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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Mysteries of Demeter
and Kore

Kevin Clinton

There were many ancient Greek festivals that were called Mysteria (in English,
“mysteries”), but the oldest known festival of this type and the most famous was
celebrated in Athens, the Mysteria of the Two Goddesses (Demeter and Kore). It was
held in a sanctuary at Eleusis, about 14 miles west of the center of the city, by the
shore opposite the island of Salamis. Today we refer to this festival as the Eleusinian
Mysteries, to distinguish it from the other mystery festivals in the Greco-Roman
world. One of its legacies, mediated through Plato and Platonism, is the mystery
language of Christianity: terms like “mystical,” ““‘mysticism,” “mystagogical,” etc. all
go back ultimately to the Eleusinian and other ancient mystery cults.

The Eleusinian Mysteria call to mind many things, but they were especially well
known for their secrecy. The penalty for divulging these secrets was death. Indeed,
these secrets are thought to rank among the best-kept secrets of the ancient world.
George Mylonas, the distinguished Greek archaeologist who had been involved with
the excavations at Eleusis since the 1930s, had this to say about the Mysteria in 1961:

For years, since my early youth, I have tried to find out what the facts were. Hope against
hope was spent against the lack of monumental evidence; the belief that inscriptions
would be found on which the Hierophants had recorded their ritual and its meaning has
faded completely; the discovery of a subterrancan room filled with the archives of the
cult, which dominated my being in my days of youth, is proved an unattainable dream
since ncither subterrancan rooms nor archives for the cult exist at Eleusis; the last
Hierophant carried with him to the grave the secrets which had been transmitted orally
for untold generations, from the one high priest to the next. A thick, impenctrable veil
indeed still covers securely the rites of Demeter and protects them from the curious cyes
of modern students. How many nights and days have been spent over books, inscrip-
tions, and works of art by eminent scholars in their effort to lift the veil! How many wild
and ingenious theories have been advanced in superhuman effort to explain the Myster-
ies! How many nights have I spent standing on the steps of the Telesterion, flooded with
the magic silver light of a Mediterrancan moon, hoping to catch the mood of the
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initiates, hoping that the human soul might get a glimpse of what the rational mind
could not investigate! All in vain — the ancient world has kept its secret well and the
Mysteries of Elcusis remain unrevealed. (Mylonas 1961:281)

The matter, however, is not quite so desperate, as most scholars now would ackr}ow—
Jedge. More, in fact, can be done with books, inscriptions, and works of art,
in combination with facts revealed by the excavations at Eleusis, in order to produce
at least an outline of what went on in the rite. First, it is important to consider the
role of secrecy. A fragment of Aristotle gives us helpful perspective. He wrotc:
«The initiates are not supposed to learn anything but rather to experience and to
be disposed in a certain way [diatethenai], that is, becoming manifestly fit/deserv-
ing” (fr. 15 Rose). If the initiates are not supposed to learn anything, then l-cnowledgc
of spcciﬁc secrets is of much less significance than what Aristotle emphamz?s here —
the experience. The word which he uses to describe this experience, pathein, could
mean just “‘to experience’ or, more specifically, ““to suffer.”” Secrecy was a character-
istic of quite a few Greek cults, including women’s cults. So, despite what the name
Muysteria suggests to a person of our time, it was not secrecy that made the Mystcn.a
tl'L:}J}’ special. In fact, originally the word Mysteria probably did not mean secrets; this
is a meaning that it picked up much later, most likely because this one aspect
of the cult, its secrecy, though originally not an essential one, cventually bcca.mc
legendary, in view of the penalty for divulging its details. Originally “Mysteria”
must have indicated some significant aspect of the ritual; Greek festival names
usually incorporated the name or epithet of the god honored in the festival (c.g.
Dionysia, Diisoteria) or a reference to some significant ritual characteristic of the
festival (e.g. Plynteria, Oschophoria, Panathenaca). A name meaning simply “‘se-
crets” would not differentiate this festival from other secret festivals. The term
“Mysteria” is most likely related to the word for initiate, mystgs, which comes from
the verb “to close” (mucin) and should mean someone who is “closed,” in this case
with respect to his eyes, for the initiate was most likely blindfolded at the beginning of
the rite, and had to be guided by a person called a mystagogue (Clinton 1992:86,
2003:50-1). The term mystes, then, is just the opposite of the term used for an initiate
who could participate in the Mysteria a year later, for a second stage of init'iation:
cpoptes, which means “one who sees” (i.c. does not have to wear a blindfold !1ke thc
wystes). So the very name smystes suggests above all a special experience, which will
involve the loss of sight. The festival name “Mysteria,” then, points to the commu-
nity of participants, the Mystai (initiates who werce blinded), as Panathenaea points to
<all Athenians.”” This is in line with Aristotle’s description of the initiation as an
EXPETIENLE.

We may then legitimately ask what actually was the point of the secrecy. But first
one must consider what is so special about a secret. A secret is a fact or a represen-
tation of 2 human act that cannot be disclosed beyond a certain group. What could be
so exciting about a fact or an act that could draw thousands of people from all over
the Greek world each year to the Mysteria? Some of the Church Fathers thought it
was the act of sexual intercourse performed by a priest and priestess. There is no
credible evidence that this was the case, and it seems in principle highly unlikely that
this act, even if hinted at by initiates to non-initiates, would have produced. spch
widespread attraction. The attraction must rather have been the special religious
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experience, a truly extraordinary experience (Burkert 1987a:89-114). The purpose of
the secrecy was surely to help ensure that the experience was extraordinary. The
nature of the experience, as we shall see, was such that it could easily be trivializeq
if it became public knowledge (Burkert 1983:252-3). When Dionysus in Euripides’
Bacchacis asked by Pentheus whether his secret rites are held by night or day, the god
replies, “Mainly by night, [for] darkness has solemnity” (486). The Eleusinian
Mysteria were famous for their solemnity.

There is abundant evidence that the myth of the abduction of Kore, Demecter’s
daughter, played some role in the experience, though it is unlikely that the ritua\l
could have presented dramatically the entire myth: the abduction of Kore by Hades
and her becoming his wife, named in the underworld Persephone; Demeter’s search
for her; Demeter’s arrival in Eleusis and her nursing the infant son of Queen
Metancira of Eleusis at night by dipping him in the hearth fire; the discovery of her
by the queen; her causing the fields to turn barren; the negotiations between the gods
and Hades to get Kore back to her mother; and the final return of Kore, though not a
definitive return, because she has eaten of a pomegranate in the underworld, and has
to return there annually for one-third of the year. The excavation of the sanctuary has
shown that a journey to the underworld could not have been put on in the secret rite
and in fact the Telesterion is not a suitable venue for the presentation of a story such,
as the abduction of Kore (Mylonas 1961:268-9). ‘

What part of the myth, then, did play a role in the cult? That is, how did the
myth contribute to the experience? The most famous version of the myth is
contained in the so-called Homeric Hymn to Demeter. However, this version con-
tradicts or is inconsistent with facts about the cult which are attested in historical
documentary sources. Among other things it omits at least one important god
and one important sacred place at Eleusis. It is striking how unreliable this version
was for the Mysteria (Clinton 1986, 1992:13-14, 28-37). A somewhat different
version, consistent with what we know from historical documentation about
thc cult, is provided in large part — strange as it may seem — by artistic representa-
tions, and it is to this version we must turn. However, one important piece of
information pertaining to the Mysteria is provided at the very end of the Homeric
Hymu, in the august description of Demeter’s founding of the rites: ““solemn rites
which it is not possible to transgress or to learn about or to utter. For a great
reverence for the gods holds back one’s voice” (478-9). The Mysteria are referred
to here for the first time, only at the very end of the poem. Demeter gives them to
the Eleusinians as a great gift in an atmosphere of happiness and generosity occa-
sioned by the return of Kore. }

What this final part of the Hymn tells us about the Mysteria is important. It says:
“Happy is he who has seen these things, but he who is not initiate in the rites, who
does not share in them, he does not have a lot of like things when he is dead i’n the
dank gloom” (480-2). And, a few lines later: “Greatly prosperous is he among
mortal men whom these goddesses gladly love. Immediately they send to his great
house at his hearth Ploutos [Wealth], who gives abundance to mortals” (486-9).
Participation in the rites is characterized by seeing. But most important is the primary
benefit that comes from secing the Mysteria: the initiate gains a better position in the
afterlife than the non-initiate. Highlighted also is the goddesses’ other gift, the fruits
of the fields, agrarian abundance, Ploutos. 7
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Some of these same themes resurface in an important Athenian testimony written
by the orator Isocrates in the fourth century BC. He of course emphasizes the
intimate bond between the Mysteria and Athens (Clinton 1994):

First of all, that which mankind first nceded was provided by our city. For even if the
story is mythical, nevertheless, it is fitting for it to be told even now. When Demeter
arrived in our country, having wandered about after Kore was abducted, and was well
disposed to our ancestors because of their kindnesses [ energesiai] which it is not possible
for those who are not initiated to hear, and gave them double gifts, which happen to be
the greatest — the fruits of the earth [zous karpous] which are responsible for the fact that
we do not live like animals, and the festival [tén #eletin], the participants in which have
siecter hopes concerning the end of life and all time [foze sumpantos aionos], our city was so
reverent and gencrous [ philanthropas), that when it possessed such great good things it
did not begrudge them to others but let all share in the things which it received.
(Isocrates, Panggyricus 28)

Here too, in these words of Isocrates, it is implied that the initiates can expect better
things for themsclves in the afterlife than the uninitiated. And Isocrates emphasizes
that these double gifts of Demeter — grain and the Mysteria — she gave first to Athens,
and that Athens, in a spirit of civilizing generosity, handed them on to the rest of the
Greek world. All this was represented in myth. The gift of the grain was transmitted
to the Greeks by the Eleusinian hero Triptolemus, who in the course of his travels,
while distributing the grain, invited the Greeks to the Mysteria (Xenophon, Hellenica
6.3.2-6). This tradition of announcing the festival continued in historical times, as
Athens cach vear sent sacred ambassadors (spondophoroei) to the Grecek cities to invite
their inhabitants (men and women, slave and free, except for children) to the annual
celebration (Clinton 1974:23), and gradually the ranks of the initiates were swelled
more and more each year by Greeks who came from abroad. They came in the month
of Boedromion, around the time of our September, and the festival took place over a
period of nine days, from Boedromion 15th to 23rd. We do not have space here for a
full description of all the events on these days, most of them public, many of them
spectacular (Clinton 1993:116-19). On the 20th of the month, the initiates marched
in a great procession to Eleusis (Clinton 1988); in the evening of the 21st they
entered the sanctuary and took part in the secret rite; on the 22nd they celebrated
with sacrifices; and on the 23rd they returned to their homes. So it was in the evening
of the 21st that that the initiates entered and partook of an extraordinary experience
in which a myth in dramatic form played a certain role. Isocrates says hardly anything
about this myth. But there is another source of information, mentioned above, which
has not been tapped as much as it might have been — artistic representations.
Certain Athenian vases, which display symbols of the Mysteria, give us mythical
scenes which undoubtedly reflect, at least in a general way, the myth of the Mysteria.
It would be difficult for a non-initiate to deduce much about the Mysteria from these
scenes, but in combination with other clues, including information from the sanctu-
ary, it is possible to make out the shape of the myth (Clinton 1992:73-84). The
scenes appear on vases which were probably sold to initiates and were eventually
buried with them in their graves. A sacred Eleusinian landmark appears in some of
these scenes: a rock upon which Demeter sits. This feature is missing from
the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. But it is essential to both the myth and the cult.
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This is the Agelastos Petra, the Mirthless Rock. It appears in some literary versions of
the myth as well as on the vases. In order to assess its full significance, we need to
know the location of the rock. In addition, in order to understand the relevant scenes
on vases, we need to be clear about the iconography of some of the gods who appear
in these scenes. We shall consider first the Mirthless Rock and then the iconography
of some crucial Eleusinian gods, namely Eubouleus and Iakchos.

The Mirthless Rock, a specifically Eleusinian landmark, is not mentioned in the
Homeric Hymn to Demeter. A vase at Stanford University clearly shows that Demeter
is sitting on a rock (Clinton 1992:14-16 fig. 11; Raubitschek and Raubitschek
1982:115-17). An inscription on the vase confirms that she is Demeter. She is
attended by a maiden labeled ““Parthenos.” In this Eleusinian context, with Tripto-
lemus hovering in his winged chariot, there can hardly be any doubt that Demeter is
sitting on the Mirthless Rock. This rock is part of the Eleusinian landscape, and it
must be a sacred spot of great antiquity.

The fullest description of the Mirthless Rock appears in a few lines in the Bib-

liotheca of Pseudo-Apollodorus; it occurs in connection with Demeter’s arrival at
Eleusis: “in the form of a woman she arrived at Eleusis. And first of all she sat on the
rock that was named after her Mirthless, near [para] the so-called Callichoron Well”
(1.5.1). Ovid too mentions the Mirthless Rock as an Athenian landmark (Fasti
4.502—4). But the location of the Mirthless Rock at Eleusis has remained a puzzle.
Pseudo-Apollodorus tells us only that it was ““near” the Callichoron Well. We have a
report on Eleusis by Pausanias, who is perhaps overly scrupulous about betraying any
of the secrets. In any case, he refuses to say anything about the interior of the
sanctuary; he tells us only about monuments outside the sanctuary wall. In describing
monuments in front of the sanctuary he mentions the Callichoron Well, another very
important sacred spot, but does not mention the Mirthless Rock. It is hard to believe
that he would have passed over such an important landmark for the myth if it were
outside the wall of the sanctuary, “near” the Callichoron Well. Nothing outside the
sanctuary in the vicinity of the well resembles a monumental rock. The obvious rock
in the vicinity of the well is within the sanctuary — the cliff and the nearby cave
(Clinton 1992:16, 17 fig. 1 n. 6, fig. 2). And in Greek a cave could be called simply a
“rock,” petra. Theseus supposedly sat on the Mirthless Rock as he was about to
descend to Hades (scholiast Aristophanes, Knights 785a Koster). The cave below the
cliff would suit this story, because it could easily have served as an entrance to the
underworld. Dedications found there to underworld deities confirm its underworld
character (Clinton 1992:18 n.21). One of the cave’s important physical features
tends to confirm that the cave was thought of as an entrance to the underworld. A
French excavation revealed a narrow inner cave about 5 meters deep, which proved
very difficult to penetrate (Clinton 1992:23 fig. 5; Faurc 1958). At the far end of this
inner cave they found sacrificial remains. This inner cave obviously had religious
significance, presumably as a connection to the underworld.

There should be, though, a specific rock, the exact spot where Demeter sat. Near
the apparent entrance to the underworld, the opening to the inner cave, there is a
spot where an outcropping of rock forms a natural seat. It is striking that on either
side of this natural seat and just below it the walls of the cave have been more or less
cut away for various purposes, but the seat itself has been left quite untouched
(Clinton 1992:23-7 figs 4, 6-7). An interesting feature of this particular rock,
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which is hard not to notice, is that when a group of tqurists within the cave is listening
their guide, one or two of them will usually be sitting on 'Fhat outcropping of rock.
- ~arly perfect seat. Given its permanent nature, the Mirthless Rock ought to be
» lft I‘ :T:id l;mp(hnurk within the cult. It is not difficult to understand how it could have
1v :rlc}d as a focal point around which part of the cult myth took s.hapc.:, foritis by a
burc to Hades, the entrance to the underworld, the very realm which lies at the heart
& gz:'oi:l::lurning to the interpretation of entire artistic represcntatiqns of the myth,
we need to cons‘idcr, as mentioned above, thf: iconography _of son; mc(ljljv}f:luaqognc;dif
An Eleusinian god whose importance is often neglected in mo c..rn‘ ’ sugisfl . o
the Mysteria is Eubouleus. It is sometimes though?‘ that hi appears in | t.l:lSL o
scenes, but identification of him has proved to be chfﬁcult. lhc. docurflcntat:;s or
the cult, on the other hand, indicates that lhe is a major gf\.}fi. HIE Inafmf. ap‘pf:ﬁccs 2
ffth-century law, the so-called First Fruits Dcfrcc, which C'f 5 {:j. s:?u.r}p s
Demeter and Kore, Triptolemus, the God, the (Joc.idess, and Eubou ‘I.L'L.‘: '(rl 7 5
lines 38-40). A hellenistic relief at Eleusis act}lail_\f lilustratcs.E}lhoﬂ}uus. Ec ?Fthc
was found ncar the Mirthless Rock, and.in.sc%‘lbcd 1abvtls on it 1dccllztj-5r :iomttf e
gods depicted. Called the Lakrateides Relief after the priest who de bulatnl,cﬂn- _t;c.amt
BC), it is the largest relief found in the sanctuary and it turns out t.,OML (i .u(%“nm:ﬂ
im?ort;mcc for understanding the iconography .uf ic g.od‘s of the . ysfgn;ﬁ i
1992:51-3 figs 5-7 ). According to the main inscription on it % > m'é
Lakratcides was a priest of the God, the Goddess, and ]:,ub.uulcgs.‘. JOF) ing at the
relief from left to right (Figure 22.1), with thc. hclp.of the IBSCI'lp.LIOHb, \:t: .su;\—m‘c‘
following figures: a boy at the lower left; b(.‘hll;ld him, a \-vnn-mn‘, -Dﬁ;r:&idcs h;
Plouton; Triptolemus, seated; the Goddess; the hoq, sc.ntcd, the pll*n..ssﬂ pAte ae
low relicf, standing in the background; :%nd at ic_far right a youth with long 2
-t tunic (his inscription 1s missing). _
IOEFE:: :;;:u;‘czlﬁllitefiu;imﬁly “God’}’ and “Goddess,” to whom s'tu:riﬁ-aj= was ;rc.im‘nfit;il
in the First Fruits Decree (IG 13 78. lines 38—4{))_ are extremely 111E:11;;t1‘ng.Thsﬁt;;‘e
aspect of the cult of the Mysteria is that the God (Theos) and‘ th]c -(.JO ILS:hE: M-::S_m'h
really the gods known elsewhere by the names Hades and Pcrafcp one., 1? W hic._]‘i
the names Hades and Persephone are never used, ag:cordmg to ()l_ll‘cp-lgll—;lp 2
documents. The God and the Goddess are equivalent, in a certain SCﬂSI{,, tL‘J ] {U;l-'mrlc
and Kore (Clinton 1992:114-15; Ni]sssm 1952:155»'1-5, 555—{)). 5{;1}10111:.111:15 \};}m
appear in the Lakratcides Relief on the left, a.long xvltb Demeter an f‘r.g)-to I; . “,’mld
at Eleusis when these two deities were visualized as king and queen (;1 the urgl;r rond
(i.c. the gods whom Greeks otherwise f:alled Hafic§ and Perscp‘ 0f1<*:),t‘1 zrm ere
called simply God and Goddess. Here in the reliet the g:ods rct.grt.gc]n;:d on e
right are apparently underworld gods — Thea (Goddess), Ih'co‘;,-]{_ md b e
missing a label — while the gods on the lcft are _ali upper-worlc g(:i s: Yo agraria_r;
Dcmcgcr, Kore, Plouton (his name reflecting his domain, as producing ag
3 and Triptolemus. . .
Wc;rllt}tlk)x,e Lakrat{l:)idcs Relief, since the God and the Goddess (i.c. Hades ancci11 I;Ertsl;
phone) appear on the right, it would be logical to conclude t'ha.t t%;lc ymmgﬂic-:r :mv %
far right is also connected with the und.crv.vorld. But thc_u: lsd Z(']-mo ki
corroborating his identity. The main inscription tells us that the de lf:.:ltOi\ ‘; Eor,.: .]
of the God and the Goddess and Eubouleus, and to all three (and Demeter an
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Figure 22.1 Lakratcides Relief, Eleusis, Archaeological Museum. Photo by C. Mauzy

he made this dedication. It would not make sense if Lakrateides, as priest of the God
and Goddess and Eubouleus, included just a representation of the God and the
Goddess and excluded Eubouleus, in a relief in which he had himself and his wife
represented in the company of nearly all Eleusinian deities. The young god on the far
right must therefore be Eubouleus. Thus the Lakrateides relicf gives us the iconog-
raphy of Eubouleus: he is a young male with longish hair (here in flowing locks),
wearing a knee-length tunic and carrying a torch.

The small boy at the far left, in high relief ought to be an upper-world deity, as the
cars of grain in his hand indicate. He is surely the god Ploutos, the personification of
Wealth. Plouton, on the other hand, is not a personification; his name, though later in
non-Eleusinian contexts merged with that of Hades for cuphemistic purposes, here
reflects his original distinct domain and role, god of the rich, fertile earth (Clinton
1992:61-3).

Another difficult Eleusinian god to identify in classical art has been the god called
Takchos (Herodotus 8.65; Clinton 1992: 64-71; Foucart 1914:110-12; Graf 1974:
40-66). He was the god who led the initiates on their march to Eleusis, on the 20th
of Boedromion —a journey of 14 miles from the center of Athens to Eleusis along the
Sacred Way. As they marched the initiates sang the Iakchos song. In the Frogs
Aristophanes gives us our fullest description of Iakchos. In the underworld a chorus
of dancing initiates call upon him to join them in wearing the initiates’ traditional
myrtle wreath (325-35). They call him “light-bearing star of the ritual [ #elezz] in the
night”” (340-2), a description consistent with his carrying a torch. They also call him
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* (396); he is to escort them to “the goddess,”” Thea, the name given

j in the
the underworld, Persephone (397-403), just as in th
s “Takchos, lover of the dance, join

«fellow-traveler
- the Mysteria to the q ;
]igstival he escorted thc_m to Demeter. They shout:
i rting me!” (403, 408, 413). .
" ;ic\c:*nrkf of art, therefore, we should probably expect ‘Ilak;i:hotil Fodlac a gg(c)lnvx;tilh 2
in : initiates. The figure that most easily fits this descrl Lis t
rorch in the company of initiates . e e aon
e - lower field of a fourth-century painted tablet, Nii
vouthful male in the lower fie iy | called the Finnion
g i :d Ninnion, who dedicated it
Tablet (Figure 22.2), after a woman named Ni : L e e
1 i ; ther hand, and is followed by
anctuary. The male figure carries a torch in either 1,
;E;Jatcs.‘lloth he and the initiates wear the initiates’ traditional myrtle wreath. The

i N.
Figure 22.2 Ninnion Tablet from Eleusis, Athens, National Museum 11036. After A

Skias Archacologike Ephemeris 1901: pl. 1
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initiates’ stick 2 ir i
a dcs;trl]:l;_s and sacks evoke thelr journey to Eleusis; but now they are clear]
Syl Butlint l_a]ndIIakchos is leading them toward a scated g;)ddcss suf Iat
! akchos looks very much like the fi i i Bubos
Wy ey ; e hgure we have identified as Euboy.
e i cfrgi:amd} Toul:}lg, with long locks, a knee-length garment, and high b(l::c(:tu
s a torch, This presents a new puzzle: h St &
RN s ew puzzle: how are we to tell them apart?
| ablet, fortunately, be 'O provi oo
: , : gins to provide the answer. All of the initi
il 360 B, e , > answer. All of the initiates
; oth upper and lower fields, we 2 3 ] .
oy : » wear a cloak (himation); the me
gatm gﬁzr afLIl_cl)ak., the women a cloak over a peplos. The cloak was the )r:,raditignrl1
of the initiates at the Mysteria. H -
: a. Here Takchos, the god of initi
Journey, also wears one. on to i 4 B the Initatey’
p of his elaborately decorated tuni is i i
that digtigniete > y rated tunic. This is the attrib
e s Takchos when he ap i e
o pears with Eubouleus, for in oth i
which they appear together Eubouleus lacks a himation. , e

On a relief vase (hydria) in St. Petersburg, nicknamed the Queen of Vases

Vasorum) i

isor s tWo torchbearers stand in symmetrical positions (nos i

E‘I; z\; u;ga rl;;ggrcli.?,ﬁ) in relation to Dcmcter and Igorc, WhO( appca\zr ?r[: c11196 ch;nttl::j

doal; (;ﬂ-mm?. ke }?s can be readily identified as the figure at the left (no. 2) by his

Soak (4 (noza;z), N\ 1ch. figure no. 9 !agks. So figure no. 9 must be Eubouleus

Hetaclc . ), appearing here as an initiate, wears a himation draped around h"
; he carries both his club and initiate’s staff in his right hand, a piglet in his lefis

Dionysus appears separately (no. 4 i
‘ ol . .
nd ey e y ( ), also as an initiate, between Triptolemus (no. 3)

Figure 22.3 Reclief hydrin from Cumae, St. Petersburg

Baomeister 185,474, . £20 Hermirage 525. Drawing after
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It is striking that Takchos and Eubouleus have such similar attributes. The import-
ant element is the torch (or torches). It is carried by Iakchos to light the way for the
initiates; by Eubouleus, as we shall see, also to light the way but not for the initiates.

The Regina Vasorum and other fourth-century images confirm the central import-
ance of Eubouleus in the Elcusinian cult which, as we saw ecarlier, is reflected in the
fifth-century sacrifices listed in the First Fruits Decree, IG i* 78 (Clinton 1992:68,
81—4). It is also possible to identify fifth-century scenes with Eubouleus. For
example, on a stammnos painted by Polygnotos there are two Eleusinian scenes: the
departure of Triptolemus appears on one side; on the other, a male figure, barefoort,
in a short tunic, stands between figures who have been identified as Hades and
Persephone, i.c. the gods who in Eleusinian terms are called the God and Goddess.
He holds torches and looks toward the Goddess. Here and in some similar scenes
Eubouleus must be in the underworld (Clinton 1992:71-2 figs 36—42). Inasmuch as
Eubouleus is apparently similar to Iakchos in that he seems to be a guide, the most
logical conclusion is that in Eleusinian myth it is Eubouleus who guides Kore back
from the underworld.

Like other relevant aspects of the myth, the episode of Eubouleus and the Return
of Kore does not appear in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. There is, apparently, an
echo of it in an Orphic Hymn, which related that Demeter went down to Hades in
search of her daughter and took with her “Euboulos™ (an alternate form of Eubou-
leus) as a guide (Hymn 41.5-8).

Eubouleus carries torches to light the way up from the underworld; Takchos guides
the initiates to Demeter on the Mirthless Rock at Eleusis. Each god is in charge of a
transition, towards Demeter at Eleusis: Eubouleus from the lower to the upper
world, lakchos from the world of the uninitiated to the sanctuary, the Mysteria and
the promise of ‘“‘sweeter hopes.”

With Takchos identified we can better understand the Ninnion Tablet. In the lower
field Takchos and the initiates arrive in Eleusis and walk towards Demeter. She does
not hold her scepter; it simply rests between her left arm and shoulder. Her daughter
Kore is absent, because now, at the beginning of the Mysteria, Kore as Persephone is
still in the underworld. Note that Demeter does not sit on a throne but directly on
the hillside — the artist is evidently thinking of her as sitting on the Mirthless Rock.
Just above Demeter, in the upper ficld, a very similar goddess sits on a throne, but
wears a more claborate dress. She too has a scepter, but, unlike the goddess below,
holds it upright, vigorously, clasped in her Jeft hand. She extends her right hand
behind the back of a woman who holds two torches; the woman might be understood
as approaching but she could simply be scen as standing next to the seated goddess.
This woman with torches ought to be Kore, for Kore usually carries torches in
Eleusinian scenes. She is now rejoined with her mother, who extends her right arm
in an embrace. The vessel carried by the woman behind Kore is the plemocho, a ritual
vase used on the last day of the festival (Brommer 1980). The overall interpretation of
the scenes is then straightforward: the lower plane represents the first day of the
Mysteria at Eleusis, the upper plane the last, well after Kore has returned.

The most stunning vase with Eleusinian scenes is the Regina Vasorum, the relief
hydria now in St. Petersburg, briefly discussed above (Figure 22.3). Gods are
arranged symmetrically around Demeter and Kore in the center. The first symmetrical
pair, just to the left and right of Demeter and Kore (nos. 5 and 6), are the two most
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f:qnous di\{inc initiates, Dionysus (no. 4) and Heracles (no. 7). The next symmetrical
pair are Triptolemus (no. 3) and Athena (no. 8). The two of them are naturally linked:
Al'hc.ns, symbolized by Athena, was responsible for the mission of 'i’:ipfolcmus wh .
provu;led the gift of grain and announced the Mysteria to the Greek world. Nc;i,t lef(;
and right, come Iakchos (no. 2) and Eubouleus (no. 9). Iakchos faces a sez:ted
sFeptered woman on the left (no. 1), Eubouleus looks at a similar figure on thé
right (no. 10). These women (nos. 1 and 10) have proved difficult to identify. The
representation of Iakchos here is unusual in that he is not leading initi'at'es to
the sanctuary. The goddess whom he faces is seated on somecthing that appears
roughly carved and round and lump-like; the scholar who originally published th;
vase, Stephani, called it a “Felsen,” a rocky outcrop (Stepl1aniD1869:271 no. 525)

T\hu Mirthless Rock is the obvious identification. Thus the goddess sitting on.it- (1:1()-
1) sh.ould be Demeter, and the identification is further strengthened by the polos she m
wearing; a similar headdress is worn by Demeter in the center (no. 5). L

Thc pair on the left, Demeter and Iakchos (nos. 1 and 2), appear in the context

which they share in the cult; it therefore seems reasonable to expect a similar kind ;)f
context for the matching pair on the far right (nos. 9 and 10). The seated woman on
th.c far right (no. 10) gives an impression of sorrow: she seems to support her chin
with her right hand (not accurately rendered in the drawing); her face scems to
cxpress grief; and her left hand dangles down behind her, just touching her scepter
(h.er loose hold on it is similar to that of the figure of the lower Demeter on the
Ninnion Tablet). She sits on a throne, if that is what it is, or perhaps a rock. Since, as
we have seen, the goddess most closely associated with Eubouleus in the cult mytl’l is
Kore after her return from the underworld or the Goddess (i.c. Persephone) before
he‘r return, figure no. 10 ought to be the Goddess (Thea), shown in the underworld

grieving because of her separation from her mother. Her queenly status is corrobor—,
ated by her scepter, and her identification with Kore by the fact that her head is mostly
u.ncov.urcd (a veil, apparently, can be discerned in back), rather like Kore’s uncoveregl
head in the central scene (no. 6). Separation of Mother and Daughter (Thea) is
Z;ggcist;(i rl.lcrc by placement at the extreme edges of the scene, diametrically opposite

‘Thc final symmetry of the composition is now clear. As we have seen. the members
of each symmetrical pair relate to each other in some significant way: ’Dionysus and
Heracles (nos. 4 and 7) as fellow initiates; Triptolemus and Athena (Jnos 3 and 8) as
symbols of the gencrosity of Athens and its invitation to the Mystcria.' tf‘lc torch-
b.ea'rcrs Iakchos and Eubouleus (nos. 2 and 9), the one leading initiates ’to Demeter
sitting on her Mirthless Rock, the other leading the Goddess from the underworld to
rejoin her mother at Eleusis (no. 5) and to resume her role as the Kore (daughter)
(no. 6). We can now recognize a similar relation in the outer pair, grieving mothér
and sorrowful daughter. There is a further symmetry: the central D’cmeter (no. 5) is
on the same half of the scene as Demeter on the Mirthless Rock (no. 1) and.Korc
(no. 6) is on the same side as the Goddess (no. 10). -

In the center the reunited Mother and Daughter look at each other with fecling
Demeter puts her left arm around Kore’s back and lifts her right arm high \-'igorousJ:’.
as she grasps her scepter (unlike her pose on the Mirthless Rock at no 1,} Kore to‘c;
holds hf'cr torch with vigor (in contrast to the way in which she bar.ely .clasps her
scepter in the underworld at no. 10). The central scene is reminiscent of the upper
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register of the Ninnion Tablet, especially in the position of Demeter’s hands. We saw
that the upper register of the tablet represented the ritual of the plémochoai, held on
the final day of the Mysteria. A similar allusion occurs on this vase, in the central
scene: on the ground, between Demeter and Kore, stands a plemochoe, below two
crossed initiates’ staffs. The crossed initiates’ staffs appcar also in the lower center of
the Ninnion Tablet (Figure 22.2), above them the Hicros Lithos (Sacred Stonc),
indicating here, in the lower register, the opening of the celebration at Eleusis
(Clinton 1992:121-5).
The Regina Vasorum highlights the central role played by the myth in the cult.

The Sacred Drama

There are many Eleusinian scenes in art and they present various moments of the
myth, but we have concentrated on the Ninnion Tablet and the Regina Vasorum
partly because of space but mainly because they give us the progression of the myth
from Mirthless Rock to reunion of Mother and Daughter, and, in addition, fairly
precise allusions to cult. The scenes not discussed here do not change this picture.
The Regina Vasorum presents only gods and goddesses, including divine initiates, but
the Ninnion Tablet shows only human initiates, because the tablet is primarily
interested in cultic events (opening of the Mysteria at Eleusis with the arrival of the
initiates in the lower register; closing of the festival with the plémochoas in the upper
register) and only secondarily in the myth (i.e. the status of the goddesses at different
moments in the rite). The similarities and differences between the Ninnion Tablet
and the Regina Vasorum help us fill out the picture of what mythical events the
initiates experience from the moment they enter the sanctuary to the climax of the
sacred rite. In these scenes and others we sec only the beginning and/or end (Clinton
1992:81-3): as the initiates arrive with Takchos (in the actual festival he is represented
by a statue, carried by the official called Izkchagagos), they approach Demeter on the
Mirthless Rock; at the end, i.e. climax, they experience the reunion of the Two
Goddesses.

It has long been known that the Mysteria entailed a drama of the wandering of
Demeter in search of Kore and, finally, Kore’s return (cf., e.g., Burkert 1983:256-64;
Foucart 1914:457-85; Mylonas 1961:261-9). These scenes in painting allow us to
gain a reasonably good idea of which events the drama encompassed. Clearly, as we
have seen, the drama did not begin with the abduction of Kore; its inclusion is not
supported by the artistic representations, and the physical features of the Telesterion
render it highly unlikely. The abduction itself, thercfore, is presupposed; it had
occurred before the initiates reached Eleusis; it was a given. The drama began with
Mother and Daughter separated and in sorrow: Demeter on the Mirthless Rock, the
Goddess (Thea) in the underworld.

The initial image of sorrow and pain was impressed upon the initiates as they
proceeded, blindfolded, past the Mirthless Rock. At this point they probably heard
lamentations of Demecter and Kore, mentioned by Proclus (Cominentary on the
Republic 1.125.3-22 Kroll). This impression of the goddesses’ pain they took with
them as they made their way up the path to the Telesterion. Here they apparently
wandered about outside the Telesterion (perhaps also inside) in search of Kore,



354 Kevin Clinton

confused and fearful as they stumbled in the dark, their eyes still blinded, each initiate
guided by his mystagogue. All the while the hicrophant kept sounding a gong,
summoning Kore (Apollodorus, On the Gods, FGrH 244, fr. 110b). They participated
in the suffering of the goddesses, a suffering that intensified as they wandered in
darkness. Finally the scene is transformed from darkness to brilliant light (
as the Telesterion is opened (Clinton 2004).

The experience that the initiates underwent up to this point is akin to death. It is
described for us, in general terms, in a fragment of Plutarch’s On the Son/:

mega phas),

Then [at the point of death] it [i.c., the soul] suffers something like what those who
participate in the great initiations [ zeletaz] suffer. Hence even the word “dying” [#ele-
uran] is like the word “to be initiated” [ teleisthai], and the act (of dying) is like the act
(of being initiated). First of all there are wanderings and wearisome rushings about and
certain journeys unending [atelestoi] through the darkness with suspicion, then before
the very end [#elos] all the terrors — fright and trembling and sweating and amazement.
But then one encounters an extraordinary light, and pure regions and meadows ofter
welcome, with voices and dances and majesties of sacred sounds and holy sights; in which
now the completely initiated one [panteles. .. memuemenos|, becoming free and set

loose, enjoys the rite, crowned, and consorts with holy and pure men... (Plutarch
fr. 178 Bernadakis)

It is no doubt shortly after this, i.c. when they enter the region of pure light, the
Telesterion, that they catch a glimpse of Demeter and Kore reunited. All this is seen
and experienced, certainly not narrated; for again and again the words we hear from
ancient writers about the Mysteria emphasize the seeing; and Aristotle tells us that in
the Mysteria one does not learn anything, one experiences.

But how did Kore make her return? Where in the sanctuary did she ascend from the
underworld? A scene on a recently published vase, a red-figure bydria in Bern
(Abbeg-Stiftung 3.127.73), suggests that she first greeted Demeter while the god-
dess was sitting on the Mirthless Rock (Clinton 1992:87-8 figs 22-3). In ph
terms, it would make sense if Kore arose from somewhere in the vicinity of the
greeted her mother, and the two of them went up to the Telesterion together
Eubouleus.

On the north side of the cave precinct in which the Mirthless Rock is located, there
is a deep pit, marked ““Cisterne” on the plan (Clinton 1992:5 fig. 7); at regular
intervals along its sides there are cavities cut for the insertion of beams, which
presumably allowed one to climb up or down. Its location seems unlikely for a cistern.
Right next to it is a set of steps cut in the cliff which lead up from it to an elliptical

opening, partly natural, perhaps partly artificial, in the wall of the cave. Mylonas
pointed out:

ysical
rock,
with

It scems apparent that no water was ever found in that pit... There can be little doubt
that a specific use was made of the opening, of the stairway, and perhaps even of the pit;
possibly all these clements served a single purpose. The obvious explanation is that they
served for the portrayal of the fortunes of Persephone . .. Perhaps they were used in the

staging of the passage from the lower world, in providing Persephone’s ascent to Eleusis.
(Mylonas 1961:148)
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is suggestion is quite attractive. It seems reasonable to assume that Kore emerged
His E . underworld here, led by Eubouleus; then they climbed the steps that led to
[‘TO.“; ti.t: in the wall of thc’ ca\'c,'aud walked across the cave to her mother who was
::;‘1111;; Lsorrowfullv, on the Mirthless Rock (Clinton 1992:87-9 figs 10-12), There
du:‘[}j!"lin']l"b\!&:cé;)ddesscs (represented probably by the two priestesses calle:(_iﬂHicro-
shantides) and Eubouleus (represented by a priest) then walkcdl up r? .thc I[f:!‘fg,ti:_'
: I suspect that their passage from Mirthless Rock to Telesterion was not scen y
ml11.M81slta11? (first-time initiands), who were still veiled, but by the Epopta i initiated at
f?acst oync year earlier), some of them lining the path up to the Telesterion, the rest
mﬁcihfhzci\i?:tl;? rpl;crform the scarch for Kore, they mill about thc. Telesterion,
anxiously waiting in the darkness. Suddcr.ll}.l _thc doors of.thc ’Il-}lf?‘;eflo:l a.l:‘}c;l ﬂ:.ll;l\%
open, and a blazing light pours forth. The initiates, as they cntr.il 'n,. eles cr;mn,wmc
presumably without their blindfolds, pass ["ron} the outer dal_"l\m.‘s:}mto lanndmdq .ﬂf
interior sp.acc lit with extraordinary light, which probably Lfll'flL‘ 11"0'mr1:;] : imc}im
torches held by the Epoptai, standing on the rows of stone steps lining

i 2004). .

Wa\lil\iit(lignttt?en TelestZ:rion the goddesses were visible to th‘e Mystai, but t};er; no;v
displayed, probably as illuminated images, on a structure in the g:lpt:(r)llwxl 91c9 2.1;;19Z
have served as a platform (often mistakenly called an Anaktoron? ( intc :
90. 126-32; 2004 ). The basic scene is presented often enough in paJn.tuxg.Chrisﬁan

;‘xfter the Mystai left, a special vision was rcv.ealcd to the Epoprat. huistian
writer speaks of a display of grain an.d of a child to \Vh‘om ?ﬁmet]e.rldgiVidcnﬂ
(Hippolytus, Refutation of all Hﬂ}mfl{h?.8.?2(1&21:;(;1?12'bc ;k:;m {.Cnntoz

sare 'nly and dramatically. This chi s (Cli

i%%?;f—:;dﬁrli}; he frequently appears as an older boy, lrlsually naked, l;glldl;g ;
cornucopia and wearing a wreath of grain. As he rr.ladc 'hIS cpiphany, presuﬁp m}(/) from
within the structure at the center of the Tclcst.crlon, it was perhaﬁs) a(t: ﬁ is moment
that the Hierophant displayed the ear of grain mentioned by the Churc
Hl"lp"ﬁ(e)lylsll}sr;tcria revealed simple things, like the return of a flo.st déugfcxlt(cr ;Z
her mother, a goddess in suffering (an extraordinary s"(a.tc (})11 a -;c tha% .
or goddess), joy that accompanies the appearance of grain, t ﬁ grai  that ¢
Ploutos, the agrarian prosperity that sustains family and cl.an —a ls1m‘p b gi;n
that at the same time had profound 51gn1ﬁcancc.. The 1mpa§t hay m g.iencc
the dramatic presentation, which was an essential aspect od the hu\;; o the.
The initiates experienced the suffering of Demeter and Korc‘ :fn ,"atht‘ € ‘H.U\:Cd c
goddesses’ joy; their relation to the Two GOfidCSSL‘S changed 'fOICVCl]-; ,t LI}; € ]\,,'rou;d
new status, and that filled them with conhdcnc?‘fbr the time “: en L‘cy would
seck Kore again in a much more perilous transition, as t].u: lhuaf, q:ltl_in mt o
underworld, who held the power to grant them a joyous emstcn?c' or : C me (o
sumpantos aionos, in the words of Isocrgtc‘s}‘ Untortunm‘:cly,. Wnd Lﬂﬂl’l}? : r\,iﬁn(,
their experience, their suffering and their joy. ()nu; can t.c:cl it, though, ]21 € o thz
ancient allusions to the Mysteria, as in Plato’s Sﬂnp.usnn-u in I:h?vI words of the
prophetess Diotima (209E-212A) or in such descriptions of the Mysteria
one by Cicero:



356 Kevin Clinton

It scems to me that [your] Athens has produced many extraordinary and divine things
but nothing better than those Mysteria, by which we have been led out of a rude and
boorish existence into humanity [humanitas] and have become civilized, and as they are
called initiations | initia], so truly have we learned [in them| the origins | principia] of
life; and not only have we received a way of living with prosperity [ lzetitia] but also a way
of dying with greater hope. (On Laws 2.36)

GUIDE TO FURTHER READING

This chapter follows closely a main argument in Clinton 1992, which treats many additional
problems concerning the cult, its myth, and its iconography (the latter updated now by Clinton
and Palagia 2003).

The fullest account of the cult of the Mysteria remains Foucart 1914, and this is still useful,
though his theory of an Egyptian origin has not found general favor. Nilsson 1967 has a good
discussion, with references to rescarch up to that time. Burkert 1983 presents an important
survey of the evidence and discussion of many problems, with a theory that a central secret
ritual consisted in sacrifice (on sacrifice at the Mysteria see also Clinton 1988). An illuminating
comparative phenomenology of ancient mystery cults, including the Elecusinian, is given in
Burkert 1987a.

The archaeological remains received detailed treatment by Noack 1927. An account of the
important excavations of the 1930s is given in Mylonas 1961. Travlos 1988:91-169 contains a
good bibliography of the excavations and many photographs and plans of the sanctuary.
Unfortunately no full treatment of the remains on the scale of Noack 1927 has appeared.

On the priests of the cult see Clinton 1974; on the relation of the Mysteria to Orphic texts,
Grat 1974; on the Mysteria as the premier panhellenic festival of Athens, Clinton 1994. The
complete edition of the inscriptions of the sanctuary at Eleusis (Clinton 2006) contains
documentation and detailed treatment of some of the topics discussed in this chapter.



