In a well-known passage in Aristophanes” Eysisrrate, produced In 411 BC,
the choms-leader explaing why she is pamticularly well qualified 1o offer
pseful advice to the cty:

As goom a8 T was seven, [ served as an Arrhephoras,
Then I was a Miller, Af fen I was a Bear in the
Brauronia, shedding my saffron cloak for Arternis; and I
wis onct a Kanephoros—sach a pretty sight 1 was with
my oecklace of figs.

This 1% a 18t of saced offices, any one of which would be an honour to
hold. The chionos-leader has beld tham abl, Thos she has egiablished a bors
Fides as a citizen fully devoted (o he city and its gods, I i3 (his recond of
service that gives her the dght 1 speak on public affairs,

The offices pamed are full of inerest, Ooe in particular, Uiz Bear in e
Braurgnia, has been the object of much stody i mecent years, especially
after the sanctuary in question was excavated, Brawmno is a village on the
enst coast of Atbea {se¢ map) where there was an ancient shrine of
Adternlz, The festival held there in Artemis’ hooour was called the
Brauronia, and included among other activities a rite for young gids known
as the "Arkieia," or "Rite of the Bear.” Girls who participated were called
"bears” (arived), and it seems from the passage in Aostopbanes that ten was
considered the ideal age ot which to take part in the cerémony. However,
22 it occurred only once every four vears, oot everyone could toke part in
their tenth year;, another source suggests that this was the upper limit for
the age of participants, so that some of the girls might be as young as six.

A myth was told in connection with the festival which belps us understand
its purposs, A wild bear In the region of Bragron was tamed and kept in the
sanciuary, Ope day o young gl teased the bear, which altacked ber and
goraiched out one of ber eyes. The gird's brothers killed the bear, bot this
coraged Attemis, A plagoe msulted, and the seffering people eveotually
consulted an oracle, They were told that the poddecs would be appensed if
yvoung girls "played the bear" So a festival was instituted in which gids
dressed up as bears and danced in Artemis® honour, The plagus ¢nded, and
ever after it bas been the custom for gidds {0 participate in this cemmony
before they ame marmisd,

Why would people think that dreszing up a5 a bear would appease ArtemisT
Why did lirile gicls bave to do this, and no ooe else? Ooc muast pot the
questicms thos, sioce it is obvious ihat the story is made up b2 expiain an
alveady existing rinial, not the other way around. Artemis is the goddess of
the hunt, and a particularly dangerous deity if offended, Honting itseIf is a
perilous business in primitive societies, and is pormally associated with
feelings of fear and guilt——fear for obwions reasons, and goilt for aking



life, necessary though it may be, Acting the part of an animal in advance
of the hont may help 10 assuage thess feslings. It demonstrates and
encourages communion with the world of the animals and of the goddess.
It shows the goddess that you are ber devetee. It is especially approprists
for girs to perform this ritwal on behalf of others, because, like Aremis
herself, they symbaolize youth, purity, and innocence, The goddess of the
wild iz the goddess who mufutes the young, oot only of animals but also
of bumans—ithe kogrgtrophos, as the Greeks called ber, Aremis especially
liked children, particulardy girls (boys wmed to Apollo). $he was a goddess
of childbirth, and in the sam# sanctuary at Brauron have been found the
dedications made by the families of women who died in childbirth,
Although Aremis could not save the women in question, another ime she
might, and her power must in all cases be acknowledged.

Hunting rifuals are probably the earliest context of the Adcteia However,
the ritual as it & known from classical times seems to have taken on other
functions as well, The myth spoke of girls performing the ritual before
MATTIAge; 00 FOUrcE even g3ys it was compulsory for all girls to be a bear
before they were marmed, Many scholars bave sé2n in the Addeia a form
of initiation nitwal, in which young girls were taught some basic lessons
about their foture roles as citizen wives and mothers, All socielies ssek o
inculcate important values in their young peopls by means of education,
Key stages in growth are often marked by special ceremonies, which can
be called "rites of passage” or sometimes "initation rals,” Initations
normally have some imperative associated with them: they involve things
the initiates mest leam, or present tests the indtiate musé pass before moving
on to the next stage. o the case of the Arkieia, we have a ritual that young
girls must perform before they can be marmied. The rital as a whole
displays the classic hallmarks of initiations, such as the requirement (o
spend time away from home in seclusion and the use of special costumes,
Presumably, imporiant lessons were taught about fubure dutles,

In this respect some of the other details of the cult are significant. Vases
found in the sanctuary depict athletic evemts; pechaps girds had to demon-
strare physical fiiness. Healthy mothers make for bealthy children; so the
girls were being taught ar an early age what was expected of them in this
regard. “Shedding the saffron robe,” to which the chorus-leader in
Aristophapes mfers, is another interesting detail. Saffron robas in odher
Groek texts ane said to be sexy. Aristophanes says the girls oot only wore
these sedoctve garments but eventeally took them off, and the vass
paintings bear him out. Although these pre-pubescent girls ane not sexually
mature, it looks as if some form of sex education was part of the rial.
Indeed, the vase-paintings depict many young girls taking part in the riteg
who are plainly pubescent, leading some scholars to doobt the claim of the

ancient writlen gource that ten was an upper age limil for panticipants,

Rituals often have many different purposes all at once. At one level, the
Adskiela has a straightforward goal: the goddess of the young is angry, and
unless the children do her dance she will strike them dead, People dance (o
keep the goddess happy. Ancient religion is characterized above all by the
sense of hostile, uncontrollzble powers threatening us on all sides, who
must be constanily appeased or elsa the consequences will be disastrous
iplagues, famines, earthquakes, etc.). You can never be sure that your
efforts at appeasement will succeed—the plague may still come—but you
do know that if you don't try at all, catastrophe will surely follow. If
nothing else, the performance of such rituals eases the fear in the worship-
per's mind, and in that sense they work—ihey won't stop plagues, but they
do help people get through them. On another level, rituals like the Arkieia
don't have specific goals, bul rather express ideas and values that ane
important to the socety, and in tum einforce and perpetuate those values,
thus shaping the society and giving people a sense of mcaning and
direction. This, 100, has practical psychologicsl benefits; people feel as if
they belong to something, and they feel they know "what it's all about.”

All rimnals wse symbolic behaviour to express the underdyiog system of
valpes, and animals, ¢specially in early societics, are among the commonest
and most powerful symbols. The bear is wild and ender, sociable yet alone,
myslerons and aocomplicated all &t once; s0 too is the young wnmarried
girl in Greck thought: marriage is consistently described as a kind of
taming; before marriage girls are not folly integrated into society, yet their
nature pushes them in that direction; there is no more obvious symbol of
uncomplicaied innocence, yet 25 miniatures of women (heir natures ane (20
least to men) inscrutable. Thus they “play the bear™ to honour their goddess,
well before the age al which marriage might carry them off (as it did Greek
girls as young as foumeen): other myths told how Anemis bamished in
anger, sometimes with horrible punishments (for instance, being twmed into
a bearl), girds who had left ber group of maidens for 4 man. It could be
disnstrous to reach marmiage without giving proper due to the virgin goddess
while yet young enough oneszIf. Who kmows how the kowrotrophos might
chooss 1o wreak revenge? The dedications at Brauron offier grim testimony
o one distressingly common possibility, death in childbirth—an event,
indeed, that was only too common until very recent times, Thus Aremis is
oot someons 1o trifle with, and the ressons for “playing the bear” become
quite cogent upon closer examination.



	The_Arkteia_in_Ancient_Athens_Bear_Necessities-1
	The_Arkteia_in_Ancient_Athens_Bear_Necessities
	The Arkteia in Ancient Athens - Bear Necessities
	Arkteia 2


