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This commentary reflects on how Ancient Greek Literature is a rich archive of ecological 
communication. Bringing together classics, comparative literature, environmental humanities, 
and media studies, we suggest that reading the environment as a text should be understood as 
an ongoing practice of attunement to human and more-than-human interdependence. Thus, the 
ancient texts do not merely describe a lost world, but offer an enduring hermeneutics, transforming 
our contemporary ecological urgency into a dialogue with a deep past that is perpetually present.

geological formation the medium; the intoxicating 
vapour the carrier signal; and the priestess a human 
receiver, translating terrestrial and divine data 
into language. The environment was not a passive 
backdrop but an active, agential participant in the 
act of communication. This collapses the modern 
nature/culture binary. The message from the gods 
was literally of the Earth.
	 This principle flows through the literature. In 
Sophocles’ Philoctetes, the deserted island of Lemnos 
is not a static setting. It is a painful, amplifying 
medium. Philoctetes’ agonized cries, caused by 
his festering wound, are echoed and magnified by 
the cavernous landscape. The island transmits his 
suffering, making it inescapable and defining his 
reality. It communicates his status as an outcast more 
powerfully than any proclamation. Similarly, in the 
Odyssey, each island—Circe’s Aeaea, Calypso’s 
Ogygia, the Lotus-Eaters’ shore—functions as a 
distinct media environment. Each one transmits a 
specific signal that reprograms those who enter it: 
enchantment, stasis, or forgetfulness. Odysseus’s 
journey is a struggle through competing ecological 
frequencies.
	 Perhaps the most poignant examples are 
the personified eco-media. Rivers and trees are not 
just symbols; they are interlocutors. In the myth 
of Phoebus and Daphne (captured vividly in later 
Roman poetry but rooted in Greek sensibilities), 
when Daphne is transformed into a laurel tree to 
escape Apollo, her communication continues. The 

	 We often imagine Ancient Greek literature 
as a world of marble and stark sunlight, of heroes 
clashing on windswept plains and gods debating on 
cloud-shrouded peaks. It speaks in human-centric 
terms: anthropos as the measure of all things. Yet, to 
stop there is to miss a deeper, more resonant chorus 
beneath the epic verses and tragic chants—a chorus of 
rustling reeds, mournful winds, and speaking rivers. 
When we read these texts through the emerging lens 
of eco-media—the study of how environments and 
nonhuman forces act as communicative systems—a 
startling realization emerges: the ancient Greeks were 
already profound theorists of the mediated world, 
and their literature is a rich archive of ecological 
communication.
	 Eco-media challenges the modern, 
mechanistic view of media as merely human-made 
tools (books, screens, networks). Instead, it asks 
us to see media as environments and environments 
as media: systems that store, process, and transmit 
information. The forest is a network. The weather 
is a broadcast. The oracle’s cave is an interface. 
Suddenly, the Greek worldview, with its animistic 
undercurrents and cosmic interconnectedness, feels 
startlingly contemporary.
	 Consider the most primal of eco-media in 
Greek thought: the oracle. At Delphi, the Pythia did 
not simply recite divine code. She inhaled pneuma—
sacred breath or vapour—rising from a geological 
chasm, the chasma. Here, the Earth itself (Gaia 
originally possessed the site) was the transmitter; the 
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tree shudders at his touch. The bark is her new skin; 
the rustling leaves, her enduring voice. The medium 
has changed, but the sentient signal persists. More 
tragically, in Ovid’s telling of the myth of Pan and 
Syrinx (again, Graeco-Roman), Syrinx becomes a 
stand of reeds. Pan cuts those reeds and fashions them 
into the first panpipes. Her very body, transformed by 
the wetland, becomes a musical instrument—an eco-
technology that forever broadcasts a melody of loss 
and transformation. The environment here is both the 
source and the substance of the medium.
	 This is where Comparative Literature 
becomes essential. Placing Greek texts beside other 
ancient traditions allows us to map a global pre-
history of eco-media. Contrast the Greek oracle, 
with its specific point of terrestrial communication 
(the omphalos), with the vast, diffuse sonic media 
of Australian Aboriginal Songlines, where the land 
itself is a continuous narrative map. Juxtapose 
the lament of the transformed nymph with the 
voices of the forest in the Sanskrit Mricchakatika, 
or with the wise, speaking rivers in West African 
oral traditions. The comparison reveals a shared, 
ancient intuition: that knowledge and story are not 
solely human possessions but are embedded in and 
broadcast by the living world. The Greek perspective 
offers a particularly clear case study in agonistic 
communication with nature—a world where eco-
media often speaks in warnings, laments, and riddles, 
reflecting a cosmos fraught with both beauty and 
peril.
	 Why does this matter now? In the age of 
climate crisis and digital saturation, the Greek 
example recalibrates our understanding of mediation 
(e.g., Michelakis, 2020). It reminds us that our most 
profound networks predate the internet by millennia. 
It challenges the hubris of the Anthropocene by 
presenting a worldview where humanity is one 
listener among many in a noisy, communicative 
cosmos. To study Greek literature through eco-media 
is to recover an ancient form of literacy (Schliephake, 
2016; 2020)—the ability to read the environment as 
a text. The leaves at Dodona whispered prophecies. 
The waves that carried Odysseus’s ship transmitted 
the will of Poseidon. The flame of Prometheus’s 
fennel stalk carried not just fire, but the data of 
technological rebellion. In the end, Ancient Greek 

literature teaches us that before we learned to build 
media from wood, metal, and silicon, we learned to 
listen to the media that already existed: the earth, the 
air, and the water, in endless, storied conversation. 
Our task, as comparative readers in a fragile world, is 
to learn to hear that whisper once more.
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