
Do ut debt:  Financial Lending Strategies of the Temple of Apollo at Delos 

Over the course of the fifth to the second century BCE, hundreds of individuals 

contracted loans from the temple of Apollo at Delos (ID 89-498). The terms of these agreements 

included the amount of principal and interest, the property that was placed as security, loan 

guarantors in case of default, a list of witnesses, and the name of the third party with whom a 

copy of the contract was kept.  The temple records of Delian Apollo, though, reveal two related 

phenomena: loan contracts lack an enforcement/punishment clause which penalizes the borrower 

for a failure of repayment, and many individuals are listed as failing to pay back their loans on 

time. Previous interpretations of these loans have not provided adequate explanation for the 

temple’s lending strategy. They have, instead, cited the number of defaulting individuals as a 

sign of the temple’s financial mismanagement or have even rationalized the temple’s apparent 

apathy towards default as a sign of Apollo’s humanitarian nature (!).  

This paper argues through a comparison of contemporary, non-temple loan contracts that 

the lack of a formal enforcement clause in these temple contracts is one part of a larger financial 

strategy undertaken by temple officials to attract potential clients. Officials at the temple of 

Apollo at Delos created incentives for individuals to borrow money from the temple rather than 

to use other sources of funding—family, friends, social clubs or bankers—that were potentially 

available to them. These incentives also attracted individuals who did not have access to familial 

or to social networks that could loan them money that they would need. The temple of Apollo 

offered a standard, set interest rate to all of its clients, in contrast to one that had to be negotiated 

between private individuals. In direct opposition to non-temple loans, where failure to repay 

meant added financial penalties, potential disenfranchisement, legal suit or imprisonment, the 

temple of Apollo did not have a formal enforcement clause. It is the argument of this paper that 



the temple of Apollo relied on the informal institution of religious obligation (do ut des) as an 

enforcement mechanism because temple loans were viewed as an economic manifestation of 

religious obligation.  Proof of the strength of this institution is apparent in the temple’s financial 

records. Repayment of loans often occurs by another party on behalf of the one in default and it 

also occurs, at times, by familial descendants several generations after the initial loan was 

contracted. 
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