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This book is dedicated to everyone whose life was saved by rock ’n’ roll.
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INTRODUCTION

Dancing and music are more pleasing to the gods than rites and prayers.


 


—The Natya Shastra

 



I grew up surrounded by music—my mother was a professional musician and I spent a good chunk of my early life in nightclubs, rehearsal spaces, theaters, and assorted houses of worship. But that was just background noise—rock ’n’ roll was the only music that really mattered to me.

I’d spend hours sitting alone in my grandmother’s house, playing my aunts and uncles’ old Beatles, Stones, and Elvis Presley 45s on an old portable record changer. I slept with my radio on, imprinting the great old Top 40 hits of the early Seventies onto my unconscious. Later, albums like Master of Reality, Houses of the Holy, and Sheer Heart Attack  introduced me to the rich fantasy worlds of hard rock and metal.

Punk rock entered the equation sometime around 1978 when a local FM station briefly reinvented itself as “New Wave Radio.” I spent my 13th-birthday money on Never Mind the Bollocks, Give ’Em Enough Rope, and Rocket to Russia. But all of this was my novitiate. After a megawatt baptism courtesy of the Clash in 1980, I was initiated into the mysteries of the nascent hardcore scene, courtesy of the early lineups of Boston punk legends Gang Green and Jerry’s Kids, all of whom I hung out with at school.

Hardcore inspired a vast yet invisible network of bands, clubs, fanzines, and record labels. Flyers for hardcore gigs were completely incomprehensible to outsiders, loaded as they were with violent band names (Minor Threat, SS Decontrol, Negative Approach, etc.) and arcane geometric symbols. The usual punk accessories—spikes, leather jackets, mohawks, and the rest—were left for the poseurs. In their place was a strict, mannered uniform of shaved heads, sleeveless tees (with hand-drawn band logos), bleach-spattered jeans, and canvas sneakers or cheap army boots. Some in the hardcore elite embraced a lifestyle of abstinence and celibacy known as the “straight edge.” Straight-edge kids recognized each other by the black Xs drawn on the backs of their hands.

Whatever it later became, the early days of the scene were magic. (A hardcore band’s best record was usually its first.) My favorite kind of hardcore gig was literally in someone’s basement, attended by the bands who were playing and a small handful of friends. The laws hadn’t been written yet and it was still a very small “us” against an ocean of “them.” There was, in fact, a true sense of brotherhood.

And yet, I didn’t realize how it had all been done before until I began to study the ancient Mystery cults, particularly the Mithraic cults so popular with the Roman Legions. Even that straight-edge X had a Mithraic precedent in the X-shaped “Cross of Light.” I had read any number of articles comparing Woodstock and the rest to the ancient Bacchanalia, but I would come to learn that a variety of ancient Mystery cults bore a striking resemblance to modern, secular subcultures. What was so shocking to me is how unconscious this process was, given the eerie parallels between ancient and modern. I wrote this book to explain why.

I’m also writing in hopes that people will rediscover a culture and an art form too often taken for granted. The old stigma against rock ’n’ roll never really went away. Middlebrow cultural critics in the Eighties and early Nineties were always looking for something to replace it, which may speak to an unconscious loathing instilled by their parents and teachers. Hip-hoppers, dance divas, and glossy country acts have been the music industry’s darlings since grunge died, usually leaving new rock bands struggling for attention. Pirating and iTunes have reduced the album format to loss leader status.

And somehow rock ’n’ roll has survived. I hope to convince you that it continues to survive, for very powerful, compelling, and deep-seated reasons. It survives because in one form or another, it’s always been with us and always will be.

 



Christopher Knowles






PART I: 

A BRIEF PREHISTORY OF ROCK ‘N’ ROLL
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PRELUDE 

Did rock ’n’ roll spring up like some postwar mutant and emerge fully formed with the release of “Rocket 88” or “Rock Around the Clock”? Were the parents of the Fifties and Sixties right; was this some degenerate intruder that disrupted the sanctity of America’s suburban utopia? Or is rock ’n’ roll something much older, much deeper and much more profound than the dozy sounds of the silken-voiced Rat Pack crooners it replaced?

You can draw a line backward in time at the point of your choosing; pick your favorite rock ’n’ roll song or album and trace its roots through the various forms of African American dance music or rural folk. You’ll find most of the basic building blocks of the rock ’n’ roll sound. But you won’t find the true precedent for the psychedelic youth explosion of the rock era. You won’t find the fantasy, the revolutionary ambitions, or the larger-than-life drama of the Aquarian Age in the juke joints or honky-tonks of the early 20th century. You  won’t find the distinctly religious intensity that gripped tens of thousands of teenage girls whose screams drowned out the Beatles as the band struggled to hear itself over the hysteria at Shea Stadium.

No, in order to understand rock ’n’ roll you have to go back—all the way back—to the earliest days of human civilization. The drugs, the drums, the noise, the wild costumes, the pyrotechnics, the controversy, and the outrage of 20th-century rock ’n’ roll are waiting for you there, in temples filled with your horny, blissed-out ancestors who believed that if they got out of their heads and away from the ego, they could actually meet the spirits that their neighbors could only talk about. In the pages to come we’ll learn their secrets and discover an ancient culture startlingly similar to our own. We’ll learn how ancient cults organized themselves around specific archetypes, and how those same archetypal themes would reemerge largely intact in the rock era, among the various subcultures and genres that evolved out of a musical form itself derived from the pounding music of these ancient cults.

Rock ’n’ roll isn’t just another form of music—it’s an indelible part of the human experience. It may well be the oldest form of cultural expression in human history. It didn’t spring up like some Atom Age mutant in the 1950s; it simply shook off the dust of centuries of repression, took on a new incarnation, and picked up where it left off.




INITIATION 

Nearly everyone who was a teenager sometime between 1964 and 1992 has that one concert that “changed my life.” From the time the Beatles touched down at JFK airport to the time  Nirvana topped the charts with Nevermind, rock ’n’ roll was the center of gravity for youth culture. So much so that serious people once described it as a new religion. Social critics threw around terms like Dionysian and Bacchanalia, terms that most rock fans probably didn’t understand.

I actually had two concerts that changed my life. The first was the Clash on the London Calling tour in 1980. Being a 13-year-old punk rocker, I was extremely confused by the album, which took away my beloved Clash blitzkrieg and replaced it with radio-friendly pop-rock tunes. But none of that was on display at the Boston Orpheum that night—those same songs sounded like the Invasion of Normandy. I couldn’t account for the difference. Sometime later, Joe Strummer would explain that something often took hold of him onstage, something that caused him to lose all sense of himself and drive him into a sweaty, howling rage. A shamanic state, anthropologists might say.

The other concert that changed my life was kind of a sequel: U2 at the Orpheum in November of 1981. I hadn’t taken anything beforehand, but the excitement and noise fired up my adrenals and endorphins and put me straight out of my head. The funny thing is that at both concerts I had only the barest sense that I was in a room with thousands of other people having a similar kind of experience—I was somewhere else,  inside the music. I’d later come to realize what an appropriate venue the “Orpheum” was for that kind of experience.

But there was something else at work—the Clash and U2 weren’t just bands back then, they were heroes—gods, even. These concerts were major events—landmark dates in the calendar of my youth. Those bands stood outside the parade of ordinary rock groups and promised to “change the world” with their music.

Something profound also struck me at a later concert—Nirvana in 1994 at the old New York Coliseum on Columbus Circle. I saw throngs of kids—the same age I had been when I saw the Clash and U2—wandering around the lobby or loitering in the bathroom while the hottest band in rock ’n’ roll was a hundred feet away blasting through their biggest hits. Why? Nirvana was certainly doing its part, but something was missing. What was missing was meaning, a reason to stand around in a hideous concrete barn and endure the painfully loud noise bouncing off the tiles. After a decade-plus of 24-hour-a-day music and video on demand, something got lost.

While trying to understand what happened to me in 1981—and what happened to rock ’n’ roll in 1994—I eventually discovered where the terms Dionysian and Bacchanalia came from—the ancient Mystery religions of the eastern Mediterranean. Over time, I’d come to realize that rock ’n’ roll is in fact the direct descendant of the Mysteries, which had evolved and adapted to suit the needs and customs of postwar American secular culture.

What did the Mysteries offer that other cults of the time did not? Almost exactly what rock ’n’ roll would, thousands of years later. Drink. Drugs. Sex. Loud music. Wild pyrotechnics. A feeling of transcendence—leaving your mind and your body and entering a different world, filled with mystery and danger. A personal connection to something deep, strange, and impossibly timeless. An opportunity to escape the grinding monotony of everyday life and break all the rules of polite society. A place to dress up in wild costumes and dance and drink and trip all night.

Mystery cult centers were the ancient equivalents of today’s clubs and concert halls, which may be why so many of the  old pagan place-names are still in use—the “Orpheum,” the “Apollo,” the “Academy,” the “Palladium,” and on and on. Just as in the Aquarian Age of the Sixties, some Mystery cults were relatively socially acceptable (think the Beatles) and some were seen as a sign that the world was going to hell in a hand-basket (think the Rolling Stones).

As we’ll see, traces of the Mysteries survived long after they were put down by the Christian emperors, even within the Church itself. And with the rise of colonialism and empire in the 17th century, a purer extract of the Mysteries would emerge on the plantations of the New World and slowly begin to exercise its dominance over the popular music and culture of the Western world. Nothing in our society—religion, culture, politics—would ever be the same again.




BUILDING A MYSTERY 


I like to think of the history of rock & roll like the origin of Greek drama. That started out on the threshing floors during the crucial seasons, and was originally a band of acolytes dancing and singing. Then, one day, a possessed person jumped out of the crowd and started imitating a god.


—Jim Morrison

 



Most historians believe that the Mysteries began at the end of the Neolithic Age (also known as the New Stone Age, roughly 9000 to 4500 BCE), making them one of the earliest cultural developments known to humanity. Coinciding with the development of agriculture, the rituals were designed to appeal to  the grain gods of the Underworld by acting out their myths, which celebrated the cycles of planting, growth, and harvesting. The earliest distinct Mysteries were practiced in Egypt, which depended on the yearly flooding of the Nile to fertilize its soil. This process was at the center of all the various (and often contradictory) regional cults that made up what we now generically refer to as “Egyptian religion.” From Egypt, the Mysteries migrated into western Asia and the Mediterranean basin, and eventually to the farthest frontiers of the known world.

The Mysteries were known by many names in Greece, including mysteria, teletai, bakchoi, and orgia (where the modern word orgy comes from). Adjectives like “unspeakable” or “forbidden” were often used, adding to their mystique. Mysteries are generally distinguished from other cults by a number of features. The initiates worshipped “suffering gods,” and experienced their various deaths and dramas through ritual theater and music. Myths were retold and often acted out on those agricultural themes. These cults practiced secret initiations which were not to be shared with outsiders, sometimes on pain of imprisonment, or even death.

The Mysteries were usually centered on a single god, but they were not technically monotheistic. Instead they were henotheistic  , meaning they recognized the existence of other gods but focused their energy on one. Most importantly, the Mystery religions weren’t about dogma—they were about experience. Music and dance were essential to the rituals themselves, which usually took place at night. And sexual symbols—or practices—were often a crucial part of the process.

The gods of the Mysteries were usually believed to have come from distant lands. Foreign gods have always had that exotic appeal, a cosmic variant on the “grass is always greener”  adage. This was especially true before the rise of mass communications, but idealizing someone else’s gods was popular in the Victorian era and the Sixties. At its core, religion has always been about escape.

Most of the Mystery religions were distinctly countercultural, offering a direct, personal relationship to a god without a priest as middleman. Their voluntary nature was radical for their time, reflecting an overall trend toward individualism in Classical Greece. But even with their wild rituals, the Mysteries required a high degree of discipline and loyalty. These weren’t hippie stoners as we would understand them—as with the Central American shamans, the actual Mystery ritual would be the climax of a long period of study, sacrifice, and self-purification.

Less is known about the actual rituals themselves. But songs and dances were performed, usually fast and wild, with crashing drums and screaming flutes—rock ’n’ roll, in other words. Simple pyrotechnics were often used (torches, sometimes treated with chemicals for different effects) and public sex often broke out among the wilder cults such as the Roman Bacchanalia. As the eminent German historian Walter Burkert wrote, Mystery festivals were designed to be “unforgettable events casting their shadows over the whole of one’s future life, creating experiences that transform existence” (which brings us back to that one concert that changed your life). The initiates fully expected to meet their gods in the flesh, and by all accounts, they usually weren’t disappointed. The Greek philosopher Proclus wrote that the gods didn’t always take human shape, but would “manifest themselves in many forms, assuming a great variety of guises; sometimes they appear in a formless light, again in quite different form.”

Like Christianity sometime later, Mystery religions centered on concepts of death and resurrection. The Mysteries prepared believers for their death and descent to the Underworld, where one’s favorite god would guide the believer on her voyage. That was part of the pitch; an inscription at the Mystery temple Eleusis declared, “Beautiful indeed is the mystery given to us by the blessed Gods: Death is for mortals no longer an evil, but a blessing.”

Aside from the usual nocturnal gatherings, Mystery cults also ran more conventional temples for the uninitiated, which were remarkably similar—if not nearly identical—to liturgical Christianity, offering communion and holy water (imported from the Nile), and preaching doctrines such as salvation, resurrection, and judgment of the dead.

This uncomfortable similarity is the reason early Christian fathers went on the warpath against the Mysteries in their writings, calling their gods demons and their goddesses the whores of Hell. (See Revelation 17:5: “Mystery, Babylon the Great.”) But even when the Church became the official cult of state and began literally wiping out the competition, it took a very long time to stamp out the Mysteries. In fact, the Church opted instead to simply adopt many of their rituals, beliefs, and practices.

Ancient historians have cited books and scriptures used in the Mysteries, yet very few of them seem to have survived, other than as fragments. But there’s an extensive record of secondary material detailing the Mysteries’ beliefs, practices, and influence, which gives a clear picture of the history and power of this remarkable movement. And as is so often the case with Western civilization, our story begins in Egypt.




ISIS AND OSIRIS 

Named Esi or Aset in the Kemetic language of ancient Egypt, Isis first appeared in sacred texts in the third millennium BCE. A synthesis of several older goddesses, Isis (whose name means “throne”) became one of the Ennead, the nine major gods of the Egyptian pantheon. All these gods were masturbated into existence by the supreme being Atum, who later became Atum-Ra, who then morphed (sort of) into Amun-Ra, and finally (roughly) Ra-Horakhty, a synthesis of Ra and Horus, gods of the Sun. However, Egyptian religion was in constant flux, a reflection of shifting political realities and various priesthoods rising and falling in power and influence. All of which makes it challenging even for experienced scholars to wade through.

Isis and her brother/husband Osiris absorbed the identities of other gods over the millennia in which they were worshipped, but were always associated with agriculture and the yearly flooding of the Nile. Osiris was also lord of the Underworld and judge of the dead and Isis was the goddess of motherhood and magic, as well as the cereal grains that formed the basis of the Egyptian diet. Another brother, Set, represented heat, disease, and storms, and his sister/wife Nephthys was associated with the night, rain, and death.

Boasting a soap opera-worthy plot, the drama of Isis and Osiris was reenacted in a mystery play performed at festivals every year. Set was said to be variously sterile, impotent, or gay, so Nephthys disguises herself as Isis, gets Osiris drunk, and seduces him. Nephthys is impregnated and gives birth to Anubis, the jackal-headed god of the dead. Set freaks out when he hears about all this, and plots to kill Osiris. The dark god throws a dinner party for his brother, where he produces a beautiful sarcophagus that he’ll give to anyone it fits. When  Osiris gets in, Set nails the lid shut and tosses the coffin into the Nile.

Isis then goes in search of the sarcophagus, which washes ashore in Tyre (modern-day Lebanon). She poses as a nurse-maid for the royal family, who’ve taken the beautiful casket into their home as a decoration. Isis heals a young prince by burning away his mortality every night. Things go awry when the Queen discovers Isis putting the baby into the fireplace, but the goddess reveals herself and demands the casket be handed over to her. Isis takes the casket back to Egypt, and with help from Anubis, Osiris is magically revived. Set has Osiris killed again and orders his body parts chopped up and scattered. Isis, along with Thoth and Nephthys, finds all the parts except for Osiris’s penis, which Isis recreates from wood (or stone, or clay, or gold, depending on the telling). She then takes the form of a bird and impregnates herself, and Osiris descends to his new throne in the Underworld.

With Set on the warpath, Isis flees to a salt marsh and gives birth to Harpocrates (“Horus the Child”), who as god of silence was seen as the personal embodiment of the Mysteries. Harpocrates grows up to become god of the Sun, saves the world by defeating Set in battle, and takes back his father’s throne. Drop the curtain and bring up the house lights.

Mystery religions had a special allure for women, and part of the appeal of these Isis plays is that they allowed housewives an opportunity to vent. Respectable housewives could scream and beat their breasts after the death of Osiris, and then sing and dance after his resurrection. Isis festivals also made for a great night out, complete with torchlight processions and entertainers, as well as loud music, dancing, and endless barrels of beer. (Isis was the patron goddess of brewers.) The Egyptians  also had their very own pop stars in the form of sultry temple singers, who were known as the “harem of the gods.”

Scholars still argue about whether temple prostitutes and sacred sex were common in shrines to Isis, but sexually explicit icons have been found in cult centers like Abydos. In Ancient Egypt (1886), British historian George Rawlinson sniffed, “The religious sculptures of the Egyptians were grossly indecent; their religious festivals were kept in an indecent way; phallic orgies were a part of them … orgies of a gross kind.” But all this was part of an ancient and highly structured religious culture, of which sexuality was an important part. It certainly wasn’t the kind of mindless hedonism you saw in early Imperial Rome.

Even so, the “Festival of Drunkenness” was no slouch in the sex, booze, and rock ’n’ roll department. Held in honor of the goddess Sekhmet in the ancient city of Luxor, this blowout had Egyptians getting as drunk as they could and “traveling through the marshes” (read: screwing) while loud, pounding music drove them on. All of this was meant to celebrate the salvation of humankind from the wrath of the lion-headed warrior goddess Sekhmet, who was tricked into drinking red-dyed beer in the belief it was human blood. Upon waking, she was incarnated as Hathor, the goddess of—you guessed it—sex, booze, and music.

Then there was the Festival of Bast, essentially an Egyptian spin on the modern collegiate Spring Break. Greek historian Herodotus reported on the holiday regattas on the Nile, observing, “Men and women sail together, and in each boat there are many persons of both sexes. Some of the women make a noise with rattles, and some of the men play flutes during the whole journey, while the other men and women sing  and clap their hands.” When stopping at a town along the way, the women would behave in way more fitting to Mardi Gras or a Girls Gone Wild video than a modern religious holiday. Herodotus notes that the girls would “mock the women of the place, others stand up and lift their skirts, while others dance and get up to mischief. They do this at every town lying on the Nile; But when they have reached Bubastis, they make a festival with great offerings and sacrifices, and more wine is drunk at this feast than in the whole year besides.”

Egypt has always been a source of fascination to the rest of the world—particularly so in ancient times. Isis cults spread like wildfire all throughout the Hellenistic world following Alexander the Great’s conquest of Egypt in 332 BCE. Shrines were established in Athens, Delphi, Sicily, and Spain, even as far north as Germany and Gaul. But it was when she arrived in Rome that the goddess would nearly conquer the entire Western world. More on that later.




THE GREAT GODS 

The Mysteries of Samothrace were the oldest known Mystery cult in Greece. Said to be established by the Cabeiri (from the Semitic kabir, meaning “almighty”), or the “Great Gods,” these mysteries trace their origins to seafaring Indo-Europeans, possibly the Trojans or Pelasgians. These shadowy Cabeiri were believed to be sons of Hephaestus (aka Vulcan) and were sometimes described as being half-human, half-crab. Ancient scholars disagreed on their actual names, which were unspeakable in some precincts.

The Cabeiri were believed to be craftsmen like their father, but they were especially popular with sailors and  fishermen, who called on the Great Gods during storms and other crises. The historian Diodorus reported that the Cabeiri would “appear to mankind and bring unexpected aid to those initiates of theirs who call upon them in the midst of perils,” adding that heroes such as Jason, Castor and Pollux, Hercules, and Orpheus “attained success in all the campaigns they undertook, because these gods appeared to them.” The Cabeiri themselves were devoted to the worship of goddesses roughly equivalent to those celebrated at Eleusis: the Great Mother, Persephone, and Hecate. There was also a phallic god (roughly equivalent to Hermes) in the Samothracian pantheon, and a figure similar to the Chthonian Dionysus (or Hades). The exact roles and identities of these gods were revealed only in the Mystery rites themselves.

The Samothracian Mysteries were celebrated in the city’s “Sanctuary of the Great Gods.” Unlike Eleusis, the Sanctuary was open to everyone, regardless of sex, age, nationality, or legal status. The Mysteries themselves were celebrated once a year in the “House of the Lords,” and were preceded by communal prayers, baptism, and sacrifices of blood and wine, as well as meditations and confession of sins. A hierophant would then produce the icons and read the liturgy of the Cabeiri.

There were the customary ritual dances performed to loud, thrashing music. The Great Gods were themselves closely identified with this manic noise, which often used swords and metal shields as musical instruments. The racket and the accompanying pyrotechnics were intended to instill a sense of terror and awe, preparing the initiate for personal contact with the gods. Herodotus, a Samothracian initiate himself, identified the Cabeiri with “the holy fires of the most occult powers of nature.” Strabo wrote that the Cabeiri were “subject  to Bacchic frenzy” as well as “inspiring terror at the celebration of the sacred rites by means of war-dances, accompanied by uproar and noise and cymbals and drums and arms, and also by flute and outcry.”

The sacred wedding of Cadmus (founder of the city-state of Thebes) and the goddess Harmonia was enacted in a mystery play, also packed with music. Diodorus writes that these nuptials were the first “for which the gods provided the marriage-feast … (Demeter presented) the fruit of the corn, Hermes gave a lyre, (Athena) a robe and a flute, and Elektra the sacred rites of the Great Mother … Together with cymbals and kettledrums and the instruments of the ritual, (Apollo) played upon the lyre and the Muses upon their flutes.”

Strabo, a particularly sober intellectual type, wrote of the raucous Samothracian rituals, observing that “the religious frenzy seems to afford a kind of divine inspiration and to be very like that of the soothsayer,” and that “music, which includes dancing as well as rhythm and melody … brings us in touch with the divine.” Strabo concluded that men can be most like the gods when they are happy, adding that true happiness consists of “rejoicing, celebrating festivals, pursuing philosophy, and engaging in music.”




THE ELEUSINIAN MYSTERIES 

Like Isis, Demeter was the goddess of agriculture; the word  cereal comes from her Roman name, Ceres. Educated Greeks were well aware of the links between Isis and Demeter; the two were later syncretized as Isis-Sothis-Demeter, “Sothis” referring to the star Sirius. Both goddesses suffered the loss of a loved one (a daughter in the Greek version). Both were  seen as “great mothers”—the name Demeter literally means “Earth Mother.” The Mysteries of Demeter, centered in the seaside town of Eleusis, were the most prestigious of the time, and resisted the Church’s attempts to wipe them out until the bitter end.

In the myths, Demeter’s daughter Persephone (aka Kore, aka Proserpine) is out gathering flowers on the fields of Nysa when she is spotted by Hades (aka Pluto, god of the Underworld). After getting the OK from Zeus, Hades storms in his chariot up to the surface, grabs young Persephone, and drags her down to Hell, where she is raped and held prisoner. The witch-goddess Hecate informs Demeter of the crime, and the two are then told by the sun god Helios that the girl has been abducted by Hades. Helios adds that Zeus (whose role in the mythology is essentially that of a cosmic Mafia don) signed off on the deal.

Apparently not realizing that Hades lives in the underworld, Demeter searches the earth for Persephone. Frustrated, she stops near a well at Eleusis (Greek for “advent”) to mourn. Just as with Isis, Demeter is taken into the palace to nurse a young child, which ends much the same way as before. Except this time around, Demeter demands that the Eleusinians build a temple and perform rituals to her every year.

Demeter neglects the crops during her search, the soil turns to dust, and a terrible famine results. Zeus and the other gods are inconvenienced by all this, since without food no one can make sacrifices to them. Demeter tells the Olympians it’s their tough luck, which finally prods Zeus to demand that Hades return Persephone to her mother. But as Apollodorus tells it, Hades had a trick or two up his sleeve: “Hades gave Persephone a pomegranate seed to eat, as assurance that she would  not remain long with her mother.” Because of this, Persephone was then required to spend a third of each year in Hell. The early Greeks had three seasons in the year, and accepted the mourning of Demeter as the reason why no crops would grow in the wintertime.

The Mysteries of Eleusis celebrated the responsibility and joy of parenthood, which accounts for their esteemed position in society, particularly with women. “Nothing is higher than these Mysteries,” the Roman orator Cicero declared. “They have not only shown us the way to live joyfully but they have taught us to die with better hope.” Which is not to say they were boring or sedate. Oh, quite the opposite.

There were two Mystery rites at Eleusis—the greater and the lesser. The greater mysteries took place once every five years; the lesser mysteries were annual. The temple was controlled by two families, the Eumolpus and the Kerykes, to whom control of the Telestrion, or main ritual hall, was an heirloom. Anyone could take part—man or woman, slave or free—so long as they spoke Greek and hadn’t committed murder or treason. Each initiate needed to bring a sacrificial piglet, and pay an assortment of fees roughly equivalent to an average worker’s monthly wages. Initiates began preparation several months beforehand, studying the myths and rites and fasting periodically.

The greater mysteries took place over a nine-day period. There were a number of stages in the ritual. These included the assembly, where pilgrims mingled. There was also a journey to the sea for ritual baptisms, and sacrifices made to the goddess. A parade was held to honor Asclepius the healer, and sacrifices were made to Dionysus. The priestesses brought in the sacra baskets, containing ritual symbols such as wool,  pomegranates, poppies, and sweet cakes. Ovid wrote that women considered “love and the touch of men forbidden things” during the festival. Quite a bit different from the Bacchanalia, as we’ll see.

Torches and various uses of fire were an important part of the nocturnal rituals—some dancers wore headdresses with flaming lamps attached. There was also a solemn torchlight procession in which the initiates were taunted by hecklers as they passed beneath the “Bridge of Jests.” The piglets and a black bull would be sacrificed to Dionysus during the revels.

The celebrants would sing and dance once they reached the grounds of the initiation hall. Describing what sounds like an ancient rave, R. Gordon Wasson writes in The Road to Eleusis  that initiates “danced far into the night beside the well where originally the mother had mourned for her lost Persephone.” The exact hymns are since lost, but in his play The Frogs, Aristophanes had the initiates sing this to Demeter: “O Lady, over our rites presiding / Preserve and succor thy choral throng / And grant us all, in thy help confiding / To dance and revel the whole day long.” The next morning, everyone rested and prepared themselves for the big day, and more sacrifices, of grains and the like, took place. The great drama of Demeter and Persephone was enacted in the mystery play.

Then came the main event where the sacred brew, the  kykeon, was consumed. The initiates sat on stone bleachers inside the Telestrion, while a male hierophant chanted in falsetto as the brew was prepared using fermented barley, sprigs of mint, and a secret ingredient we’ll get to later. The initiates’ behavior changed dramatically once they entered the great hall: “About its portals also you will see great tumult and taking of boldness, as some boorishly and violently try  to jostle their way toward the repute it bestows,” Plutarch observed. “But he who has succeeded in getting inside, and has seen a great light, as though a shrine were opened, adopts another bearing of silence and amazement.”

Proclus wrote, “Before the scene of the mystic visions, there is terror infused over the minds of the initiated.” How exactly this effect was achieved is lost to us now, but in Aristedes’ account, “The mystics were made to experience the most bloodcurdling sensations of horror and the most enthusiastic ecstasy of joy.” Then, according to most accounts, the goddesses themselves would appear.

In his landmark volume The Great Initiates, Theosophist Edouard Schuré (1841-1929) described this epiphany: “The light of a serene wonder fills the temple; we see the pure Elysian fields; we hear the chorus of the blessed ones … The heirophant becomes the creator and the revelator of all things; the sun is but his torchbearer, the moon, his helper of the altar, and Hermes, his mystical messenger. The ritual has been consummated, and we are seers forever.”

The Eleusinian Mysteries were so popular that imitation cults popped up all over the Mediterranean, Beatlemania-style. Christian bishop Epiphanios (367-403 CE) wrote that a large temple in Alexandria known as the Korion was still thriving despite the brutal mob violence that pagan cults faced from Christian mobs in the late 4th century. Epiphanios reported that initiates “passed the night in vigilance with songs and flute playing, singing to the idol.” At dawn they would descend to an underground chamber and bring up a statute of Persephone, “seated, nude, bearing on its forehead some seal of a cross, covered with gold.” They would then circle the temple with “flutes and drums and hymns” before returning the icon  to the chamber and declaring that the new Aion, or Age, had begun.

As with most of the pagan world, Eleusis took it on the chin from the Christian emperors. Valentinian ordered the Mysteries closed in 364 CE, but recanted after hearing protests from the Greek authorities. Eleusis finally fell when the warlord Alaric and a gang of monastic storm troopers desecrated the Telestrion in 396. Strangely enough, Alaric would die of fever before his 40th birthday. Perhaps the Great Mother was getting her last licks in before fading into history.




THE BACCHANALIA 


I call upon loud-roaring and reveling Dionysos,
 primeval, two-natured, thrice-born, Bacchic lord,
 Savage, ineffable, secretive, two-horned and two-
 shaped,
 Ivy-covered, bull-faced, warlike, howling, pure.


—Orphic Hymn to Dionysus

 



A lot of writers throw the term Dionysian around a bit carelessly, confusing the term with “hedonistic.” It’s true that Dionysus inspired the most scandalous cults of the ancient Mediterranean, but in their purest form there was a method—and a meaning—to all the sex and drugs and rock ’n’ roll. Even so, most rock concerts these days look like a church picnic compared to the ancient Bacchanalia.

Imported into Greece from points east and almost immediately identified with Osiris, Dionysus became one of the 12 gods of the Pantheon, acting as god of wine and the harvest.  Dionysus was also a figure of wild contradictions. Originally depicted as a pudgy, bearded bon vivant, he evolved into an effeminate, even womanly figure, but was also worshipped as a fierce black bull. He was the son of Zeus/Jupiter, supreme god of the state, but his cults were often violently put down by  the state. His most devout disciples were called Maenads, and these wild women knew Dionysus (aka Bacchus) as the “Savior” and the “God who comes.” Dionysus gave his followers hope for eternal life, but could whip up a hysteria that could drive mild-mannered housewives to rip wild animals limb from limb and eat them raw.

The offspring of one of Zeus’s many adulterous flings, Dionysus was worshipped as the god of resurrection. Zeus’s jealous wife Hera had Dionysus killed by the Titans, who then cooked and ate him. This led to Zeus destroying the Titans with a thunderbolt and creating humanity from their ashes. This was believed to be the source of our dual nature; the evil came from the Titans, and the good from the parts of Dionysus they had digested. The Dionysus cult preached that the human body was a meat prison, composed of the Titans’ remains but animated by the spirit of the Liberator. This belief would later be adopted by the Orphic Mysteries and also have an enormous impact on later cults such as the Gnostics.

Accounts of the Bacchanalia could horrify polite company. The Maenads would consume their “wine” and perform sexual, or violent, or sometimes violently sexual rituals to the thrashing of drums and flutes. Rumor had it that the Maenads used such extreme methods as cutting and flagellation in their initiations, and even that wooden or clay phalli (worn on belts) played some unspeakable role. Wasson writes that when Dionysus took hold of the Maenads and Bacchants, “he was  synonymous with Hades, the Lord of Death, and bridegroom to the goddess of Persephone.”

Periodic crackdowns on Dionysian excess inspired one of ancient Greece’s most famous plays, Euripides’ The Bacchae.  It tells the story of the mythical Theban tyrant Pentheus as he tries to put down the Bacchanalia. Pentheus hears from a messenger who was sent to spy on the Bacchants, who reports that “the entire mountain and its wild animals were in one Bacchic ecstasy. As these women moved, they made all things dance.” Dionysus leads the “frenzied dancing in the mountains,” inspiring the women to “laugh as the flute plays, to bring all sorrows to an end.”
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