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Hecate Lampadephoros, who warns of nighttime attack 
 
While many forms and epitaphs of Hekate / Hecate are known her persona as 
Lampadephoros is one of the more difficult to trace with available source documents. In 
part due I think to only a couple of them referencing this facet and not being translated 
into English from what I can find. 
 
According to accounts which vary in some of the details, in 340 BCE the Byzantines and their 
allies the Athenians were under siege by the troops of Philip of Macedon. On a particularly dark 
and wet night Philip attempted a surprise attack but was thwarted by the appearance of a bright 
light in the sky. This light is occasionally described by subsequent interpreters as a meteor, 
sometimes as the moon, and some accounts also mention the barking of dogs. However, the 
original accounts mention only a light in the sky, without specifying the moon. To commemorate 
the event the Byzantines erected a statue of Hecate lampadephoros (light-bearer or 
bringer). This story survived in the works of Hesychius of Miletus, who in all probability lived in 
the time of Justinian I. His works survive only in fragments preserved in Photius and the tenth 
century lexicographer Suidas. The tale is also related by Stephanus of Byzantium, and 
Eustathius. 
  
"In 340 BCE, however, the Byzantines, with the aid of the Athenians, withstood a siege 
successfully, an occurrence the more remarkable as they were attacked by the greatest general 
of the age, Philip of Macedon. In the course of this beleaguerment, it is related, on a certain wet 
and moonless night the enemy attempted a surprise, but were foiled by reason of a bright light 
which, appearing suddenly in the heavens, startled all the dogs in the town and thus roused the 
garrison to a sense of their danger. To commemorate this timely phenomenon, which was 
attributed to Hecate, they erected a public statue to that goddess [...]" William Gordon Holmes, 
The Age of Justinian and Theodora, 2003 p5-6;  
 
"If any goddess had a connection with the walls in Constantinople, it was Hecate. Hecate had a 
cult in Byzantium from the time of its founding. Like Byzas in one legend, she had her origins in 
Thrace. Since Hecate was the guardian of "liminal places," in Byzantium small temples in her 
honor were placed close to the gates of the city. Hecate's importance to Byzantium was above 
all as deity of protection. When Philip of Macedon was about to attack the city, according to he 
legend she alerted the townspeople with her ever-present torches, and with her pack of dogs, 
which served as her constant companions. Her mythic qualities thenceforth forever entered the 
fabric of Byzantine history. A statue known as the 'Lampadephoros' was erected on the hill 
above the Bosphorous to commemorate Hecate's defensive aid." Vasiliki Limberis, Divine 
Heiress, Routledge, 1994, p126-127 
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http://www.basicpatterns.com/byzantium/encyclopedia.htm 
 
Note: color change mine to indicate the known references to this story. It should also 
be noted that much of the cited material appears to be reproduced from Wikipedia 
entries. Actual translations of the source material I have been unable to discover so 
have not been able to include references or linkages. 
 
Her location near to the Bosporus places her still within the juncture of ancient Anatolia 
(modern Turkey) and ancient Thrace (modern Bulgaria / Greece and Turkey). It also 
keeps within the tradtional notion that Hekate / Hecate originated in one or the other. 
The statue is believed to have been erected on the hideside overlooking the Bosphorus 
Straights near modern day Instanbul. To my knowledge though no known location has 
been identifed as to where it may have been placed. Additionally I have been unable to 
discover any specific information pertaining to the specifics of the statue in regard to 
size, construction material or even what it looked like. 
 
It should also be pointed out that while most translations and referenced accounts point 
to Hekate / Hecate as the source of the revealing light some accounts indicate it was 
Artemis (Or Diana in some). It is possible part of the issues arises from the syncretism of 
Artemis and Hekate / Hecate lore in later periods. Yet it is known that there were 
sanctuaries to both Hekate / Hecate and Artemis in Byzantium. 
 
On a historical note the city known as Byzantium was later known as Constantinople 
then changed to its modern name of Istanbul. 
 
Of interest is the association of the Crescent Moon and star being equated to Hecate / 
Hekate and to the city of Byzantium 
 
Though associated with the Sassanid Persians and with Mithradates VI Eupator (who for a time 
incorporated the city into his empire), by the late Hellenistic or early Roman period, the star and 
crescent motif had been associated to some degree with Byzantium. For example, some 
Byzantine coins of the 1st century BCE and later show the head of Artemis with bow and quiver, 
and feature a crescent with what appears to be a six-rayed star on the reverse. 
  Devotion to Hecate was especially favored by the Byzantines for her aid in having protected 
them from the incursions of Philip of Macedon. Her symbols were the crescent and star, and the 
walls of her city were her provenance. 
  http://www.basicpatterns.com/byzantium/encyclopedia.htm 
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By the late Hellenistic or early Roman period, the star and crescent motif had been associated to 
some degree with Byzantium . If any goddess had a connection with the walls in Constantinople 
, it was Hecate . Hecate had a cult in Byzantium from the time of its founding. 
  http://www.enotes.com/topic/Star_and_crescent 
 
The attachment shows a coin with the depiction of Artemis upon one side and the 
Crescent Moon and radiating star on the other. It does need to be noted that I have not 
found any coins depicting Hekate / Hecate on recognized coins from Byzantium. (not 
working at the moment so will have to figure out how to attach it) 
 
For me this story sort of evolved from the attached coin I had purchased. It revealed an 
area of association to both Artemis and Hekate / Hecate which I had been unaware of. 
Research wise it has proven difficult to trace for the references in both the Numismatics 
facet and the historical / mythological facet utilize the same referenced material often 
repeated without direct sourcing information.  
 
But one thing I have discovered is that the Crescent Moon and radiating star seems to 
have originated as a symbol for Hecate / Hekate from her association and protection of 
Byzantium. A symbol that even today flies over the city of Byzantium now know as 
Istanbul. 
 
||| 
 

Epithet: Lampadephoros 

Lamp-bearer, Torchbearer, Who warns of Night Attack 
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This epithet is also found as the t i t le of those who carr ied torches in the 
Lampadedromia, a torch race held on certain festive occasions. Winning the race 
could result in much renown as well  as prizes. Kerenyi speculates that the t i t le 
relates to the role of Prometheus bringing f ire to mortals, and that torch races 
were important to the “Panathenaia and the festivals of Prometheus and 
Hephaistos.” (p. 69) He believes that Prometheus was given credit for establ ishing 
the event. There are a few statues of runners from the races that have survived. 

Lampadephoros could also be the t i t le of a priest who played some sort of role in 
the Phrygian Mysteries, which may have been one of taking on the persona of a 
deity. This even might have been done at the Carian city of Panamaros, which 
had a close relat ionship with the sanctuary of Hekate at Lagina a few miles away. 

The role of torchbearing for a prominent patron was also a means of gaining 
f inancial stabi l i ty as an occupation. In some cases, such patronage was extended 
to a young lover. I t  could even lead to part ic ipation in a torch race, and a career 
in athlet ics. 

Hekate Lampadephoros was responsible for preventing the fal l  of Byzantium to 
Phil l ip of Macedon, and in grati tude the people erected Her statue overlooking the 
Bosphoros. We know this only from fragments of Hesychius of Miletus, which were 
preserved by Suidas and Photius, as well  as a few early Christ ian scholars. I t  is 
said that so great was the appreciat ion of the city to Her for saving them that they 
made their symbol the Crescent and Star in Her honor (something that can st i l l  be 
seen today on the f lag of Turkey.) 
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She has so many l ight-bearing epithets, of varying provenance, but I  real ly 
appreciate this part icular story. So much so that I ’ve considered gett ing a 
crescent and star tattoo for Her. 
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This epithet is also found as the title of those who carried torches in the Lampadedromia, 
a torch race held on certain festive occasions. Winning the race could result in much 
renown as well as prizes. Kerenyi speculates that the title relates to the role of 
Prometheus bringing fire to mortals, and that torch races were important to the 
“Panathenaia and the festivals of Prometheus and Hephaistos.” (p. 69) He believes that 
Prometheus was given credit for establishing the event. There are a few statues of runners 
from the races that have survived. 
 
Lampadephoros could also be the title of a priest who played some sort of role in the 
Phrygian Mysteries, which may have been one of taking on the persona of a deity. This 
even might have been done at the Carian city of Panamaros, which had a close 
relationship with the sanctuary of Hekate at Lagina a few miles away. 
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The role of torchbearing for a prominent patron was also a means of gaining financial 
stability as an occupation. In some cases, such patronage was extended to a young lover. 
It could even lead to participation in a torch race, and a career in athletics. 
 
Hekate Lampadephoros was responsible for preventing the fall of Byzantium to Phillip of 
Macedon, and in gratitude the people erected Her statue overlooking the Bosphoros. We 
know this only from fragments of Hesychius of Miletus, which were preserved by Suidas 
and Photius, as well as a few early Christian scholars. It is said that so great was the 
appreciation of the city to Her for saving them that they made their symbol the Crescent 
and Star in Her honor (something that can still be seen today on the flag of Turkey.) 
 
She has so many light-bearing epithets, of varying provenance, but I really appreciate this 
particular story. So much so that I’ve considered getting a crescent and star tattoo for 
Her. 
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