A Substantiation of Initiation: Journeys to the Underworld in Ancient Mystery Rituals

Mystery cults used both the stories of Persephone's abduction and stories of a hero's journey into the Underworld as a metaphor to illustrate how an initiate may learn to live a meaningful life.  The 'salvation' that the Mystery Cult offered derived in part directly from this very meaning to life that the initiate could assume after his initiation.  As evidence of this claim, I will use the Apulian red-figured krater that depicts an image of the Underworld and the story of Persephone's abduction as primary sources.  

This vase bears several key features.  (1) Upper register shows the sunrise and sunset, possibly a metaphor for a human's birth and death.  (2) Just below the vase shows some people being lead down to the underworld, possibly participants/initiates of a Mystery cult.  (3) The initiate first sees Persephone and Hades ruling in their temple.  (4) Then the initiate sees a man being judged upon death.  (5) Below the judgment, the initiate sees several heroes: Orpheus, Herakles, Sisyphus, Tantalus (add to these Orion, Tytos, Theseus and Peirithous,  and many others as mentioned by Homer in book 11 of The Odyssey).  

This vase clearly shows that the initiate must understand two concepts, one involving Persephone's presence in the underworld and the other involving the typical hero's journey to the underworld.  But what is the meaning behind these concepts?

I will retell the story of Persephone's abduction in a way that should illuminate many of the symbols in the story.  By retelling the story, I intend to simulate the very process of initiation that an initiate would experience.  The story shall conflate Orphic traditions with other traditions about how and why she was abduction.  The story shall conclude by illustrating that the Underworld is a place of annihilation, literally the House of the unseen.  Then the story shall become solidified in a ritualistic way and become a model for the heroes, and later a model for the individual initiates.  Then I will examine what cognitive change occurs in the heroes who visit this House of Aidos.  Then I will show how the Mystery Cults used these stories and metaphors to initiate their members.

Once upon a time, there was a girl named Persephone.  Her mother Demeter calls her Kore, meaning both 'girl' and 'pupil'.  She had a powerful father and an equally powerful uncle: Zeus and Aidos.  The two brothers were kings, as it were, but reigned in different realms.  One day, Kore was reclining in a meadow, when the impulse suddenly seized her to peruse the meadow, seeking a perfect flower.  She was drawn near a creek that ran midway through the meadow, and there she found one such flower.  It was called 'Narcissus'. Narcissus was a special flower for this reason.  There once was a boy whom Aphrodite admired.  The boy was perfect -- yet his tragic flaw was that he knew that he was perfect.  The boy's name was Narcissus. Narcissus was struck with Indifference, and he had no care for the love of Aphrodite, so whenever she approached, he fled.  One day, while pursued by Aphrodite, Narcissus walked by a spring with a divine sheen.  There he admired his own beauty in the reflection for so long that Vengeance, a harsh rival of Aphrodite, took notice.  While furious, Vengeance turned the perfect boy into a perfect flower that began to grow all over the world.  This flower is who Narcissus was.  Kore now sees this flower and is reminded of that boy.  She wants to honor him by plucking the flower and wearing it as a garland in her hair.  The day is still calm.  The sky is blue, while marshaling a few wispy clouds.  A gentle breeze ruffles her thin, silk sundress.  She bends down and examines the flower more closely.  Kore, the pupil, sees the act of looking: Narcissus, who is vanity.  All around her is quiet, yet in the distance, where the meadow ends and the mountain begins, a torrent crashes through the crags.  The rocks rumble.  At once, a huge face of the mountain bursts open and four teeming horses draw a chariot through the rubble.  Their driver is her uncle, Aidos.  As Kore was about to pluck the flower Narcissus, she finds herself standing upon a threshold: that of the Visible World and that of the Invisible World.  Aidos drives his chariot toward her and plucks her up just as she intended to pluck the flower.  While in his firm grip, her pupil met his pupil. She saw her own reflection at first, but then at once she was sucked into his kingdom, the realm of the Invisible.  Aidos is king of the Underworld, a place where nothing can be seen simply because nothing is there.  He is the essence of annihilation.  His name literally means Mr. Unseen.  He is the man who accepts the souls of the dead.  He checks humans into the afterlife, as though checking them into an eternal, empty hotel.  

Kore -- the pupil -- began longing for the Visible World.  She wanted to see again.  But now that she was queen of the Underworld, she was obliged to share the reign with Aidos.  Demeter too wanted to see her daughter again.  Demeter and Zeus resolved that Kore would rule in the Underworld for a certain period of the year, then come back to the Visible World for a certain period, first rejoicing in her time with her husband, then rejoicing at the sight of her family.  So she told Aidos about her plan.  He was suspicious that Kore would never really want to come back, so he tricked her into eating three sublime seeds of a pomegranate.  As a metaphor, those seeds were the very stuff of mortality, that which both keep a human alive yet only to keep death at bay.  So now she must return, since she participated in the stuff of mortality.

But before she ever left the Visible World, before her abduction, Kore had a son.  His name was Zagreus.  Zagreus and Kore have the same father, Zeus.  Promptly after the child's birth, Zeus declared that Zagreus would be the next king of the Visible World.  Zeus's wife, Hera, was furious, since Zagreus was an illegitimate child.  So she gives The Titans, her own siblings, special instructions to destroy the infant.  The Titans collect some toys in order to charm the baby Zagreus.  They collect a Mirror, Pinecone, Top, Ball, Puppet and Apple.  They paint their faces white with chalk hoping to disguise their identity.  They brandish the toys and begin to circle around the infant.  He looks upon their face in amusement.  He is reminded by their faces of a gleaming white skull after cremation, but this does not frighten him because he has no concept of death.  He is one of the gods, immortal as it were.  The Titans continue descending on him, dancing and chanting.  One by one they hand out the gifts.  He plays with them each in turn.  First he takes a bite of the red Apple, but sets it down and saves some for later.  Then he picks up the Puppet and makes rude gestures at The Titans.  He tosses the ball toward The Titans, hoping to make one trip on it.  He takes off the Puppet and spins the Top.  It dies.  He spins it again, watching it closely, then leaves it to pick up the Pinecone.  He sees the peculiar spiral that seems to form from the center, then notices The Titans similarly spiraling down upon him.  He picks up the Mirror lastly, backward at first, but turns it around right at the moment when The Titans are surging upon him.  At once he looks into the Mirror, and just as when Kore looked into the eye of Aidos, so too Zagreus sees his own image in an empty reflecting surface -- again, the unseen, the essence of annihilation.  He sees himself; he sees that he is nothing.  This image of himself startles him so greatly that at once he turns into a bear.  The Titans loose their grip.  Zagreus is torrid.  He rages, changing shape again: a snake, a lion, a boar, back to bear, then a huge black bull, and there he bellows in deep lamentation.  But he remains a bull for an instant too long.  The Titans grip him easily now and immediately slice him apart with steel knives, scattering the remains, covering their white faces with the gore, eating the flesh while still bleeding.  His heart bounces away from the chaos, the 'omaphagy', to be precise, and quivers there for a while, lonely, bleeding.  A good friend and daughter of Zeus, Athena, sees this lonely heart and picks it up.  She wishes to restore the body, to please Zeus.  She places the heart in a small statue, and there it pulses until the moment when it will be placed in the womb of a woman.

That woman, like many other women, was to be admired by Zeus.  Her name is Semele.  Semele doesn't trust her new lover, Zeus, and begs him, she makes him swear a holy oath, to grant her one favor.  He agrees.  The promise: to make love with her in all his glory.  Though ignorant of what she asks, Zeus is bound.  They make love, and Semele is overwhelmed by a passion so livid that at first she is blinded.  Then she bursts into flames.  Then the flames settle and she becomes a sultry puddle of boiling flesh.  The edges become crispy, and the boil stops.  The statue, when it was placed in Semele's womb, became alive, like a seed sown in the soil.  Now that living fetus rears his head above the quagmire that was never meant to be his mother.  Zeus sees that his son is still a fetus and requires more gestation, so he stitches him into his leg in order that it will continue to mature.  That fetus is then born again -- a third time, reborn-again, as it were  -- from Zeus's leg.  The newly-born is named Dionysos.  At once he wields ecstasy as a power.  Dionysos is the power of possession, of all that is terrible in the world, and especially of the ability to step away from that terror.  From that moment on, since twice makes a habit, a trip to the Underworld, or any cognition of annihilation, turns the participant into something different: an initiate.  Kore and Dionysos cut out the pattern.

Dionysos had an older brother.  His name was Apollo.  These two both understood the power of possession, but they deployed their power by different means.  Apollo uses music, logic and prophecy.  Dionysos uses drugs, passion, and terror.  These brothers combine to establish the role of a great race of Humans that will soon follow: the race of Heroes.  Apollo was the first to slay a monster.  When Dionysos was still Zagreus, he was a monster who was slain by The Titans.  Apollo established an oracle that explained the ends of things. Dionysos traveled to the underworld in order to see what end came of his mother, Semele.  And finally both reveled in the profundity of their power.  A Hero was required to imitate these three steps: monster slaying, cognition of annihilation or decent into the underworld (if these are different), reveling in the new power.  

There was always a tacit competition between Dionysos and Apollo that dogged them in all of their actions, for it was fated of each of them that he was to succeed Zeus and reign in the Visible World.  But we never hear of the moment when Zeus is dethroned.  Rather, we focus on this new race, a new breed of Humans from uncertain origin.  It was the race of Heroes.  Some say they were born from special rocks and mud that were given animation.  Others say they sprang from the teeth of a slain monster.  Whatever the origin, they were more powerful than we are today, but they were still mortal, so they were less powerful than the race of gods who preceded them.  We have a handful of stories about some of the Heroes.  The stories are all related, but not in a sequential or causal way.  Any attempt to render them so would leave one in a confused state of chronological limbo, so it is necessary to narrate the stories in order of decreasing Heroism -- that is, Heroism, in the strict sense of the word, insofar as the Hero imitated Apollo or Dionysos. 

One of the Heroes was a bard named Orpheus.  Orpheus was a distant relative of Kore.  He was a musician of sorts, but he had a special gift that goes with his music, a gift that he had received from Apollo: the ability to enchant nature with his music.  Now imagine a drumming sound off in the distance, one that beats out a calm pattern.  Someone then begins to sing a seductive song, and at once you are compelled to listen, hence under his spell.  That someone, whoever he is, is Orpheus, and the seductive song is his music.  Orpheus had a wife who died, so he took up his music and endeavored to retrieve her from the house of Aidos.  Orpheus had a purpose; it wasn't for selfish reasons -- quite the contrary. His wife was the most beautiful thing that he had ever seen.  All of his music was directly about or a reference to his love for her.  To bring her back to life meant to restore her beauty and his love for her.  While he was in the Underworld, he saw something inexplicable from without; he learned the power of Dionysos.  Literally, he learned how to stand apart from himself.  He saw how simple death was, and that when we die we become nothing.  He saw that in order to understand this, one must only look within his own mind and see him self objectively.  All humans have the privilege of going to the Underworld, but Orpheus was the first human being to reach the Underworld and come back alive, the first to understand annihilation and come back to live more passionately than anyone.  Kore came back alive, but remember that she was a goddess, which is why she will continually go back and forth. 

Soon Orpheus forgot that Dionysos taught him this awesome power to stand apart.  So in order to punish Orpheus, Dionysos sends a pack of shinny foxes, the Bassarai, down from the hills to rip him apart, much the same way as when Zagreus was ripped apart by The Titans.  The foxes didn't use weapons.  They were animals.  They didn't have hands.  They used their paws and teeth, gnashing savagely at the flesh, but like The Titans, they ate the flesh while dripping with blood.  This is important.  This is how Dionysos brandishes his power.  He drives creatures mad, to the point that they are capable of eating raw, human flesh while still bleeding.  So then the foxes tossed the limbs of Orpheus out in the ocean, each in a different direction.  And since his gift of music from Apollo was so powerful, the head of Orpheus continued to sing while bobbing up and down in the ocean as it floated along.    

Two things were to follow from this.  (1) Orpheus ushered in the race of Heroes, proving that a trip to the Underworld was possible for all of them.   (2) As a result, the Heroes were all under compulsion to accomplish a series of trials (the birth of ritual?).  Among the trials was to visit the house of Aidos, just like Orpheus had done.  This trial often was number seven in the series.  Some accomplished their trials religiously, and some failed.  Some were granted special pardons from their burdens, and some were evermore mocked as a disgrace from the race for never finishing.  

The Apulian vase shows us four heroes.  But there were many other heroes who visited the underworld.  Orpheus has already been discussed at length, so I would like to look at a few other key heroes and illuminate how their trip to the Underworld both changed the way they think and provides a roll model for initiates taking a metaphorical journey into the Underworld.

Herakles was stock Heroic stuff.  He followed all of the rules, and he in the end got his reward.  Herakles stands first among the first generation of Heroes.  He had several trials.  (1) Nemean Lion.  (2) Lernaean Hydra.  (3) Erymanthian boar.  (4) Hind of Ceryneia.  (5) Stymphalion birds  (6) Stables of Augeas.  (7) To visit the Underworld and slay Cerberus.  (8) Cretan Bull.  (9)  Horses of the Thracian Diomedes.  (10)  Belt of the Amazon Queen.  (11) Cattle of Geryon.  (12) Apples of Hesperides.  (13) Battle with Centaurs.  (14)  Struggle with Apollo for Delphic Tripod, to establish his own power.

Each monster, trials 1-6, had a specific strength.  Herakles had to learn what that strength was and then use it against the monster, thus rendering their strength to be their weakness.  Then he stripped the monster of its strength and used it himself.  This was a physiological process.  He skinned the lion and wore the hide on his back.  etc etc.  In each case, Herakles took the very thing from the monster that made it a threat, then in turn he himself used that thing as a weapon against other monsters.  A monster could pardon a Hero who would give them this honor, for that way, the thing which makes the monster great never really dies.  Their power is passed on, as it were.  With the seventh trial, Herakles' first trip to the Underworld, the purpose of his trials change.  The monster slayings were about increasing his own strength.  After the Underworld, his trials are about developing relationship

Oedipus stands last among the older heroes.  His is a peculiar story.  From the time of Herakles, the first six trials were always slaying monsters and stealing their power.  But the world needs monsters, so the Heroes were bid to stop.  Oedipus's final monster was called the Sphinx.  Its power was reason.  Oedipus quickly mastered this power, but mastered it from a distance.  He came armed with reason and slaughtered the Sphinx by solving her riddle, but he wouldn't deign to touch her, to physiologically strip her weapon from her like Herakles did with the Lion.  He refused.  And with this, he rejected to give the Sphinx the honor and glory that was her right as a monster.  So the Sphinx decided, posthumously, to take vengeance upon Oedipus.  Just as her strength was also her downfall, so too she made Oedipus's same strength undo him.  His use of reason allows him to reveal an unfortunate fate of illegitimacy and sacrilege, so he purges out his eyeballs and spends the rest of his days blind and in exile.  This very blinding turns out to be his seventh trial, and hence his cognition of annihilation.  Going blind is a different way to visit the House of the Unseen.  But the Sphinx' curse is not strong enough.  In the end, Oedipus understand his helplessness and sums up the meaning of his life in three words: "ALL IS WELL."

Odysseus stands among the last of all the heroes.  With Odysseus, the Heroic life becomes not a reality but a role model.  He too has a series of trials.  (1) Cicones.  (2) Lotus Eaters.  (3) Cyclops.  (4) Aeolus.  (5) Laestrygians.  (6) Circe.  (7) Visit the Underworld and seek advice.  (8) Sirens.  (9) Scylla.  (10) Thranakia.  (11) Kalypso.  (12) Phaecians.

But he is the last one to perform Heroic trials and he lived beyond their completion.  Since he lived beyond the Heroic liminal, he was the first to hear stories about the Heroic life.  Soon there were no more actions or great accomplishments, only stories.  People shared the stories of Heroes with one another for hundreds of years.  The stories intensified and blossomed into epic poetry.  There were bards similar to Orpheus, only Orpheus was a bard who was the first hero.  These later bards could only sing about the former Heroes.  They had no opportunity to become Heroes themselves. 

Sisyphus was a mortal, doomed to die.  When he was in the Underworld, he tricked Aidos into letting him go back up to the Visible World.  Once above ground again, Sisyphus never willingly returned.   He continued to live to an old age.  For his trick, he received a weighty punishment: to push a boulder up a hill and let it roll back down, then continuously repeat the laborious process.  If Camus can be trusted, Sisyphus returned to the Visible World with an acute awareness of his physical sensations.  He thuroughly enjoyed thinking about the things around him, enjoyed seeing and feeling.  So even despite his disperate punishment, Sisyphus is superior to his fate.  He "understands the whole extent of his wretched condition."  He enjoys the struggle itself of pushing without purpose his huge boulder.

I want to focus for a minute on the hero's trip to the Underworld.  In every successful case of such a journey, the Hero necessarily returns to the Visible World with an altered view of the world around him.  Their trials change.  The purposes behind the following trials are different.  They learn two final things: that when Humans die, they turn into nothing; Humans literally are annihilated upon death.  But further, the Hero discovers meaning in his otherwise meaningless life by working at some abstract or transcendental ideal.  If a Hero is conscious of this new purpose, he can revel in this new, awesome power, just like the power of Dionysos.  The last heroic trials show how the Hero works at an idea that transcends his own existence.

Generations after the last Hero, the Mystery Cults continued to tell the stories about Kore and Aidos.  The members of this group were different than the bards who had passed on the stories for everyone.  This secret group used the stories to initiate members into their own group.  The secret society would perform a play that reenacted the abduction of Kore.  The audience would experience from a stage everything that I have described in the retold story.  The purpose of this performance was analogous to the purpose of the Hero's trip to the Underworld: to change their way of thinking.  They would receive tokens of this membership, 'talismans', to be precise, which reminded them, if need be, of their changed way of thinking.  Those who were not meant to understand the changes, harbored their former puerile and irrational believes, and reared their talismans as though they were lucky charms.  Those who did understand reveled in the meaning of their talismans.  They reveled in complicity with the other people who understood.  They reveled in purpose itself.  

In conclusion, my story shows that the attempt itself, in other words these stories that I have just told you, may be viewed as a ‘meaningful’ endeavor, the initiation, since these stories concern the well-being of the soul, and therefore the attempt is justified.  I do not presuppose that I, or anyone, shall discover an answer or solution to the fundamental problems of existentialism, but the stories of Heroes making trips to the Underworld refute them by affirming that a meaningful life, which is to say value of the soul, and ‘the Visible World’ is granted precisely by what existentialism endeavors to strip from life: propriety.  Meaning is found in consciously working at something other than oneself.  

