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CLCL7003 - Theory and Methodology for the Study of Ancient Religions

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

	Both the Homeric Hymn to Demeter and the Eleusinian Mysteria are concerned with the abduction of Kore, Demeter’s daughter, by Hades, and Kore’s eventual return to earth, with the main themes being fertility (both agricultural and human), human and divine interaction, and the lives of mortals in this life and the afterlife (Parker, 2005, p.332). Earlier cults at Eleusis were rooted in agriculture, but the Mysteria became more eschatalogically-based, promising a “blessed afterlife” for initiates (Sourvinou-Inwood, 2003; Parker, 2005, p.354).	
	This paper will analyse the evidence for how useful the Hymn is for an understanding of the Mysteria. In order to come to a conclusion, the study will explore methodological issues, the changing nature of both myth and ritual in ancient Greek religion, and religious/socio-political contexts. 
	 Historically, myth and ritual have not been studied in the context in which they meet, i.e. the performative context of ritual; although it is generally accepted that myth and ritual do not mirror each other on an individual basis, myth and ritual could interact to “maintain, challenge and transform social and power relations between members of the community in which they are performed, and are fundamentally related to historical processes” (Kowalzig, 2007, pp.13, 22-3).
	Myths evolved to accommodate different situations and audiences (Foley, 1994, p.97), and in terms of time and place: a diachronic element, therefore, needs to be incorporated into research on myth and ritual (Kowalzig, 2007, p.23). 
	Local myths were central to ancient Greek religion as a means of explaining how cults, rites and temples came into being (Kowalzig, 2007, p.24). The Hymn is often viewed as a foundation story for the Mysteria (e.g. Dowden, 1992, p.99; Richardson, 2011, p.50). This is particularly relevant as ancient Greek religion was regional, and had no central control (Bryant, 1986, p.272).	
	Malinowski (e.g. 1948, pp.84-5) argues convincingly, from a functional perspective, that rituals fulfil psycho-emotional needs, and that myths reflect societal needs, for example death in a ritual context is a human concern, but in myth it is a matter for society. Myths functioned to justify rituals, sanctity, beliefs, and social institutions.
	A precise definition of “myth” is difficult (Bowie, 2006, p.268). However, a myth, as well as being a foundation story, can function to explain the supernatural, social and natural order of things, with its context being particularly important (Bowie, 2006, pp.272, 277). 
	Whilst there are many versions of the myth of Demeter and Kore, the Hymn is the best known, the oldest (extant) version, and the longest (Foley, 1994, p.97; Johnston, 2007, p.99; Clinton, 2010, p.344; Johnson 2013, p.370). The early fifteenth-century CE text was discovered in 1777 in Moscow (Foley, 1994, p.31).
	The author of the Hymn is unknown; most scholars date it between 650-500BCE, although a late 7th-century BCE date has also been proposed (Foley, 1994, p.30; Richardson, 2011, p.47), placing it at the end of the Archaic era, transitioning into the Classical era. The Hymn is a work of literature, not the sacred text of the Mysteria; the assumption cannot be made that it represents the actions of initiates at Eleusis, although initiates probably did enact some of Demeter’s experiences outlined in the Hymn, and Kore’s abduction is likely to have featured in some way (Johnston, 2007, pp.99-100; Clinton, 2010, p.344). 
	Johnston (2007, p.100) views the Hymn as being useful in providing a general outline of the Mysteria. The Hymn, like the Mysteria, reflects the hope that, by establishing a personal connection with Demeter and Kore, they would be protected in life and death, the latter being emphasised in the Mysteries (Johnston, 2007, p.100; Clinton, 2010, p.344; HHD 480-2). At the end of the Hymn (478-9), Demeter founds her secret Mystery rites.	
	The Mysteria were held at Eleusis, 14 miles west of Athens. Revealing their secrets was punishable by death (Clinton, 2010, p.342). The Mysteria were a nine-day festival, perhaps representing the time Demeter searched for her daughter (HHD 47), held from Boedromion (September) 15th-23rd. Many events were public, with the secret initiation ritual taking place on the 21st (Clinton, 2010, p.345). Experiencing the Mysteria was more important than knowing/learning anything (Aris. Fr. 15; Cic. Leg. 235; Pl. Phaed. 249D, 250A; Pl. Symp. 209E-218B; Clinton, 2010, pp.343, 355; Ustinova, 2013, p.110). Pausanias (10.21.11), in the second century CE, considered that, to earlier Greeks, the Eleusinian Mysteria were more important than any other rituals (Foley, 1994, p.80).	
	The date of the establishment of the Mysteria has long been debated, notably in an archaeological context; they survived until 395CE, when the site was sacked, probably by Alaric the Goth (Foley, 1994, p.80; Eunapius (VS 3.2-4); Parker, 2005, p.327). 
	Mylonas (1961) argues that the Mysteria date to prehistoric times, based on archaeological evidence of Mycenaean remains. Darcque (1981, pp.593-605) disagrees with Mylonas’ evidence that literary sources were related to this era, doubting that references in the Hymn to the temple of Demeter accurately represented the topography of the site in Mycenaean times (Clinton, 1993, p.87; Cosmopoulos, 2014, p.402).
	Herodotus (9.97) writes that cult at Eleusis existed in the Late Bronze Age.  Cosmopoulos (2014, p.40) has used archaeological evidence from unpublished material to effectively demonstrate Late Bronze Age religious activity at Eleusis, concluding that an early Demeter cult  came into being in the 8th century BCE. Miles (1998, pp.16-18, 25-8) argues for a sanctuary at Eleusis, from at least the mid-7th century BCE, possibly the 8th century, although it need not have been connected with the Eleusinian Mysteria at that point; the Mysteria was not the only Demeter festival which took place at Eleusis (Parker, 2005, p.32). 
	It has long been thought that the female-only Thesmophoria is older than the Mysteria, and was also held at Eleusis and other parts of Attica (Clinton, 1993, p.87). Other versions of the Demeter myth, too, claim that the myth led to the Thesmophoria (e.g. Apollod. 1.5.1; Orphic Argonautica 26; Johnston, 2013, p.370). 
	The Hymn does appear to represent some aspects of the Thesmophoria. Clinton (1993, pp.88, 97) argues strongly that the Hymn relates to this festival, citing Apollodorus (Bibl. 1.5.1) and Hyginus (Fab. 147) as evidence, and proposing that the Mysteria are a newer version of earlier, female-only cults, i.e. the Thesmophoria. Foley (1994, p.72), too, argues that the Thesmophoria ritual may have been an influence on the Eleusinian Mysteria, at the same time accounting for the important role played by women in both rituals (Foley, 1994, p.72).
	In some respects, the Hymn and the Mysteria appear to be poorly connected. There are several contradictions and inconsistencies, including: names used in the Hymn, e.g. Persephone, not Kore; Hades/Aidoneus, not Plouton; Nysa, not Eleusis as Kore’s abduction location; no real role for Hekate in the Mysteria. 
	A general outline of the Mysteria can be constructed from archaeological evidence, literary sources, inscriptions and vase paintings/reliefs (Foley, 1994, p.65; Clinton, 2010, p.342). For example, scenes on a vase (Clinton, 1992, pp.14-16, fig. 11) indicate that the Mysteria did not open with Kore’s abduction, but with Demeter sitting on the “Mirthless Rock”, lamenting the loss of her daughter; this rock does not feature in the Hymn (Clinton, 2010, pp.345-6, 353), but is also referenced by Apollodorus (Bibl. 1.5.1) and Ovid (Fast. 4.502-4).	
	Parker (1991, p.6), however, disagrees, advocating a “close and basic” relationship between the two, noting that the name “Persephone” appeared in 5th-century Athenian drama (Eur. Suppl. 271; Ar. Ran. 671) (Parker, 1991, p.16, n.22). Clinton (1993, p.86) does consider that some parts of the Hymn do reflect events in the Mysteria: fasting of Demeter; Iambe’s attempts to entertain Demeter; the drinking of the kykeon to break a fast; the Demophon story (HHD 200, 202-5, 206-11, 219-55).
	There still remains, however, the reference to the founding of the Mysteria at Eleusis (HHD 476). Clinton (1993, pp.86, 88) proposes that Eleusis has been added on to the basic myth of Kore’s rape and return, known throughout Greece,  claiming that Eleusis was added to a traditional myth which related to the Thesmophoria, thereby allowing the author to acknowledge a later cult without altering the traditional myth radically. This, however, could be viewed as demonstrating the evolving nature of myth. 
	The evidence does strongly suggest that the Mysteria evolved from the Thesmophoria. The Mysteria, however, unlike the Thesmophoria, were not restricted to women. They became more popular as accessibility improved, with the sanctuary being expanded to meet this increased demand (Clinton, 1993, p.97). 
	The socio-political context is important. The relationship between Athens and Eleusis, for example, is relevant when attempting to determine to what extent the Hymn contributes to the understanding of the Mysteria, as the Hymn makes no reference to Athens.
	Clinton (1993, p.86) argues that the author of the Hymn considered Athens as irrelevant, and that, when considering the Hymn in terms of evidence for the Mysteria, religious, not political interpretations, should be pursued. However, it is difficult to separate the two, particularly as, in both the Archaic and Classical eras, religion is often considered as being embedded in the socio-political context of the polis (see Kindt, 2009, p.12; Sourvinou-Inwood, 2000a&b).  	
	Clinton (1993, p.85) notes, however, that, although the relationship between Eleusis and Athens before the mid-6th century BCE is uncertain, from at least this time onwards, although not officially a deme, Eleusis was part of Athens. A law of Solon, in the late 590s BCE, (Andoc. 1.111) concerning the sanctuary and the Mysteria, implies that Athens controlled the festival before this time, and before the composition of the Hymn (Clinton, 1993, p.86). Moreover, Isocrates (Paneg. 28), in the 4th century BCE, emphasises the bond between Athens and the Mysteries (Clinton, 2010, p.345).
	Some scholars (e.g. Richardson, 2011, p.47) consider it unusual that the focus of the Hymn is on female deities and humans. However, Foley (1994, pp.101, 139-44) points out that women in Athens at that time had stronger links with nature than males, and had strong mediation abilities amongst nature, deities and individuals; in Classical Athens, women continued to play an important role in religion, whilst being excluded from public life, so it is not unexpected that the Mysteria emerged from female experience. 
	Concerning females in the Hymn, Nixon (1995, p.85-6) analyses two plants which are mentioned therein, which could be considered relevant in the contemporary context: pennyroyal (a type of mint), an ingredient of the kykeon, has connections with human fertility (e.g. Ar. Plut. 706-12; Hippoc. Mul. 137; Plin. NH LIV.154; Galen XI.867; Soranus 11.2); in the Hymn (412) Persephone says she was forced by Hades to eat pomegranate seeds (linked to infertility): Hippoc. Mul.192; Plin NH XII.23.113; Soranus 1.62. These plants, therefore, could enable women to take control of their reproductive lives. Whilst a conventional interpretation of the myth/ritual of Demeter would promote fertility, a polyvalent approach should be adopted here, particularly in the socio-political context of Athenian democracy from around the 6th century BCE: women had the ability to control their fertility, whilst men wanted to produce heirs for the polis, (Nixon, 1995, p.88). 
	The kykeon, moreover, had hallucinogenic properties, and was also drunk by initiates at the Mysteria (Martin, 2005, p.351; Johnston, 2007, p.100). A psychoactive beverage could induce an altered state of consciousness (Danaway, Piper & Webster, 2006, pp.499-500). Experiencing mystic rites could result in this altered state, which, among other ways, could be brought about by consumption of psychoactive substances (Ustinova, 2013, pp.110,117; Morris & Peatfield, 2004, p.36).
	Foley (1994, p.143) presents a strong argument that the male role was to incorporate the Mysteria into the contemporary socio-political context, to control who could become initiates, presenting the cult as open to all; this might be explained to some extent by the coming of the Greek polis system, and could reflect contemporary tensions therein; she also argues that the Hymn  was probably written at the start of this transition, or the contemporary socio-political context causing the transition.
	Moreover, in the Hymn, Demeter’s gift of the Mysteria to an inclusive group of initiates could represent the establishment of Eleusis as a Panhellenic location, and/or to broaden access to cults in the polis (Foley, 1994, pp.143-4). There is support for this in the Hymn itself, where Demeter and Kore are said to live in Paros and Antron (HHD 490-1), as well as in Eleusis. Further support comes from Herodotus (8.65), who writes that  Athenians and any other Greeks could be initiated – the Mysteria were accessible to all Greek-speakers, both male and female, free or slave (Parker, 2005, pp.327, 343) and could explain why the Hymn makes no reference to Athens.
	The Hymn, therefore, presents a contemporary debate concerning the roles of men and women in the polis and the home (Foley, 1994, p.137). Its version of the cult/myth represents a specific religious, Panhellenic and changing socio-political context at a specific point in time: that of the Greek polis in the Archaic and Classical era (Foley, 1994, pp.143-4).	
	It is likely that the version of the myth of Demeter in the Hymn has been modified and adapted from previous versions (Richardson, 2011, p.393). Apollodorus, for example, often favoured myths as told by Attic authors, suppressing any versions that deviated from that outlined in the Hymn (Richardson, 2011, p.393). There was no one official religion in ancient Greece, and local versions of myths existed. It cannot be known for certain that the Hymn was an Eleusinian “official” version of Demeter’s myth at any particular time, but rather one composed for audiences of a more Panhellenic nature (Foley, 1994, p.175). Parker (1991, p.5). argues effectively that the Hymn related a “Panhellenic myth in a local aetiological setting”.
	Whilst no author would have divulged anything other than the public parts of the Eleusinian Mysteria, the Panhellenic context would have required the author not to focus on local versions of the myth – it must have been intended for a wider audience (Foley, 1994, p.176). It is, however, feasible that a Panhellenic founding myth could still have been performed at Eleusis, given that there was Panhellenic participation in three festivals in Athens in the 6th century BCE: the Mysteries, the Dionysia and the Panathenaia (Foley, 1994, p.177).
	In conclusion, there is a wide range of interpretations of the Hymn and its usefulness for understanding the Eleusinian Mysteria. The Hymn complements other versions of the myth, but presents it from a Panhellenic point of view (Foley, 1994, p177). The cult of Demeter represented Attica’s Panhellenic importance, with the majority of Athenians being initiated (Parker, 2005, p.368). However, Parker (2005, p373) rejects the view that the Mysteria were nothing more than a demonstration of the contemporary socio-political situation; although organised by the polis, they offered to all Greeks the chance of a better experience after death. 
	Brumfield (1981, p.240) considers, rightly, that the Hymn should be considered as symbolic and multivalent. Richardson (2011, pp.57-8) concludes that the author has succeeded in writing a story which could have been purely local in nature, but which demonstrates Panhellenic significance, whilst portraying the cult of Demeter and Kore at Eleusis as the most important. However, Richardson (2011, p.370-1) doubts that the various interpretations can be reconciled; no single, original version of the myth of Demeter and Kore existed, from which others derived – each version occurred independently according to its own location and context; however, a particularly popular or famous myth could influence the development of others (Richardson, 2011, p.373).
	The Hymn, therefore, can, with a few reservations, be considered reasonably useful for an understanding of the rites of the mystic cult at Eleusis. It represents a particular version of the myth of Demeter and Kore which is suited to the contemporary religious and socio-political contexts of late Archaic and Classical Greece.

Diane Stankaitis, January 2020 (2594 words excluding titles)	
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