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What people are saying about


Meeting the Melissae


Meeting the Melissae is a marvellous invitation that celebrates our sacred bee and human history together. Elizabeth is a fantastic writer. The stories are deeply personal, richly joyful and viscerally challenging. Those illustrious qualities also make them relatable and enfolding. My favorite parts are how vividly her words carried me into lush surroundings and floral scents my nose recognized. These are stories I want to hear!


Jacqueline Freeman, Author of Song of Increase


The Melissae have been a subject of enchantment and deep study for me for many years. Their stories are enchanting, and their archaeological evidence engaging. Elizabeth’s interpretations will delight and engage any reader, and make them fall hopelessly in love with the bee.


Andrew Gough, Historian and TV Presenter


Elizabeth Ashley gathers her encyclopaedic knowledge of Melissa Medicine to reveal the bee priestess as its energetic practitioner. Meeting the Melissae, through metaphor and myth, will introduce you to the ancient priestesses that served the Goddess Demeter as oracles and soul midwives. Ashley will then dance you into the fertile hive of history with her musings and correlations to unveil the Eleusinian Mysteries, where you will extract your own golden honey of wisdom and revelation.


Thea Summer Deer, D.S.P.S., Herbalist ~ Educator ~ Author of Wisdom of the Plant Devas: Herbal Medicine for a New Earth


Now more than ever, it is imperative that we protect bees and their relationship to the plants, and all biodiversity including human beings. Meeting the Melissae does more than highlight the deeply rooted ancient mythology and sacred relevance of Melissae – or bees. It carries a strong message for their preservation. This beekeeper’s holistic approach captures their biology, highly advanced caste and communication systems, pollination techniques, and the many challenges they are facing. Her profound love for, and deep connection to the bees and other pollinators transcends even the mortal. An offering as sweet as nectar that offers many rewards for bringing us closer to this invaluable fragile species.


Dr. Kelly Ablard, CEO Airmid Institute


This book is a pot of honey, slowly dripped into my open mouth. It is nectar to my soul. This treasure trove weaves together the puzzle pieces of the Goddess Path across the Pantheons and timelines across Mother Earth. Deeply affirming and honouring. This book is well researched with documented facts together with personal gnosis that leads the reader through a rich honey pot of different textures, thickness and flavours. I am delighted to review this book by Liz. What has been lost is being reclaimed and re-membered. Thank you, thank you, thank you.


Angie Twydall, Sacred Bee Priestess, Creatrix of the Bee Oracle Deck, founder of Sanctuary of Sophia, Director of Temple of Avalon, Ceremonial Priestess at Glastonbury Goddess Conference, Womb Trauma Therapist and Teacher


Meeting the Melissae has all of the essential ingredients that the honey tongued will want to devour bud by bud.


Chronicling the proper dance of bees across ancient civilizations, while acquainting the reader with the bee priestesses and goddesses in a harmonious dance of alchemy.


A sacred experience, that will touch each reader differently.


A journey that I will recommend over and over again, so that multitudes can experience the sweetness of each page.


Elizabeth Ashley is literally the bee’s knees, and her writing is like a portal into the sacred teachings of the Melissae. Her words, like honey, were liquid sunshine for my soul.


Amanda Bjorvik, Melissa Bee Priestess


This book is a gift! Elizabeth is a brilliant weaver of words. I’ve truly enjoyed being swept away into this divinely feminine world of magic and mystery.


Mindy Sue Bell, Folk Herbalist and Intuitive


As a lover of bees, mythology and archetypes I thoroughly enjoyed Elizabeth’s amazing Meeting the Melissae. It is a deep dive into the sacred feminine archetypes – human and beyond human – rites and lore related to bees and Melissae, their priestesses.


To me this book provides long-needed answers about the sacredness and symbolism of bees, as well as the Melissae, and many other mythologies that form the hidden underlying anatomy of our collective psyche. It is an urgent, much-needed book to help us reconnect to Nature and to ourselves.


Florian Birkmayer MD, Holistic Psychiatrist, AromaGnosis.com


This book is a gem… a fascinating glimpse into the intriguing world of the MELISSAE, an ancient and shamanic lineage of Bee priestesses linked to the goddess, Demeter.


Elizabeth Ashley leads us into a living world of ritual, sound, and scent, which will delight anyone with an interest in plants and essential oils but also their links with mythology and history.


Each chapter reveals secrets and mysteries, and the realisation that the wise Melissae along with the Bees still have much to teach and inspire us… I urge you to read this book, as I did, on a summer’s afternoon, amidst the dreamy sound of bees and the sweet smell of Lemon Balm. I can promise, you won’t be disappointed.


Felicity Warner, Founder of Soul Midwives and Author of Sacred Oils: Working with 20 Precious Oils to Heal Spirit and Soul


I feel like I’ve been waiting for this book.


Ultimately, Meeting the Melissae brings the profound, but tauntingly incomplete knowledge of academic history into the re-emerging presence of the Bee Priestess.


As a devotee of spiritual practices tied to the honeybee, I have devoured academic sources on ancient beekeeping, and I have wrapped myself in the mythologies and modern devotionals of the complex deities who claim the bee as symbol. Meeting the Melissae is a new, approachable, and profound source of academic and spiritual information, and it will grace my nightstand for years to come.


Journeying through Elizabeth Ashley’s discoveries felt like a mutual remembering of a long forgotten sisterhood. So much felt so very familiar. The rites of Eleusis – as researched and dreamed by the author – felt familiar. Finding yourself inside of a story is why so many of us love to read about the ancients. We imagine what it might have been like. Finding yourself remembering into a story is something else entirely. There’s more going on here than just well-informed historical speculation. This is, let us call it, Kleiomancy at its best.


Speaking of the Melissae’s Eleusis, I found deities there that I’ve come to know quite well. My experiences with Dionysus and Persephone tell me that they have been represented faithfully here, and I find myself encouraged to perhaps meet some new archetypes. The relationships that exist between the deities of Eleusis are complex and oftentimes disturbing. Meeting the Melissae handles these mythologies with fairness and respect, focusing primarily on the priestesses who served their imperfect Gods and Goddesses through their spiritual community.


I’ve never experienced a book which so respectfully avoids telling me what to DO or what to BELIEVE, but which so inspires me to follow my own intuitions and dreamings.


Anyone with an interest in the role of the priestess – ancient or modern, in the bee – especially as a symbol of the Chthonic, or in the mysterious rites of Eleusis, will find something here.


Jen Marie, Devotional Beekeeper, Rahibe of The College of the Melissae, Drinker of Wine, Eater of Pomegranate


Elizabeth Ashley weaves together incredibly readable Melittology (that’s “bee science” for those not in the know) with inspiring anthropology of the priestesses, aromatherapy wisdom and fascinating renditions of mythology. Her writing is fun while at the same time studious and intelligent. Her book has deepened my knowledge immeasurably and brought forth many “ah-ha” moments both intellectually and in my shamanic practice.


Bee medicine has been very prominent this year and with society in such a precarious place it’s no wonder that a metaphor of community care that functions so flawlessly has so much to teach us.


I highly recommend Elizabeth’s book; in fact, I already have, to a number of people.


Ruth Cato, Shamanic Practitioner


Meeting the Melissae not only appeals to the practically & historically curious, but also weaves ley lines of routes thrumming & buzzing with destinations of goddesses and gods. They are returning to waggle dance the trajectory of the sun, to where the sweetest, most potent information, stories & knowings lay. Meeting the Melissae is informative, stokes curiosity & makes the most of the hive’s propolis to ensure the anecdote of life with bee balm past & present is sealed.


I wish you a book of a prolific Queen whose daughters & sons dance & sing in celebration & sharing of the nourishing pollen & nectar that exists within the pages.


Darci Faulkner, Owner of The Shamanic Bee Healing Centre, Devon


Meeting the Melissae: The Ancient Greek Bee Priestesses of Demeter is a gorgeous and enchanted offering. With historical references, beekeeping knowledge, plant wisdom and sacred inspiration, Elizabeth sets the scene for what it means to be a powerful Bee Priestess. This book comes from a place of pure love. It’s deeply inspiring and I enjoyed every word!


Kimberly Vincent, Bee Priestess, Bee Keeper, and Humble Spiritual Seeker on the Path


Beautifully written and encaptivating. A must-read for every woman, to get back to her roots and feel the strength from generation to generation. Deeply researched and full of information. An insight to the start of religions and influences which we see up to this very day. Who would have imagined that most rituals and ways of life were inspired and learnt from Bees. What Bees did naturally, humans copied as a way of life! The mention of my homeland, Malta, made it even more special. A book which needs to be read over and over again, one which will instigate the reader to live as close to nature as possible where everything makes so much sense!


Lorraine Spiteri ADipCT (VTCT-UK), Complementary Therapist, Reflexologist specialising in the treatment of pain


This fascinating insight into the world of bees and the Melissae takes the reader on a journey exploring the role of the priestess in different cultures and times as well as talking about the unique and extraordinary operation and life cycle of the hive. My long-held interest into bee spirituality has been rekindled by reading this book and has inspired me to investigate further.


Jenny Mawsley, Teacher


Elizabeth Ashley offers powerful insights into the extraordinary lineages of bee wisdom teachings and their unique emergence in ancient Greek civilizations. Ashley’s personal testimonies, combined with her soulful, and thought-provoking deep dive, into the origins, belief systems, ritual practices, and medicinal functions of the apis mellifera, take us into the complex psychic universe of the mighty bee, and Her connection to the archetypal feminine in the time of the Melissae. Elizabeth Ashley invites us all to sit deeply with the bee, as entry into the ancient language that links its evolution to our human identity. Her mosaic of research presents us with a poignant call to remember the Melissae as emissaries of our responsibility to consciously hold and nourish the sacred hoop of our artful design within the constellation of our world’s cosmic hive.


Desiree Mwalimu-Banks, Priestess, Interdisciplinary Artist, Educator
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No tree can grow to Heaven unless its roots reach down to Hell.


– Carl Jung


For my beloved husband, The Strong Silent One, for my gorgeous sons, Andrew and Dexter, and for my mom and my sisters. You are my rocks.


For Ariella Daly of Honey Bee Wild and Jennifer Naylor of Lomah, a Land of Milk and Honey. May your hives swell in size and cast many swarms.


For my Dreaming Hive and fellow Magdalena Melissae.


For Deby Atterby, with humblest thanks for always having a fellow bee in your back pocket. For Angie McKay, for your never ending faith in this book, and for my Uncle Dave, with gratitude for always being my best supporter.


For Gergely, Lori, Diyanna, Helen, and Belinda for your reliable and thoughtful care. I honestly don’t know where I would have been without you all these past few months. I shall not forget.


Most of all though, this book is for my daughter, because however miraculous these women were, and they were, they have never once impressed me as much as she has every day through this global crisis.


Stronger, braver, wiser, and brighter than any star in the sky, my love.


Where would the world be without you, Aimée Jo?




Foreword


By Jan Kuśmirek


This book could be said to be about the bee, a people that have been with us since the dawn of time. It is about the hive, the social structure of the society of the bee people. It slips effortlessly from the bee to the relationship bees have with humankind, and the awe and respect shown to this vital insect.


This intriguing book could be said to be about the lost spiritual and cultural relationship we as humans have with the natural world, but it is more than this. Well researched and fully tempered with fact, it is far more than a didactic exercise into the world of bees, their cultural and sociological influence. Evidence of what might be termed bee culture is explored in archaeology or indeed in ancient or present comparative religion, but it’s also a journey into the mystery of the divine feminine and her expression in womankind. It is about how the Queen Bee has shaped our thinking and actions, and how she still has adherents, mediators manifesting in the sterile world of today.


Elizabeth Ashley herself identifies with the Melissae, the priestesses of the cult of the sacred bee, the Queen Bee. Effortlessly we are taken to all the cult sites of importance, providing us with the accepted interpretations, but laid alongside a more physical approach, one of experience rather than an intellectual exercise.


If you want to know the legends of past civilizations or want to become more familiar with the pathways of ancient peoples, then this is certainly a book to enjoy. All the characterful goddesses are there from Inanna to Cybele, Ashtoreth to Aphrodite. Their mysteries explored not only as history but their relevance to today.


The hive contains both male and female and the drone is not forgotten. In Egypt, the bee becomes the tears of Ra, unusually a move away from the feminine aspect. The unifying factor of contrast, or seeming contradiction, lies in the opposites of sun and moon. The Melissae become like the bee, sometimes even reflected in their dress, often serving a variety of deities reflecting emotions, needs and desires, but with the all-important underpinning necessity for fertility. The life of a bee and the varied work they undertake in the hive is related to the varied work of a priestess.


The book carefully weaves such ideas as sacred drumming to induce trance, alongside that of the proverbial humming of bees. What is delightful too, is the sudden return from the esoteric and mythic, to the very different types of bees that exist, and the relationship or attachment they may have to the pantheon of deities. This contrast of physical to spiritual is at the heart of the writing. It is unusual to read of the everyday existence and sometimes mundane life of a priestess in the modern world of Goddess spirituality which tends to centre upon personal self-development. More narcissism, rather than change or service. True, the book ventures into the spirit realm, but equally, comes that contrast to the physical realities.


One thing that clearly emerges to the reader is the role of the Melissae as mediators between the physical world and the spirit world. Or as some would prefer between the material and spiritual world. Elizabeth Ashley leaves the reader to decide between Queen Bee and Queen of Heaven but she makes clear Melissae are still needed today to act as mediatrices between goddess and man.


Jan Kuśmirek, Founder of Fragrant Earth, Aromatherapist and Priest of Avalon




Introduction


By profession, I am an aromatherapy researcher. The Melissae of antiquity are often alluded to in ancient botanical texts about Melissa officinalis, the plant better known as Lemon Balm.


What had begun as an innocent desire to understand the actions of Melissa essential oil soon evolved into an obsession to understand more about these priestesses who had served the ancient Greek goddess Demeter.


Who were they? What was their function and what were they for? Their secrets have been veiled for millennia, to ensure mankind, and our planet, continues to benefit from feminine healing.


In hindsight, I feel rather silly for not recognising how powerful the magical garden was that The Strong Silent One (my husband, Darrell) was building around us, or for not having intuited the Bee Goddess, the most powerful Goddess human history has ever seen, was hurtling towards me faster than the speed of sound.


I didn’t.


It never occurred to me for a second.


If it had, I’d likely have chucked away the innocent-looking bottle of oil that inspired my original desire to find them. Launched it, as if it were searing glass, straight from the furnace from whence it leapt.


The difficulties of telling their story are myriad, not least because this will be the first time their teachings have been written down. In some ways, since much of it is constructed in metaphor, oral tradition may have served them best. Mythical lessons land differently when you hear them than if they are read.


The main teaching of the Melissa priestesses is bee shamanism, delivered via Knowledge Lectures in the darkness. Heard with your eyes closed, they are captured in the womb space of your mind. No-one takes notes. Everything is drawn from memory interwoven with one’s own thoughts and observations. Honeyed wisdom is passed from mouth to ear, regurgitated and recapitulated.


The beauty of the work resides in its complexity. Whilst there is an architecture to it, it’s as far away from “One-size-fits-all” as you can get.


Individual and quiet.


Intimate and personal.


Mystery work – as in the Mysteries of Eleusis, the domain of Demeter’s Melissae priestesses – is drawn from one’s own internal revelations. Peeling back layers of femininity, it reveals your part in life’s mystical pattern. Through it, one recognises the sacred privilege of being chosen as Earth steward.


To become a Melissa, a woman delves deeply to find reserves of courage to experience every grain of life’s pollen. Orgiastically revelling, with lusty, unbridled abandon, regardless of how bitter it may sometimes taste. Hungrily exploring its substance, she heads back to the hive to dance a mystical tale for her sisters.


Escaping to that realm has taught me to live and breathe with the greenery that resides outside my window. I have come home to myself, resting quietly amongst the flowers. Communing with the bees, I live a simpler and more beautiful existence.


According to mythology, Meliades were primordial nature spirits inhabiting two plants, ash trees and Lemon Balm. According to the poet, Hesiod, Meliades were the original Melissae, born from droplets of blood that fell onto Gaia, when Cronus castrated his father, Ouranus. I have three spirit guides who are Meliades.


Their names are Empedo, Melitte, and Parsnip.


Empedo might appear in one of two guises, as ascended bee priestess (she was both womb shamaness and midwife) or as freshwater nymph. Her name means steadfast. She is the serenest of the three.


Melitte is the most ancient of any consciousness I have ever worked with. She is ascended priestess, guardian of honeyed wisdom, architect of the knowledge of the district of Melitte in Athens (where the Acropolis is, in Attica, Greece), and priestess to the Cretan bee Goddess, Britomartis.


Melitte appears as one of the companions of Persephone, when she was abducted from the meadow, and as one of the Minotaur’s sacrificial victims.


Parsnip is a bee spirit.


Confused? Yes, well, trust me. One thing you learn when you work with Melissa energy is when you’re given a thread, sometimes it’s best just to accept it. Some things have answers, others only more questions. Some things defy explanation. They just are.


Like bees’ wings, they are veiled.


Hidden.


Outside of the weave.


Poets and storytellers famously created the Greek religion. This was the first time I had questioned how that could have come to be. Even with lessons hidden in the myths, it seems strange that poets could just turn up, tell what are essentially fairy tales, and they would be accepted as components of one of history’s most influential civilizations. It’s only deep study of the rituals that inspired those stories, that reveals the sheer brilliance of ancient Greece itself.


To my mind, bee shamanism seems to have reached its pinnacle around the sixth century BCE and informs vast swathes of the ritual calendar. The power of a ritual is in its weaving. A person’s perspicacity comes from how they encounter it. Who they are, what their knowledge is, where their intentions are focused, and even what is happening in their life will inform the wisdom they draw from it.


The best example I can give you of that is being pregnant.


Suddenly the whole world seems to be having babies, and it’s all anyone wants to talk about. Carrying a baby taps into a resonance that draws communion to you. Everyone wants to unload nightmare labour stories and to discuss their swollen ankles. Similarly, when you watch a ritual, and work with bee consciousness, awareness shifts. Suddenly bee “stuff” is everywhere. Study myths and simultaneously search for bee stuff and something incredible happens… you enter the world of pollination.


That’s not accidental.


It’s how the priestesses designed it.


Scholars believe Greek myths were written as explanations for rituals poets had seen, and the most famous of all these, did indeed, belong to the Melissae.


The Mysteries of Eleusis were highly advanced spiritual technologies. Cloaked within an extremely witty and addictive game, their primary objective seems to have been twofold: to teach how planets moved around the sky and to explore as many members of the Insecta class as you could.


The result was an extraordinary thirst for knowledge, a deep love for nature’s mysteries, and, for those most accomplished, a release from the restrictions of space and time. Consider how small you feel exploring orbits and trajectories of planets, versus how enormous, witnessing aphids upon a rose.


We begin to sense the essence of Melissa teachings.


Opposite ends of a spectrum, but at some point, one merges into the other.


The enormity of the cosmos, compared to the tiniest of Earth’s inhabitants.


The priestess sits between them, acting as intermediary.


Coordinated enabler of the universe. Melissa, the mediatrix.


The priestess who feels her way to mastery. Her edges raw, reawakened by the beatitude of all she beholds. Everything charmed, always fragrant and wild. Encapsulating and embodying all of it, recognising the healing that emerges from venomous stings.


Their stories weren’t previously set down on paper because there was never a need for them to be. Our ancestors instinctively knew how to access womb wisdom. They mined peripheral information at will. Since shamanism is no longer an everyday activity, the knowledge is mostly ignored. If we are not careful, these skills will be lost for ever.


So, I wonder, will you find it easy to believe my stories?


Probably not.


I foresee being like Kassandra, the oracular priestess who betrayed Apollo’s trust, whom he cursed to ensure no-one would ever believe anything she said again. I envisage sounding like a bumbling idiot. If you are open to bee thoughts, as you enter the hive though, you too might sense honey trickle in. Who knows, you might even come to appreciate this as the work of a tired, fat, and very hairy bee.


Before we get to the heavy-duty study though, I’d like to take a moment to introduce the most diligent and bossiest of my spirit guides. This book couldn’t have happened without her. Ostensibly, she is its authoress. It’s only fair you meet her and learn one of her funniest stories. Then, we’ll begin the Melissa tale.


Her name, Parsnip, came about after a colleague said how much she was looking forward to reading this Melissa book and particularly about how the journey had affected me. I was a bit taken aback by that, because I realised that most of what I had written so far had been very evidence-based, lots of referencing, lots of proof, and it struck me, at that point, that you, the reader, couldn’t really see me in the book. That was partly because I was relying solely on academic study and no intuitive stuff yet, but mainly because it has been such an intimate, strange, and rather boring-to-the-outside-world tale.


I had no idea how to put that right.


So, that night, before I went to sleep, I asked for guidance about how the bees thought I should move forwards. The next day was a cold, November, Sunday morning, and as I lay in bed, one of the bee priestesses paid me a visit. This one, the one who communicates with me most, is the funniest and the snarkiest, a kind of mischievous ringleader, whom I perceive as looking like a pretty cartoon stickwoman/bee in a skirt. My co-conspirator from the bee kingdom perpetually, and good-naturedly, takes the Mickey out of me. Over time I have learnt to give as good as I get.


Half awake, half asleep, as I was, she waltzed in, and interrupted me as I sorted through my dreams. As usual, she announced herself, quite without apology.


“Parsnips,” she said.


“What?”


“You heard me. Parsnips.”


“Well, yes. I did hear you, but I haven’t got a clue what you’re going on about. What about them?” I demanded, with irritation.


By now, you might have realised these dialogues have become rather commonplace. She and I know each other well, and our conversations flow back and forth with little recourse to manners. We relate as if we’ve worked together for years.


“Parsnips!” she said exasperatedly, shrugging as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.


Right.


Parsnips.


Obviously.


Got it.


Pushing her root vegetable mutterings aside, I continued to sift through my dreams of Byzantine song.


“I said… PARSNIPS!” she retorted in annoyance, tapping her tiny, ant-like foot.


“I know you said parsnips, but it makes no sense.


Why on Earth are you prattling on about parsnips?


I was enjoying lying here just thinking about music!”


“Because they’re important…”


“Are they now?” said I, with resignation, already imagining the rabbit hole I’m heading down.


“Yes,” she squealed, bursting to let me in on the joke, “Yes, they are…”


“Come on then. Why are parsnips important?”


“Because we love them,” she giggled, gleefully rubbing her hands.


“You’re right. I do love them. Thank you.”


“Yes, we know you do, but you’re not the issue. We really like parsnips.”


“We who, for goodness’ sake? Bees? Bees like parsnips?”


“Yes, of course, bees. We love them, so we make them.”


“Right. OK,” says I.


“I’ll try and make sense of that, thank you.” Even though I haven’t a clue as to why you’d choose to give me something quite so random to work with.


I got out of bed, snuggled into my dressing gown, went downstairs, and got the laptop out.


“I just had the weirdest dream,” I said to The Strong Silent One who answered with a “Hmmm?” then went back to some word game on his tablet.


On my own then, clearly.


I stared at the keyboard.


What on Earth to look up?


I googled “Bees Parsnips” because, well, what else is there?


The first few results were cake recipes and then this.


A cutting of a newspaper article entitled “Bees Make Parsnip Seeds.”


A scientific agricultural trial showed the difference between plants artificially pollinated by people and those by bees. They proved plants grown inside a screen tent would not create seeds if pollinated by human hands. The problem, they identified, was the flowers of the umbellifer plant were simply too small. Even paintbrushes didn’t quite hit the G-spot, but when left to the intentions of the bees, the vegetables generated no fewer than 15,000 seeds.1


Bees do indeed make parsnips!


I decided to open with this story because even my eleven-year-old son, Dexter – whose answer to anything even vaguely Melissa related is to roll his eyes and say, “You’re just obsessed by bees” – even Dexter had to admit that was weird!


But more, it helps me to illustrate several points.


Mainly, and perhaps most importantly, everything about the bee priestesses is marvellously and unsettlingly strange. The magic of the Melissae priestesses is bizarre, but often mundane. That’s what makes it truly miraculous. Every day bees bring something other-worldly; you simply have to notice what’s happening, right in front of your face.


Incidentally, did you know that while we have just two eyes (or I guess a third eye too), bees have five eyes? The male bee, the drone, has far larger eyes than the workers. He needs them to find the queen in their nuptial flight.


Bees drink through their proboscis, taste through their feet, and smell with their antennae. They perceive everything they need to know about pollen through hairs in their abdomen. (Other species of bees also collect pollen on their hairy tummies, correctly termed their scopa.) Honey bees sweat wax through special glands in their lower abdomen. They mix this with tree resins collected onto their hairy bellies, then turn it into propolis to create their honeycomb structures.


And did you know bees loved parsnips?


Well, you do now.


Look how far you have come in just a few pages of the book.




Chapter 1


The Beginning of The Journey


I’d read the Melissae had been ancient Greek priestesses who had served Demeter, and perhaps other goddesses too. Listed in all herbal texts, their name appears, but nothing more.


I wanted to find them.


Who were they? What were they for? What was their association with Lemon Balm and why had they disappeared?


I’d sit in the garden, surrounded by herbs, my hands in her leaves, enjoying her company and lovely scent.


I sat for days, willing her to speak.


But she wouldn’t. She’d nothing she thought I was ready to hear.


I persisted, day after day; insisted I wanted to know.


Then, one afternoon she whispered: “Change your breath.”


A noise in my head. A sneaky utterance. Nothing more.


Like a glimpse out the corner of my eye.


There, but maybe not.


But no. Definitely. I heard her speak.


So, I did. I changed my breath.


Immediately, I knew I’d done it wrong.


I tried different breathing patterns until, oddly, I felt myself disappear.


Sliding out of this reality, I found a place that was new in my mind. A dark and intimate space.


I knew it though, because I had been there before; in those moments of oblivion before orgasm, and the blackness of transition before my babies were born. In that feminine space, the most sensual and arcane seemed reasonable, locked away in the darkness of the womb.


Then a train sped by, interrupted my trance, and the moment was gone. Feeling robbed and bereft, try as I might, I could not return to the space.


So, I went inside and made some tea.


The next day, scared of being outside by a dark cloud signalling rain, my calculations revealed the moon to be at her fullest in just two days.


My usual route to intuition rose in her lunar majesty on a warm, clear, and balmy night. Sitting amidst the herbs didn’t feel like work at all. The hyssop, not yet flowered, smelled sensuous and bitter; the camomile, just starting to peep through. Roses and lavender held the fascination of the late evening bees, so when I stroked Lemon Balm again, no insects bothered me there.


I breathed, carefully, deeply.


Shallowly, quickly.


Counted. Nothing happened.


But as I tried, I heard a voice again. This time though, not just one, a whole chorus of chanting, to help my breathing along.


…witnessed,


We witnessed,


we witnessed,


we witnessed,


We…


The chant continued on, and as my breathing fell into line.


Long breath in, two short ones out.


Long breath in, two short ones out.


As I got the rhythm, the chant went faster, so did my breathing until I was back there, in the womb space of my mind.


So, there I was in a cave of warmth and secrecy, rapt by the rawness of the place. Enthralled by the mysterious and empty centre of my being, where everything seemed sacred and entirely possible.


I had just one question.


What the bloody hell do I do here?


I had no answers, but it seemed to me my age-old mantra may be right. If in doubt, read.


Find out what had been written.


But I’d already done that, and there was nothing. All the usual places of Victorian research had been exhausted. The medieval texts were the same. Even the ancient Greek scholars had nothing to say about the Melissae.


After months of learning about the Mysteries of Eleusis, I was still no closer to finding these women, and what in the name of all that is good and pure, did they have to do with Lemon Balm anyway?


The first clue there may be any substance to the claim that the priestesses had indeed existed, came from a chance encounter with one of the strangest and most beautiful books I’ve ever read. In The Shamanic Way of the Bee, Simon Buxton describes his initiation into bee shamanism by way of some mysterious Eastern European priestesses called Melissae.


When researching the Mysteries of Eleusis, over which Demeter’s priestesses presided, I found most scholars understandably focused their attentions upon the ritual, which attracted thousands of people every year and continued to do so for over two millennia. Fixated on the secrets the ritual might contain, their studies showed zero interest in the priestesses. Some even dismissed them as mere hostesses, simply in attendance to ensure initiates were looked after, and enjoyed a good time.


But then, I discovered works of several women. I refer to their books consistently throughout my own, because their research frames the picture I can now draw, but I heartily recommend finding copies of your own if you’d like to take this work deeper, which I suspect most women will.


These are:


Portrait of a Priestess by Joan Breton Connelly. Not a cheap book – I paid £35 for a second-hand library copy – but worth every penny. Her research is astonishing, and the pictures spellbinding. The extent of Breton Connelly’s exploration is breathtaking, and to my mind, deserves to be read by every woman ever born. This book became invaluable for back checking facts against stunning photographs of Grecian artefacts from around the world. Next is a smaller book, written way back in 1896 by Elisabeth Sinclair Peck. It is a much harder read, not least because modern-day reproductions of A Study of the Greek Priestess have text so tiny you need a magnifying glass to read it. Nevertheless, it seems like hers may have been the first work to ever focus upon understanding the role of a priestess.


So, here is our first distinction: Breton Connelly’s work helps us understand who they were, Sinclair Peck explains more about their function.


Finally, Layne Redmond’s book When the Women were Drummers: A Spiritual History of Rhythm, helps us to understand the rise and fall of the priestess. It also reminded me not to make the mistake of seeing them obscured by a 21st century patriarchal lens.


Ancient Hellenistic scholar Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood described it beautifully, when she said her own ambition was to prevent us from being “seduced by the reflections of our own minds”, encouraging us to “read ancient texts through the eyes of their contemporary readers.”


Once I removed my modern-day glasses, and replaced them with Sourvinou-Inwood’s filter, things happened. First, the priestess stepped out of the shadows, The Goddess revealed herself as woman, and I began to mourn.


Mourn The Goddess, the priestess, and the woman from the past who could have been me. I grieved my disconnect from these people, so in line with the Earth and her rhythms. I regretted the detachment I felt from my cycles, and how powerless that made me feel. I lamented every woman disallowed from learning to read, for those forbidden to speak their minds, and for those generations before me who’ve had their lineage obscured, raped, and suppressed.


I wept for weeks. Now the grief is finally out, hopefully, I can put it into words.


We should remember that by the times of these stories, change was already well under way. They’d been whispered by campfires, sung by minstrels with lyres, for centuries, before anyone wrote them down. It’s likely myths tasted much sweeter in their original forms. Female deities as sovereigns of their own realms, serving beside their consorts, not ministering at their behest. Even three thousand years ago, the disconnect had already begun; stories being codified into patriarchal frames. Everything in women’s interior and exterior worlds would have changed, when reverence moved from the Earth to the skies.


Marija Gimbutas, one of the key authorities of the divine feminine in Eastern Europe, spoke of her reluctance to refer to societies as “matriarchal”, lest that be construed as in opposition to patriarchal, and that those would have been times where Woman ruled over Man.


I agree with her stance. Those seem to have been more egalitarian times. Women explored their own sovereignty to become queens. Not in competition with each other, but with steely control and mastery of themselves.


That said, the part “The Patriarchy” played in robbing women of these rites of passage is in no way small. It is right and just that it should be held accountable.


Before I go further then, I feel I should make a couple of apologies.


To the men I am fortunate enough to have in my life, I would like to say I love, respect, and applaud you. However, I suspect it may be impossible for you to understand the great yearning a woman has, a gaping chasm where she knows something is supposed to live, but she’s not entirely sure what. Or indeed what it means to be a woman living in a man’s world.


Where equality means being told you should conduct your career as if you don’t have children, while simultaneously parenting as if you have no job.


Where equality is, in fact, anything but.


Men rarely appear in this book. I shall not investigate the role of the Archon Basileus (a kind of mayor whose job it was to organise and participate in civic religious functions), the Hierophant, or his priests. I acknowledge their place, next to the priestess, but my interest is in the Melissae, the priestesses, and Melissa as woman.




Chapter 2


Women, Just Beeing Women.


As stated, my quest to find the Melissae began with the Lemon Balm plant, but none of the writings about the priestesses seemed to make any mention of the botanical. I finally caught a break when I discovered a work by the celebrated Greek poet Virgil. The Georgics, a poem revealing the secrets of successful agriculture, was his second work, from around 30 BCE.


Written in a twelve-beats-per-line rhythm known as hexameter, the Georgics belongs to a time where it would have been unheard of to think of planning one’s horticultural endeavours without considering the movements of the stars. I was really disappointed to realise that even Virgil goes out of date, because in the two thousand years since he committed his knowledge to paper, the rising and setting times of many of the stars have shifted, due to something called the precession of the equinoxes, so they no longer relate.


Nevertheless, the Georgics is useful to us.


The poem is made up of a mammoth 2188 verses written in hexameter and is divided up into four separate books.


The book that interests us is the fourth, which is further separated into two parts. The first part, lines 1-280, reads exactly as you might expect an agricultural manual would, and this bit gives instructions about how best to care for your bees, and particularly, what you should do if your swarm decides to up and leave you.


But then something strange happens. The second part swaps from this sensible lecture tone into a spellbinding story; a myth. Here, we get the sense that the allegory is clearly designed to act as some sort of teaching aid. I would suggest, after almost three years working with Melissa thaumaturgy, what we start to see is the stuff he begins to pick up clairvoyantly. First you see a fact he knew, he matches it to something in historical research, then he tells us about the third piece which has been given to him, somehow in the dreamscape.


This is the Melissa three-fold path, and you can picture it a bit like a capital letter Y. You might notice it happening in my work too. It’s unavoidable in this kind of work and perhaps it’s a trick of the plant. What will also happen, is everything will feel right, then suddenly feel wrong, and that’s because the Melissa medicine has turned. One fork in the road will take you forward, you’ll come to understand this as “Apollonian”, and one fork takes you backwards. You may start to understand this as Dionysian. Dionysian is the realm of Persephone, of shadows and darkness, of Freud, Jung and psychiatry, and it reads just like a myth.


Now, I’ve gotta tell you, reading Virgil’s story feels incredibly odd, because I feel like I have gone back 40 years. It turns out this is the story of Orpheus and Eurydice, which was my absolute favourite picture book when I was a kid.


For those of you who don’t know, Orpheus is this amazing lyre player who goes on these incredible adventures with Jason and his budding band of Argonauts. Potentially part of his musical brilliance derives from his parentage, since he is the son of the god, Apollo, and one of the Muses, the patron of poetry, Calliope.


As I am sure you can imagine, Orpheus is a bit of a catch. He’s savvy about how to use his instrument, and according to my picture book had an impressive head of thick, black curly hair. The wood nymph, Eurydice, was not immune to his charms, and within a few weeks they had fallen head over heels in love. Soon they marry and it should all be happily ever after, but where would the fun be in that?


You see, the problem is that Eurydice’s feminine wiles have also entranced the beekeeping god, Aristaeus, and he is stark staring furious that she has chosen to spend her life with someone else. “I’ll teach her,” he vows, and he wreaks dramatic vengeance upon her by sending a venomous snake to find and bite her.


Poor old Eurydice is wandering and, wouldn’t you know it, steps upon the serpent, which does Aristaeus’s bidding and sinks its fangs into her foot. Inadvertently, he has gone too far and Aristaeus realises he’s killed Orpheus’s beloved wife.


Well, if the beekeeping god felt pleased with the success of his vengeance, it wouldn’t last very long. Eurydice’s sister nymphs were furious about what he had done. Incandescent with rage, they rose from the forest, cursing him that every one of his bees should leave, and the bees, bless’em, they did exactly that. They upped and left, deserting his care.


Aristaeus is bereft. He hasn’t a clue what to do, so he begs advice from his mother, the nymph, Cyrene.


She ponders for a while and then suggests her son might be best placed seeking counsel from Proteus, the prophetic old man of the sea. The passage in the Georgics that we’re interested in is of the advice Proteus gives Aristaeus about how he might be able to assuage Eurydice’s soul, and in return, how he might hopefully have some possibility of being able to recover his bees.


Proteus tells him:


So, when you look up at the swarm released from the hive,


floating towards the radiant sky through the clear summer air,


and marvel at the dark cloud drawn along by the wind,


take note: they are continually searching for sweet waters


and leafy canopies. Scatter the scents I demanded,


bruised balm and corn parsley’s humble herb, and make


a tinkling sound, and shake Cybele’s cymbals around:


they’ll settle themselves on the soporific rest sites:


they’ll bury themselves, as they do, in their deepest cradle.


In addition, he tells Aristaeus that he must sacrifice four cows and four bulls, which he does. After nine days, multitudes of bees spring forth and Aristaeus’s hives are refilled.


Very odd.


So, here we can see the ancient Greek wisdom that [Lemon] Balm is rubbed onto hives to prevent them from flying away, and if we look at it through 21st century eyes, that is probably all we can see. However, contemporary readers would have comprehended more than we can.


First they believed that bees had a characteristic relationship with death. In particular, that they emerged from dead animals, especially cows and lions. Living in caves and arriving unheralded from small cracks in the ground, like snakes do, early people believed bees to interact with the souls of the dead, and could relay messages to and from the ancestors. Rather like Hermes, the messenger god, these liminal creatures were believed to be psychopomps moving between the worlds at will.


To the ancient Greeks, it would seem only natural that Eurydice would encounter bees in the Underworld. Of course, with the dead. Where else would they be?


The next point of interest comes in the line: and shake Cybele’s cymbals around…


For the priestesses of Cybele were none other than the Melissae. The priestesses who led their supplicants on shamanistic journeys with the help of dancing and drums.


There she is then. We’ve found her. Hidden in plain sight. Our Melissa.


We should be clear…


Thanks, mainly to the Roman obsession with writing and recording, the ancient Greek priestess has been preserved, but she belonged to a long lineage of Melissae who came before and after her. At the end of their public lives, their name changed to Mellonia, priestesses of the Roman Goddess Of Honey (also known as Mellonia or Mellona), but then they seem to disappear without a trace.


However, long after, hidden away from the dangers of Rome’s desire that the world should worship their Catholic God, women still gathered to worship their deities in peace.


When the Emperor Theodosius closed the sanctuaries and ordered the persecution of the Pagans in 391 CE, the Melissae buzzing quietened, guardedly, to a hum. No longer able to dance in the sunlight, our bees preferred to remain hidden in long grass and quietly, very quietly, whispered to The Goddess on their pollen covered knees.


Priestesses yes, but ordinary women too.


Potnia (Greek: πότνια, “mistress”) is a poetic title denoting honour, used chiefly to address females, whether these be goddesses or women. The term was inherited from the Mycenaean term for goddess and encompassed a variety of female deities.


In classical Greece, the title referred to the earth Goddess Gaia (Ge), then in classical antiquity Potnia could apply to any one of The Goddesses: Demeter, Artemis, Athena, Hekate, and Persephone.


The epiphany or motif of Potnia is a bee.


Potentially, this may be the first time we get a feel for the vastness of the term Melissa – certainly here as Potnia, she might be a goddess, or actually one of several goddesses. She could be a priestess, but any honourable woman would qualify as Potnia or Melissa.


In places like Ephesus, reverence of the Great Mother was so strong, that after the sanctuaries closed, goddesses took on the guise of the beautiful Black Madonna, spreading across the continent, especially into France. Melissa didn’t disappear; she went into witness protection and changed her name.


The line continued, especially in Eastern Europe. Modern-day Melissa teaching is called forth from English and Welsh druidic traditions and from Lithuania, where Christianity did not reach until around the 15th century, and then only in urban areas. Layers upon the surface of Paganism, especially in more rural parts of Lithuania, remain very thin; thus, the traditions that history told us had, to all intents and purposes, been lost, rather have been very privately and quietly preserved.


So why Bee?


Of all the early symbols we find, after the serpent, the most represented is the bee.


Records of “Bee Women” or “Sacred Bees” can be found much further back in time than Ancient Greece. They appear in many places throughout the prehistoric and ancient worlds, but they seem to be especially prominent in Greece, Crete, and Asia Minor.


A hurdle to overcome is if we pin the title, Melissa, to Ancient Greece, we get bogged down by their myths. We risk imagining them as primitive and childish or dismissing them as naïve. The Melissae were more than just servants to Demeter. Access to divine source itself, they embodied the Divine Feminine. As mediators of divinity, they ensured the fickle goddess of harvest remained happy.


Let’s wind the clock back farther, to before civilization began. Journeying back that far, makes it easier to visualise how the Melissae might have emerged.


Palaeolithic cave paintings offer tiny glimpses of what life may have been like and give early representations of people’s sacred relationship with the Earth.


Most paintings portray peaceful scenes, and whilst early man is shown wielding spears, no art from this period has been discovered where weapons are depicted as being directed at other humans. Generally, it suggests tribes lived peacefully, side by side. Survival depended on collaboration and trust, aligning with the seasons, and moving with the energies of the Earth. Communities were small only taking what they needed from the land. Mankind and nature flourished in harmony.


Perhaps unsurprisingly the most telling clues about these people are found in rock faces, given the fundamental role caves played in their lives. They offered shelter from harsh unpredictable weather but also made convenient venues to meet with neighbouring tribes. Here, intel about rich hedgerows and trees laden with food was traded in respect and care, and the congregation of our world’s earliest religion gathered in the cool safety of the vagina of the Great Mother.


It was perhaps here that the association between the vagina of The Goddess and the human womb was first explored.


The womb – The dreaming vessel.


The oracular centre of the womb; the place of gnosis, of knowing.


Womb as a place of healing and sacred centre of divine source energy.


In Womb Awakening, Bertrand and Bertrand describe:


The Great Womb of Creation, the pre-existent birther of All, was once known as the Great Whore. In the Semitic languages of the Middle East, hor meant “cave” or “womb.” She was also known as a harlot – a “Womb of Light.”2


Palaeolithic shamanesses passed sacred womb cosmology from mouth to ear. They forged ecstatic rituals, blending loving appreciation for the world into a holistic system of unity.


The womb as the void of creation. The place from whence children came, birthed within the mouths of caves with sisters dancing their souls into being. To the early human mind, the cave was the external manifestation of the safest place they had ever been; the cave that had protected them as they had formed.


The womb of the tomb. The place they returned to, to wait for The Goddess to rebirth them.


The way people inter their dead portrays much about a society’s perception of life and death, and the forces they understood as surrounding them.


Around 34,000 BCE, ceremonial elements began to develop in burials. Bodies were placed into foetal positions to face the rising sun in the east. Many have been found adorned with cowrie shells, an ancient symbol of the vulva.


Then around 30,000 BCE, artistic representations of vulvae seem to explode right across Europe, on cave walls, in graves, and they were often carved into amulets and jewellery. Many were carved into stone then smeared with the bloody tinge of red ochre.


Some look realistic, others more abstract; wishbone-shaped amulets with vulvic gashes carved between the legs. Some have been found in isolation, but usually, these amulets are found alongside other images of The Goddess. Rather than simply being anatomical representations, it’s thought these carvings represented stories celebrating fertility, reproduction, and contemplating rebirth.


The divine being celebrated by early Man was female. Symbolism reflected her existence, her ability to autogenerate (to birth herself) and to rebirth. The vulva symbolised restoration into some new existence… perhaps some new way of being.


Archaeology suggests cave gatherings continued for thousands of years. Over time, early man began to decorate this sacred space, adorning entrances to caves with vulvae depictions. Inside they celebrated totems: bulls, snakes, birds, and bees.


Let’s take a jump along the timeline. A huge one. About five millennia long…


You land somewhere special; in the sand, by your feet, is a tiny, odd-looking rock.


Look closer. Run your hands over the weathered shape and notice curves unfold beneath your hands. The rock has been carved to depict a woman.


A Venus!


Around 25,000 BCE, beautiful female figurines began to appear as far north as Siberia, right across to Italy.


The similarities between the statues are fascinating.


Humungous breasts, and gloriously wide, accommodating hips. Their dimensions are distorted, all their other features sculpted as being comparatively smaller and less significant.


When inspected closely, scholars have discovered these figurines represent many aspects of womanhood. In 1991, archaeology Professor Prudence C. Rice published that she had found that while some are depictions of pregnancy, others are carved with flatter breasts and narrower hips of maidens or the saggy, wrinkled breasts and buttocks of crones.3


Marija Gimbutas described how the vulvae of pregnant Venuses gape wide open,4 but then Randall White, a Professor of Anthropology from New York University, described how he’d found the vaginas of these pregnant Venuses to be more nuanced than that, disclosing that what they actually seemed to depict was different degrees of dilation.5


So, could it be that rather than representing fertility as an abstract concept of The Goddess, these Venuses were teaching aids to educate early women about bodily changes and to demystify the arcane process of birth?5


Shawntell Nesbitt from the University of Western Ontario certainly thinks so.


Her research had been focused on French Gravettian statuettes dated to between 33,000 to 21,000 years ago. As many as 65% of the oldest Venuses depicted pregnancy, but when she compared that to Magdalenian ones, which were younger at between 17,000-12,000 years old, only about 35% depicted it.6


She believes this indicates early women discovered ways of controlling birth.


The Moon Goddess


The Venus of Lausell, or Femme à la Corne (Woman with Horn), is a bas-relief of a nude woman. She was discovered in 1911, carved into a fallen block of limestone in a rock shelter in the French Dordogne region. Standing just under half a meter tall and painted with red ochre, she is thought to have been created somewhere around 23,000 BCE and is believed to be the earliest representation of the Mother Goddess ever found.




[image: image]


Venus de Lausall kept in the Bordeaux Museum.





She has gloriously wide hips, fleshy thighs, and a pendulous bosom. In her right hand, she holds a bison’s horn: the symbol of the crescent moon.


Moon symbolism stood central to Goddess worship.


When two horns appear together, they depict the full moon cycle. Here, the shape of the cornucopia and crescent moon metaphorically align to the vulva.

OEBPS/images/half.jpg
Meeting the Melissae

The Ancient Greek Bee Priestesses
of Demeter





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Meeting the Melissae

The Ancient Greek Bee Priestesses
of Demeter

Elizabeth Ashley

(\/
Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/images/f0026-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy01-01.jpg
=X/
\_/

JOHN HUNT PUBLISHING





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
| S U

b P

€






