Critically discuss and analyse the relationship between the Eleusinian mysteries and the Persephone myth. 

The Eleusinian mysteries do remain just that for the most part, mysteries as we shall explore later on it was prohibited to discuss the sacred rites of the mysteries however we are offered insights into the world of the cult through the hymn to Demeter and artistic instantiations. In this essay I will examine how there is a close link to the Eleusinian mysteries and the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, I will begin by discussing particular quotes and how they are related to the mysteries. From there I will show how some of the rules are directly and obviously laid out in the Hymn. Next I will look at the themes of the cult that are presented in the Hymn which will finally lead to a discussion about the significance of the Eleusinian themes in the Hymn. Lastly will be a discussion surrounding some of the artist depictions of the myth and the mysteries which should display some similarities.

The Homeric Hymn to Demeter is littered with references to the Eleusinian mysteries, the acts performed by the characters echo the rites performed in the mysteries. Lines 40 through 90[footnoteRef:1] describe Demeter traveling throughout the land looking for answers about Persephone’s abduction before finally settling in Eleusis, in the mysteries the people walk to Eleusis while fasting to begin the mysteries. This fasting is also linked to the Homeric hymn in two parts, firstly on line 200 Demeter is described as “A long time she sat upon the stool without speaking because of her sorrow, and greeted no one by word or by sign, but rested, never smiling, and tasting neither food nor drink”[footnoteRef:2] there is a very clear link that can be drawn between these two fasting’s, the people humbling themselves by subjecting themselves to the same trials as Demeter. The other is in lines 305 to 309 when Demeter causes the earth to be barren “Then she caused a most dreadful and cruel year for mankind over the all-nourishing earth: the ground would not make the seed sprout, for rich-crowned Demeter kept it hid. In the fields the oxen drew many a curved plough in vain, and much white barley was cast upon the land without avail”[footnoteRef:3] they could be fasting here as a way of honouring the goddess and accept the punishments that were bestowed upon their ancestors and then still continue to worship her. [1:  HH 2 40]  [2:  HH 2 184]  [3:  HH 2 292] 

In line 60 after Demeter and Hecate have spoken Demeter is described as holding torches while searching for Persephone “And the daughter of rich-haired Rhea answered her not, but sped swiftly with her, holding flaming torches in her hands”[footnoteRef:4]. This is mimicked in the mysteries we know that carrying the torches was specifically carried out during one of the rites, we also see this in iconography on the Ninnion tablet which we will explore later. [4:  HH 2 40] 

Next we will look at the aspect of welcomeness in the cult unlike many other cults the cult of Eleusis was somewhat unique in that any and all were welcome to be a part of it, this could account for its longevity, this hospitality could be linked to the concept of xenia showing kindness to strangers and we see this in the myth as well first when the daughters Celeus are describing the wives of the rulers of Eleusis “All these have wives who manage in the house, and no one of them, so soon as she had seen you, would dishonour you and turn you from the house, but they will welcome you”[footnoteRef:5] and again when the daughters and mother welcome Demeter into their own home. This holds extra significance because Demeter was disguised as an old woman at the time, a person who in ancient Greek society held little value, this could also be seen as an influential factor in the cult allowing anyone to join. [5:  HH 2 147] 

We know from residue that has been studied that the people participating in the rituals drank a concoction called kykeon which is made from mixing water, barley and mint together. It is thought that this mixture is the source of the visions that people supposedly experienced while participating in the mysteries as a fungi called ergot was discovered to be present and ergot exhibits the same effects LSD. The link however to the myth is that Demeter specifically requested the drink rather than wine 210 “So Metaneira mixed the kykeon, as she was told, and offered the cup to the goddess. And the great queen Deo accepted it for the sake of the rite”[footnoteRef:6]. It is also thought that this was drunk after the fasted walk to Eleusis during an all night vigil, the night representing the time Demeter searched for and the drinking of it in Eleusis mimics the myth as that is where Demeter drank it as well. The other intriguing aspect of this line comes at the very end “for the sake of the rite”[footnoteRef:7], this is a clear nod to the fact that the myth in at least the instantiation that we are examining was written to contain allusions to the Eleusinian mysteries.  [6:  HH 2 184]  [7:  HH 2 184] 

Lastly the building of the telesterion in Eleusis is attributed to Demeter ordering one to be built for her “But now, let all the people build me a great temple and an altar below it and beneath the city and its sheer wall upon a rising hillock above Callichorus. And I myself will teach my rites, that hereafter you may reverently perform them and so win the favour of my heart.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  HH 2 248] 

We know that it is forbidden for members of the cult to reveal the mysteries to the uninitiated, we know this for two reasons firstly in theory and secondly in practice. The theory side of it is in the myth Demeter specifically tells the people of Eleusis not to divulge “Then she went, and to the kings who deal justice, Triptolemus and Diocles, the horse-driver, (475) and to doughty Eumolpus and Celeus, leader of the people, she showed the conduct of her rites and taught them all her mysteries, to Triptolemus and Polyxeinus and Diocles also, —awful mysteries which no one may in any way transgress or pry into or utter, for deep awe of the gods checks the voice. (480) Happy is he among men upon earth who has seen these mysteries; but he who is uninitiate and who has no part in them, never has lot of like good things once he is dead, down in the darkness and gloom.”[footnoteRef:9] And in practice there are accounts of people being tried for supposedly revealing features of the mysteries; Diagoras was put to death[footnoteRef:10] and Aeschylus was tried but found innocent[footnoteRef:11] and only those who were initiated were allowed to preside over the trial as to be able to ascertain the truth of their transgressions without revealing information to lay people. This demonstrates how religion was woven into society but also the credence with which the initiated followed the rules laid out for them in the myth. [9:  HH 2 449]  [10:  Classical Antiquity. 28(2): 211–247]  [11:  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
] 


We have now examined the specific examples of quotes that relate to specific concepts within the cult however we are yet to explore the themes. With this I wish to look at how the ideal of the cult have been illustrated by the myth. The core principles upon which the cult worships are an acknowledgement of death and so they hope that by partaking in the Eleusinian mysteries they will be granted a happy, fulfilling and prosperous life and when their time of death comes that they will also be granted a better lot in the afterlife. When we look at the this ideas next to the myth we can see a lot of similarities; at the start of the myth while Persephone is on earth that is life and as we can see she is playing and having a good life which is what the people would hope for, then she is taken away to the underworld this is a pretty clear analogy for death but she is returned to the earth and her mother but has not escaped the underworld entirely having to spend four or six months there, this can be interpreted as an the hope that although death is inescapable that some better form of it could be attained and Persephone being returned to the world represents that.
Moving on and looking at the section of the hymn which describes Demeters time with Demophon, this is quite core to the beliefs of the Eleusinian mysteries. It illustrates a potential for humanity to avoid death which could have been the ultimate goal of the mysteries however the hymn shows that this is only achievable by contact with a goddess, so the next best thing that could be hoped for is a better afterlife so by performing the rites of said goddess you could hope for a better afterlife (260)-“I would have made your dear son deathless and unageing all his days and would have bestowed on him everlasting honour, but now he can in no way escape death and the fates. Yet shall unfailing honour always rest upon him, because he lay upon my knees and slept in my arms.”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  HH 2 248] 


All of this begs the question about the inclusion of the section of the hymn where Demeter is wondering and staying in the house of Celeus. From a narrative perspective it makes little sense, why did Demeter not use her godly powers straight away to punish the humans and force Zeus to secure the return of Persephone? It is possible that this was a later addition or was included specifically as a connection to the mysteries as was discussed before the themes surrounding Demophon are echoed in the mysteries. That segment of the hymn could have very easily been a separate composition. So because of the inclusion of such an unnecessary part of the narrative can we then come to the conclusion that perhaps the author was in fact a member of the cult and included this specifically for members of the cult to understand.  

The Ninnion tablet is an example of iconography relating to the Eleusinian mysteries and the myth of Persephone. It was discovered in Eleusis in 1895 and has been dated to be from 370 BCE, the location it was discovered and the scene it depicts leaves no doubt that it is related to the mysteries . Fig 1 shows the tablet and we can see many aspects that relate to both the mysteries and the myth. On the right there are two figures both seated, these are Demeter and Persephone, the figures respectively right in front of the two goddess are both carrying two torches this is a reference to Demeter carrying the torches while she searched for Persephone and also displays that they are initiated into the cult as that is a part of the rites or perhaps they are being initiated into the cult and their carrying of the torches is meant to represent their transition into the cult in the same was Demeter moved from place to place when seeking Persephone. It is more likely that this is an initiation ritual of some sort we reach this conclusion as for the reasons mentioned before it is prohibited to reveal the mysteries so it stands to reason they would only show a part of the rites that is shrouded in less secrecy. We can also see the figure on the top row one in from the left carrying what looks like a jug, given the context that is most likely a jug of kykeon. We do face some issues with the tablet firstly it is an instantiation of the mysteries so it is limited to what the artist understands of them so what is depicted there may not be the most important aspects but it is all that we can see of them, the other factors which limit what we can learn is the medium a tablet provides limited space for painting and can only be 2D. The most important thing to keep in mind though is that just because what the artist has chosen is what we see we should not assume that they were the most key points.

As we have seen the myth of Persephone and the Eleusinian mysteries are intimately linked together but it would be a mistake to think of them two mutually exclusive entities linked by some references, through the eye of the modern reader we are attempting to discern the link between the two as if they existed in two different sphere of culture, for the Greeks however it would have been as if one could not have existed without the other. The most important relation those is between the mysteries and Demeter, as the goddess of the seasons she is also connected to life and death and that is what the main purpose of the myth of Persephone is, illustrating that in the context of the Eleusinian mysteries and demonstrating the two gifts she gave to mankind, the first is the a good life and the hopes for a better afterlife and the second is the mysteries.
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(Ninnion Tablet c370 BCE)
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