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About 14 miles from Athens, on the
northwestern frontier of Attica, lies
the town of Eleusis, today a modern
industrial centre with 30,000 inhabi-
tants. Far back in history, however,
Eleusis’ fame was not based on its
industries, but on its association
with Demeter, the revered goddess of
the crops. According to the ancient
myth, Demeter was devastated by the
loss of her daughter Persephone (also
known as Kore) to the god of the
underworld, and chose Eleusis as a
place of refuge in her grief. Thus
it was here that the great Eleusinian
Mysteries in honour of Demeter and
her daughter took root and flourished
until the triumph of Christianity and
the closing of the sanctuary by the
emperor Theodosius II.

The Eleusinian Mysteries are thought
by modern scholars to date back, in
one form or another, to the Bronze
Age, perhaps to the 14th century B.C.
Some argue that these mysteries came
to Greece from the eastern Mediterra-
nean, but, as is the case with our
knowledge of the rites in general,
obscurity surrounds the question. It
does seem 1logical, however, that
Eleusis, the site of one of the most
fertile plains in Greece, would come
to be connected with the great Greek
goddess of agriculture and fertility.
The imposing sanctuary built there,
which even in its ruined state today
attracts busloads of tourists, must
have been famous all over the Greek
world, attracting to its sacred halls
all those who sought two things tra-
ditional Greek religion did not offer
- a meaningful life after death and a
close personal union with a divinity.

What actually went on within the
sanctuary remains unclear, since mys-
tery cults require their initiates to
keep all rites secret lest they be
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profaned by outsiders. Ancient vis-
itors to the site, such as Pausanias
and Strabo, even hesitated to
describe the sanctuary itself, fear-
ful perhaps of the terrible conse-
quences of profanation. Yet, despite
all such secrecy, modern scholars
have been able to reconstruct some of
the activities associated with the
mysteries. For example, it is
believed that the so-called "Lesser
Mysteries" were celebrated in Athens
every February, and it was then that
the first stage of initiation took
place. Then, in the Athenian month
of Boedromion (our September), came
the celebration of the "Greater Mys-
teries" over the course of nine days
(commemorating the nine days during
which Demeter wandered the earth in
search of her abducted daughter).
The 14th day of Boedromion witnessed
a procession from Eleusis to Athens,
with the priestesses of Demeter lead-
ing the way along a route strewn with
flowers and fruit (even today this
road is known as the "Sacred Way",
and the bus between Athens and Eleu-
sis follows its path quite closely).
By the end of the day the parade
arrived in the centre of Athens, and
so the stage was set for the official
"first day" of the celebration on the
15th.

On the 15th, the Athenian magistrate
known as the Archon Basileus stood in
the agora (the Athenian market-place)
and formally declared that the cele-
bration was to begin. At this time
it is thought that cult initiates
would receive a formal benediction.
The following day saw the initiates
march to the sea coast of Attica (at
Phaleron) to sacrifice pigs and to
undergo ritual purification. More
sacrifices seem to have occupied the
next day, the 17th, and it is possi-
ble that the 18th was a day set aside



for late arrivals whe wanted to Join
in the rltes.

On the 19%h, 2 proceasion of priests
and initlates returned to Eleusis,
chanting hymns and wearing wreathe of
myrtle on their heads. They would
have arrived at the sanoiuvary zround
duzk, and all were npow ready to par-
Cicipate in the heliest rites of all,
whirch apparently took place con the
night of the 20th. There would prob-
ably have been aacrifices made, and
we think that the initiates recelved
a apeolal "communient cup Into which
went =3 drink {the Exkefon} =made of
barley-meal, water [or perhaps wine},
and mint. Next came the sacved cere-
mony ik the Great Hall, < Telester-
ion (a structure rebuilt by Pepicles
after ita destruection by the Pepmiang
ln HEQ B.C.) But it is precisely at
thiz polnt that darkness falls upon
ua - for what went o ipside the Tel-
esterion has remained a true mystery,
despibte years of specsulation ameng
medern scholars.

Or the 21=t, the final stage in the
ritual seems to have been reached,
when ocerktaln Yzacred objects® were
displayed, and the Ilpitlsztes alleg-
edly experienced a «<lose personal
union with divinity. oOn the next day
came a special rexenbrance ceremony
far the dead, and on the final day
the initiates dispetaed; each Lo his/
her own hohe, restored and pefreshed
by contactk with Lthe divipe, And it
sheuld be toted here that such "res-

toratian® was opén bto all people -
net only men, but even women and
alzves were allowed to begods initi-

atez, making thiz cult one of the
more ""demosratis"  of the ancient
world.

A visit %o Eleusla today s2till =11-
cites a Peeling <f awe, Desplibe the
ruibous  state of the sanctuary.
epough remzglps o glve one gt least =z
hint of the magnlficent place it onae
was, FExcavation of the =1te haz been
far from esay: inlti=al exploration
hegan In the 19th aentury, but wa=a
abandoned when it proved difficult ta
remoya the people living thedr llves
cn top of the asclent =ite. 1In 1860
some Freéndh archaecloglats attenpbed
to renew exosvabtion, but =oen the
Creek Archaedloglcal Service atapped
in and tock contersl. From 1882 te
180T =my=tematls cducavation was osar-
ried oan, and even :oday some eXCava-
tisns are periodieally oade, espe-
¢ially in the hope of clapilfying the
garly histery of the site. A modest,
but well appointed muzedat has beeh
bullt, in which szeme of the T(inest
artefacts found on the aite are dis=-
played. Leaving the nuseun and gaz=
ing owver the ancisnt sanctuary to
have one’z ayes ecome te rest upon
numergusa amolke—stacks belehing bnduws-
trial pollistants over oedern Eleuals
makes one feel somewhab Like being in
a bime—wapp - and alsc sakes one Won-
der how wuch "progresa® hes indeed
been made over the centurles and at
what price.
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