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			FAITH IN TRAVEL

			Antonio Angelucci, Flavia Cortelezzi, Alessandro Cupri

			The phenomenon of religious tourism encompasses a wide range of dimensions, including spiritual, cultural, social, economic, and environmental aspects. The editorial approach adopted in this context is marked by an interdisciplinary integration of diverse academic perspectives, enabling a complex and nuanced understanding of the phenomenon. This methodology transcends compartmentalized analyses, instead promoting a holistic framework that captures the multifaceted nature of religious tourism. Interdisciplinarity in this domain rests on the premise that religious tourism cannot be merely conceptualized as the physical movement between sites of worship. Rather, it constitutes a complex social phenomenon interwoven with a broad spectrum of political, economic, cultural, and social dynamics.

			The convergence of religiosity and tourism assumes particular significance in that it necessitates targeted and coherent strategies for the management of sacred sites, tourist logistics, and visitor flows. A comprehensive approach involves considerations such as adherence to dietary prescriptions, the availability of spiritual services within accommodation structures, and the inclusion of dedicated prayer spaces. Furthermore, a critical assessment of tourism flows must address their implications for local territories, their potential impact on regional economies, and their alignment with religious, cultural, and ecological traditions.

			In this context, a sustainable approach emerges as a crucial imperative. Sustainability must be understood not only in terms of environmental preservation but also in relation to the respectful engagement with local social and economic systems. This model of tourism advocates for the equitable distribution of benefits across host communities, rather than their concentration among a limited few. Accordingly, the organization and governance of religious tourism should aim to safeguard historical, cultural, and natural heritage while simultaneously enhancing the socioeconomic well-being of local populations.

			The geographical and sociocultural landscape of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region is characterized by a richly textured mosaic of millennia-old traditions, diverse cultural expressions, and complex geopolitical and economic configurations. This unique milieu provides an important analytical framework through which to examine the interplay between religious tourism and sustainability. Of particular relevance is the management of tourist flows to sites of profound spiritual significance—such as Mecca, Jerusalem, and Al-Quds—which annually draw millions of pilgrims and visitors from across the globe.

			The MENA region stands as a pivotal epicenter of religious pilgrimage, with deep-rooted traditions embedded in the three major monotheistic faiths: Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. Its sacred cities—Mecca, central to Islam; Jerusalem, sacred to Christianity and Judaism; and Al-Quds, a spiritual nexus for multiple traditions—constitute not only religious landmarks, but also sites of exceptional historical and cultural value. However, the increasing influx of visitors to these locations presents significant managerial and logistical challenges. Addressing these requires a forward-looking, strategically oriented framework that places sustainability at its core.

			A comprehensive analysis of religious tourism in the MENA region must necessarily take into account the region’s diverse political and economic contexts, which directly influence national policies on tourism governance and pilgrimage facilitation. In this regard, an interdisciplinary approach becomes essential for capturing the full complexity of these dynamics—spanning spiritual, cultural, social, and political dimensions. The intersection of religiosity, tradition, culture, and modernity renders the management of religious tourism a particularly intricate and evolving challenge, in which environmental sustainability occupies a central position.

			The notion of environmental sustainability acquires heightened relevance in this context, given the increasing pressure exerted by mass tourist movements on local ecosystems, natural resources, and cultural heritage. As such, the sustainable governance of religious tourism in the MENA region must be considered a critical priority, integrating environmental stewardship with respect for local traditions and long-term regional development goals.

			The principal challenge lies in striking a delicate balance between the promotion of religious tourism and the preservation of the environment, in order to avert the potentially irreversible damage that may arise from unregulated tourist inflows to the region’s natural and cultural heritage. The sustainable governance of religious tourism necessitates the development and implementation of targeted policy frameworks capable of reconciling tourism growth with the protection of environmental resources and local traditions. This requires rigorous planning and the establishment of regulatory mechanisms that safeguard natural assets, encourage responsible land use, and promote the active participation of local communities in tourism management processes.

			Any comprehensive analysis of the MENA region must acknowledge the profound religious and cultural diversity that characterizes its societies. Religious tourism in this context engages a wide array of actors, traditions, and sociocultural practices, each of which demands due recognition. Accordingly, sustainability in religious tourism management must extend beyond environmental preservation to encompass the safeguarding of local traditions and the promotion of social equity and cultural respect. This calls for the adoption of inclusive policies that foster culturally sensitive and non-discriminatory tourism, recognizing and valuing religious and cultural pluralism.

			Within this framework, sustainability must be conceptualized not solely in environmental terms but as a multidimensional construct that includes social and cultural dimensions. A holistic approach to religious tourism management thus requires attention to the socioeconomic needs of local populations, alongside efforts to conserve religious and cultural heritage. The integration and empowerment of local communities in the planning and decision-making processes is essential to ensure that religious tourism becomes a vector for sustainable regional development, rather than a threat to the authenticity of local traditions or to the well-being of host populations.

			The intersection between religious tourism and sustainability represents a critical dimension of contemporary tourism policy and practice. In regions of pronounced religious significance, such as the MENA area, religious tourism must be understood as a complex phenomenon that transcends the mere act of pilgrimage. It must be embedded within a broader land-use and resource management system that accounts not only for environmental and cultural preservation, but also for the economic needs of communities, prevailing political conditions, and the imperative to protect religious and cultural identities. Sustainability, therefore, should be understood as a comprehensive objective—one that integrates environmental stewardship, cultural inclusivity, social equity, and the valorization of local traditions.

			Environmental sustainability represents one of the most urgent and critical challenges in the context of contemporary religious tourism. The management of sacred spaces and pilgrimage destinations must prioritize the conservation of these invaluable cultural and spiritual assets, which are increasingly threatened by the excessive influx of visitors, overdevelopment, and the unsustainable use of natural resources—particularly water and energy. Within this framework, the formulation and implementation of management strategies for accommodation facilities and tourist flows that are consistent with the principles of ecological sustainability assume fundamental importance.

			Equally essential are the social and economic dimensions of religious tourism, which must be carefully integrated into sustainability frameworks. It is imperative that local populations derive meaningful and equitable benefits from tourism activity—not only through economic gains but also through their active participation in the management and operation of tourism infrastructure and services. The creation of employment opportunities, support for locally rooted economic initiatives, and the promotion of indigenous cultural practices represent key strategies for ensuring that the advantages of religious tourism are broadly and fairly distributed.

			The future trajectory of religious tourism must, therefore, be guided by an approach that harmonizes the expansion of tourism-related opportunities with the imperative to safeguard environmental, cultural, and social resources. A sustainability-oriented model must serve as the foundational principle in the design and implementation of tourism policies, ensuring that religious tourism functions as a driver of inclusive and long-term development for host communities. Such a model must also preserve the sanctity and authenticity of places of worship and pilgrimage, preventing the degradation of their physical, cultural, and spiritual integrity.

			In this regard, a sustainable vision of religious tourism demands a systemic and integrated approach—one that not only mitigates environmental impacts but also enhances the resilience of local communities, fosters respect for cultural heritage, and ensures responsible governance of natural and cultural assets. By embedding sustainability at the core of policy and practice, religious tourism can contribute meaningfully to regional development without compromising the values and identities upon which it is founded.

		


		
			Visiting places of worship and sacred tourism in the Greco-Roman world

			Mariachiara Angelucci

			SUMMARY: 1. Pilgrimage and sacred tourism in pagan antiquity: a question not only of terminology – 2. Sacred tourism and the role of periegetes. – 3. Guides inside places of worship. – 4. Conclusions.

			Religiosity and mobility are two founding elements of Hellenic civilisation, intertwined in a relationship of mutual influence since the beginning. During the first colonisation, when the Greeks sailed the Mediterranean in search of new lands, the sacred dimension permeated every aspect of the enterprise: colonial foundations were made after consulting an oracle that indicated the route to follow and the place to settle. The close link between travel and religious devotion can also be seen in other moments of the life of the poleis. To consult the oracle of Apollo at Delphi, considered the omphalos – the navel of the world – the Greeks undertook long and sometimes dangerous journeys. Similarly, from every corner of the Hellenic world, numerous travellers made their way to Olympia, Nemea, Delphi or the Isthmus of Corinth to attend the pan-Hellenic games, events that transcended the simple competitive dimension to take on a profound religious significance.

			In the great festivals the celebration of the divinity was certainly the central focus, but commercial activities, cultural exchanges and diplomatic relations flourished around it. Visitors to a sanctuary, while participating in the prescribed rites, could at the same time admire architectural and artistic masterpieces of incomparable beauty – works whose fame has lasted for centuries. This interpenetration of the sacred and the profane was so profound that any attempt at a clear distinction between the two is made difficult.

			The article therefore aims to analyse the complex interaction between religiosity, travel practices and erudition, showing how mobility towards sacred places constituted a multiform phenomenon, in which the different motivations – devotional, cultural, political – overlapped and integrated. We need to ask ourselves to what extent modern interpretative categories such as ‘pilgrimage’ and ‘tourism’ can legitimately be applied to phenomena of the ancient world that responded to profoundly different logics, and how to avoid conceptual distortions in the use of these definitions. In the context of mobility, the periegetes were important figures who, through their works, described places that were particularly significant from a religious point of view. By analysing the writings of personalities such as Polemon of Ilion and Pausanias it is possible to highlight how they contributed not only to documenting the artistic and religious heritage of sacred places, but also to defining a way of approaching sanctuaries in which scholarly interest and religious sensitivity merged. 

			Another significant aspect that we intend to take into consideration concerns the guides who were active in the sanctuaries. Literary sources allow us to reconstruct the economic and social role of these figures who offered visitors interpretations of local traditions, explanations of the monuments and mythical narrations. 

			1. Pilgrimage and sacred tourism in pagan antiquity: a question not only of terminology

			The appropriateness of using the term ‘pilgrimage’ in reference to the Greco-Roman world has given rise to an important methodological debate. The central problem is not purely semantic, but touches on the very heart of the interpretation of ancient devotional practices. It concerns, in fact, the legitimacy of the application to the pagan world of this interpretative category that carries with it a strong connotation linked to the religious experience of monotheistic traditions, particularly that of Christianity. The problem of the appropriate terminology to describe religious travel practices in antiquity is complex and articulated, with implications that go far beyond the choice of a single word. It is not simply a matter of finding a convenient label to describe certain behaviours, but of assessing the theoretical implications of using certain interpretative categories in regard to the ancient world, considering the substantial diversity of the cultures and religious rituals in question1.

			A fundamental point of the discussion concerns the specificity of the phenomenon in the Greco-Roman context. There were numerous forms of religious mobility, each with its own specific characteristics and meanings. Journeys to sacred sites were often integrated into a broader context of social and cultural practices. These ventures could combine religious motivations with other political, commercial or cultural purposes, in a way that hardly fits our modern conception of pilgrimage.

			It is opportune to examine the main types of travels in which the element of religious interest emerges in order to understand how mobility to sacred sites in the ancient world is configured. The quest for healing was one of the main reasons why the faithful travelled to sanctuaries in ancient Greece. The invocation of deities for assistance in illness was in fact a natural response to suffering, which found its greatest expression in the cult of Asclepius. During the Classical and Hellenistic periods, although sanctuaries dedicated to this healing deity were widespread in many cities, some centres stood out for their particular prestige. Epidaurus, Pergamon and Cos had indeed acquired pan-Hellenic status, attracting pilgrims from all over the Greek world2 . In the Mediterranean area, Egypt was also a destination for pilgrims, who from the late Hellenistic period onwards left graffiti on monuments, including the Memnonion at Abydos or the temple of Isis at Philai3.

			Equally well known are the journeys of individuals or groups on behalf of city communities motivated by the need to consult oracles, which constituted a network of divinatory centres spread throughout the Mediterranean world. While some of these places, such as Delphi, Dodona and the oracle of Ammon in the Libyan oasis of Siwa, enjoyed pan-Hellenic fame, other oracular centres served a more local audience, as evidenced by the case of Trophonios at Lebadeia in Boeotia. The lead tablets found at Dodona offer valuable first-hand evidence of the mode of consultation, revealing how oracles were consulted by both official representatives of city-states and private citizens. The practice of oracular consultation remained vital even in Roman times, as demonstrated by the oracle of Apollo at Claros and that of Alexander of Abonotheicus in Paphlagonia – the latter of which became the subject of Lucian’s biting satire in Alexander the False Prophet4.

			Besides these two types of sacred journeys, the most significant and institutionalised manifestation of religious pilgrimage in classical Greece was undoubtedly theōria. This practice, whose name derives from terms referring to the act of observing, took the form of sending official delegations. The sacred status of the envoys (theōroi) was emphasised by distinctive elements such as the use of a crown and special boats for the journey, theōrides, which underlined their role as representatives invested with a special inviolability. The theōriai were sent to religious festivals, where they played a dual role: they participated in local rituals and organised sacrifices on behalf of their polis. In the Hellenistic period this practice was further structured with the sending of heralds to announce formally festivals across the Greek world, helping to create a network of religious and diplomatic connections between communities. Of particular importance were the delegations to the great pan-Hellenic sanctuaries of Olympia, Delphi, Nemea and the Isthmus. In these places, athletic competitions were deeply intertwined with the religious dimension, so much so that theōroi played an important role of support and protection for the athletes5.

			As the semantic ambivalence of the term theōria itself suggests, indicating both observation and official sacred delegation, for the Greeks the act of visiting and admiring sacred sites was intrinsically linked to the religious dimension. The man of the ancient world, in approaching sacred sites, was not merely a detached observer, but an active participant in an experience that inseparably merged the spiritual and cultural dimensions. One cannot therefore clearly separate the religious motivation from that of tourism of those who went to a shrine to see the monuments and rituals, driven by artistic and intellectual interests. This overlap between tourism and religiosity emerges clearly from various testimonies. A significant example comes from an Egyptian papyrus from the 2nd century BC, which describes the preparations for L. Memmius’ visit to the Fayum Labyrinth6: although the declared purpose was the ‘vision’ (epi theōrian) of the site, the preparations included material for sacrifices, revealing how the tourist aspect was inseparable from the ritual. Literary tradition offers even more ancient evidence of this practice. Already Euripides, in Andromache, depicts the hero Neoptolemus intent on contemplating the sanctuary of Delphi7, while in the Hellenistic period Callimachus dedicates a poem to his friend visiting Olympia, dwelling on the famous statue of Zeus made by Pheidias.

			Motivated by the desire to see and record the monuments they observed are also the periegetes, who from the Hellenistic period onwards with Polemon of Ilion have left behind writings in which erudite interest merges with the historical and religious. The Periegete first and foremost is Pausanias who, with his Periegesis, entirely preserved, presents an approach that combines antiquarian attention, religious sensibility and intellectual curiosity and reflects the new way of approaching sacred sites, widespread in the imperial age, in which devotional practice merges with philosophical reflection and cultural research8. In fact, the period of the Second Sophistic witnesses the development of a type of intellectual journey that responds to these characteristics. The protagonists are members of the city elites who visit traditional sanctuaries motivated by antiquarian-philosophical interests that transcend pure religious experience. Pausanias’ work can perhaps also be read as a guide intended for precisely this type of cultured traveller. This practice has its roots already in the archaic age: one may think of Solon’s journey, described by Herodotus9 as a philosophical theōria or of the initiatory journeys attributed to Pythagoras10, who, according to tradition, visited Delos and the Idaean Cave in Crete.

			If the practice of journeys to sacred places thus dates back to ancient times, the question arises as to whether it is possible to speak of pilgrimage in the proper sense. The modern term carries with it a number of cultural and religious assumptions that may not correspond to the realities of the past. It generally implies a journey undertaken for specifically religious reasons, with a clear sacred destination and an explicit devotional intention. However, in the Greco-Roman world the boundaries between religious travel and other forms of mobility are often much more blurred, and journeys to sacred sites and sanctuaries present peculiar characteristics that distinguish them from monotheistic forms of pilgrimage. Scholars point out how the application of modern interpretative models can only be valid for specific manifestations of ancient religiosity, in particular mystery cults and sanctuaries dedicated to healing, without however being able to embrace the vastness and complexity of the Greco-Roman religious phenomenon in its entirety11. The question becomes even more delicate when one considers the variegated typology of the frequenters of sacred places: while on the one hand the term ‘pilgrim’ could be adapted to describe those who went to the sanctuaries in search of physical benefits or spiritual consultations, on the other hand it is inadequate to characterise other important figures of the ancient religious panorama such as the theōroi, who performed the role of sacred ambassadors of the city-states, or the numerous participants in the great pan-Hellenic festivals, whether they were spectators or athletes engaged in competitions. 

			Another significant aspect emerges from the analysis of ancient sources. The vocabulary used in Greco-Roman sources to describe journeys of a religious character does not have a univocal term equivalent to our pilgrimage. The ancient sources drawn especially on concrete expressions to refer to journeys to sacred places, utilising with a generic ‘he who goes’ for the individual who went to a sacred place. This absence of terminology is not accidental, but reflects a different understanding of the relationship between mobility and religiosity in the ancient world.

			While one cannot superimpose the concept of pilgrimage, as understood in the Christian religion, with mobility in the ancient world for religious reasons because this would mean disregarding some fundamental differences, on the other hand one cannot deny that there are strong elements of continuity and that some of the practices of Christian pilgrims come from the pagan world. It is also very difficult to establish the exact boundaries between journeys undertaken for faith and those in which elements such as curiosity for the place of worship and interest in the monuments visited are significantly present, to such an extent that sacred tourism may fall within the concept of pilgrimage depending on a more or less restrictive interpretation of the term. Believing that one can speak of pilgrims only in the case of individuals animated by an exclusively religious purpose may become excessively limiting even for Christianity12.

			One possible methodological solution is to use the term ‘pilgrimage’ more flexibly, recognising its limitations and implications. Such an approach would allow the concept to be used while remaining aware of the substantial differences between ancient and modern practices. This is also valid for the question of ‘tourism’ in the ancient world. Although contemporary sociology tends to place the birth of tourism in the era of the industrial revolution, linking it to the emergence of bourgeois society and its social practices, an analysis of the Hellenistic-Roman world also reveals the existence of forms of mobility for reasons of pleasure. Indeed, the ancient Mediterranean was a complex and highly interconnected system. In the large urban centres, such as Rome and Alexandria, a cosmopolitan and multi-ethnic culture had developed, supported by efficient communication and transport networks that facilitated not only trade, but also mobility for pleasure and culture. Particularly significant was the seasonal mobility of Roman elites, which included stays in coastal villas, trips to thermal bath localities and visits to places of cultural and historical interest. These practices responded to needs not dissimilar to those of modern tourism: the search for recreation, the desire to get away at least temporarily from urban life, the interest in different cultural experiences and the desire to distinguish oneself socially through travel. This mobility was supported by a significant developed infrastructure, including accommodation facilities, dedicated services and forms of travel literature. 

			It should also not be forgotten that in the ancient world it is particularly complex to isolate a purely tourist dimension of travel. The experience of mobility was in fact a multiform phenomenon, in which different motivations – economic, cultural, political and religious – constantly intertwined and overlapped13. A merchant travelling to a city on business could at the same time visit shrines and monuments; a pilgrim on his way to an important religious centre did not fail to take an interest in the cultural and artistic aspects of the place; a diplomat on an official mission often combined his duties with activities that today would form part of the term ‘tourism’. This fluidity and interpenetration of purposes and interests is a distinctive feature of mobility in the ancient world, making artificial any attempt to categorise rigidly travel motivations according to modern criteria.

			2. Sacred tourism and the role of periegetes

			In the context of mobility to sacred places in the ancient world a special role is played by periegetes. The term derives from the verb periēgeomai, which from the Hellenistic age onwards means «to carry around» and indicates in particular the authors of works in which territories, cities or parts of them are described with specific attention to the monuments encountered along the way14. The first author of whom we preserve a substantial number of fragments is Polemon of Ilion15. His writings, like much of the scholarly production of this era, have come down to us by indirect tradition, through the citation of later authors who have preserved certain titles and numerous passages. His attention turned to Greece, Magna Graecia and Asia Minor from which he came. Strabo in the imperial age explicitly calls him periēgētēs, a qualification that is also taken up by the Suida, in the lemma dedicated to him16. From the Byzantine lexicon we know that he came from a village near Ilion, in the region of the Troad, and that he was the son of a certain Evegete, in all probability what could be considered a ‘speaking name’ consisting of eu «well» and ēgēomai «to act as a guide», formed as a result of the fame of Polemon as a periegete17. His origin is confirmed by an epigraphic testimony of 177/176 BC, in which he is defined with the ethnic name Ilieus18. The epigraph documents the conferral of the proxenia of Delphi, which he most probably obtained for having celebrated the city and its famous sanctuary in his work On the Treasures of Delphi. This award is of fundamental importance as it represents a fixed point for his dating and also testifies to the notoriety he had achieved in the first half of the 2nd century BC. This fame achieved through his writings is also confirmed by literary sources that attribute to him various citizenships received as a form of honour. Suida designates him as an Athenian citizen, a definition also found in Plutarch and Athenaeus19. The latter, quoting Heraclides of Mopsuestia, also reports that Polemon was also referred to as a native of Samos, Sicyon and other cities20. In the Hellenistic period, when the poleis had lost their political and military autonomy, there was a strong need to reaffirm their cultural identity. In this context the works of Polemon took on a value that went far beyond the mere description of monuments and votive gifts. Sacred sites represented not only religious centres but veritable repositories of Greek collective memory, where artistic and historical evidence of centuries of civilisation was concentrated. The periegete’s focus on sanctuaries, which were both sacred spaces and guardians of Hellenic identity, responded to a precise need of Greek cities to preserve and enhance their historical and cultural heritage as a means of self-representation. Temples, with their treasures, votive offerings and ritual traditions, were in fact the privileged places where this identity could still be fully expressed and celebrated. This explains the considerable prestige Polemon enjoyed among the communities he visited and described: his activity as a periegete helped to keep the historical memory of the poleis alive and to legitimise their role in an era of profound political transformation.

			The focus on places of worship, which did not exhaust all the periegete’s interests but was undoubtedly an essential element of them, is found not only in his work on Delphi but also in those dedicated to other cities. Strabo reports that «Polemon, the periegete, wrote four books On the Votive Offerings of the Acropolis»21. The title, known here in a more extended form than the shorter On the Acropolis of Athens, reported by other sources22, suggests that the work contained an extremely detailed list of the monuments and votive gifts visible to visitors, if one considers its breadth in relation to the territory under consideration. Similarly, a writing dedicated to votive gifts in Sparta is known to us and a few fragments have come down to us testifying to his visit to Ilion23 . His meticulous attention to documenting temple votive offerings is particularly evident in the list of anathēmata observed in the sacred precincts of Olympia. Here he describes in great detail the contents of the temple of Hera and the treasures of the Metapontinians and Byzantines, specifying precisely the type and material of each vase on display24.

			Although Polemon manifests a predominantly antiquarian approach, documenting and cataloguing cult objects in a manner almost reminiscent of modern travel guides, his frequent trips to sanctuaries in Greece and Asia Minor show characteristics that place him alongside visitors motivated by religious-cultural interests. His works betray elements typical of what we would today call a form of sacred tourism, namely attention to the artistic aspects of localities and the anecdotes connected with them, combined with a curiosity for the religious dimension. 

			On the temple of Dodona in Epirus, known for its oracular centre, we possess an interesting fragment in which the periegete describes the votive offerings of the Corcirians and the peculiar acoustic effect it produced25. The anathēma consisted of two side-by-side columns supporting a bronze vase and a statue of a boy with a whip: the wind, moving the metal straps of the whip, made them beat against the vase, creating a continuous vibration. This offering reproduced the sound phenomenon that characterised the temple in its earliest phase, when in place of walls it was surrounded by a series of aligned tripods, as reported by the Attic annalist Demon. If one of these bronze vessels was struck, the vibration propagated through all the others, generating a persistent sound that stopped only when someone touched one of the tripods again. The testimony of the periegete is cited as an authoritative source by Stephanus of Byzantium to explain the proverb ‘vase of Dodona’ used for overly talkative people. Demon, in fact, spoke of many tripods while the proverb of a single vessel. To explain the aporia, Stephanus of Byzantium relies on the authority of the periegete, describing him as a profound connoisseur of the sanctuary and quotes the words of Aristides who had transcribed the text26.

			As far as Asia Minor is concerned, Suida has handed down to us the title Periegesis of Ilion, a work about whose composition we can get an idea thanks to three fragments that, in terms of content and characteristics, can be attributed to this text. However, Polemon’s interest in the Troad, his native region, was not limited to Ilion: his investigation extended to other important localities in the area, as two significant fragments demonstrate. The first (F 30) is dedicated to the temple of Apollo Smintheus near Chrysa, an important religious centre in the region; the second (F 32) focuses on Myrmissos, a city located near Lampsacus. This special focus on his homeland reflects not only a personal interest, but also a desire to document meticulously the historical-religious heritage of an area of great significance in the ancient world. This is what emerges in particular from F 30, which preserves the aetiological explanation of the epithet Smintheus under which Apollo was worshipped in a sanctuary in the Troad, which Polemon undoubtedly had the opportunity to visit because it was close to his home town. The periegete reports a mythical story set in Chrysa where the god, after punishing the priest Chrinis by sending mice – sminthoi in the local dialect – to devastate his fields, reconciled himself with him by exterminating the rodents with his arrows. In memory of this event a temple was erected to Apollo worshipped as Smintheus27.

			Attention to cult aspects means not only going to the shrines and describing statues, monuments, ritual objects and the mythical events connected to them, but also accounting for the festivals that were celebrated there. Polemon recalls the lampadēdromia, a particular torch race that took place in Athens in the Panathenaia, in the Hephaestia and in the Prometheia28. This race has its roots in an ancient sacred tradition, initially taking the form of a religious ritual before evolving into athletic games. It is a particular type of competition that was widespread in the Greek world, not limited to Athens alone, and found its place in celebrations dedicated to both heroes and deities. Its origins, still shrouded in mystery, are linked to two distinct cult interpretations: it may have originated as a celebration in honour of Prometheus for the gift of fire to mankind or it may have been connected to the rite of the transfer of the sacred flame between altars, to be accomplished in the shortest possible time29. Particularly emblematic is the story of Euchidas who, after the battle of Plataea, sacrificed himself in this ritual practice: he ran all the way to Delphi and returned to Athens in a single day to bring the sacred fire to the altars, finding death from the immense effort30. Like other religious celebrations that marked the calendar of the polis, the lampadēdromia attracted a considerable influx of people, turning into a moment of intense collective participation that united the sacred dimension with the social.

			We also know of a specific writing by Polemon On the feasts of Heracles at Thebes and that he had dealt with the prize awarded to the winner of the Lykaia celebrated in Arcadia in honour of Zeus31. At Delphi he had personally participated in the Theoxenia, observing the curious detail that he who offered Leto the largest leek (gēthullis) could participate in the ritual meal32.

			In the context of the festivals, there can be no missing reference to the periegete’s focus on the famous Mysteries of Eleusis. We possess the title On the Sacred Road, fragments of which have not come down to us. Similarly to what Pausanias did later33 it is very likely that he documented temples, votive offerings and tombs visible along the road travelled each year by the procession to the sanctuary of Demeter at Eleusis. A reference to the mysteries of Samothrace must also have been contained in the work dedicated to this island, the title and a single fragment of which has come down to us, though this surviving excerpt contains no allusion to them34. Within the variegated panorama of Greek sanctuaries, a fundamental distinction emerged in the modalities of access and participation in the sacred. Most places of worship were characterised by a substantial openness: rituals and festive celebrations took place in public spaces and were accessible to almost all the faithful. However, there was a particular category of sanctuaries that offered a profoundly different religious experience, based on secret initiatory rituals that promised both earthly and otherworldly forms of salvation. In this context the sanctuaries of Eleusis and Samothrace represented two emblematic cases, albeit with distinct characteristics35. Besides the mystery rites reserved for initiates, they also hosted important public festivals that attracted both individual pilgrims and official city delegates (theōroi).

			If Polemon is the main exponent of the periegetic literature of the Hellenistic age, the most famous Greek author known by the appellation of Periegete is Pausanias. His Periegesis of Greece is a valuable record of the culture, cults, art and traditions of mainland Greece, the result of a systematic exploration that lasted some thirty years. During this period, between 150 and 180 AD, the author devoted himself to documenting meticulously everything that captured his interest in the territories he visited. His work, which transcends the boundaries of a simple travel guide, is enriched with numerous anecdotes and local stories that accompany the descriptions of monuments with a special predilection for shrines and holy places. Using Elsner’s words, it can be said that he «is interested almost obsessively (though not exclusively) in religious things»36.

			The wealth of detail and topographical references meant that from the 17th century onwards his work gained increasing importance among scholars and travellers. At first used primarily as a guide to understanding the topography of ancient Greece, its influence gradually extended beyond mere geographical reference. Jacob Spon and George Wheler followed Pausanias when they undertook a voyage in 1675-1676 starting from the Gulf of Corinth and visiting Boeotia with Delphi and then Attica37. The 18th century marked a turning point in the reception of Pausanias’ text. Scholars increasingly recognised its value not only for topographical information, but as a crucial source for understanding Greek art, religion and culture. During this period, a more systematic approach to the study of his work emerged with a focus on the archaeological verification of his descriptions. By the 19th century Pausanias had become a reference for both academic research and fieldwork. His detailed descriptions proved invaluable during the first archaeological excavations in Greece, in particular of Mycenae, Athens, Corinth and Olympia. While he was portrayed as a pedantic antiquarian, not without errors, to the extent that he attracted severe criticism from Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff in 1873, the growing interest in Greek antiquities in this period led to translations and critical editions of his work, making it accessible to a wider academic audience38. In 1898, with his six-volume work on Pausanias, James George Frazer marked a decisive moment in the history of Pausanian studies and established him as an ancient Baedeker. Although considering it a travel guide is reductive and improper, the appellation contains some truth as Habicht states: «[...] Pausanias is first a guide and also as systematic as a volume of Baedeker. He discusses one area after the other and, within a region, one city, sanctuary, or site after another. He has to be selective and describes whatever seems worthwhile to him»39. 

			As most modern scholars have observed, his focus is mainly on sacred sites40. By the 2nd century AD, Greece had been reduced to a province of the Roman Empire. The unavoidable tension between the myth of the glorious Greek past and Roman domination found a resolution in Pausanias through the appeal to a religious identity deeper than socio-political contingencies, rooted in the sacred sites and monuments of Greece41. Pausanias’ attitude towards religion distinguished him substantially from travellers motivated by purely antiquarian interests. His was not the simple curiosity of an outside observer in search of interesting information: rather, he posed as a potential initiate, a participant in the mysteries of at least some of the sanctuaries he visited. While it is undoubtedly true that his work contains many references and descriptions of temples and places of worship, which respond to an artistic and cultural curiosity that is also present in modern pilgrimages, there are some passages in his work that testify to a more specifically religious interest42. 

			In Book I he discusses the Eleusinian mysteries of which he himself lets it be known that he was initiated43 and which he believes markedly reveal divine intervention44. Already in his description of the Eleusinion in Athens he emphasises the importance of the cult there, stating that a vision prevents him from revealing its details45. The element of religious silence returns even more clearly when the description shifts to Eleusis. He declares that he cannot reveal the rituals that are reserved for followers only: «My dream forbade the description of the things within the wall of the sanctuary, and the uninitiated are of course not permitted to learn that which they are prevented from seeing»46. This narrative choice is particularly significant: having constructed Eleusis as a world apart, instead of describing its interior or guiding the reader beyond the sanctuary walls, Pausanias dramatises the otherness of the sacred place through silence. The dream, the details of which he never reveals, becomes a narrative means, implicitly supernatural, to justify this silence and preserve the mystery of the sanctuary47. The religious importance of the place is also revealed by the topographical detail concerning the borders with Attica: the rivers sacred to Kore and Demeter, in which only priests may fish, were an ancient demarcation mark between the territory of Eleusis and that of Attica48.

			In other cases it is Pausanias who is excluded from the ritual because he is uninitiated. During his journey to Argolis, Pausanias stops at the sanctuary of Demeter located on Mount Pron, near Hermion. Here, his description proceeds methodically through the visible elements of the cult: the annual feast with procession and sacrificial rites, the statues and minor images of the sanctuary. However, when he gets to the very heart of the cult, the author reveals an unsurmountable limit: the main object of veneration remains inaccessible not only to him, but to any man, foreign or local. This knowledge is reserved exclusively for the elderly priestesses49. Similarly with regard to the sanctuary of Eileithyia, located along the road from Hermion to Mases, while the external aspects of the cult are fully visible – from the daily sacrifices to the incense offerings and the numerous votive gifts – the very image of the deity remains hidden from the eyes of all, with the possible exception of the priestess50. In both cases, the external elements of the cult – rituals, offerings, sacred apparatus – invite description and deserve to be documented, but the very core of the cult – the divinity and its representation – remains shrouded in mystery, denied direct knowledge. This tension between visible and invisible, between what can be described and what is beyond description, reveals a fundamental aspect of Greek religiosity, where the culmination of sacred experience often coincides with what can neither be seen nor narrated.

			Another point in the Periegesis where it becomes clear how antiquarian interest is accompanied by a focus on the religious sphere is found in Book VIII. During his journey to Arcadia Pausanias recalls a visit to the sacred cavern of Demeter Melaina on Mount Elaius near Phigalia51. His description dwells on multiple aspects of interest, ranging from local mythical traditions to the characteristics of the cult. According to local narrative the goddess retreated to this cave after suffering violence from Poseidon, wearing a black robe as a sign of mourning. Her grief was also amplified by the loss of her daughter Persephone – a story element that clearly reveals the influence of the Eleusinian mysteries on the Phigalian tradition. The goddess’s retreat into the cave caused a severe famine, depriving the land of its fruit. The resolution of the crisis came only thanks to the intervention of Pan, one of the most outstanding Arcadian divinities, who persuaded Zeus to send the Moirai to appease Demeter’s wrath. The narrative structure clearly reflects the natural cycles of vegetation, with the alternation between sterility and fertility of the earth. Scholars have also highlighted significant connections between these themes and the religious traditions of the Near East, suggesting a complex interweaving of cultural influences that spanned the ancient Mediterranean. 

			The visit to this cavern reveals the perspective not only of a periegete driven by historical and cultural interest, but also that of the pilgrim who goes to a particular place for the deity honoured there and to take part in the rituals, which he describes in rich detail. He states: «It was mainly to see this Demeter that I came to Phigalia. I offered no burnt sacrifice to the goddess, that being a custom of the natives. But the rule for sacrifice by private persons, and at the annual sacrifice by the community of Phigalia, is to offer grapes and other cultivated fruits, with honeycombs and raw wool still full of its grease. These they place on the altar built before the cave, afterwards pouring oil over them»52. These were non-bloody sacrifices, called nephalia, which involved libations of oil and were presided over by a priestess assisted by the youngest of the sacrificers. The first statue of the goddess was made of wood and depicted her wrapped in a long chiton and with a horse’s head, from which snakes and other beasts emerged, creating an image of disturbing power. In her hands she held a dolphin and a dove. This peculiar combination of iconographic elements was not accidental, but reflected Demeter’s vast sphere of influence. The simultaneous presence of chthonic creatures such as serpents, together with symbols of water (the dolphin) and air (the dove), suggests the goddess’ dominion over nature in its totality. The horse’s head, coupled with the presence of fierce creatures, further emphasises the deity’s connection to the primordial forces of nature, while the human form of the body recalls her role as dispenser of civilisation through the gifts of agriculture53.

			Pausanias reports that the statue had been destroyed in a fire and that it was later carved in stone by Onatas, after famine had struck the area and the Pythia’s response attributed the cause to neglect of rituals and the absence of a new simulacrum. The interesting fact is the information provided by Pausanias that Onatas work no longer existed in his time and many did not even remember it54. There was nothing to see that was significant from an artistic point of view to motivate the Periegete’s visit, who therefore moved only for a religious reason55.

			Pausanias’ approach to describing Greek cities reveals how ancient tourism was deeply intertwined with the sacred dimension. His descriptive methodology systematically privileges religious buildings, making them the cornerstones of the organisation of his itineraries. The case of Tegea is particularly emblematic: instead of beginning his description from the agora, as would have been
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