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Abstract

This thesis is a study of the phenomenon of the abstract concept of nemesis
together with its later personification, the goddess Nemesis, in the Archaic and
Classical periods of ancient Greece. It seeks to ascertain how and why it was
that an abstract concept of ‘righteous indignation’, later becoming ‘divine
retribution’, would ever have been thought of as an appropriate concept to
personify and worship as a deity.

The first chapter presents my methodological approach to the thesis, including
its objectives, the questions to be addressed, and the state of current
scholarship. The second chapter examines the Archaic literary evidence:
Homer, where nemesis is purely an abstract concept, although by means of
subtle grammatical mechanisms he imbues the term with different nuanced
interpretations from mild indignation through to heated anger; Hesiod, and the
fragmentary Kypria, both of which expand the mythology surrounding the
personified Nemesis, with the Kypria revealing her role in divine affairs as the
mother of Helen. The third chapter focuses on the Classical literature through
the genres of: tragedy where, as a personification, a chthonic role is evident;
comedy, where her mythological sanctity is turned into religious profanity; and
history, where Herodotos uses or implies the abstract concept as a caution.
The fourth chapter concentrates on the archaeology at Rhamnous where the
epigraphical evidence confirms the deity’s worship from ca. the sixth century.
Several archaeological finds are analysed, including funereal loutrophoroi
which stress Nemesis’ chthonic nature, a sixth-century miniature votive wheel,
an early fifth-century helmet, and the frieze on the pedestal of her cult statue

which served as an Athenian propaganda tool during the Peloponnesian War.

The initial appeal of nemesis was as a means to judge one’s fellow man for
behaviour deemed contrary to the accepted contemporary traditions. The
deity, the personification of righteous indignation and later divine retribution,
was worshipped both in her role as defender of the wronged dead as the one to
whom appeals for justice could be made; and, for her perceived ability to
punish those miscreants who had consciously carried out reprehensible acts.

The omnipotence of her capacity in this sphere was perceived as formidable.
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