How useful is the Homeric Hymn to Demeter for an understanding of the rites of the mystic cult at Eleusis? 

“The Eleusinian Mysteries were mystical rituals, taking place every September, in honour of the goddess Demeter and Persephone, consistently for over 2000 years…”

In 2021, Eleusis will be the European Capital of Culture. The contemporary Greek city’s successful 2016 bid to the European Union for this award, from which the above quotation is taken, highlights its status as home to “one of the most important sanctuaries of the ancient world” [footnoteRef:1]. The bidbook then draws upon “the myth of Persephone”, as “a metaphor for the change of seasons, for transition and rebirth,” to herald the cultural regeneration of modern Eleusis. [1:  Eleusis 21 Bidbook 2016: 5] 


The history of Eleusis, both sanctuary and broader city region, is certainly one of transformation, and, more debatably, of continuity. Its role as a ritual centre may predate the Homeric Hymn to Demeter by a millennium. Yet scholars such as Helene P Foley argue that the Hymn has a central importance because it “offers a mythical explanation” for the founding of the Eleusinian Mysteries [footnoteRef:2]. Originally published in 1994, Foley’s book is also an example of the role of changing emphases in classical and wider academic scholarship in the interpretation of ancient cultural history. Whilst many scholars have emphasised literary and other historical written sources, others have highlighted the growing importance of the archaeological and material record for an understanding of the rites of the mystic cult of Eleusis. In addition, theories from anthropology and psychology, as well as other social sciences and the creative arts, have been increasingly used to explore the dialectics of ritual and myth. [2:  Foley 1994/99: 79-80] 


This essay seeks to engage with the discourses between competing academic ideologies, disciplines and methodologies to consider the extent to which the Homeric Hymn to Demeter illuminates the Eleusinian Mysteries. It will also suggest that contemporary events may provide some useful intersectionality for diverse scholarly perspectives on ancient cultural heritage by referencing the examples of Eleusis 21 and a 2018 exhibition at the Acropolis museum in Athens entitled “Eleusis: The Great Mysteries” [footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Eleusis: The Great  Mysteries (Exhibition) 2018] 



The Homeric Hymn to Demeter and other literary and historical sources for the Eleusinian Mysteries from the classical and early Christian periods

Foley is joined by other classical scholars in arguing for the centrality of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter in the Eleusinian Mysteries. Like her, the classicist, literary researcher and Jungian analyst Jules Cashford has translated the Hymn[footnoteRef:4], and written extensively about both the poem and mystic cult at Eleusis in a 1991 collaboration with Anne Baring entitled “The Myth of the Goddess” [footnoteRef:5]. More recently, Peter Struck has run an open online course since 2012 on “Greek and Roman Mythology” which considers the Hymn in a section on “Ritual and Religion”[footnoteRef:6]. These scholars share a strong textual emphasis which highlights those passages of the Hymn that allude to the role of Eleusis in the creation of mystic cult within the broader mythic narrative of Demeter and Persephone. They also draw upon other classical and early Christian written accounts of both the central myth and the Eleusinian Mysteries, inasmuch as contemporary rules of secrecy surrounding the latter permitted revelations. [4:  Homeric Hymn to Demeter, Cashford and Richardson 2003 (line references in translation)]  [5:  Baring and Cashford 1991: 364-90]  [6:  Struck 2012-18] 


The Hymn to Demeter (II) stands out amongst the other Homeric Hymns to Greek deities in the detail it offers about the cult of the goddess at Eleusis. According to Nicholas Richardson’s introduction to Cashford’s 2003 translation, the poem could have been designed as “propaganda” for the sanctuary which would become the centre of Demeter’s secret rites (xvii-xix). In line 270, the goddess proclaims “let all the people build for me a great temple….and I myself will inaugurate my mysteries....”. Earlier in the Hymn the action describes the preliminary rituals of the Eleusinian Mysteries, including a specially prepared mixture of barley, mint and water, called a kykeon, drunk by initiates after a period of fasting and purification during which they would sit on a special stool covered by a fleece with their heads veiled (191-211). The practice of ritual jesting is also provided with mythic personification in the servant Iambe. 

Whilst the Hymn draws to a close with the revelation of the mysteries, it is a transgression to “inquire into or speak about” these “for great awe of the gods stops the voice” (478-9). Human governance arrangements to ensure secrecy are also put in place: as Richardson notes, the “Hymn to Demeter (II) is exceptional in naming the rulers of Eleusis”. Nevertheless, the Eleusinian Mysteries have been widely interpreted through detailed textual analysis supported by extensive allusions to other written sources. Baring and Cashford’s “The Myth of the Goddess” provides a helpful distillation of earlier interpretations and the account below is guided by their work, together with more recent scholarship. 

Disguised as an old woman in the Hymn to Demeter, the goddess informs the people of Eleusis that she has come across the sea from Crete (123). This reference supports the Cretan origin of the myth of Demeter and Persephone, which in turn may have Egyptian antecedents. Indeed the scholarly consensus is that the Mysteries of Eleusis grew out of a much older Autumn festival, the Thesmophoria which was performed throughout Greece. Kevin Clinton has, therefore, suggested that the Homeric Hymn might be interpreted as “an aetiological myth for the Thesmophoria rather than a cult myth for the Mysteries”[footnoteRef:7] and his hypothesis will be examined further when archaeological evidence of the mystic cult at Eleusis in considered. Perhaps more convincing is the Scholiast Lucian’s contemporary record of the Thesmophoria which points to elements of the Eleusinian Mysteries inadequately explained, or not mentioned at all, in the Hymn, including the swineherd Eubouleus’s role and chthonic sacrifice of pigs, Demeter’s sacred animal. Lucian’s account also suggests that participation in the older festival may have been restricted to women, and one function of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter may be to formalise the opening-up of the mystic cult at Eleusis to men. [7:  Reviewed in Hamilton, 1992] 


Plutarch wrote that the Thesmophoria was known as the “Festival of Sorrow” By contrast, Eleusis means “the place of happy arrivals”. Scholars propose that the festival here was a more spiritualised version of the earlier one and, although sharing fundamental similarities, developed over time to represent a significantly altered cosmic-religious and socio-political ideology. Indeed, in a 2011 essay Richardson proposes that the Homeric Hymns belong within a “complementary” genre, which together with the Homeric epics and Hesiodic poems charts the nature of the gods and their relationship with mankind …The Hymn to Demeter fits into this pattern, since as a result of the events it describes, the cosmic order undergoes a significant development”[footnoteRef:8]. With regard to the ritual dimension of this cosmic re-ordering, Richardson also suggests that the structure of the poem’s narrative “would actually mirror the experience of the initiates as they progress from anxiety to fear, as in the climax of the Demophon episode, to hope and joy”. [8:  Richardson 2011:10] 


For Baring and Cashford, the key spiritual locus of both the mystic cult at Eleusis - during a possible evolution over two millennia - and the Homeric Hymn - probably reflecting a later metamorphosis of Demeter’s festival - lies within a universal “Mystery Tradition”. This tradition has at its centre “an analogy between the life of vegetation and the life of humanity”, and, more fundamentally, an analogy with divine process. Thus Demeter’s reaction in the Hymn to the abduction of her daughter is to wreak “...a most terrible and cruel year for human beings on the deeply nourishing earth (305): “So she would have destroyed utterly the mortal race of human beings” (310), had not the god Zeus intervened to restore Persephone to Demeter. Whence: “Immediately she let the crops spring up from the rich fields and the whole wide earth was laden with leaves and flowers” (471-2). Most significantly, at this point the goddess reveals “to the kings who administer justice”, including Triptolemus, a name identified with the Greek god of agriculture, “… the celebration of her awesome rites and taught them all her mysteries” (473-6).

Contributions of the archaeological record, modern social sciences and the creative arts to understanding the rites of the mystic cult of Eleusis

In her chapter on Ancient Greece in “The Oxford Handbook of The Archaeology of Ritual and Religion”, Julia Kindt states that: “Whilst most historically orientated works still take literary texts as their point of departure in the conceptualisation of Greek religious beliefs and practices, there is an increasing awareness of the need to bring the material evidence in to the picture” [footnoteRef:9]. However, this may be less than straightforward because of the shifting roles of archaeology itself in historical scholarship. Kindt proposes that since the 1980s, “classical archaeology (has) turned from a largely descriptive science to an explanatory discipline, from a branch of philology to a branch of anthropology”. [9:    Kindt 2011: 696-700] 


Whilst this description seems an over-simplification – earlier archaeological work on the Eleusinian Mysteries is framed with comparative social contexts and theory, for instance by Kerényi [footnoteRef:10] – as a generalisation it is perhaps useful. For in recent years a very considerable expansion of interdisciplinary studies, based on what might be described as the omphalos of archaeology and the mythos of anthropology, has occurred. These studies attempt to reconstruct mystic cult paraphernalia and practics associated with Eleusis that the historical written sources do not fully reveal and some are outlined below. [10:  Kerenyi, 1967] 


One of the most illuminating reconstructions of the mystic cult of Eleusis in contemporary academic literature is by Matt Gatton in The Oxford Handbook of Light in Archaeology [footnoteRef:11]. Entitled The Eleusinian Projector: The Hierophant’s Optical Method of Conjuring the Goddess, his essay provides a concise but comprehensive survey of the written sources, including the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, within the reconstructive framework of anthropological archaeology supported by technological insights. The key question for Gatton is: “How did the Mysteries sustain such hold, power, and importance?” He cites the 1970s work of entheogen expert Carl Ruck as “one popular explanation for the cause of the initiate’s epiphany, understood to be a vision of the living goddess in light … (that involved) … the wheat stalk (symbolized throughout the temple)… used to make a psychotropic LSD derivative, which the initiates drank at the beginning of the rite (Wasson et al. 1978).”  Instead of such intoxicants, Gatt proposes that the actual building technology of the Eleusinian sanctuary “enabled a convincing presentation of an otherworldly spectacle.” [11:  Gatton 2017] 

Whilst the importance of Eleusis as a sacred site, combining both natural and architectural features is undisputed, the precise chronological evolution of the sanctuary complex and its functions, particularly during the first millennium of development, has been more difficult to substantiate based on archeological evidence. This challenge is explored in a 2014 paper by Michael B Cosmopoulos on Cult, Continuity and Social Memory: Mycenaean Eleusis and The Transition to the Early Iron Age [footnoteRef:12]. Cosmopoulos argues that “this complex functioned as a lieu de mémoire, a landmark that allowed the inhabitants of Eleusis to preserve the memory of the earlier sanctity of the site, and that it became the defining factor for the choice of location for the later cult of Demeter. Despite this preservation of memory, however, the essence of the cult underwent significant changes that speak against continuity of function.” [12:  Cosmopoulos, 2014] 

As already mentioned, a complementary position to above has previously been advanced by Clinton whose theory is outlined in his contribution to New Approaches to Greek Sanctuaries [footnoteRef:13]. For both it is the development of Eleusis as a sacred site from its earliest usage to the construction of an increasingly elaborate temple precinct that is fundamental to any explanation of the Eleusinian Mysteries and the evolution of their festivals. Yet one cannot help but feel that contemporary researchers may be over-stating the difficulties of documenting this progression. Earlier interpretive work by preeminent twentieth centuries scholars of Greek religion and archaeology, namely Walter Burkert and George E Mylonas, convincingly evokes the multi-dimensionality of the mystic cult of Eleusis through referencing multiple historical sources, as a brief synthesis reveals. [13:  Clinton, 1993] 

Burkert points out that that: “The mysteries of Eleusis are more extensively “documented” than any other single Greek cult [footnoteRef:14]. In addition to the “many reflections in literature”, including the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, and the “archaeological evidence of the sanctuary buildings”, he cities: the iconography of gods and heroes; the epigraphical evidence of sacred laws and other relevant inscriptions; and the prosopography of the priests. From these sources, it has been possible to recreate a sacred calendar for Eleusis of which the Greater Mysteries, comprising a nine-day Autumn festival, were the highlight. Full participation in these was only open to initiates of the Lesser Mysteries held earlier in the year. By way of political context for the highly prestigious cult at Eleusis, Mylonas stresses the importance of its relationship with the City of Athens which took the lead in developing the Eleusinian sacred precinct [footnoteRef:15]. “The great Periclean telesterion”, designed by one of the architects of the Athenian Parthenon, was at the time of its construction the largest structure in the classical world. The festival of the Greater Mysteries began in Athens, progressed along the Sacred Way to Eleusis, and culminated in the telesterion. Within this was located the Anaktoron and an omphalos, which remained unmoved throughout the various phases of the temple construction. Here the hierophant and priestess of the sanctuary engaged in a symbolic sacred marriage and celebrated the birth of a divine child. [14:  Burkett, 1985: 285]  [15:  Mylonas, 1947] 


Conclusions

In his 2014 contribution to a collection of essays entitled Initiation in to the Mysteries of the Ancient World, Jan N Bremmer says that “of all the Greek festivals it is the Eleusinian Mysteries that most intrigue the modern public.” [footnoteRef:16] The selection of Eleusis as 2021 European Capital of Culture and the success of The Great Mysteries exhibition at the Acropolis museum last year certainly support this view [footnoteRef:17]. These events highlight the importance of the cultural festival – the calendar of which has been further developed by Robertson [footnoteRef:18] - and archaeological components of the enduring Eleusinian phenomenon. Nevertheless, the Hymn to Demeter (II) holds an equal fascination for modern scholars, lending itself to reinterpretation and reinvention just like the festival at Eleusis (in, for example, the work of  Lucia Nixon [footnoteRef:19]). Quoting Strabo, Bremmer emphasises their joint purpose in promoting “reverence for the divine” in face of the inevitable. Therefore, Richardson’s suggestion in the preface to Cashford’s 2003 translation that the Hymn was intended as “propaganda” for the Eleusinian Mysteries seems most appropriate: [16:  Bremmer, 2014]  [17:  Hall, 2018]  [18:  Robertson, 1997]  [19:  Nixon, 1995:  76-96] 


Blessed is the one of all the people on the earth 
who has seen the mysteries.
But whoever is not initiated into the rites, 
whoever has no part in them,
that person never shares the same fate when he dies 
and goes down to the gloom and darkness below. (480-3)
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