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UNDERSTANDING THE FOUNDATIONS OF ANCIENT BELIEF: THE ENDURING LEGACY
OF WALTER BURKERT IN THE STUDY OF GREEK RELIGION

For anyone seeking a deep, scholarly, and yet profoundly readable introduction to the spiritual world
of the ancient Greeks, the name Walter Burkert stands as a towering beacon. His work, most notably
the monumental volume Greek Religion (originally published in German as Griechische Religion
der archaischen und klassischen Epoche), transformed the modern understanding of how the Greeks
worshipped,  what  they  believed,  and  how  their  rituals  shaped  their  society.  But  Burkert’s
contribution goes far  beyond a single textbook;  he reshaped the entire  discipline by applying
insights from anthropology, ethology, and comparative religion to the study of ancient cult. In this
article, we will explore the core themes of Greek Religion Walter Burkert articulated, examining
his theories on ritual, sacrifice, and the deep biological and social roots of religious behavior. We will
also consider why his work remains indispensable for students, scholars, and anyone fascinated by
the ancient world.

Who Was Walter Burkert? A Brief
Intellectual Biography
Walter Burkert (1931–2015) was a German classicist and historian of religion who spent much of his
academic career at the University of Zurich. His approach was uniquely interdisciplinary. Unlike
many earlier scholars who treated Greek mythology as a collection of charming stories or allegories,
Burkert  took  religion  seriously  as  a  fundamental  human activity.  He was deeply  influenced by  the
structuralism of Claude Lévi-Strauss, the ritual theory of Jane Harrison and the Cambridge Ritualists,
and the ethological insights of Konrad Lorenz. This synthesis allowed him to see patterns in Greek
religious practice that others had missed. His first major work, Homo Necans: The Anthropology of
Ancient  Greek  Sacrificial  Ritual  and  Myth,  established  his  reputation  by  arguing  that  sacrifice  was
the  central,  defining  act  of  Greek  religion.  Later,  his  comprehensive  Greek  Religion  became  the
standard reference work, while The Creation of the Sacred and Ancient Mystery Cults broadened his
analysis to include comparative and historical dimensions.

The Centrality of Ritual in Greek Religion
One of the most distinctive features of Greek Religion Walter Burkert emphasized is the primacy
of ritual over belief. Modern readers often approach religion through the lens of personal faith,
doctrine, and sacred texts. But as Burkert repeatedly demonstrated, classical Greek religion had no
single holy book, no orthodoxy, and no institutional church. Instead, it was a religion of praxis—of
doing.  The  central  act  was  sacrifice,  particularly  the  blood  sacrifice  of  animals,  followed  by  a
communal  meal.  Burkert  argued  that  this  ritual  was  not  merely  a  symbolic  offering  but  a  deeply
ingrained biological and social behavior rooted in the hunting experience of early humans. In Homo
Necans,  he  drew  parallels  between  the  emotions  of  hunting—guilt,  aggression,  and  shared
food—and the structure of Greek sacrificial rites. This evolutionary perspective was revolutionary: it
anchored the most characteristic Greek religious act in the very biology of human aggression and
cooperation.

THE MECHANICS OF SACRIFICE AND COMMUNAL BONDING

Burkert described the typical Greek sacrifice (a thysia) as a precise sequence: the procession to the
altar, the sprinkling of water to induce the animal to nod in assent, the cutting of hairs, the stunning
blow, the throat-cutting, the burning of thigh bones and fat for the gods, and finally the roasting and
distribution of meat for the human participants. This act, he argued, created a powerful social bond.
The  shared  killing  and  eating  of  meat  bound  the  community  together  while  simultaneously
establishing a relationship with the divine. The guilt of the killing was ritually transferred to the gods
(who received the smoke) or neutralized through purifications. For Burkert, this was not a primitive
superstition but a highly sophisticated mechanism for managing violence and integrating society.
His  analysis  in  Greek Religion  devotes  extensive  space  to  these  rituals,  showing  how they
permeated every aspect of public life—from family hearths to the great pan-Hellenic festivals like
the Olympian games, which were themselves embedded in a sacrificial context.

Myth and Ritual: The Burkertian Synthesis
Another key contribution of Greek Religion Walter Burkert presented was a refined version of the
myth-ritual theory. Earlier scholars had argued that myths are simply the spoken counterparts of
rituals—stories that explain why a ritual is performed. Burkert accepted a strong connection but
refined it. He saw myths as “tales told in a ritual context,” often providing a narrative charter for the
ritual itself. However, he also recognized that myths had a life of their own and could be adapted,
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transferred, and rationalized. In his study of Greek religion, Burkert paid close attention to the way
myths preserved archaic structures of  thought,  such as the tripartite functions of  sovereignty,
warfare,  and  fertility  (a  scheme  he  borrowed  from  Georges  Dumézil  but  applied  flexibly).  For
example,  the  myth  of  Prometheus  stealing  fire  and  the  subsequent  establishment  of  sacrifice  at
Mecone  is,  for  Burkert,  a  myth  that  explains  the  origin  of  the  sacrificial  practice  and  justifies  the
human diet of cooked meat while gods receive only bones and fat.

THE ROLE OF THE NEAR EAST

Burkert  also  broke  new  ground  by  emphasizing  the  profound  influence  of  Near  Eastern
cultures—Mesopotamia, Anatolia, and Phoenicia—on Greek religion. In an era when many classicists
still viewed Greece as a uniquely “rational” or “European” phenomenon, Burkert demonstrated that
Greek religion was deeply indebted to older traditions. His book The Orientalizing Revolution and
various chapters in Greek Religion trace concepts like the wrathful goddess (Ishtar/Aphrodite), the
dying god (Adonis/Tammuz), and the practice of oracular divination directly to Eastern sources. This
did not diminish Greek originality; rather, it  showed how the Greeks creatively adapted a vast
repertoire of religious symbols and practices. For instance, the myth of the successive reigns of
Uranus, Cronus, and Zeus in Hesiod’s Theogony has clear parallels in the Hurrian-Hittite Kingship in
Heaven narrative. Burkert’s insistence on these connections has been vindicated by subsequent
archaeological discoveries and remains a cornerstone of modern scholarship.

Polis Religion and the Civic Framework
A well-known concept associated with the study of ancient Greece is “polis religion”—the idea that
religious  practice  was  inseparable  from  the  identity  and  structure  of  the  city-state.  Burkert
embraced this view but gave it a rich, concrete foundation. In Greek Religion, he systematically
describes  how  the  gods  were  worshipped  in  specific  sanctuaries,  how  festivals  organized  the
agricultural calendar, and how the state controlled access to sacred funds and priesthoods. He
showed that there was no separation of church and state; to be a citizen was to participate in the
cults of the city. Even private religious associations, such as the Orphic or Bacchic groups, operated
within  this  civic  frame,  though  they  sometimes  offered  alternative  paths  to  salvation.  Burkert’s
discussion of mystery cults—especially in Ancient Mystery Cults—demonstrates how these initiatory
religions (Eleusinian,  Dionysiac,  Mithraic)  provided a more personal,  emotional  experience that
complemented public ritual. His analysis of the Eleusinian Mysteries, with their promise of a blessed
afterlife, remains one of the most lucid and insightful ever written.

Key Themes from "Greek Religion": A

Masterful Survey
The book Greek Religion itself is structured to guide the reader from the prehistoric Minoan and
Mycenaean roots through to the classical period. Burkert covers the pantheon of Olympian gods,
heroic cults, festivals, oracles, healing cults (especially Asclepius), and the complex world of ghosts
and daimones. He does not shirk difficult topics like the darker aspects of blood sacrifice or the use
of phallic symbols in the rural Dionysia. His treatment is always balanced, informed by source
criticism, and yet accessible. Every major deity—Zeus, Hera, Apollo, Artemis, Athena, Demeter,
Dionysus,  Hermes,  Hephaestus,  Ares,  Aphrodite,  and  the  lesser  figures—receives  a  careful
description of their attributes, myths, and spheres of influence. The book also includes an invaluable
chapter on “Religious Practices” that covers prayer, purification, votive offerings, and the concept of
miasma  (ritual  pollution).  For  any  student  of  ancient  history,  this  volume is  an  irreplaceable
companion.

Criticisms and Continuing Debates
No influential scholar escapes criticism, and Walter Burkert is no exception. Some have argued that
his  evolutionary  and  ethological  approach—especially  in  Homo  Necans—is  too  reductionist,
explaining complex cultural phenomena solely through biological imperatives. Others contend that
his  emphasis  on  sacrifice  as  the  central  ritual  overlooks  the  importance  of  other  practices  like
prayer, hymn-singing, and processions. Feminist scholars have pointed out that Burkert’s focus on
male-dominated  sacrificial  rituals  may  marginalize  the  religious  roles  of  women,  such  as  in  the
Thesmophoria or the cult of Demeter. Additionally, his comparative methodology, while fruitful,
sometimes  risks  over-generalizing  across  different  cultures.  Nevertheless,  even  his  critics
acknowledge that his work raised the bar for the study of ancient religion. The very fact that
scholars  still  engage  with  his  ideas—testing,  refining,  or  rejecting  them—testifies  to  his  lasting
significance. His systematic presentation in Greek Religion remains a standard against which later
surveys are measured.

The Reach of Burkert’s Ideas Beyond
Classics
Burkert’s  influence  has  extended  well  beyond  the  field  of  classical  studies.  Theorists  of  religion,
anthropologists, and even scholars of ritual studies have drawn on his work. The concept of “ritual
as a system of communication that manages anxiety and violence” has been applied to contexts
ranging  from  Hindu  sacrifices  to  modern  political  rallies.  His  book  The  Creation  of  the  Sacred
explicitly explores the biological and psychological roots of religion as a cross-cultural phenomenon,
discussing topics like the role of the sacred as a biological imperative, the connection between
religious awe and the experience of the uncanny, and the ways in which ritual patterns mirror
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animal behavior. This broader perspective makes his corpus valuable not just for understanding
ancient Greeks but for thinking about religion itself.

Why Read Burkert Today?
In an age of digital fragmentation and specialized micro-studies, Burkert offers a grand, synthesizing
vision. He reminds us that ancient Greek religion was not a primitive prelude to philosophy or
Christianity but a deeply coherent system of life, death, and social order. His writing is clear, often
elegant, and always grounded in primary sources. Whether you are a student encountering Greek
religion  for  the  first  time  or  a  seasoned  scholar  revisiting  familiar  material,  Greek  Religion  by
Walter Burkert repays careful reading. It opens windows onto a world where gods walked among
men, where blood on an altar could unite a community, and where the search for meaning found
expression in every slice of a knife and every libation of wine. Understanding that world is essential
for understanding our own cultural heritage.

CONCLUSION

The study of ancient Greek belief systems has been forever shaped by the penetrating insights of
Walter Burkert. From his bold thesis in Homo Necans that sacrifice lies at the heart of religion, to his
magisterial synthesis in Greek Religion, Burkert gave scholars a toolkit for analyzing myth and
ritual with unprecedented rigor and depth. He demonstrated that the seemingly alien practices of
animal  sacrifice,  oracular  consultation,  and  mystery  initiation  were  rational  responses  to  universal
human needs—needs for community, for managing guilt and aggression, for connection with forces
beyond the  visible  world.  While  his  ideas  continue  to  be  debated  and  refined,  his  work  remains  a
cornerstone for anyone serious about understanding Greek religion. To read Burkert is to engage
with a master historian who saw the sacred not as an escape from reality but as a profound, often
uncomfortable, engagement with it.  His legacy endures in every page of his books, and in the
ongoing discourse they inspire.


