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the site was dominated by a female icon, 
when the chapel built here was dedicated 
to the Virgin Mary.  

Designed to inspire
The imposing vestiges of the Roman era 
that greet the visitor today signify the 
importance of Eleusis during that period. 
Hundreds of initiates once gathered in 
the spacious forecourt, slaking their thirst 

T
he splendid sanctuary of 
Eleusis, site of the Eleusinian 
Mysteries for almost 2,000 
years, sits at the heart of 
the modern, seaside town 

of Elefsina, just 25 minutes from Athens. 
From the Neolithic until the present day, 
this temple site has venerated a goddess 
of one form or another. Figurines found 
here show that from about 1500 BC, the 

sanctuary at Eleusis was dedicated to 
Demeter and her daughter Persephone. 
While the female deities of many 
sanctuaries in Europe during the Neolithic 
and Early Bronze Age were replaced by 
their male counterparts in the late Bronze 
Age and Iron Age – as happened at Delphi 
where Gaia was replaced by Apollo – 
Eleusis remained faithful to Demeter and 
Persephone. Even into the Christian era, 

Eleusis
Unshrouding the Eleusinian Mysteries
In the declining days of Mycenaean Greece, male gods were usurping their female 
counterparts. But at the sanctuary at Eleusis, Demeter and her daughter Persephone 
held their ground. Patricia Duff unveils the secrets of their mysterious rites. 
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after their long walk at the eight streaming 
founts to the left of the great gateway. 
Carvings in high relief of rosettes, crossed 
torches, and sheaves of wheat, symbols of 
the goddess, are everywhere. Nor can the 
sponsor of such building be forgotten: the 
Imperial bust of Marcus Aurelius surveys 
his works from the pediments of the twin 
triumphal arches.

No less awe inspiring to the visitor, as 
they passed through the great gateway 
of the sanctuary, were the two colossal 
caryatids – the bust of one is now on 
display in the museum – that flanked 
the lesser gateway. Continuing on and 
up above the vast granaries, they would 
have arrived at the shallow cave. This is 
probably the site of the original rites. A 
low bench carved from rock runs along 
its base, and in the cave walls are niches. 
Some of these niches have flowers, fruits 
and seeds, clearly showing that they are 
still used today. Indeed, here and there 
among the tumbled blocks throughout 
the site, visitors today can often be seen 

greece

seated in thoughtful meditation. 
Further along the Sacred Way one 

reaches the huge telesterion, or great hall, 
that stretches some 60m ahead, its tiers 
of stone seats lining all four walls able to 
hold thousands. The 42 columns that 
once supported its roof made it the largest 
indoor place of worship in its time. 

What we see today are the remains of 
the last of a succession of telesteria built, 
one after the other, to accommodate ever 
increasing numbers of initiates. Each was 
constructed over the spot of the archaic 
megaron that is alleged to have been the 
original temple of Demeter. Each telesteria 
enclosed the anaktoron, a small and ancient 

hymn to demeter
Their heart-wrenching story, first written in the 7th century BC and entitled the Hymn to 
Demeter, tells how Persephone, gathering flowers in the fields with her friends, was suddenly 
abducted by Hades and taken, screaming, down to his domain, the Underworld. Grief stricken, 
Demeter wandered the Earth searching in vain for her daughter. She changed her appearance to 
that of an old woman and came eventually to Eleusis where, sitting by a well, she was befriended 
by the daughters of Celius, Lord of the city, who took her to their mother Metaneira. There 
she was offered wine but requested instead a drink called kykeon, with which to break her 
fast. Metaneira invited Demeter to become nursemaid to her infant son; in gratitude Demeter 
determined to make him immortal by anointing him with ambrosia during the day and placing 
him within the fire at night. 

Amazed at his rapid growth, Metaneira spied on Demeter and, at the sight of her son in the fire, 
shrieked, causing Demeter to admonish her and reveal herself as the goddess she was. A temple 
was built for her, and Demeter remained within it, inconsolable at the loss of her daughter and 
deaf to the pleas of the gods who were sent to encourage her return to Olympus.

Meanwhile, the earth lay barren and a terrible famine ensued: Demeter wanted to punish Zeus 
and the other gods for allowing her daughter to be abducted. By destroying humankind, the gods 
would be deprived of the rites and sacrifices they so cherished. Finally, Hermes was 
sent to persuade Hades to release Persephone. He 
agreed but not before she ate some pomegranate 
seeds, which ensured she must return to the 
underworld for a period of each year. Mother and 
daughter were joyously reunited and Demeter 
caused plants, cereals, fruits and flowers to grow 
for the benefit of humankind.

Then, the hymn continues, she taught the 
patriarchs of the four noble families of Eleusis the 
conduct of her Mysteries: secrets of which no one 
was to speak. The unknown author comments 
that those initiated into the Mysteries were joyous, 
but those who were not, once they died, had no 
share in that joy.

LEFT PAGE, MAIn For millennia, the sanctuary at 
Eleusis was dedicated to the worship of goddesses, 
even in the Christian era when a chapel was 
dedicated to another female focus of worship the 
Virgin Mary.
LEFT Taken from the exquisitely carved frieze 
depicting a rosette and a sheaf of corn. alluding to 
Demeter, goddess of the harvest.

rIGHT A 5th century BC relief of Demeter instructing 
Triptolemus (son of King Celeus of Eleusis) to teach men 

how to cultivate wheat, watched by Persephone who 
holds a pine-torch and perhaps a crown over his head.

BELOw The bust of a stern faced Emperor Marcus 
Aurelius,  whose commissioned many new and 
impressive buildings at Eleusis in the 2nd century AD.

rIGHT Eight water founts greeted the weary 
traveller at the entrance to the temple.
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Mysteries, George E Mylonas suggests the 
upper scene that shows Persephone with 
garlands indicates the presentation at the 
Lesser Mysteries in the spring, while the 
lower register, in which Persephone is 
absent, represents Ninnion's attendance at 
the Greater Mysteries in the late autumn.

The origins of the Mysteries are 
shrouded not only in the mists of time 
but also in the secrecy demanded by the 
goddess and enforced by Athenian decree 
in the 5th century BC. Nevertheless, parts 
of the rites were performed in public, 
so various writers from 5th century BC 
until the 4th century AD made reference 
to them. The Lesser Mysteries took place 
in the spring, with the Greater Mysteries 
following seven months later, and finally 
with the highest stage of initiation, or 
Epopteia, one year later.

Ceremony of mystery
Initiation was available to anyone as long 
as they could speak Greek, had funds for 
the fees, and did not have blood on their 

room in which it is supposed the hiera – or 
sacred objects of the rites – were kept.

Successive enlargement of the telesteria, 
platforms and retaining walls encroached 
on the Kallichoron Well, where, so 
legend has it, Demeter met the daughters 
of Celius. In the 6th century BC it was 
replaced by a new well seen beside the 
great gateway, and it is here that the 
maidens performed their ceremonial 
dances, perhaps wearing kernoi on their 
heads. Kernoi were specially shaped clay 
cult vessels comprising several small cups 
in which various offerings - such as lentils, 
cereals, and perhaps oil, honey, olives,  
figs and other produce – were placed.  

The 4th century BC Tablet of Ninnion – 
a decorated red clay token found at Eleusis 
in 1895 – depicts the woman after whom it 
is named carrying such an adornment on 
her head as she is presented to Demeter. 
In his book, Eleusis and the Eleusinian 

ABOvE site plan showing the different periods of construction.

LEFT One of the two colossal caryatids that once 
stood at the gateway to the sanctuary.
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hands. A pre-initiation period of tutelage 
by a sponsor imparted knowledge of the 
sacrifices to be made. This was followed by 
the Lesser Mysteries which took place in 
Athens and included acts of purification, 
fasting and sacrifice. It is thought these 
were introduced in the 7th century BC, 

when Eleusis fell under the control of 
Athens, so that the city might be included 
in the celebrations which attracted so 
much prestige. 

It was possibly from this time, too, 
that the processions to and from Athens, 
which opened the Greater Mysteries, were 
introduced. Historical sources relate that 
sacred objects were placed in kistes – or 
covered containers – and carried to Athens 
by a procession of priests and priestesses. 
Following proclamations calling them to 
attend, those wishing to be initiated, after 
a day of meditation, would walk to the sea 
carrying a piglet. In rites of purification, 
they would wash themselves and the 
piglet. The animal was then sacrificed to 

greece

LEFT This cave is the scene of the earliest rites 
here at Eleusis. 
BELOw Offerings are still placed in the niches in 
this sanctuary that invites quiet contemplation.

ABOvE storage for the first harvest of grain that 
was offered to Demeter by all ancient cities.

the goddess because it was believed that 
the blood of piglets absorbed malevolent 
spirits lodged within human beings. The 
scene of squirming, slippery piglets being 
washed, must have caused great hilarity.

Early in the morning after two days 
spent making sacrifices, resting, and 
meditating, a great precession formed, 
led by priests bearing a statue of Iaccus 
(the bringer of salvation) and priestesses 
carrying the heira. Behind them walked 
those to be initiated with their sponsors, 
dressed in finery and wearing crowns 
of myrtle. Chanting as they walked the 
23km to Eleusis, they passed the temple of 
Apollo and then the shrine of Aphrodite, 
which can be seen on the way to Elefsina 
today, with its many offering niches 
carved into the cliff wall. 

BELOw The sacred Way that leads to the great 
telesterion.
BELOw rIGHT looking down into what was the 
telesterion, or great hall. successive buildings were 
built one over the next until in the 5th century BC, 
this was the largest indoor place of worship in the 
Classical world
BOTTOM rIGHT The telestron: a large hypostyle 
hall 60m long with seats on all four sides from which 
initiates watched the rituals.
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Hofmann suggests the priests intentionally 
infected the barley with Ergot to produce 
hallucinogenic experiences. This was done 
using a simple method of water extraction 
from already infected grain, with mint used 
to mask its rotten odour. Taken on an empty 
stomach, an altered state of mind would 
have been assured. It appears the initiates 
experienced deep melancholy and supreme 
joy perhaps in empathy with the goddesses. 
It is thought these would have been 
triggered by a re-enactment of Persephone's 
abduction to the underworld, Demeter's 

The secrets of what occurred once the 
group had passed through the doors of the 
Sanctuary have never been revealed. It is 
known that rituals were performed: dromena 
(things enacted), legomena  (things said), 
and deiknymena (things revealed). Mylonas 
argues a plausible sequence, suggesting that 
the following day was spent resting and 
fasting, and that the fast was broken in the 
evening, as was Demeter's, by drinking a 
beverage called kykeon – a blend of barley, 
water, and mint. In The Road to Eleusis: 
Unveiling the Secret of the Mysteries, Albert 

Once past the Rheitoi lake they would 
stop to have saffron coloured ribbons tied 
to their right wrist and left ankle. This 
allowed time for a rest and for the sun to 
set, so they continued on with lit torches. 
Just before Eleusis, they submitted to 
another test: they were met by a crowd 
of people who hurled insults and verbal 
abuse, to which they were supposed to 
make no response. Finally, arriving at the 
forecourt to the Sanctuary, they jubilantly 
passed the remainder of the night singing 
and dancing.

FAr LEFT The red clay Ninnion Tablet, 
dated to the 4th century BC, shows 
two scenes enacted during the rituals 
of the Great Mysteries.
LEFT One of the kernoi, a cult vessel 
that was worn on the head, with 
offerings placed in the little cups.

LEFT An eschara from the Roman period: a sacrificial brazier-
altar for sacrifices to deities of the underworld.
BELOw The blood of piglets supposedly absorbed malevolent 
spirits infecting human bodies. The ceremonially washed 

animals were sacrificed as part of the purification 
ceremony.
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known and extremely important: people 
travelled from all parts of the Classical 
world to become initiated in a place 
where a goddess had spent time, and 
given humankind two magnificent gifts: 
knowledge of the cultivation of crops, 
flowers and fruits; and knowledge of a 
joyous afterlife. For almost 2,000 years, 
people gathered to celebrate the Mysteries 
until pagan worship was finally forbidden 
by the stringent decrees of Theodosius 
between AD 389 and 391, and Christian 
monks opened the gates to the sanctuary 
allowing it to be sacked by Alaric the Goth. 

Museum idols
The on-site museum houses several finds 
significant to the cult and the Mysteries. 
Beside the Ninnion tablet and examples 
of kernoi can be seen small clay figurines 
dating from the Neolithic and Early 
Bronze Age, some seated on 'thrones'; 
numerous votive plaques, some depicting 
the mother and daughter; votive statuettes 
of piglets; a large marble plaque with 
almost life-size figures of Demeter and 
Persephone instructing Triptolemus on 
the art of agriculture; and an exquisite 
5th century BC marble statue of a fleeing 
maiden, probably from the pediment of a 
temple, representing either Persephone or 
one of her friends running from Hades.

grief, her sufferings, and her eventual joy 
when she is reunited with her daughter.  
At least part of the re-enactment took  
place in the telesterion where dramatic 
sound and light effects amplified the 
initiates experiences of first confusion, 
terror, then joy.

After the experiences of the night, 
the next day would have been spent 
resting and mediating in readiness for 
the following night. It is thought that 
fasting may have again been broken with 
kykeon in preparation for the revelation 
of the sacred objects (heira) kept in the 
anaktoron. While it is not known what 
these were, it is thought they might be 
relics from the Mycenaean age passed 
down through the generations of holy 
intermediaries, or hierophants. The 
rationale being that the kistes carried on 
the heads of the caryatides of the lesser 
gateway are quite similar to the cylindrical 
containers depicted on the heads of 
women in Mycenaean frescos, therefore 
relating to that period. It appears that 
those returning for the Epopteia in the 
year after their initiation, had a special 
revelation of the hiera that night. The rites 
of the next day included a special libation 
to the East and to the West, with the 
recitation of a ritualistic phrase before the 
following day's journey home. 

At its height, the cult was widely 

ABOvE The 6th century BC Kallichoron well, around 
which the ritual dances were performed. It replaces 
an earlier well, dating to the earliest days of the site in 
about 1500 BC, that was lost as surrounding buildings 
were improved and enlarged.

BELOw looking down the path that leads down to 
the south gate site from the museum.

People travelled 
from all parts of 
the Classical 
world to this 
place where a 
goddess gave 
humankind two 
magnificent gifts.
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be opened only once a year, but, the day 
I visited, its immaculate state, glimpsed 
through the door, and the flickering 
candles showed it to be very much in use.

The Sanctuary of Eleusis is unique 
not only because it somehow avoided 
being rededicated to a masculine deity, 
but also because, after 4,000 years, the 
veneration of the feminine divine is still 
being practised on the site. Unlike Delphi, 
it is situated a modern town rather than 
among green hills, yet Eleusis continues 
to attract visitors from across the world, 
many of whom come to sit in quiet 
contemplation amongst the stones, and 
leave their offerings in the niches.

believed the statue was responsible for the 
fertility of the land. In 1801, Edward Clark 
recounts that the villagers were highly 
superstitious and venerated the statue for 
its powers of fertility. This did not prevent 
him from taking it, in spite of a shipwreck, 
to England, where it was donated the 
University of Cambridge.

Enduring allure
Yet the story of Persephone and Demeter 
lived on, if modified: when Francois 
Lenormant began working in Eleusis 
in 1860, he was told of a statue which 
had been taken away called St Demetra, 
and that it commemorated a charitable 
woman and her beautiful daughter who 
was abducted by a Turk. George Mylonas 
was told the same story when he began 
work on the site in 1912.

Climbing the hill, past the museum, 
one arrives at the tiny 17th century 
chapel dedicated to another female 
representation of divinity, our Lady of the 
Presentation. The chapel is supposed to 

The majestic bust which was part of 
one of the caryatides supporting the 
portico of the lesser gateway is arguably 
the most striking of the exhibits (see 
illustration on p.34). Her serene features 
are finely crafted; the folds of her garment 
are secured by crossed ribbons, gathered 
under her breasts by a Gorgonian broach: 
a symbol for warding off evil. She wears 
rosette earrings and carries a kiste on her 
head, elaborately carved with symbols of 
the cult: rosettes, ears of wheat, poppyseed 
heads, myrtle leaves and a kernos. As it 
remained buried until excavated by the 
Greek Archaeological Society in the 19th 
century, the details of the carvings have 
been well preserved.

Not so, the features of its pair, however, 
which, remaining exposed over the 
centuries, became worn and smooth. 
Nevertheless, it continued to be venerated. 
Visiting in 1671, George Wheler remarked 
on its 'exquisite beauties'; and in 1775, 
Richard Chandler wrote that the villagers 

source Patricia Duff , University of Cambridge, and founder of ArchaeoLink. 

FURTHER INFORMATION
Archaeolink is a non-profit organisation providing 
solutions for archaeologists seeking to increase 
the impact of their research through public 
outreach.  liaising between archaeologists and 
the communities in which they work, Archaeolink 
helps to bring economic, educational, and 
societal benefits from the archaeology and 
research to the local area. Team members are 
archaeologists but also have experience in other 
fields from education and the arts, to business,, 
tourism, and heritage, enabling them to assist 
both archaeologists and local communities 
to define and achieve their goals. see: www.
ArchaeoLink.org; Email: Info@ArchaeoLink.org.

ABOvE The 17th century Chapel to Our lady of 
the Presentation opens for just one day a year, on 
21 November, to celebrate her visit to a temple of 
Demeter as a toddler.

BELOw Even today, women visit the site to leave 
offerings of pomegranates in the niches – as I 
discovered when I met this this visitor on my last trip.


