having been deprived of his father’s dominions during his 
absence in the Trojan war, settled in these parts; the inhabitants of which were first called 
Pyrrhidae, and afterwards Epirots. This Pyrrhus, going to the temple of Jupiter at Dodona to 
consult the oracle, seized there by force Lanassa, the granddaughter of Hercules, and by a mar-
riage with her had eight children. Of his daughters he gave some in marriage to the neighbour-
ing princes, and by means of these alliances acquired great power. He gave to Helenus, the son 
of King Priam, for his eminent services, the kingdom of the Chaonians, and Andromache the 
widow of Hector in marriage, after she had been his own wife, he having received her at the 
division of the Trojan spoil. Shortly after he was slain at Delphi, at the very altar of Apollo, by 
the treachery of Orestes the son of Agamemnon. His successor was his son Pielos. The throne 
afterwards passed in regular descent to Arrybas, over whom, as he was an orphan, and the 
only survivor of a noble family, guardians were publicly appointed, the concern of all being so 
much the greater to preserve and educate him. He was also sent to Athens for the sake of in-
struction; and, as he was more learned than his predecessors, so he became more popular with 
his subjects. He was the first, accordingly, that established laws, a senate, annual magistrates, 
and a regular form of government; and as a settlement was found for the people by Pyrrhus, so 
a more civilized way of life was introduced by Arrybas. A son of this king was Neoptolemus, 
the father of Olympias (mother of Alexander the great), and of Alexander, who occupied the 
throne of Epirus after him, and died in Italy in a war with the Bruttii. On the death of Alexan-
der his brother Aeacides became king, who, by wearying his people with constant wars against 
the Macedonians, incurred their dislike, and was in consequence driven into exile, leaving his 
little son Pyrrhus, about two years old, in the kingdom.]

It is not the case that the sources which celebrate the Epirote king aim to reduce to 
secondary importance or even remove the character of Andromache, who was more 
important in Euripides than Neoptolemus. His death in Delphi removes him pre-
maturely from the mythological Epirote scenes, making him an actor with a profile 
that is not uniformly positive15. In the Athenian tragedy it is, therefore, the Trojan 
sections, through Andromache and Helenos (the fortune-teller son of Priam and the 
new husband of Hector’s widow and adopted father of Neoptolemus’ son) which 
prevail. On the contrary, the literary sources probably depended more directly on 
the version in fashion during Pyrrhus’ reign in order to exalt the Achaean features 
of the Epirote king’s blood. In some versions, the character of Andromache as Neop-
tolemus’ ancestor, is even replaced by a certain Lanassa, presented as a descendant of 
Heracles (and therefore Greek) and, not by chance, sharing the same name as Agath-
ocles’ daughter, the despot of Syracuse and wife of Pyrrhus in 295 BC. It is difficult 
not to perceive the signs of propaganda aiming, on the one hand to please the moth-
er’s family and, on the other hand, to establish as ancestors of Pyrrhus, not one but 
two Greek heroes (following the example of Alexander the Great, the descendant of 
Achilles and Heracles) with the advantage of creating a more complete “Helleniza-
tion”, without Trojan “defilement”. 
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We are in this case faced with a tendency that contradicts the Roman legend. Perhaps 
the “purification” of the Trojan element from the blood of the Epirote condottiero was 
not irrelevant to Pyrrhus’ desire to set himself and his people against his enemy, the 
Urbs and its “Trojan” inhabitants. 

The role of Pyrrhus’ biographer, Proxenus, was likely to have been decisive in dissemi-
nating this celebration of Pyrrhus and his mythological ancestors16.

The love story of Polyphemus and Galatea and Dionysian propaganda

The Aiakides genealogy not only provides an explanation for the origins of the ruling dy-
nasty but, like the Latin legend of Aeneas, it aims to be an instrument of ethnic aetiology. 
Therefore, in Neoptolemus’ myth, the name that the sources have given to Neoptolemus’ 
descendant (who is anonymous in Euripides) is filled with deep significance. According 
the version reported by Pausanias, Andromache begat three sons by Neoptolemus, (Mo-
lossos, Pielos and Pergamos) and Cestrinos by Helenos. Molossos succeeded Helenos af-
ter his death, and reigned over the people named after him, the Molossians. Cestrinos was 
the king of a country near that of his half-brother. Pielos remained in Epirus and became 
the founder of a branch of the Molossian royal family; Pergamos instead moved to Asia 
Minor, where he founded the homonymous city of Pergamos17: 

Prw%tov gaèr dhè ou/tov a\louéshv }Iliéou thèn meèn e\v Qessaliéan u|perei%den a\nacwérhsin, 
e\v deè thèn ’Hpeiron kataérav e\ntau%ja e\k tw%n {Eleénou crhsmw%n §”khse. Kaiè oi| pai%v e\
k meèn {Ermioénhv e\geéneto ou\deiév, e\x \Andromaéchv deè Molossèv kaiè Piéelov kaiè newétatov 
o| Peérgamov. }Egeéneto deè kai è |Eleén§ Kestri%nov: touét§ gaèr \Andromaéch sun§ékhsen a\
pojanoéntov e\n Delfoi%v Puérrou. |Eleénou deè w|v e\teleuéta Moloss§% t§% Puérrou para-
doéntov thèn a\rchèn Kestri%nov meèn suèn toi%v e\jeélousin \Hpeirwtw%n thèn u|peèr Quéamin 
potamoèn cwéran e”sce, Peérgamov deè diabaèv e\v thèn }Asiéan ’Areion dunasteuéonta e\n 
t+% Teujraniéç kteiénei monomachésantaè oi| periè th%v a\rch%v, kaiè t+% poélei toè o”noma 
e”doke toè nu%n a\f} au|tou%: kaiè }Andromaéchv – h\kolou%jei gaèr oi|- e\stièn h|r§%on e\n t+% 
poélei. Piéelov deè au\tou% kateémeinen e\n }Hpeiér§, kaiè e\v proégonon tou%ton a\neébaine 
Puérrov te o| Ai\akiédou kaiè oi| pateérev, a\ll} ou\k e\v Molossoén.

[Now Pyrrhus was the first who after the capture of Troy disdained to return to Thessaly, but 
sailing to Epeirus dwelt there because of the oracle of Helenus. By Hermione Pyrrhus had no 
child, but by Andromache he had Molossus, Pielos, and Pergamus, who was the youngest. Hele-
nus also had a son, Cestrinus, being married to Andromache after the murder of Pyrrhus at Del-
phi. Helenus on his death passed on the kingdom to Molossus, son of Pyrrhus, so that Cestrinus 
with volunteers from the Epeirots took possession of the region beyond the river Thyamis, while 
Pergamus crossed into Asia and killed Areius, despot in Teuthrania, who fought with him in 
single combat for his kingdom, and gave his name to the city which is still called after him. To 
Andromache, who accompanied him, there is still a shrine in the city. Pielos remained behind in 
Epeirus, and to him as ancestor Pyrrhus, the son of Aeacides, and his fathers traced their descent, 
and not to Molossus]18.

Beneath this mythical genealogy it is not hard to trace the signs of a policy designed to 
stress the links between the different Epirote ethne and the Molossian king and the At-
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talid family ruling in Troad. This process represents an enlargement of the mythologi-
cal category called by I. Malkin “heroic genealogy” (self-attribution by royal families 
of heroic ancestors for the purposes of self-glorification19) and is part of a diplomatic 
strategy aimed at justifying alliances and domination on a genealogical basis.

A more complex but no less fascinating case is that of the myth of the origin of the Illyr-
ian, Celtic and Galatian peoples, related by Appian: this again, through a device similar 
to those used in the Roman and Epirote myths, shows the recovery of a Homeric char-
acter, the Cyclops Polyphemus20.

In recording the history of Rome the Alexandrian historian focuses on the Illyrian wars 
in his tenth book. In order to clarify the geographic and human pattern of the Roman 
powers, at the beginning of the book (second paragraph of the first chapter) the writer 
refers in the following terms to the mythical origins of the three aforementioned peo-
ples: 

Fasiè deè thèn meèn cwéran e\pwénumon \Illuriou% tou% Polufhémou geneésjai: Polufhém§ 
gaèr t§% Kuéklwpi kaiè Galateiéç Keltoèn kaiè \Illurioèn kaiè Gaélan pai%dav o”ntav e\
xormh%sai Sikeliéav, kaiè a”rxai tw%n di \ au\touèv Keltw%n kaiè \Illuriw%n kaiè Galatw%n 
legomeénwn, kaiè toéde moi maélista, pollaè mujeuoéntwn e$tera pollw%n, a\reéskei.

[They (i.e. the Greeks) say that the country received its name from Illyrius, the son of Polyphemus; 
for the Cyclops Polyphemus and his wife, Galatea, had three sons, Celtus, Illyrius, and Galas, all 
of whom migrated from Sicily, and ruled over the peoples called after them Celts, Illyrians and 
Galatians. Among the many myths prevailing among many peoples this seems to me the most 
plausible]21.

Whilst there is no doubt in the Homeric poems that neither Aeneas nor Neoptole-
mus distinguish themselves either in warcraft or in human terms (Neoptolemus sul-
lies himself with brutal crimes during the taking of Troy), the Appian myth presup-
poses the recovery of a character who appears in the verses of the Odyssey without 
any ambiguity whatsoever as one of the most cruel and ferocious rivals of Odysseus. 
The description that Odysseus himself gives during his long wanderings in his report 
to the Phaeacians, unhesitatingly depicts a savage and bestial character. A monstrous 
and lonely being of immense size and thoroughly unfriendly manners, the son of 
Poseidon is impious, cannibalistic and stupid22. It is scarcely an edifying portrait in 
which, it may be supposed, no people or king, even barbarians, would want to recog-
nise their ancestor. What then were the reasons for reviving it and what did it mean 
for genealogical purposes?

We must first and foremost stress that other literary sources show an image of the 
same character which totally contradicts the Homeric description. In the verses of 
the Hellenistic poets Callimachus (see Athenaeus, Deipnosophistes, VII, 20,18), Bion 
(Epithalamium Achillis et Deidameiae, 2,3) and Theocritus (Idylls, 11) a sensitive, 
tender and at times innocent and touching personality emerges. In particular, in 
Theocritus’ idyll called “The Cyclops”, Polyphemus becomes a prototype or, more 
precisely, a grotesque caricature of the unrequited lover, consumed by desire for the 
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Nereid Galatea who tries to find refuge and relief from his sufferings by devoting 
himself to the noble art of singing, dreaming that one day his beloved will return his 
passionate sentiments.

This characterization, at the same time poetic and derisory, was actually introduced into 
Greek literature one century before Theocritus in the famous Cyclops or Galateia (Kuék-
loy h! Galaéteia) by the dithyrambic poet Philoxenus of Cythera, who lived between the 
second half of the 5th and the beginning of the 6th century BC and arrived, after many 
adventurous trials at the court of Dionysius I of Syracuse (405-367 BC)23.

Tradition says that the artist fell out of favour with the Syracusian tyrant and was locked 
up in latomia for causes which remain unexplained: he may have expressed a less than 
flattering opinion of the tyrant’s poetry or aroused his jealousy because of a hetaera, or 
may have composed a parody in which the Syracusian tyrant is compared to the Cyclops 
Polyphemus and his lover to Galatea. We do not know whether this last supposition 
caused the tyrant’s anger, since all we have inherited concerns the approximate contents of 
the dithyramb in which Polyphemus has the character of a gentle creature who finds relief 
from his passionate love in singing, as in Theocritus’ later verses24. We cannot exclude the 
fact that the composition contained ironic and satirical allusions that may have provoked 
the tyrant’s rage. Moreover, the episode also reveals the existence of another version dif-
fering from the Homeric text and probably preceding Philoxenus’ composition, perhaps 
a local Sicilian tradition with a tendency to delete the more embarrassing characteristics 
and behaviour in order to show Polyphemus in a favourable light. 

It remains for us to define the genesis of the genealogical appendix recorded by Appian 
which, imagining a happy end to the love story of Polyphemus and Galatea, crowns it 
with three births and establishes a bond between the distant countries inhabited by the 
Illyrians, Celts and Galatians and Sicily, the departure point for the migration of the 
three sons of Polyphemus.

The central role given to Sicily in this tradition is surely not unplanned and it is there-
fore appropriate to enquire into the political intentions hidden behind this particular 
genealogical myth.

As critics have unanimously emphasised, the legend of Polyphemus’ ancestry is a part of 
the many myths that were made to serve the consensus policy promoted by the Diony-
sian regime, with the aim of enhancing the Greek origins of the people with whom the 
Syracusian tyrant made agreements25.

The merely political role assigned to myth by the Syracusian tyrant became particularly 
important at the time when Dionysius, having subdued the Carthaginian threat (the 
third war against Carthage ended favourably for Dionysius in 391 BC), extended his ex-
pansionist ambitions to the Sicilian borders and devised a plan to establish the most pow-
erful dynasty in Europe (megiésthn tw%n kataè th%n Eu\rwéphn dunasteiwén26). The reference to 
the Gauls and Illyrians is clearly linked to two specific moments in Dionysius’ expansion 
policy: his agreement with the Celts and his alliance with the Illyrians. 
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The first part of Dionysius’ plan was closely linked to the Gallic invasion of the Po-
Valley and Central Italy at the expense of the Etruscans in 388 BC: the anti-Etrurian 
alliance was probably made not long after and led to two attacks against Caere, the first 
by land using mercenaries led by the Syracusian tyrant and the second by sea, led by the 
Syracusian ships at Caere27. This was the first step in the Tyrrhenian plan for hegemony 
which the tyrant of Syracuse was only partly able to achieve28.

Close contact with the Celts during these years led to many fruitful Adriatic relation-
ships which also assumed the form of an ambitious plan for a Balkan dominion which 
aimed, according to Diodorus’ reports, to sack the Delphic sanctuary, after passing 
through Epirus29. 

Even though the sources are sometimes problematic, traces of this intention are clearly 
stated in the literary evidence and reported in particular by Diodorus. This historian 
states that the Sicilian tyrant, through Alcetas, the Molossian Tharybas’ son expelled 
from his land by the pro-Spartan party and in exile in Syracuse, entered into an alli-
ance with the Illyrians and sent them a contingent of two thousand soldiers and five 
hundred panoplies30. The Illyrian king to whom the western dynasty gave this help was 
probably Bardyllis, the king of the Dassaretii, one of the most powerful Illyrian tribes 
established on the border between Macedonia and Epirus31. Military cooperation rein-
stated Alcetas on the Molossian throne and led to the final coalition victory32.

There is no doubt that this result created an eastern Adriatic balance of power which 
favoured Dionysius who, as reported by Diodorus, decided to intensify his colonial 
ambitions in the north, offering help to the Parians in the founding of Pharos in Dal-
matia on the site of the present-day Starigrad, in 385/4 BC33. Dionysius’ cooperation in 
the founding of Pharos was motivated and, according to Diodorus, made easier by the 
fact that Dionysius himself had, some years earlier, made a colonial incursion into this 
region; the text records the toponym Lissos and, immediately afterwards, an embarrass-
ing and conspicuous blank.

In a brief aside on the tyrant’s work in Syracuse, Diodorus reverts to the story of events 
in Illyria. Greek colonialists and native Illyrians lived together on the same island, al-
though in two different centres (the natives in a well-defended place, probably on the 
island, and the Greeks by the sea). After cohabiting for one year the natives could no 
longer tolerate the Greeks and asked their fellow countrymen living on the continent 
for help. They intervened in great numbers in small boats. The unexpected assault took 
the colonialists by surprise and many fell. However, the situation was reversed by the 
intervention of the eparchos, the governor having been installed by Dionysius at Lissus, 
or more probably Issa, much closer to Pharos than the centre of Lissus and presented by 
Pseudo-Scymnos as a colony of Syracuse34.

Dionysius’ interventions in Illyrian territory are well substantiated and provide evi-
dence of a policy of diplomacy (alliance with the Dassaretii king), colonialism (the 
founding of Lissus and/or Issa) and military intervention (in favour of the Pharii), 
which was doubtless deep-rooted on the eastern side of the Adriatic sea and possibly an 
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intermediate stage in the ambitious plans of the western dynasty which must have led 
to an extension of influence in the Balkans.

In this vast programme of conquests and entente with peoples considered barbarian, 
myth surely plays a primary role in justifying the tyrant’s choices and, at the same time 
in a less overt way, consolidating his supremacy over his allies.,

In establishing a particular relationship between the memory of the Homeric Sicilian 
Cyclops and the eponymous Illyrian and Celtic peoples, the myth recorded by Appian 
would seem to be a part of this propaganda plan. 

The fact that Dionysius gave importance to the privileged relationship between Sic-
ily and the Celtic line is confirmed by another legendary tale, a fragment of Philistus 
preserved by Stephanus of Byzantium. The Sicilian fortune tellers called Galeotes who 
predicted to Dionysius’ mother the diuturna fortuna of her unborn baby while she 
was pregnant35, were descendants of Galeote, son of Apollo and Temisto, who was the 
daughter of Zabius36. He was the king of Hyperboreans, the mythical people associated 
with the Celts.

This is an illustrative fact as it provides evidence of the role played by Philistus in ex-
panding (and perhaps in creating) a range of legendary information destined to fuel 
Dionysius’ propaganda, and this was, without doubt, the source from which Appian 
obtained information on Polyphemus’ ancestry.

The Syracusian historian in fact composed a History of Sicily, handed down to us only 
in fragments. The first part traced the island’s history up to the seizure of Agrigento in 
406/405 BC, whilst the second part narrated the events that took place under the Syra-
cusian tyranny of Dionysius. It is well known that Philistus was not only the dynasty’s 
annalist, but also the theorist and propagandist of the tyranny. 

If Philistus, as it seems likely, was the first to record the myth of Sicilian descent from 
the Illyrians, Celts and Galas, he was surely also its author, conscious of the symbolic 
power of mythical stories and their efficacy in supporting and successfully promoting 
the Sicilian tyrant’s political choices and will.

Illyrius’ origins: a Dionysian recovery of a competing myth?
The mythical-poetical activity of the Sicilian historian probably drew inspiration from 
some pre-existing elements, whose sources may be hypothetically traced 

The mention of the Cyclops as a symbolic reference to Sicily and to a past celebrated 
by Homer may be inspired by Philoxenus’ anti-Dionysian pamphlet, rewritten in cel-
ebratory fashion, whilst the idea of ancestry may have been Balkan in origin and may 
be connected with the trend, already established in the Molossian lands, towards self-
celebration through a hero-genealogy.

This is also discernable, probably in the same period (end of 5th century), in Illyrian ter-
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ritory, as shown in a significant passage from Strabo. Speaking about the Epirote people 
of southern Illyria and western Macedonia, the Greek geographer writes37:

Tau%ta deè proéteron meèn katedunasteuéeto e$kasta, w/n e\n toi%v }Egceleéaiv oi| Kaédmou 
kaiè {Armoniéav a\poégonoi h&rcon, kaiè taè mujeuoémena periè au\tw%n e\kei% deiéknutai.
Ou/toi meèn ou&n ou\c u|poè i\jagenw%n h”rconto: oi| deè Lugkhstaiè u|p}}Arrabaié§ e\geénonto, 
tou% Bakciadw%n geénouv o”nti: touétou d}h&n jugatridh% h| Filiéppou mhéthr tou% }Amuén-
tou Eu\rudiékh, Siérra deè jugaéthr:kaiè tw%n \Hpeirwtw%n deè Molottoiè u|poè Puérr§ t§% 
Neoptoleémou tou% \Acilleéwv kaiè toi%v a\pogoénoiv au\tou%, Qettaloi%v ou&si, gegonoéntev: 
oi| loipoiè d } u|poè i\jagenw%n h”rconto. 

[In earlier times these peoples were ruled separately, each by its own dynasty. For instance, it was 
the descendants of Cadmus and Harmonia who ruled over the Encheleii; and the scenes of the 
stories told about them are still pointed out there. These people, I say, were not ruled by men of 
native stock; and the Lyncestae became subject to Arrabaeus, who was of the stock of the Bac-
chiads (Eurydice, the mother of Philip, Amyntas' son, was Arrabaeus' daughter's daughter and 
Sirra was his daughter); and again, of the Epeirotes, the Molossi became subject to Pyrrhus, the 
son of Neoptolemus the son of Achilles, and to his descendants, who were Thessalians. But the 
rest were ruled by men of native stock]38. 

The Molossian case is here remembered and preceded by the mention of the case of 
Lyncesti, in which the titulus nobilitatis was acquired by recovering connections with 
a dynasty of lesser mythological status (that of the Bacchiads, a Corinthian dynasty 
whose descendants were the Cypselids from Corinth and whose fame throughout the 
Balkan hinterland was, without doubt, connected with Periander’s colonial activities 
within the eastern Adriatic and in the Chalcidian peninsula, the approaches to the 
continent inhabited by the Macedonians and Illyrians). Nevertheless, Strabo was an 
example for the people of Enchelei, established on the border between Macedonia and 
Epirus, whose royal family proclaimed itself the descendants of Kadmos and Harmo-
nia. There are few references to the Enchelei in literary sources and they are always con-
nected with the myth of Kadmos and Harmonia who, according to the legend reported 
by Euripides, were banished from Thebes and had to take refuge with a barbaric popula-
tion, later identified by as that of the Enchelei, or, more generally, the Illyrians39. 

Apollodorus adds that the continuity of Kadmos’ and Harmonia’s kingdom was as-
sured by the birth of their heir Illyrius40: 

Kaiè basileuéei Kaédmov }Illuriw%n, kaiè pai%v }Illurioèv au\t§% giénetai. au&jiv deè metaè 
{Armoniéav eièv draékonta metabalwèn ei\v }Hluésion pediéon u|poè Dioèv e\xepeémfjh.

[And Kadmus reigned over the Illyrians, and a son Illyrius was born to him.] 

This refers to a son of Polyphemus who shared his name and is clearly a “competitor” myth.

None of the literary accounts enable us to establish the comparative age of the versions 
but some clues allow us to make certain assumptions. The legend of Kadmos’ and Har-
monia’s kingdom in Illyria certainly comes before the Dionysian legend, even though it 
is probably not much earlier. The genealogical appendix attached to Kadmos has been 
reported in some quite late sources, although it could have drawn on older traditions. 
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One sign of the antiquity of the tradition is the reference to the Enchelei, a tribe known 
in the 6th century BC, located at Hecataeus in the neighbourhood of the Chaones (a 
northern Epirote population) and often referred to as the Illyrians41. This region, occu-
pied by the Enchelei, had been inhabited by the Dassaretii since at least the beginning 
of the 6th century. The Enchelei population had been subdued or integrated into the 
Dassaretii, who, nevertheless, allowed the legend to survive.

Illyrius’s myth should logically depend on the story of the Kadmian kingdom and could 
reasonably be included within the same propaganda framework as that of the nearby 
Molossian dynasty.

We may wonder, then, whether the privileged contact between Dionysius (and his his-
torian) and the Molossian and Illyrian leaders inspired Philistus to create the alterna-
tive legend in which the rising ascendant of the Illyrian ally was no longer connected 
with his Theban ancestors (or, alternatively, his Phoenician ancestors, which would 
have been even more embarrassing for an enemy of Carthage such as Dionysius), but 
with a Sicilian ancestor, an emblem of the Dionysian tyrant.

As a further detail, we must also refer to the fact that the historian and counsellor of 
Dionysius, according to Plutarch42, lived for a certain period in Epirote society: in fact, 
as an expatriate, he fled to Epirus and the Court of King Alcetas, “where it seems he 
composed the greater part of his history”. During his stay in Epirus Philistos learned of 
the local Illyrian legend from which he drew his inspiration for the version adapted for 
Dionysius’ propaganda purposes and expansionistic aims. 

Ranging over the centuries from Dionysius to Augustus, myth based on genealogical 
legends which to a certain extent circulated locally, was used by particular leading per-
sonalities with the aim of legitimising and justifying their political, military and diplo-
matic decisions.

The efficacy of these legendary tales seems directly proportional to the geographical 
distance from the country where Aeneas, Neoptolemus, Polyphemus and Kadmos first 
found fame through Homer, the ancient poets and the Athenian tragedians. Beginning 
in the 6th century BC their success became increasingly linked to the growing impor-
tance of the historical role of some of the “peripheries” in the Greek world. The strength 
of these regions and their rulers was also based on their ability to re-use and shape myth 
and its evocative powers, enhanced by the talents of poets and historians serving power-
ful figures, as an essential propaganda tool.
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37	 Trans. H.L. Jones, The Geography of Strabo, III, London-Cambridge (Mass) 1961.
38	 Pseudo-Scymnos, 437-438; Pausanias, IX, 5,3.
39	 Apollodorus, Library, III, 5, 4. See other mentions of this myth in: scholia vaticana to Virgil, Aen., II, p. 

311 Lion; Stephanus of Byzantium under Illuriéa.
40	 Hecataeus, FGrHist, 1 F 99.
41	 Plutarch, Moralia, 605, c; Dion, 11, 4.
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