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ELEUSI S was a small bay city approximately fifteen mles
nort hwest of Athens. Beginning as early as the fifteenth
century BCE, an agricultural cult of the goddess Deneter is
associated with the location. It is this provincial
fertility cult which grewin Hellenistic tinmes to becone the
nmost i nportant of the nysteria negale, the great nystery
religions. Noted historian Walter Burkert expl ains that
these nysteries were not religious bodies apart fromthe

w der context of ancient paganism but rather were
tangential and suppl enental for those who desired them
"Mysteries," he says, "were initiation rituals of a

vol untary, personal, and secret character that ained at a
change of m nd through experience of the sacred."[1]

Schol ars have |l ong held considerable interest in these
nmysteries: of Dionysos, O pheus, Mthras, Cybele, and Isis;
but none quite so nmuch as those of the goddess Deneter and
her daught er Persephone, cel ebrated before thousands of



initiates every fall in ancient Geece. Al though we know
that the El eusinian Mysteries profoundly inpressed those who
experi enced them nodern scholarship has struggled for well
over a century to explain why the secret rites within the
sanctuary were so conpelling and convincing to so many
peopl e of varied background and sophistication. The
curiosity with which classical scholars approach this
probl em has not dimnished to the present day.

The Eleusinian rites were just as conpelling in the pagan
worl d and were highly respected and revered. Pausanias tells
us they were held in superiority to all other religious
functions "as gods are higher than heroes."[2] It was, of
course, forbidden to disclose the secrets of the initiations-
-those who did faced exile or death [3] -- and so our
sources for reconstructing the events are soneti nes sparse
or questionable. Accepting this Ilimtation, we may proceed
to exam ne what facts remain avail able. W have as our
sources not only literary testinonies, but the architectural
and artistic remains fromthe site and el sewhere. Ceorge

Myl onas, who perfornmed a conpl ete archaeol ogi cal survey of
the site four decades ago, confronted the whole of this data
and was both confident and frustrated: "W cannot know, at

| east we still do not know, what was the full content and
meani ng of the Mysteries of Deneter held at Eleusis. W know
the details of the ritual but not its nmeaning."[4] W can
descri be wth sone degree of confidence both the order of
events and even--in certain limted cases--the acts

per f or med.

The ol dest and nost fundanental source related to the

El eusinia is the Homeric Hycim to Deneter,[5] probably
conposed in the seventh century BCE, which records the
sacred story or hieros logos of the cult. The Hymm contai ns
the nythic kernel of the Eleusinian religion and provides

I nportant clues about the rites. Init we read of the
famliar tale of Persephone, who while gathering flowers far
from her nother Deneter, was captured by the nether-god

Pl out on and secreted away into the depths of the earth to be
hi s queen. Deneter exiles herself from d ynpus and goes
wandering on the earth in search of the maiden, arriving
eventual |y at none other than El eusis:



No man, no woman who saw her recogni zed her, unti
she arrived at the home of clever Kel eos, who was
the king of fragrant Eleusis at the tine. The
daughters of Kel eos of Eleusis saw her as they cane
to draw water. ... They did not recogni ze her, for
gods are hard for nortals to see (95-97, 105, 110).

Deneter, disguised as an old woman nanmed Doso, goes with the
girls to Keleos' household, on pretext of becom ng a wet
nurse for the new y-born son of Queen Metaneira. However,
once they arrive at the pal ace, the goddess is obviously
forlorn.

She sat down, holding her veil in front wth her
hands. For a long tinme she sat there on the stool
sorrowmful Iy, w thout speaking; and made no cont act
with anyone in word or gesture. Wthout smling,

Wi t hout touching food or drink she sat, consuned

Wi th yearning for her daughter, until |anbe

under stood and made plenty of jokes and jests and
made the holy Lady smle with kindly heart, and
ever afterward she continues to delight her spirit.
Then Metaneira filled a cup of sweet w ne and
offered it to her, but she refused it, for she said
It was not right for her to drink red wne. Instead
she asked her to give her barley groats and water

m xed with crusted pennyroyal to drink. She nade

t he conmpound, the kykeon, as she conmanded, and
offered it to the goddess. Deo the greatly revered
accepted it for the sake of the cerenony (196-211).

Al'l goes well, and Doso is given charge of young Denophon.
One evening, though, the Queen discovers the old wonman
passi ng her son through fire in a magical operation designed
to render himimortal. Deneter, offended, then reveals
herself. Sick wwth grief, she causes the earth to becone
barren. The gods are threatened with the end of mankind's
honor for them so Zeus sends one after another to coax
Denet er back to Aynpus. She refuses to | eave until

Per sephone is returned, so Zeus sends Hernes into the
netherworld to bring the mai den back. The nother and
daughter are joyfully reunited, and in cel ebrati on Deneter
lifts her curse on the earth and bestows the Mysteries upon



t he peopl e of El eusis:

Pronptly [Deneter] sent up fruit on the rich-soiled
fields, and the whole broad | and was | oaded with

| eaves and flowers. She went to the royal stewards
of the right and to Triptol enos, Diokles the driver
of horses, m ghty Eunol pos, and Kel eos the | eader
of the people. She showed the tendance of the holy
things and explicated the rites to themall, to

Tri ptol enos, to Pol yxeinos, and to D okl es--sacred
rites, which it is forbidden to transgress, to
inquire into, or to speak about, for great
reverence of the gods constrains their voice.

Bl essed of earthbound nen is he who has seen these
t hi ngs, but he who dies wthout fulfilling the holy
t hi ngs, and he who is wthout a share of them has
no clai mever on such bl essings, even when departed
down to the nol dy darkness (471-483).

The rites of the Geater Mysteries, to which the Honeric
Hyrm refers, were held in the autumm every year. The day
before the cel ebration began, the hiera -- "holy relics" --
were taken fromthe inner Sanctuary of Deneter in Eleusis
and transported to the acropolis of Athens in seal ed chests
(kistai). There were four days of el aborate preparation
during which aspirants offered piglets for sacrifice, bathed
in the sea, fasted, and rested.

On the fifth day, the procession, bearing the chests
containing the Hera, started out from Athens al ong the
fourteen-mle Sacred Way to the Telesterion in Eleusis, a
gigantic hall of initiation |arge enough to hold well over a
thousand initiates at a tine The enthusiasmand spirit of
the crowd was personified in a boy-god naned |acchos, and
they sang and celebrated all along the road.[6] At night the
parade would arrive at the outer court in Eleusis, where it
woul d spend the night in song and dance.[7] These

conspi cuous events above took place in public for any to
see. \What happened at Eleusis in the privacy of the
Sanctuary is another matter entirely.

The Telete ("Perfection") began the evening of Boedrom on
20. By every indication, the initiates continued to fast



until nightfall on the 20th, when they ended the abstention
with the sacred kykeon: the traditional brew of barley
groats, water and pennyroyal which the goddess Deneter
accepts "for the sake of the cerenony” in the Honmeric Hym.
Then, within the walls of the conplex, the initiates were
taken through an initiation process involving, as we have it
fromancient authors, three elenents: the Dronena ("Drama"),
the Legonena ("Sayings"), and the Dei knynena ("D spl ayi ng").

The Dronena was certainly sone enactnent of the hieros

| ogos. This dramatization, perfornmed "with very few

expl anatory words and no di al ogue" [8], followed the
wanderi ngs of the Goddess as she nourned the Kore, going to
different |locations within the walls of the Sanctuary which
were, according to | egend, the actual |andmarks in the
Homeric Hymrm. At the di sappearance of the Miiden, her nane
was called out and the initiates were startled by the
crashing of a great cynbal .[9] It is contestable that the
wanderings included a terrifying sojourn into the
underworl d. Carl Kerényi insists the Drama nust have been
not a stage-play, but a nystic dance.[10] Certainly the
interior of the Telesterion was ill-suited to a play in any
realistic sense, there being no stage and al t oget her too
many colums for everyone to have a clear view of

t hi ngs.[11] Whatever the details, we know the subject and
the culmnation. Lactantius (d. 310 AD) says that Persephone
"is sought with lighted torches through the night, and when
she has been found the whole rite ends wth expressions of

j oy and brandi shing of torches."[12]

Less accessible are the Legonena. "Schol ars agree that the

| egonena were not sernons, or long religious discourses, but
short liturgical statenents and expl anati ons, and perhaps

I nvocati ons. They were brief comments acconpanying the
dronmena. " [13] Any who repeated the words |ater faced
execution. Only one such saying has survived and its context
in the nysteries remains unclear. [14] Al though Myl onas
feels it had no place at all in the Eleusinia, but bel onged
to the cult of Cybele and Attis[15], nobst schol ars have
attenpted to include it in their attenpts at reconstruction.

The Dei knynena was the conpl etion, and nost profound part,
of the rite. A special priest called the Hi erophant



("D splayer of the H era") would energe fromthe Anaktoron
(a small "holy of holies" wthin the Tel esterion which only
he could enter) and, bathed in dazzling torchlight, display
the Hera. Cenment of Alexandria clainmed the Hi era included
the foll owi ng: sesane cakes shaped as pyramds, balls, and
navel s; salt-balls; a snake; ponegranates; fig branches;
fennel stalks; ivy | eaves; poppies; "unutterable synbol s" of
the earth goddess Them s, marjoram a |anp, a sword, and a
nodel of the fenmale genitals.[16] Cenent's wtness has been
underm ned by nore recent scholarship, and there is little
confidence in our ability to know what the kistai contained.
It is reasonable to assune that the H era were objects |arge
enough for those present to see.

One year or nore after experiencing the Telete, the initiate
was entitled to attain the final degree in the nysteries of
El eusis, called Epopteia, "the Beholding." It is comonly
believed that the rite was held in the Telesterion after the
Tel ete, once the general initiates had been evacuated. W
have a few ancient sources--nearly all Christian--which
woul d purport to betray this ultimte nmystery. O these, the
one nost likely to have historical value [17] is the

quot ati on Hi ppol ytus gives us fromthe witings of a now
unknown Naassene teacher:

The At heni ans, when they conduct the El eusinian
nysteries, reveal in silence to the epoptai the
great, wonderful, nost perfect initiation nystery,
t he epopti kon, an ear of grain. This ear of grain
Is for the Athenians the great initiatory |ight-
bringer fromthat which is unformed, as when the

hi erophant hinself ... at night in Eleusis beneath
a huge fire, celebrating the great and unspeakabl e
nysteries, cries aloud, "The Lady Brino has brought
forth a holy son, Brinos." [18]

After a day of libations and offerings, the initiates
departed the Sanctuary, utterly convinced that they had
truly witnessed unspeakable, divine nysteries. Herein lies
the historian's problem Exactly how are we to account for
the superlative inpact these rites had upon nost, if not
all, of its participants? Mylonas clearly defines this

eni gnma:



What ever the substance and neani ng of the Mysteries
was, the fact remains that the cult of Eleusis
sati sfied the nost sincere yearnings and the
deepest |ongings of the human heart. The initiates
returned fromtheir pilgrimges to Eleusis full of
joy and happi ness, with the fear of death

di m ni shed and the strengt hened hope of a better
life in the world of shadows: "Thrice happy are
those of nortals, who having seen those rites
depart for Hades; for to themalone is it granted
to have true life there; to the rest all there is
evil," Sophokles cries out exultantly. And to this
Pindar with equal exultation answers: "Happy is he
who, having seen these rites goes bel ow the hol | ow
earth; for he knows the end of |life and he knows

I ts god-sent beginning."” Wen we read these and
other simlar statenents witten by the great or
nearly great of the ancient world, by the

dramati sts and the thinkers, when we picture the
magni fi cent buil di ngs and nonunents constructed at
El eusis by great political figures |ike

Pei si stratos, Kinon, Perikles, Hadrian, Marcus
Aurelius and others, we cannot hel p but believe
that the Mysteries of Eleusis were not an enpty,
childish affair devised by shrewd priests to fool

t he peasant and the ignorant, but a phil osophy of
life that possessed substance and neani ng and

I nparted a nodi cum of truth to the yearning human
soul. That belief is strengthened when we read in
Cicero that Athens has given nothing to the world
nore excellent than or divine than the El eusinian
Mysteries).[19]

W are at a loss to explain how any nere dance, any nere
torchlight, any nmere mani pul ati on of objects pulled froma
basket coul d produce such life-renewing effects. No matter
what sort of grain the perfected initiates of the Epopteia
degree saw in the silent spotlight, we cannot imagine howit
was perceived as so spectacular, divine, and fulfilling. And
yet it was. Al scholars agree that sonething extraordinary,
bordering on the otherworl dly, happened in the Tel esterion.



In the earlier part of the century, it was fashi onabl e anpong
scholars to assert that the spectacul ar content of the
nmysteries was derived fromthe performance of a hieros
ganos, or sacred marriage. Accepting the |lewd insinuations
of the early Christian bishops, Jane Ellen Harrison, Pau
Foucart, Mrcea Eliade, E. O Janes and many ot hers concl uded
that a cultic orgia took place between the Hi erophant and
the priestess of Deneter in the indirect presence of the
initiates.[20] In Asterios we read the accusation that at
the height of the Telete, the H erophant and a priestess of
Deneter descend into a basenent chanber (katabasion) in the
Tel esterion. "Are not the torches then extinguished," he
asks, "and the vast crowd believes that its salvation
depends on what those two act in the darkness?" [21] d enent
of Al exandria does not nention any particul ar sexual act,
but certainly inplies sonething of the sort when he | anents
that "Fornmerly night, which drew a veil over the pleasures
of tenperate nen, was a tinme for silence. But now, when
night is for those who are being initiated a tenptation to

| i centi ousness, talk abounds, and the torch-fires convict
unbridl ed passions." [22]

Apparently accepting the insinuations of Cenent and
Asteri os as veraci ous, Foucart paints a seany picture of the
Tel ete. The Hi erophant and priestess descend together. The
Initiates begin the El eusinian chant hie kye ("Rain!
Conceive!") as the two officiants consummate their sexua

uni on. Suddenly they energe victoriously wiwth the child
Brinos... and all present are saved.[23] Certainly such an
experience woul d be nenorable for all concerned. However, if
this was indeed the expl osive secret of the nysteries, we
are unabl e--even considering the different sexual attitudes
of pagan Geece--to realistically explain the historical

I npact of these rites. Furthernore, we are probably making a
m stake if we take the testinony of the uninitiated Asterios
and Cl enent over the loftier witnesses of the archaeol ogi cal
data itself [24] as well as such promnent (and initiated)
ancients as Aristotle, G cero, Horace, and Plutarch. One
cannot imagi ne such nen standing in suprene awe at what
woul d have resenbl ed but a diluted and ornanentalized
Bacchanal i a.

Poi nting out the ancient attestation that the H erophant was



cel i bat e[ 25], even Jung concludes that only a spiritual or
cerenoni al, not physical, marriage could have occurred at
El eusis.[26] The sexual relationship of Persephone and

Pl outon was not acted out or celebrated initself. In the
Honmeric Hymrm, the nysteries are not instituted at the rape
of Persephone, but at her return. The birth of Brinops that
was reportedly stressed refers nore likely to Deneter's
"fiery adoption"” of the queen's son Denophon than to an

ot herwi se unknown child of Pl outon and Persephone. [ 27]

Anot her theory to explain the regenerative powers of the
nmysteries in sexual terns has been put forth in various
versions by such scholars as Al brecht D eterich, Afred
Korte and Oto Kern. These solutions are inspired by C enent
of Al exandria's so-called "password":

| fasted;

| drank the kykeon;

| took fromthe chest;

| did the work, [or "I tasted"]

| placed in the basket,

and fromthe basket into the chest. [28]

Dieterich took this as a suggestion that the nystic chest
contained a phallus with which the initiate touched

hinsel f.[29] But not even Clenent clains a phallus to be
part of the inventory of the H era. Neverthel ess, the idea
that sone bizarre sexual rite took place in the handling of
the sacred relics becane a favorite explanation for the

I npact the nysteries possessed. Any nunber of variations of
this thene have nade thensel ves known:

...Korte maintained that not a phallus but the
femal e pudenda, the kteis... was contained in the
ki ste [chest]. According to Korte by sliding the
kteis over his body, the initiate believed that he
was reborn, that he had becone a child of Deneter.
Kern... going a step further, maintained that the
initiate actually canme into a synbolic union with
t he Goddess by mani pulating his own genital organ
In the kteis. Picard projected a nystic union of
the initiate with Deneter and Di onysos effected by
t he mani pul ati on of a phallus and a kteis...



W | anowi t z suggested that by nerely seeing or
touching the kteis the initiate was bound to the
Goddess with a bond that bl essed and sanctified
hi m [ 30]

Al this conjecture is drawn from d enent's password and the
vague suspicions of Christian witers |ike Tertullian and
Asterios. Quite apart fromthe unlikelihood that such rites
coul d honestly | eave thousands awestruck year after year is
their inpracticality. Unless we postulate the awkward i nmage
of multiple sets of Hiera and multiple hierophants working
at the sane tinme in different corners of the Tel esterion,

t here woul d not have been enough tine in the Telete to all ow
each initiate his turn in handling the sacred objects. Even
Initiating around the clock for forty-eight hours running,
only 576 five-mnute initiations would be possible.
Furthernore, outside of the scholarly elucidations of

er gasanenos, [ 31] we have no claimat all that the nysteries
at El eusis were culmnated in sonething the initiand did or
acted wwth his own hands. "If there is any point upon which
all witnesses agree, it is that the clinmax of the El eusinian
Mysteries was not a ritual, or anything which the nystes did
or physically experienced, but a vision." [32] Al of the
evi dence points to the sinultaneous revelation of the Hera
to all the initiates by the H erophant.[33] Certainly
Clenment's "password" is not on this basis alone to be
forbidden a role in the nysteries, but it cannot represent
the Tel ete proper.

It is unlikely that eroticismwas conpletely absent fromthe
El eusi nian nmysteries, but it is inpossible to conclude from
evidence that literal or synbolic sex acts constituted the
sacred revel ation of the epopteia. Such expl anations, and
others just as unlikely [34], were put forward by | earned
scholars who were well aware of the inconsistencies

I nvol ved. Perhaps such uses of the evidence were justified
by the know edge that the greatest inconsistency of al

woul d be that nothing spectacul ar happened at Eleusis to

| eave such deep marks in the psychic |ife of Mediterranean
antiquity.

The notion that consciousness-altering drugs m ght have been
enployed in the nystery rites was not new when R Gordon



Wasson, Carl A.P. Ruck, and Al bert Hof mann proposed in a
1978 study that the sacred kykeon with which the initiates
ended their week-1ong fast contained a hall uci nogenic
conmpound. As early as 1964 Huston Smth had reached that
very concl usion, and Robert Graves in the sane year
publ i shed an essay suggesting the priests of the Eleusinia
had di scovered a variety of hallucinogenic nmushroom t hat
coul d be baked into offering cakes and yet retain
psychedel ic potency. [35] Carl Kerényi, in conjunction with
Hof mann, was considering the possible narcotic effects of
pennyroyal in connection with the nysteries.[36] But of the
three ingredients of kykeon nentioned in the Honeric Hym- -
wat er, barl ey and pennyroyal |eaves--it is barley which is
the nost |ikely source of an hall uci nogenic drug.

Barl ey, wheat, rye and other cereals may be visited by the
parasitic fungus ergot (C aviceps purpurea). Ergot contains
a nunber of al kal oi ds, several of which are psychoacti ve,

I ncluding ergine (d-lysergic acid am de) and er gonovi ne.
Ergine is the botanical source of one of the nost powerful
psychedel i ¢ conpounds known, the nodern synthetic LSD, and
produces simlar effects.[37] The theory of WAsson and his
col | eagues (the Wasson- Hof mann- Ruck nodel ) is that the

I nhabitants of Eleusis had di scovered the psychedelic
properties of ergot and that the nystery rites enacted there
were an outgrowt h of powerful halluci nogenic experiences.

What is particularly striking about this purport as opposed
to others is that it explicates the surviving evidence

W thout contradicting it in any way. It explains the

I nportance of the kykeon. It explains the enhanced feelings
of enpathy which gripped the initiates as they sought the

| ost Kore. It explains the amazenent of the initiates as the
holy relics were displayed in the brilliant firelight. Mbst
of all, it is the best solution yet to the question of how
the Epopteia, in which the H erophant in silence held out an
ear of grain, could have been the profound cul m nation of
the nysteries which it was perceived to be. Indeed, sone of
our w tnesses seemto demand recourse to sone form of
altered state of consciousness. Although the nystai
understood fromthe nysteries that "death is for nortals no
| onger an evil, but a blessing" [38] we have the inportant
testinony of Aristotle:



Initiates do not need to understand anyt hing;
rat her, they undergo an experience and a
di sposition -- becone, that is, deserving. [39]

This interesting assertion should be conpared with
Plutarch's description of the psychol ogi cal condition of the
Initiate, whom he conpares to one who would |ike to becone a
phi | osopher:

Just as persons who are being initiated into the
nysteries throng together at the outset amd tunult
and shouting, and jostle against one another, but
when the holy rites are being perforned and

di scl osed the people are imediately attentive in
awe and silence, so too at the beginning of

phi |l osophy. [...H e who has succeeded in getting
I nsi de, and has seen a great light, as though a
shrine had been opened, adopts another bearing of
sil ence and anazenent, and "hunbl e and orderly
attends upon" reason as upon a god. [40]

In a simlar and even nore descriptive passage, Plutarch
conpares initiation to the experience of death and the
i beration fromthe body:

(At the nonent of death) the soul suffers an
experience simlar to those who cel ebrate great
initiations... Wanderings astray in the beginning,
tiresonme wal kings in circles, sone frightening
paths in darkness that | ead nowhere; then

I mredi ately before the end all the terrible things,
pani ¢ and shivering and sweat, and anazenent. And

t hen sone wonderful |ight cones to neet you, pure
regi ons and neadows are there to greet you, wth
sounds and dances and sol emm, sacred words and holy
views; and there the initiate, perfect by now, set
free and | oose fromall bondage, wal ks about,
crowmned with a weath, celebrating the festival
together with the other sacred and pure people, and
he | ooks down on the uninitiated, unpurified crowd
in this world in nmud and fog beneath his feet. [41]



As if to elucidate this idea, the phil osopher Proclus
descri bes that the officiants of the El eusinia "cause"
alterations in the psychol ogi cal states of the nystai...

They cause the synpathy of the souls with the
ritual [dronmena] in a way that is inconprehensible
to us, and divine, so that sone of the initiands
are stricken with panic, being filled with divine
awe; others assimlate thenselves to the holy
synbols, leave their own identity, becone at hone
Wi th the gods, and experience divine possession.
[42]

This passage is cited by Burkert who holds it "should be
taken seriously as containing authentic tradition," since
Procl us knew t he daughter of a H erophant on a personal
basis.[43] If we do take it seriously, it becones clear that
initiates did (in fact were "caused" to) experience extrene
and subj ective states of consciousness the specific details
of which correspond quite directly with the reported effects
of lysergic acid hallucinogens. Myst notable are Plutarch's
descriptions of the initial agitated confusion, sensation of
cold or trenbling, and increase in perspiration. The
physi ol ogi cal effects of LSD, "especially conspicuous in the
first hour, before the psychol ogi cal effects becone obvi ous
[are]: dilatation of the pupils; increase in deep tendon
refl exes; increased heart rate, blood pressure, and body
tenperature; mld dizziness or nausea, chills, tingling,
trenbling; slow deep breathing; |oss of appetite; and
Insomia." [44] Along with these effects, an increase in
bot h perspiration and bl ood glucose |evels are noted by
Julien, who reports that the physiol ogical effects of LSD,
"al t hough noticable, seldominterfere with the psychedelic
experience and are seldom serious." [45] The effects in
question for this study, those nentioned in Plutarch, have
been observed wth the use of the natural substance

er gonovi ne. [ 46]

It is explicit fromAristotle, Proclus and Plutarch that the
nmysteries were experienced, not explained. In fact, they
were consi dered arrheta, unspeakable, not just because it
was illegal to disclose what transpired in the sanctuary,
but because the transcendent nature of the experience defied



attenpts to communicate it in | anguage. By sone nethod, the
Initiates nust have been conditioned to "receive" this
nmessage wth sone degree of accuracy and personal
satisfaction. Wiat the initiates "learned" during the
nmysteries was acconplished by sight and wi thout explicit
ver bal teaching. The Legonena were not theol ogi cal

di scourses but short, cryptic statenents. WK C. GQuthrie
correctly noted that we "can scarcely speak of anything so
definite as doctrine in connexion wwth Eleusis." [47] It is
natural to infer the use of altered states of consci ousness
fromthe fact that nevertheless the nysteries did

comruni cate a rather conplicated nessage with nore or |ess
precision. "The initiate was shown things," says Guthrie,
"and convinced of his salvation by the evidence of his own
eyes." [48] That sone formof altered state was responsible
was the suggestion of Walter Oto even before the drug
hypot hesi s becane an i ssue:

...the truth, disclosed to the nystai by inmages,
signs, or words, nust have been sonething

absol utely new, astonishing, inaccessible to

rati onal recognition. This is alnost self-evident.
And yet it has often been forgotten. ... During the
sacrosanct action the nystes is passive; he
receives no teachings, but is put into a state
which is not subject to natural explanation
(enphasi s added). [49]

One natural explanation, however, for an altered state of
consci ousness whi ch woul d enhance human vi sual perceptions
and add seemngly spiritual signifigance to themis the

hal | uci nogeni c properties of ergot. It is specifically the
perception of visual stinuli that is nost affected by these
psychedel i ¢ conpounds. [50] The subject's perceptions are
magni fied in contrast and intensity. Cross-sensory
perceptions are also reported: the "texture" of a color, for
I nstance, or the "sight" of a sound. Even this cross-

nodal ity perception is suggested by one of the ancient

W tnesses, Aristides the Rhetor, who wites, "Eleusis is a
shrine common to the whole earth... it is both the nost
awesonme and the nost | um nous. At what place in the world
have nore mracul ous tidings been sung, and where have the
dronmena called forth greater enotion, where has there been



greater rivalry between seeing and hearing?" [51]

Taken on their own nerits, surely these psychol ogi cal
testinonies fromancient tinmes sound fantastic. Yet either
Aristotle, Plutarch, Proclus and Aristides were conspiring
to deceive their contenporaries, or the fantastic did
happen. According to Kerényi, we nust accept this as self-
evident if we are to inmagine the nysteries "worked" and
fulfilled their purpose:

It was essentially a wordless initiation that led to a
know edge which it was neither necessary nor possible to
clothe in words. W have to assune, in the history of the
El eusi ni an nysteries, a certain period during which the ear
of grain, under whatever circunstances it was shown, was
transparently clear in neaning to the cel ebrants. W nust
take it as axiomatic that such a transparent neani ng was
there in the very fact of the nystery-festival being

cel ebrated and experienced at all. [52]

A nystes whose perceptions had been reconditioned with
ergi ne or ergonovine actually would feel such deep neani ngs
had suddenly and i nexplicably becone transparent. Like the
nmysteries, nust of what has been reported about the
psychol ogi cal effects of hallucinogenic drugs is difficult,
and perhaps inpossible, to inagi ne without benefit of
experience. In both cases it is stated that the effects are
so great that they preclude description. W have no choi ce
but to work with the attenpted accounts given us in
scientific literature, such as the foll ow ng:

The psychi c changes and the attendant abnormal states of
consci ousness i nduced by hallucinogens differ so utterly
fromordi nary experiences of the outer and inner world that
t hey cannot be described in the usual |anguage of the daily
pattern of the outer and inner universe. The profound
changes in conception of the universe towards either the

di abol i cal sphere or celestial transfiguration may be

expl ained by alterations in space and tine perception--the
two basic el enents of human exi stence. The experience of
corporeity and the spiritual being may |i kew se be deeply
af fected. The partaker of an halluci nogen forsakes the
famliar world and, yet in full consciousness, enbraces a



ki nd of quasi-dream worl d operating under different
standards, strange dinensions and in a different tinme. [53]

As shown above, all of the traits of the telete given by
Plutarch and by Proclus are closely paralleled by the known
comon physi ol ogi cal and psychol ogi cal effects of |ysergic
aci d- based drugs. For these reasons the Wasson- Hof mann- Ruck
nmodel is remarkably strong, explaining as it does the

subj ective psychol ogical state of the initiates and doing so
with elenments which can be traced directly to the origin of
the cult. Furthernore, it is in thorough accord with the
ancient testinonies regarding the sacred activities at

El eusis. [54] The drug hypothesis fits.

How future scholarship will deal with this interpretation of
the facts has not yet becone clear. Few new mgjor studies of
the nystery religions have appeared since 1978, when The
Road to El eusis was published. In Ancient Mystery Cults
(1987), Walter Burkert does nention both Kerényi's and the
Wasson group's drug theories, the latter of which he calls a
“nore sophisticated guess."” [55] Burkert raises three very
brief objections [56] to the Wasson- Hof mann- Ruck nodel, al

of which we will exam ne:

Did ergot really infect the grains of the Rharian
field?

Wul d El eusi s have been able to get enough of the
drug for all the initiates?

I s not ergot poisoning very unpleasant? |If so, how
could it produce euphoria?

The question of whether ergot was extant in that place in
Greece during the tinmes in question is one which cannot be
answered definitely. However, given the w despread

persi stence of the various types of ergot, it is unlikely
that the grains and grasses of ancient G eece sonehow
escaped playing its host. Hof mann insists that we are not
"pulling a long bow' in assum ng that sone of the El eusinian
barl ey was prey to the C aviceps purpurea with its

hal | uci nogeni ¢ al kal oids. [57] |Indeed, theories far nore

| nprobabl e that this one are regularly given serious

consi deration by historians, and rightly so. The conpl ete
absence of ergot, and not its presence, would be difficult



to justify.

Burkert's skepticismthat the El eusinians could have

consi stently obtained "the quantities needed" for all of the
initiates is simlarly unjustified. It is true that ergine
and ergonovi ne both are only 5-10% as potent as LSD.

However, LSD is extrenely potent, producing its nost notable
effects in doses as mniscule as 100 mlIlionths of a gram
(ng). Ergine and ergonovi ne produce the sane effects in
doses of 1 to 2 thousandths of a gram (ng). Several grans of
the drug woul d be perfectly enough for one year's
Initiations.

Al t hough to ensure the successful collection of the drug on
an annual basis would require a not insignificant anmount of
grain, it is extrenely unlikely that a religious center as
fanmous and powerful as Eleusis would not be able to procure
in ayear's tine the small anpbunt of ergot al kal oi ds needed
for the initiations. Fromthe fifth century BCE, a decree
was in effect that all of Geece should send a portion of
its barley and wheat crops to Eleusis. These offerings were
kept in a special silo at El eusis wherein any ergot

contam nation would be able to spread rather quickly.[58] If
anyt hing, the problemwas the sane then as it was in |ater
Eur opean history: not how to get enough ergot, but how to
keep the pure grain from becom ng i nfected.

The question of ergot poisoning (ergotism is a nore valid
one. However, it is not the Wasson- Hof mann- Ruck theory that
the initiates suffered this illness. Ergotismwas a serious,
often deadly, problemduring the Mddl e Ages, when infected
grains were used in bread-making. [59] Known as "St.

Ant hony's Fire," its synptons included delirium nuscle
spasns, hal |l uci nati on, even gangrene. Today we know t hat
ergotismis caused by specific ergot al kal oids such as

er got oxi ne and ergotam ne. Dr. Hof mann's chapter in The Road
to Eleusis is devoted specifically to the question of

whet her the G eeks could have isolated the val uable
properties of ergot. Because the poi sonous al kal oi ds are not
wat er - sol ubl e, Hof mann concl udes that it would have been

el ementary to elimnate this problem



The separation of the halluci nogeni c agents by
sinple water solution fromthe non-sol uble
ergot am ne and ergot oxi ne al kal oids was well w thin
the range of possibilities open to Early Man in
Greece. [60]

This portion of Burkert's critique is thus not a problem It
was possible to receive the pharnmacol ogi cal benefits of
ergot wthout its painful and destructive poisons, [61] as
our nedi cal industry in fact does today in commerci al
preparati ons of ergonovine.

Burkert's concerns have sone validity, but they were sone of
t he sane concerns Wasson and his associates felt when they
were developing their nodel. Al of themare treated, | fee
satisfactorily, in the original thesis.

There is, however, a final objection which is not scientific
but phil osophical: nanmely, whether drugs of this sort can in
fact produce desirable religious states or if they instead
are inherently destructive. After raising the questions just
treated, Burkert continues: "Wat is perhaps nore inportant
Is that the use of drugs, as our tine has been dooned to
see, does not create a true sense of conmunity but rather

| eads to isolation." [62]

What ever truth there is in this statenment may stemnore from
our cultural biases than any actual reality.[63] It is,

rat her, a val ue judgenent unbecom ng one trained in either
ant hr opol ogy or psychol ogy. It resenbles the caveat once

rai sed by the great orientalist R C. Zaehner. Reacting
strongly against the sentinments of Al dous Huxl ey,
specifically that nescaline could i nduce a nystical state,
Zaehner made the derisive comment that:

It nust therefore follow, if we accept the fatal
‘platitude', that not only can 'nysti cal
experience be obtained artificially by the taking
of drugs, it is also naturally present in the
manic. It nust then follow that the vision of God
of the nystical saint is 'one and the sane' as the
hal | uci nation of the |unatic.[64]



This is a drastic overgeneralization. Even before the

consi derati on of hallucinogenic drugs, the nystical state
had al ready | ong been conpared with that of the psychotic,
and rightly so. The conparison is neither unreasonabl e nor

irrelevant. Extrene religious experiences, |like other types
of experience, may be had by the psychotic and non-psychotic
alike. "It follows," answers Huston Smth, "that religion is

nore than religious experiences." [65]

At the sane tine, professor Burkert acknow edges that the
initiates nust have been put into an altered state of
consci ousness verging on if not identical to the
psychedel i c:

I n psychol ogical terns, there nust have been an
experience of the "other" in a change of

consci ousness, noving far beyond what coul d be
found in everyday life. "I cane out of the nystery
hall feeling like a stranger to nyself"--this is a
rhetor's description of the experience at El eusis.
[ 66]

It is, then, a question of whether it is allowable for a
drug to be the generative factor of the expanded state.
While surely there is no drug which is by itself "religious
vi sion encapsul ated,” it would be too reckless

ant hropol ogi cally speaking to say that drugs serve no

I nportant function in mankind's religious life. Drug
researchers Ginspoon and Bakal ar found that the religious
experi ences common to psychedelic sessions are produced
ultimately not by the drug, but by the individual:

The fact that a sinple conpound |ike nitrous oxide
as well as the conplex organic nolecule of ... LSD
can produce a kind of psychedelic nystical

experi ence suggests that the human organi sm has a
rat her general capacity to attain the state and can
reach it by many different biol ogical pathways.

[67]

Thi s same concl usi on has been reached by Stanislav G of, who
has conduct ed decades of research on LSD and sim | ar



psychedelics, and nay be the world's authority in the field:

Most researchers studying the effects of
psychedel i cs have cone to the conclusion that these
drugs can best be viewed as anplifiers or catalysts
of mental processes. Instead of inducing drug-
specific states, they seemto activate pre-existing
matrices or potentials of the human m nd. [ 68]

It is, then, by no neans a sacrilege to think that the
nmysteries of Deneter and Kore m ght have utilized the
natural | y-occurring conpounds whi ch sporadically appeared on
t he heads of grain which were sacred to the goddesses. The
guestion is not whether extrene altered states of

consci ousness are accessi ble without the use of drugs, but
whet her there was any realistic neans to be certain hundreds
and thousands of initiates could be inducted into such
states reliably and regularly through the use of fasting,
nmusi ¢ and dance al one. Perhaps the ancient authors al
exaggerated the fantasticity or the universality of the
rite, omtting to nention that a |arge proportion failed
each year to see the "great light," or becone "possessed" by
the gods, or know the "rivalry between seeing and hearing."
VWiile | amprepared to go so far as to accept that it was
possi ble for sone (even many) of the initiates to achieve an
expanded consci ousness as a side-effect of the physical
rigors of the week conbi ned with autosuggesti on based upon
deeply-felt expectations, it does not seem plausible that a
maj ority of G eek-speaking people of random cl asses and

| evel s of education could |Iike clockwork attain a natural,
advanced trance state in which perceptions are changed after
the order of psychedelic drugs.

The secret of what really happened at El eusis remains one of
the premer problens for historians of religion. That a
trance state played an inportant role in the initiation is
bei ng suggested by nore and nore scholars. Wiile there are
vari ous possi ble neans of entering a mnd-altering state of
consci ousness resenbling that described in ancient sources,
the use of a botanical stinmulus is by far the nost reliable.
The nodel expressed by R Gordon Wasson, Al bert Hof nann and
Carl Ruck, nust therefore be taken seriously. Their theory
I's perhaps the first truly realistic explanation for the



nost - docunent ed aspect of the sacred nysteries: their

prof ound, beneficial and |l asting effects upon the mllions
of initiates who, at one tine or another, stood enraptured
on the steps of the torch-lit Tel esterion.
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