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Myth and ritual are connected in a difficult way to understand and the relationship between both is still something that scholars are trying to solve[footnoteRef:1]. Many theories in modern scholarship have tried to explain the nature of myths and their correlation to rituals. Myths were either explained as a misunderstood ritual practice[footnoteRef:2] or as things that are acted out of ritual[footnoteRef:3]. The Myth and Ritual school of the 20th century even suggested that rituals could be reconstructed from the myths[footnoteRef:4].But to define myths is not that simple and they must not be considered a mere reflection of rituals because they present only selective parts of the rituals[footnoteRef:5]. Myths are mobile and shaped by society, hence many versions of a myth can exist for the same ritual. The myth that interests us for the purpose of this essay is called The Homeric Hymn to Demeter composed in the late 7th century BCE[footnoteRef:6]. This text is considered aetiological of the rites of Eleusis[footnoteRef:7], meaning that it explains, in part, the foundation of this famous Greek festival. This essay will aim to demonstrates how useful the Homeric hymn to Demeter is for understanding the rites of the mystic cult at Eleusis. To do so we will first explain what the Eleusinian rites are and then we will demonstrate which parts of the Hymn allows us to understand the mystic cult a little better. [1:  Johnston, 2007 p.42]  [2:  Johnston, 2007 p.42]  [3:  Johnston, 2007 p.42]  [4:  Johnston, 2007 p.42]  [5:  Johnston, 2007 p.42]  [6:  Richardson, 2011 p.6]  [7:  Parker,1991 p.4] 

What does the myth tell us? Many versions of the Demeter’s myth exist but the longest version of the story is found within the Homeric hymn to Demeter[footnoteRef:8]. In this version Persephone (or Kore) is kidnapped by Hades and forced to be his wife, leaving Demeter to desperately search for her[footnoteRef:9]. Wandering for nine days[footnoteRef:10] ,without eating or bathing[footnoteRef:11], she finally heard about what happened to her daughter and Demeter retired from the god’s company[footnoteRef:12]. Angry because of Zeus, who is ultimately responsible for Persephone’s fate[footnoteRef:13] and disguising herself as an old woman, she took work in the royal family of Eleusis[footnoteRef:14] after meeting the daughters of the king Celeus near the well[footnoteRef:15]. Nursing Demophon, the king’s child, Demeter attempts to make him immortal but her plan is discovered by the queen[footnoteRef:16]. Furious because her ritual to make Demophon an immortal has been compromised, Demeter casts a famine upon earth, pressuring Zeus to tell Hades to return Persephone to her mother[footnoteRef:17]. Hades gave pomegranate seeds to Persephone, obligating her to return to the underworld a few months per year and giving her the power over life and death [footnoteRef:18]. Demeter, happy with that, restored fertility upon earth and told the Eleusinian to build a temple for her and teaches them the secret rites that will bring the initiates blessings in the afterlife[footnoteRef:19]. [8:  Johnston, 2013 p.370]  [9:  Johnston, 2007 p.99]  [10:  Homeric hymn to Demeter paragraph 40 translated by Evelyn-White]  [11:  Homeric hymn to Demeter paragraph 40 translated by Evelyn-White]  [12:  Johnston,2007 p.99]  [13:  Richardson, 2011 p.3]  [14:  Johnston, 2007 p.99]  [15:  Parker, 1991 p.8]  [16:  Richardson, 2011 p .3]  [17:  Johnston,2007 p.99]  [18:  Johnston,2007 p.99]  [19:  Richardson, 2011 p.4] 

Ancient sources believed that this myth was connected to the mysteries going on at Eleusis[footnoteRef:20]. Eleusis was situated in the city-state of Attica, near the frontier of Megara, fourteen miles from the city of Athens.[footnoteRef:21] The Eleusis mysteries were an annual festival held in honour of the goddess Demeter and her daughter Persephone that occurred in the middle of the Boedromion month[footnoteRef:22]. It was therefore an agricultural autumn festival[footnoteRef:23]. The festival was open to other regions of Greece and non-Greek alike, making it by the 5th century BCE, the most popular mystery cult in the Greek world[footnoteRef:24]. Being a mystery rite, initiates from this cult were asked for secrecy[footnoteRef:25]. Therefore, they were forbidden to speak about what was going on at Eleusis[footnoteRef:26]. This mystery cult is known for promising its participants a better afterlife in death[footnoteRef:27] as depicted at the end of the poem. Overall, the mysteries were a way for the initiate to get a closer relationship to the divinities and those mysteries cult were considered a supplement to the civil religion in the society’s religious life[footnoteRef:28]. As for the origins of the location, some archaeologists have argued that the Eleusinian’s rites originated in the Mycenaeans period[footnoteRef:29]. This argumentation is now debated amongst specialists that demonstrate that there are some cultural changes between the Mycenaeans and the Iron age periods at this site, making it hardly possible that the same rituals were held exactly as in the later archaic period[footnoteRef:30]. [20:  Johnston,2007 p.99]  [21:  Evans, 2002 p.230]  [22:  Evans, 2002 p.230]  [23:  Evans, 2002 p.230]  [24:  Evans, 2002 p.231]  [25:  Johnston, 2007 p.99]  [26:  Johnston, 2007 p.99]  [27:  Johnston, 2007 p.99]  [28:  Johnston, 2007 p.99]  [29:  Evan, 2002 p.243]  [30:  Glowacki, 2016 p.402] 

 However, there is evidence of cultic activities since the bronze age at Eleusis[footnoteRef:31]. The presence of the megaron B, thought to have been the original Demeter temple, could have been a residence and cult place for a powerful family and even a burial site[footnoteRef:32]. This is an interesting element because the Hymn tells us that Demeter joins a royal court when she reaches Eleusis[footnoteRef:33]. This center of worship could indicate that those in power were using the site to formalise religious activities through a control of the cults[footnoteRef:34]. The site was possibly already considered a special place, even sacred, an axis mundi, as Mircea Eliade would say. Indeed, in his theory about myth he states: ‘The Sacred Mountain where heaven and earth meet is situated at the center of the world. Every temple or palace and, by extension, every sacred city or royal residence is a Sacred Mountain, thus becoming a Center. Being an axis mundi, the sacred city or temple is regarded as the meeting point of heaven, earth, and hell’[footnoteRef:35]. This confirms the sacred status of Eleusis and why the rites were located there, it was an entrance towards the underworld and the way to contact the goddesses and establish a relationship[footnoteRef:36]. At the time where the Homeric Hymn to Demeter was composed, royalty was not there anymore[footnoteRef:37], but the poem clearly legitimate Eleusis as being a sacred place by linking it to royalty and divinity through the construction of the temple. It correlates archaeological evidences showing that the temple of Demeter was in use at Eleusis since at least the 7th century BCE[footnoteRef:38].We can see here a relationship between the myth and ritual in the landscape. [31:  Miles, 1998 p.22]  [32:  Glowacki, 2016 p.418]  [33:  Homeric Hymn to Demeter paragraph 90, translated by Evelyn-White]  [34:  Glowacki, 2016 p.419]  [35:  Eliade, 1959 p.12]  [36:  Johnston,2007 p.116]  [37:  Miles,1998 p.16]  [38:  Miles,1998 p.19] 

To understand the rites of Eleusis, also called the Greater Mysteries, the literary Hymn must be combined with historical sources that can provide some information about what was going on at Eleusis[footnoteRef:39]. The myth seems to explain the reason behind the existence of the festival[footnoteRef:40] but also what actions were to be re-enacted by the followers of the cult. Indeed, historical accounts suggest that the initiates tried to reproduce what Demeter did in the myth[footnoteRef:41]. Initiates did fast, re-enacting and living the suffering just like Demeter did when in grief[footnoteRef:42] and broke this fast with a mixture drink called kykeon just like the goddess did when she arrived at Eleusis[footnoteRef:43]. As mentioned previously, Demeter wandered for nine days while bearing a torch and this wandering is represented by the length of the festival itself [footnoteRef:44], but also by the initiates who would perform the ‘search for Kore’[footnoteRef:45] while bearing torches too. Classical sources attest that the followers of the cult were to celebrate different stages of the festival for a period of nine days to attend the Greater mysteries and that was only possible for those who attended the Lesser mysteries the February before[footnoteRef:46].  [39:  Johnston, 2007 p.99]  [40:  Johnston, 2013 p.378]  [41:  Johnston, 2013 p.379]  [42:  Richardson, 2011 p.4]  [43:  Johnston, 2013 p.379]  [44:  Keller, 1988 p.50]  [45:  Parker, 1991 p.7]  [46:  Keller, 1988 p.51] 

The first four days were dedicated to purifications rituals, sacrifices and symbolic grief as an identification to Demeter[footnoteRef:47]. The procession from Athens to Eleusis took place on the fifth day of the festival where the initiates were bearing torchlights and danced all night[footnoteRef:48]. On the sixth day it was time to enter the sacred grounds, one person at a time, where they would encounter jesters and their mockery, referring once again to the hymn to Demeter where the laughs and jesters of Iambe helped Demeter overcome her grief [footnoteRef:49]. According to Parker, this part of the poem constitutes the aetiological core of the mystery rites[footnoteRef:50]. This part is alluding, according to him, to the preliminary ritual that took place in the Mysteries[footnoteRef:51]. In this passage, Demeter sits on a special tool, something that is also done by the initiates, and then she drinks the Kykeon while Iambe is cheering her up with her jests[footnoteRef:52]. The connection between the rites and the poem is made explicit by the poet, as Parker states, where the poem says that: ‘’Demeter drank Kykeon, for the sake of the rite’’[footnoteRef:53]. [47:  Keller, 1988 p.51]  [48:  Keller, 1988 p.51]  [49:  Keller, 1988 p.52]  [50:  Parker, 1991 p.8]  [51:  Parker, 1991 p.8]  [52:  Parker, 1991 p.8]  [53:  Parker, 1991 p.8] 

It is yet another hint about how the initiates were living the grief of Demeter[footnoteRef:54].The following seventh and eight days were two days called the ‘’night of the mysteries’’[footnoteRef:55] where they entered the temple of Demeter to live the core of the ritual. This core, which we do not know about, can maybe be understood in the Hymn itself. Indeed, as Parker suggests, the part of the poem about the nursing of Demophon and immortalisation process, is a complicated one but can show some hint about the meaning of the mysteries[footnoteRef:56]. According the the Hymn, Demophon was also to be celebrated at Eleusis because Demeter took care of him[footnoteRef:57]. She anointed him with ambrosia and was putting him in the fire at night, reflecting a ritual process to divinize him[footnoteRef:58]. She then asks that a temple be built for her not as an act of gratitude but to show to the citizens how to appease her[footnoteRef:59] because humans failed her. Parker analyses this part of the myth as the cause for the foundation of the Mysteries, as he states: ‘Deprived of all hopes of immortality (Demophon stands for us all), we are reduced to seeking to improve our prospects for the afterlife by rites’[footnoteRef:60]. Hence the failure to immortalise Demophon establishes the Mysteries of Eleusis[footnoteRef:61]. [54:  Parker,1991 p.8]  [55:  Keller, 1988 p.52]  [56:  Parker, 1991 p.8]  [57:  Parker, 1991 p.8]  [58:  Parker, 1991 p.8]  [59:  Parker, 1991 p.9]  [60:  Parker, 1991 p.10]  [61:  Parker, 1991 p.11] 

Following the core rites, the ninth and last day was the day the initiates were being reintegrated to society where no one spoke about what they saw or did[footnoteRef:62]. The Homeric hymn to Demeter clearly reflects the public part of the festival and, as Iles Johnston suggest, it is probable that the Hymn has been composed to be recited in public but must not be considered as a sacred text per se [footnoteRef:63], although it expresses some theological notions[footnoteRef:64]. Even if it is not possible to know what was happening during the initiation, we do know that what was encountered was special for the initiates and they felt they had met Persephone and Demeter[footnoteRef:65]. For it is, as Eliade states, in archetypal imitation and rituals, that humans project themselves into mythical times and encounters revelations[footnoteRef:66]. At the end of the process, they poured libation to the dead and it might have been possible to be initiated for a second time at a higher level[footnoteRef:67]. [62:  Keller, 1988 p.53]  [63:  Johnston, 2007 p. 99]  [64:  Parker, 1991 p.10]  [65:  Johnston, 2007 p.100]  [66:  Eliade, 1959 p.35]  [67:  Johnston, 2007 p.100] 

 The last part of the poem concerns the agricultural aspect of the rites. Indeed, one of the obvious functions of the festival that is well present in the Homeric hymn to Demeter is the fertility and agricultural nature of it[footnoteRef:68]. According to Isles Johnston, the many festivals in Greece that celebrated Demeter were polyvalent and always showed the four main characteristics of the goddess:’ (1) she could ensure agricultural success; (2) she could ensure human fecundity; (3) she could guarantee a happy afterlife; and (4) she could provide occasions on which women were permitted, indeed required, to act in ways that they normally did not’[footnoteRef:69]. The fact that Persephone can come back only a few months on earth reflects the seasonal cycle of her role, as when she comes up the rebirth of vegetation and flowers happens too[footnoteRef:70]. Her psychopomp nature allows her to decide the fate of mortals after death and therefore she has an important part to play in the rites for the afterlife because she rules the kingdom of the dead[footnoteRef:71]. The hymn finishes with the restoration of the crops and cessation of famine where Demeter teaches the mysteries to Eleusinian[footnoteRef:72]. Parker brings an interesting analysis where he demonstrates that the poem shows different stages of emotions from the beginning to the end, going through sadness, anger, fear and joy[footnoteRef:73]. According to him, the initiates in the Mysteries did go through those emotions in the ritual, showing that the literary structure of the poem might reflect ‘the emotional experience of initiation’[footnoteRef:74]. [68:  Johnston, 2013 p.374]  [69:  Johnston, 2013 p.374]  [70:  Parker, 1991 p.11]  [71:  Johnston, 2013 p.378-379 ]  [72:  Parker, 1991 p.13]  [73:  Parker, 1991 p.13]  [74:  Parker, 1991 p.13] 

To conclude, the relationship between the Homeric hymn to Demeter seems to be very close to the ritual features of the Eleusis’s Mysteries. While it not possible to know what the entire rites included and how it was transmitted, this essay has showed that the Hymn is a useful tool to understand a part of it. It has been shown how Eleusis was an important cult place in the Greek landscape and the poem explicitly legitimized this. It has also been demonstrated that Demeter’s grief was followed by the initiates that were trying to live her emotions through their rituals. The Hymn has shown that it was possible to understand how and why the Mysteries were implanted, showing that in order to appease Demeter and bring back life to the land, rituals were to be held in her temple. To learn the Mysteries from Demeter and Persephone was also the only way to have a good afterlife in death. Did the rites came before the myth or did the myth came before the rites? It was argued that the date of the composition of the Hymn should be considered something that arrived later than the Mysteries[footnoteRef:75]. To know what came first is not that useful to understand how ritual and myth functions on a psychological and societal level. But we can say that the Homeric hymn to Demeter is a most useful tool to explains those functions. [75:  Miles, 1998 p.22] 
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