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Mysteries and interactivity: the relationship between Demeter Kore at Eleusis 
and Demeter Despoina at Lykosura 

von SOTIRIA DIMOPOULOU, SCHWELM 

1. Introductory framework1 

Despite the extensive scholarly research that has been devoted to the Eleusinian 
cult, the present study is an attempt to examine the interactive relationship be-
tween the Eleusinian and Arcadian mysteries of Lykosura through a multifac-
eted approach. The aim is not to identify the two cults, but rather to examine 
the panhellenic cult of Demeter and Kore at Eleusis and its influence on the local 
cult of Despoina Kore and Demeter at Lykosura in southwestern Arcadia, in the 
context of an archaeological, religious, architectural and social study. The enig-
matic and mysterious character of the cult at Lykosura gives rise to further mul-
tidimensional research, combining archaeological evidence with Pausanias’ de-
scription of both the cult statues and their attributes in the temple of Despoina.  

This paper also examines the ways in which these religious phenomena are ex-
pressions of collective human emotions based on religious ideologies and cus-
toms and evaluates the two cults in relation to the anthropological and social 
background of the beliefs of ancient Greek religion. In addition, it aims to shed 
light on other parameters that contribute to a broader study of the cults and 
their connection in Eleusis and Lykosura, such as the architectural structures as 
an important factor in religious practices, as well as the attributes that accom-
panied the worshipped goddesses in both cults, mostly depicted in sculpture 
and vase painting.  

In the context of research into religious phenomena, the ritual practices and se-
cret ceremonies observed in these mystery cults are also subject to investigation. 
How can these practices be defined as religious phenomena? How can the hu-
man need to maintain secrecy be interpreted? To what extent did the commu-
nity influence such religious aspects, and how can we discuss the interactive 

 
1  I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to Prof. Dr. Madeleine Jost, Prof. Dr. Vasilis 

Tsiolis and Dr. Elli Papazoi, who studied the Sanctuaries and Cults of Female Goddesses 
in Ancient Arcadia (University of Graz), for their insightful comments on the manuscript. 
For the Female Cults and the cult topography in Arcadia, see Papazoi (forthcoming). 
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relationship between Eleusis2 and Lykosura?3 Moreover, the research aims to 
offer a new perspective on the analysis of such phenomena in the ancient Greek 
world, examining various parameters. 

2. The cult and its origin 

The central section of Homer’s Hymn to Demeter reveals that the veneration of 
the Eleusinian Demeter and her daughter Persephone, also known as Kore, is 
inextricably linked to the mythical tradition of Persephone’s abduction by the 
god of the underworld, Hades. While Demeter was searching for Persephone, 
the earth was transformed into a landscape of frozen desolation, and the god-
dess wandered around in a state of hunger and dishevelment, carrying torches.4 
There are numerous variations of the myth associated with the cult of Demeter 
and Kore. However, the most well-established version is that of Eleusis. Deme-
ter was reunited with her daughter in the underworld, and her return to the 
world of the living was celebrated with the regrowth of the land and the holding 
of festivals. The return of Persephone from the underworld is associated with 
certain regulations pertaining to her sojourn in the realm of the living. During 
her sojourn in the underworld, Persephone consumed seeds of the pomegran-
ate, thereby establishing a connection with the realm of the dead. It was decreed 
that she should remain in the underworld for a third of the year and that the 
remainder of her time should be spent with Demeter.5 The return, ascent, and 
anodos of Persephone from the underworld and her subsequent reunion with 
her mother were imbued with symbolic significance and were closely connected 
to the fertility and regrowth of the land. Moreover, the interpretation of the 

 
2  The name of Eleusis is likely derived from the Greek word éleusis (arrival, coming), 

indicating that the goddess Demeter arrived at this location and selected it for her cult, as 
referenced in the Homeric Hymn for Demeter (Richardson 1974). Nevertheless, Pausanias 
states that the name of Eleusis was given by the mythical hero Eleusis (Paus. 1,38,8). The 
Eleusinian deme or demos of the Hippothontis phyle is situated 21 km west of Athens (IG 
I–III (Attica). According to Strabo, Eleusis was one of the twelve cities that was founded by 
the mythical king of Athens, Kekrops, and subsequently incorporated into the polis of 
Athens by Theseus (Strab. Geog. Θ 1,20). 

3  The existence of ancient Lykosura is referenced by Pausanias in his eighth book of 
Periegesis in Peloponnese. Pausanias recounts the history of Arcadia, including the 
mention of Lykosura as the oldest polis in the ancient world. In accordance with the 
mythological tradition, Lykosura was constructed by Lykaon, son of Pelasgos (Paus. 8,2,2; 
8,38,1). It was situated within the region of ancient Parrhasia, approximately 7 km west of 
Megalopolis. The region was renowned for the sanctuary of the goddess Despoina, situated 
to the east side of Mount Lykaion and located on a hill adjacent to the walls of the polis of 
Lykosura (Paus. 8,38,1). 

4  In sculpture, vase or wall painting artworks, Demeter is often depicted with torches.  
5  Burkert 1993, 338–340. 
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myth was closely connected to the role of Demeter as a goddess of nature, as the 
mother of the land and agriculture. 

The cult of the Eleusinian Demeter and Persephone is likely to have originated 
from an ancient agrarian cult related to Thesmophoria, a festival dedicated to 
Demeter.6 Sacrifices were a central feature of this festival, with pigs being 
thrown into deep underground pits only by women who had been initiated into 
the cult of Demeter Thesmophoria. These sacrificial pits symbolised the under-
ground chasm of Demeter and Kore. The rite of Thesmophoria was connected 
to the fertility of the land and the beginning of the autumn sewing.7 The Eleu-
sinian cult can also be seen in the same context, namely as an agrarian cult 
whose sacred ritual before the initiation into the Mysteries had the same char-
acteristics as Thesmophoria. The antiquity of the cult in Eleusis is proven by the 
archaeological findings. The earliest known structure for ritual practices is 
dated to the Mycenaean Period, before 1200 BC. It may have been a Megaron, 
where cult and ritual practices took place; this structure was the precursor of 
Telesterion.8 The function of Telesterion and its role in the ritual practices in 
Eleusis will be analysed in a subsequent section. 

The worship of the goddess Despοina at Lykosura probably reflects an ancient 
Arcadian tradition, although this cannot be established with certainty, as we 
shall see below.9 In the cella of the Temple of Despoina, the renowned sculptor 
Damophon from Messene crafted a colossal marble statue group (measuring 
approximately 5.80–5.90 m in height), which the majority of scholars have dated 
to the end of the 3rd and the beginning of the 2nd century BC.10 The cult statues 
of Lykosura illustrate a female group comprising four figures: the goddesses 
Artemis, Demeter,11 Despoina, and Anytos. Artemis is depicted as the goddess 
of hunting, accompanied by a dog and a quiver. Furthermore, Artemis can be 
identified with Hekate, as both goddesses were depicted with a torch and 
snakes, and Artemis was also the sister of Despoina and daughter of Demeter 
according to the local Arcadian tradition.12 In this representation, Demeter is 

 
6  Burkert 1993, 496–502. 
7  Nilsson 1940, 49. 
8  Gruben 1966, 215, fig. 166 A. 
9  LIMC III (1986) 384 s.v. Despoina Nr. 1, 2 (G. Steinhauer). 
10  For the sculptor and his works, see Themelis 1993, 99–109; Themelis 1996, 154–185; Tsiolis 

2002, 7–32; Melfi 2016, 82–105. For a new reconstruction of the cult group, see Dimopoulou 
2022a. For previous reconstructions of the group, see Dickins 1906/07, pls. 12–14; Lévy / 
Marcadé 1972, 967–1003; Stewart 1990, 94–96, figs. 788–792. For the unique monetary 
depiction of the group, see LIMC I 1 1981, 874 s. v. Anytos (A. Stavridi).  

11  LIMC IV (1988) 880 s.v. Demeter Nr. 436 (L. Beschi). 
12  Paus. 8,37,6. About the multidimensional character of Artemis at Lykosura, see 

Dimopoulou 2022a, 182–186. 
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depicted holding a torch in her right hand while her left rests on Despoina’s 
right shoulder. She was depicted as a seated statue positioned alongside  
Despoina. Despoina, the Mistress, was depicted holding a scepter in her left 
hand and a mystiké kíste13 on her lap with her right. According to Pausanias 
description: “Demeter holds a torch in her right hand, while the other lays upon 
Despoina. Despoina holds a sceptre and the kíste on her knees, which she holds 
with her right hand. On both sides of the throne: by the side of Demeter stands 
Artemis clad in a deerskin; she has a quiver on her shoulders, and she holds a 
torch in the one hand while in the other holds two snakes; beside Artemis lies a 
hunting dog. By the statue of Despoina stands Anytos, as an armed figure. The 
priests of the sanctuary say (maintain) that Despoina was brought up by Any-
tos, who was one of the called Titans. (……) The legend about Anytos is based 
on an arcadian tradition”.14 

The myth about Despoina’s birth is also based on a local arcadian tradition.  
Despoina was born after the secret coitus of Demeter and Poseidon. While 
Demeter was searching for her daughter Persephone, Poseidon pursued her. 
The god transformed into a horse, thus enabling him to rape the goddess. 
According to this tradition, another daughter was born through this coitus, 
whose name was forbidden to be revealed to those who were not initiated to the 
Mysteries of her mother Demeter.15 The cult of Despoina in Lykosura is related 
to this religious tradition, as evidenced by Pausanias's account of his visit to 
Lykosura, in which he states that: “The Arcadians venerate this goddess among 
the most gods, namely Despoina. They say (maintain) that she was the daughter 
of Poseidon and Demeter. Most of them use the name Despoina, which is a 
byname of the goddess, just like the other daughter of Demeter and Zeus, who 
was called Kore, although her primary name is Persephone (…….). I was afraid 
to reveal the name of Despoina to those who were not initiated.”16 

It is challenging to determine with precision whether the origins of the cult at 
Lykosura can be attributed to a period preceding or contemporary to that of the 
worshipping cult group.17 However, there is evidence that indirectly speaks of 

 
13  The mystiké kíste was usually a cylindrical box, a kind of basket which contained secret 

items (e.g., plant seeds or myrtle leaves) for ritual practices during, mostly, secret cult 
ceremonies.  

14  Translated by the author; Paus. 8,37, 3–6. For the figure of Anytos, see also Dimopoulou 
2024, 323–331. 

15  Paus. 8,25, 5–7. 
16  Translated by the author; Paus. 8,37, 9–10. About the fear of Pausanias, see Dimopoulou 

2022b, 171–186. 
17  See Palamidis 2018, 127–152. See also Jost / Palamidis 2020, 127–140. For more about the 

origin of the cult of Despoina at Lykosura, see also Dimopoulou 2022a, 177–182. See also 
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its antiquity. It can be reasonably inferred from the available sources that the 
sanctuary of Lykosura was the site of ancient cultic activities. The sacrificial rit-
uals that Pausanias describes during his visit to the temple may have been the 
inheritors of an older tradition.18 Furthermore, the terracotta statuettes from the 
Archaic period,19 which were discovered at the Megaron in Despoina’s sanctu-
ary, offer valuable insight into the practice of older cult activities. The votive 
figures are both anthropomorphic and zoomorphic, with most of them holding 
an animal in front of their torso or a basket over their head. 

In addition, a bronze tablet from the late Archaic Period (c. 500 BC) that was 
found on Mount Lykaion is recent evidence about sacrifices and festivals sacred 
for Zeus Lykaios, who – according to a local myth – was born and brought up 
on it.20 J. Heinrichs examined the tablet and postulates that the cult of Despoina 
may have originated in the 6th century BC. This is based on the connection he 
draws between the name of the goddess Despoina and Kachila, whose presence 
according to the scholar is evidenced by the appearance of a goddess on some 
coins from Arcadia dating to the 5th century BC.21 Furthermore, J. Heinrichs 
hypothesises that Kachila’s name is also mentioned in the tablet and that she 
was Despoina in her youth who was venerated with Zeus Lykaios.22 It is not 
certain whether Despoina is to be identified with this deity during her youth. 
This is due to the fact that the inscription does not explicitly mention the name 
of Despoina/Kachila, and it is not possible to assert with absolute certainty that 
these two deities are identical. Perhaps a deity was worshipped in the context 
of an agrarian cult, but one cannot determine whether this was Despoina. In 
addition, the tablet was also examined by J.M. Carbon and J.P.T. Clackson, but 
there is no evidence from their research that a specific deity was worshipped on 
Mt. Lykaion.23 

Nevertheless, the oldest epigraphical source about Despoina’s cult at Lykosura 
connected to religious and sacrifice regulations during the initiation is dated 

 
the recent publication about the sacred landscape of the Ancient Peloponnese of Marantou 
2024. 

18  Paus. 8,37,8: “On the way up to the temple of Despoina, the Megaron is on the right. This 
is where the mysteries take place, and the Arcadians bring animal sacrifices to Despoina. 
Everyone brings what they want, but they don't cut the throats of the animals, unlike other 
sacrificial rituals”. Transl. by the author. 

19  While the majority of the statuettes are from the late Hellenistic period, a small number are 
likely to be from the Archaic period. See Kourouniotis 1912, 159–160, figs. 36-40. For the 
terracotta statuettes of Lykosura, see also Walcek-Averett 2019, 165–171. 

20  Paus. 8,38,2. 
21  Heinrichs 2015, 76, pls. 2a–3b. 
22  Heinrichs 2015, 36–37, pls. 1–7. 
23  Carbon / Clackson 2016, 119–158. 
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back to the 3rd century BC and not earlier.24 This source references the existence 
of strict clothing regulations for women when entering the sanctuary of De-
spoina for initiation as well as some sacrificial rituals in honour of Despoina. It 
is important to emphasise the unbreakable bond between Despoina and Kore 
and their mother Demeter. Despite their origins in different myths, these two 
goddesses are linked to a common recipient. This recipient is the mother Deme-
ter, who is present in both places of worship and is associated with the Kore 
Despoina. Moreover, the sacred nature of the cult leaves no doubt as to its origin 
and the process of initiation into the mysteries. The common mythical back-
ground of both cults, namely the passions of Demeter and the quest of the Kore 
Despoina, as well as their relationship with the underworld, links the mysteries 
on a common religious basis. 

3. Eleusis versus Lykosura: an interaction or imitation? 

3.1 The role of architecture in the materialisation of the cult 

The sanctuary of Demeter and Kore in Eleusis and its Mysteries were of great 
significance in the ancient world. The Eleusinian secret cult is also evidenced by 
the existence of numerous homonymous sanctuaries and temples, where similar 
structures, such as those in Eleusis, served equivalent religious purposes.25 In 
his Periegesis in Attica, Pausanias provides an account of his observations of the 
Eleusinian temples, including the temple of Triptolemos and Artemis Propylaia, 
as well as the temple of Poseidon Patroos.26 The most significant and impressive 
structure in Eleusis was the so-called Telesterion, derived from the ancient 
Greek word teló, meaning ‘to initiate’.  

The Telesterion was situated within a sanctuary complex, comprising a number 
of other temples, and was encircled by a fortification wall. The Telesterion was 
a construction with inner columns, a structure with a roof and a close interior 
space, which was used for the initiation of those who wished to participate in 
the Eleusinian Mysteries, in the ritual ceremony dedicated to the goddess  
Demeter. The structure was primarily constructed during the Mycenaean 
period as a Megaron with ritual use. In the 7th century BC, it was extended with 
a rectangular front facade, and in the 6th century BC, it was completed through 

 
24  IG V 2, 514; Voutiras 1999, 233–249. 
25  Some of the most important temples are e.g., of Demeter Malophoros in Selinus, of Demeter 

in Pergamon, of Demeter in Akragas and of Demeter in Dion. The Eleusinian cult is also 
testified in Lakonia, where, according to Pausanias, a sanctuary of the Eleusinian Demeter 
in Therai in Mount Taygetos was located. Paus. 3,20,5. 

26  Paus. 1,38,6. 
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the Anaktoron, a small temple located within Telesterion. This temple, known 
as the secret cella, housed the xoanon of Demeter. This modest temple served 
as the focal point for the religious ceremonies, where the epiphany of 
Persephone was likely visible to the participants.27 The Telesterion was 
constructed with three walls, each with eight rows of seats. Stone steps were 
also incorporated into the design, intended for the initiators, the mystai.28  

Fig. 1: Telesterion 

As previously stated, the Telesterion underwent various phases of construction. 
Following its devastation by the Persians (c. 480 BC), the reconstruction of the 
edifice commenced in the years of Kimon (470 BC). The structure was extended, 
and the Anaktoron was relocated from the southern edge to the centre of the 
temple.29 During the period of political dominance exercised of Pericles  

 
27  The “appearance” of the goddess was probably a part of the ritual ceremony.  
28  Gruben 1966, 214; Serafini 2019, 132–134, figs. 2, 3. For the initiation stages in Eleusis, see 

Clinton 2003, 50–73. For the latest publication on Telesterion, see Kaoura 2024. 
29  Gruben 1966, 216, fig. 169 D. 
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(c. 450-440 BC), Iktinos, the architect of the Parthenon, initiated the renovation 
of the Telesterion. His objective was to expand the central chamber to 
accommodate a greater number of initiates, thereby facilitating their 
participation in the mysteries. The architectural differentiation between this 
structure and its predecessors was the construction of eight stone theater-like 
seats throughout the Anaktoron.30 Iktinos did not manage to complete his work, 
and subsequent architects during the 4th century BC attempted to continue the 
renovation of the Telesterion. The next significant rebuilding of the temple is 
dated to the 2nd century AD, under Marcus Aurelius. This was after the 
destruction of Telesterion by the Costoboci in 170 AD (fig. 1).31 

The sanctuary of Despoina in Lykosura was excavated in 1889 by V. Leonar-
dos.32 During the excavations, the remains of the Peribolos, a Stoa, the Doric 
temple of Despoina with a cella, theatre-like stone seats south of the temple, 
three altars in front of it, and the ruins of a structure where the cult practices 
probably took place, the so-called Megaron, were uncovered.33 Additionally, a 
square-shaped structure, which had been bricked up, was discovered west of 
Stoa. This structure is thought likely to have been used for cultic purposes, 
based on evidence from the Archaic Period (fig. 2).34 The temple of Despoina 
comprised a Pronaos and a cella, where the colossal cult statues of Demeter, 
Despoina, Artemis and Anytos were located.35 The cult room in relation to the 
temple was not particularly expansive. The cult group was depicted in a manner 
suggesting that it was situated behind bars. In front of it, a mosaic decorated 
with wild animals and ornaments was laid.36 The temple underwent a series of 

 
30  Gruben 1966, 216, fig. 169 E; Serafini 2019, 135, fig. 4 a. It is estimated that the number of 

the participants should be up to 4000 for the seated and 6000 for the standing; see Izenour 
1992, 26. 

31  Serafini 2019, 135–136. Such a rebuilt of the Telesterion is a proof that the Mysteries 
survived, at least, until the last third of the 2nd century AD. 

32  Leonardos 1896, 95–196. 
33  Paus. 8,37,7: “Near of the Temple of Despoina, if someone goes up, in the right side is 

located the so-called Megaron. In Megaron took place the Mysteries (.…)”. 
34  A bronze statuette of the goddess Athena from the Archaic Period was also found there; 

see Leonardos 1896, 119; Jost 1975, 339–364; Rathmayr 2018, 156. 
35  For the Catalogue of the Lykosura Group, see Kourouniotis 1911; Kaltsas 2002, 279–281 

Cat. nos. 584–591; Dimopoulou 2022a, 215–240. 
36  For the “isolation” of the statues behind bars, see Mattern 2007, 154–156; Mylonopoulos 

2011, 278; For the Temple mosaic, see Salzmann 1982, 65. 123 no. 162, fig. 80; Guimier-
Sorbets / Panagiotopoulou 2008, 191–200. For cult rooms in Hellenistic temples, see also 
Kobusch 2022. 
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construction phases between the 4th and 2nd century BC. Furthermore, renova-
tions were carried out in the temple until the Roman period.37 

Fig. 2: Graphic reconstruction of Despoina’s sanctuary at Lykosura  

In considering the architectural construction of both cult sites and its role in the 
cult practice, despite the differences that can be identified, there are also com-
mon characteristics that can lead to certain conclusions about how the architec-
tural character of a building influences the collective sense of the initiators and 
their religious aspects regarding the rituals in temples with secret cult elements. 
The architectural conception of the Telesterion and the temple of Despoina, in-
cluding the external area, provide excellent examples of an interactive relation-
ship between landscape and human, human and religious phenomena. The ex-
istence of the Anaktoron within the Telesterion as a secret, separate small temple 
where Persephone is said to have appeared during the mysteries, or drómena 
(ritual activities), can be paralleled with the use of the Megaron in Lykosura as a 
large altar for the sacrifices of the goddesses Despoina and Demeter. 

In accordance with the established ritual, Persephone was believed to have 
emerged from Hades, and the entrance to Anaktoron in Eleusis was reserved 
exclusively for the Hierophantes, the priest of Demeter.38 It is noteworthy that 

 
37  Kourouniotis 1911, 12-18; Jost 1985, 174–175; Billot 2008, 135–180. 
38  Burkert 1993, 584. 
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the stone seats inside the building were arranged in a theatre-like configuration 
with the intention of facilitating the participation of as many initiands as possi-
ble in the initiation festival. Consequently, the secret nature of the religious reg-
ulations meant that the ritual teleté (ritual procession) was to be kept strictly 
confidential from those who were not initiated. The Telesterion was illuminated 
solely by torches, thereby creating an atmosphere of darkness that was integral 
to the secrecy of the ceremony. This darkness, which permeated the whole room, 
affected the participants and the religious expression was closely linked to the 
ritual, which represented the land rebirthing and life triumphing over death. 

The excavations at Lykosura uncovered a temple with the cult room,39 a Mega-
ron, and stone theatre-like seats situated to the south of the temple. Although 
the content of Despoina’s Mysteries is not currently known, it may be assumed 
that there was an interactive relationship with the Eleusinian Mysteries, and 
that Eleusis in some way affected Lykosura. The secret character of the cult is 
once again expressed through the various structures. The seats for the partici-
pants had the same function as in Eleusis: those undergoing the initiation pro-
cess, which probably took place in the Megaron, were seated. The Megaron 
served a similar function to the Telesterion. Furthermore, it is likely that the 
secret regulations were not divulged to those who were not initiated.40 The en-
trance to the temple was perhaps only permitted to the priests or the priestesses 
of Despoina and the presence of a south door provided additional illumination 
within the dark cella. The enigmatic nature of this local cult was accompanied 
by the use of lighted torches, while the myth about Despoina and Demeter em-
bodied the religious ideals and needs of the local community (fig. 3). 

A detailed examination of the architectural features of both sanctuaries reveals 
that the specific locations played a pivotal role in the theatrical and parallel 
mythical presentation of the initiation rituals of the mystery cult of Demeter 
Kore and Demeter Despoina Kore. The seats inside or outside of a temple were 
integral to the cult rituals and indicated active participation in the religious 
events, the so-called drómena. The combination of drómena and deiknúmena, 
that is to say, the acts that accompanied the ritual, aimed to reinvigorate the 
narration of the myths in front of the audience.41 In the temple of Lykosura, as 
described by Pausanias, a mirror was hung in the cella, which may have facili-
tated the recollection of the epiphany of Despoina, her appearance to the priest-
hood during the initiation ceremony. Although the seats for the initiates were 

 
39  The existence of the cult room in the ancient Greek temples - the so-called cella - did not 

necessarily mean that the cult had a secret character. The cult statues of Athena Parthenos at 
the Parthenon and Zeus Olympios at Olympia from the Classical period are typical examples. 

40  Hellmann 2008, 181–190.  
41  Sporn 2015, 353–354. 
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outside the temple of Despoina, the aim was probably the same: to create a uni-
fied perspective, a shared understanding and active participation in the mytho-
logical narratives. 

 

Fig. 3: Sanctuary of Despoina at Lykosura  

In conclusion, the study of the Mysteries in Eleusis and Lykosura from an archi-
tectural perspective and the potential influence of the Eleusinian Mysteries on 
the Mysteries of Despoina in Lykosura permit the drawing of rather certain con-
clusions.42 In my estimation, both cult sites exhibit an exemplary integration of 
structure and religion. As mystery cults, they sought to align the needs of the 
human with the natural environment and the location of the cult. The construc-
tion of such buildings contributed to the development of religious conscious-
ness. In Lykosura, the local Arcadian mystery cult was adapted to the needs of 
the local community. In Eleusis, a panhellenic cult centre that attracted a wide 
range of visitors, the aim was to cultivate a collective sense of belonging among 
the participants and to create a respect for the mystical and the unspoken. It can 
be argued that Eleusinian religious beliefs influenced the Lykosura and its ar-

 
42  A votive inscription by Philopappos from Lykosura refers to Despoina and Soteira. This 

suggests the cult of Kore Soteira in Megalopolis and is indirectly linked to the cult of the 
Eleusinian Kore. See IG, V, 2, 524. 
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chitectural concept of a worship practice appropriate to the circumstances. In 
this case, we cannot speak of Lykosura as an imitation, but rather as an interac-
tion based primarily on the essence of worship, with adaptations to suit its ar-
chitectural requirements. The sacrificial practices, the worship and the ritual tra-
ditions all point to the fact that Lykosura meets the needs of both initiates and 
visitors. The architectural configuration of these cult spaces is directly related to 
their function in the initiation process. In other words, the specific structures 
(e.g. the Megaron, the Telesterion, the temple with a cella or the Adyton) are 
viewed by visitors, who thereby gain a subconscious understanding of the sub-
sequent process and are mentally prepared for the experience. Moreover, this 
was the purpose of their participation in these mysteries.43  

3.2 Divines, attributes and features 

As previously stated, the Eleusinian cult venerates Demeter and Persephone as 
chthonian deities.44 They were so intimately connected that the figures are al-
ready depicted as a divine pair in the red-figured vase painting from Eleusis of 
the 6th century BC. The attributes that accompanied the goddesses were initially 
a wreath and a branch, an indication of an agrarian festival. In later depictions 
from the 5th century BC, the figures hold ears of grain or wheat, as well as scep-
ters, which symbolise their dominance in Eleusis. Furthermore, they are often 
depicted with a phiale, an offering vase, and torches. The goddesses are usually 
clad in a girded chiton and mantel, and rarely in a peplos.45  

The Eleusinian pair of Demeter and Kore also appears in multifigured scenes in 
the vase painting. For example, they can be seen in scenes with Triptolemos, 
who was involved in the myth of Eleusis,46 or with Hercules, Hekate, Pluto, 
Hermes, and so on.47 The goddesses can be distinguished from one another 
through their respective attributes, such as the scepter, which is held by Deme-
ter as the mistress of the temple, and the torches. In addition to Demeter, Per-
sephone is also depicted holding torches. In many instances, Demeter is de-

 
43  Further about the relationship between cult spaces and initiates, see Dimopoulou 

(forthcoming). For common characteristics by both cult places, see also Rüdiger 2019, 74–
76. 

44  Hesiod is the first author and poet who remarks upon the deep relationship between 
Demeter and Persephone and identifies them as agrarian goddesses in Theogony. Hes. 
theog. 913. See also, LIMC suppl. VIII (1997) 956–978 s.v. Persephone (G. Günther). 

45  Peschlow-Bindokat 1972, 76–89. For the iconography of the Eleusinian Goddesses, see also 
Clinton 1992. 

46  Burkert 1993, 586. 
47  Peschlow-Bindokat 1972, 92–102. 
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picted wearing a chiton and veil, while Persephone is attired in a chiton and 
mantel. The representation of the female figures as mother and daughter is also 
a common motif in sculpture. In addition to votive and grave reliefs, Demeter 
is depicted as an enthroned figure holding a scepter and torch in sculptures. 
Near to Demeter is Persephone, who is typically depicted holding torches. The 
relationship between mother and daughter is evident in the figures’ postures and 
gestures. In some reliefs, the figures are looking at each other, while in sculptures 
they are depicted in a caring posture, such as Demeter leaning on Persephone. 
Alternatively, they are sculpted in an embracing gesture. The most well-known 
votive relief from Eleusis from the late classical period (c. 440/430 BC) depicts 
Demeter, Kore and Triptolemos accompanied by the usual attributes, such as 
the torch, the scepter and the grain. The positioning of the figures on the relief 
indicates their relationship: they are both standing, facing each other, as the 
principal deities of the Eleusinian Mysteries.48  

Two groups of votive statues from the 4th century BC are also noteworthy ex-
amples of art from Eleusis. They represent Demeter and Persephone as the ex-
emplar figures of mother and daughter. In the first group, Demeter, depicted 
seated in the kíste, is touching Persephone with her right hand, while the latter 
leans with her left hand on the shoulder of her mother. The following group 
presents a strikingly unique representation of the deities associated with the El-
eusinian mysteries. In the mythological narrative, Persephone is depicted seated 
on her mother's lap, with the latter embracing her daughter with her right hand.49 
As previously noted, the profound interconnection between the deities with or 
without attributes in Eleusis as religious representations is not solely attributable 
to their agrarian character as agrarian goddesses. They also represent a mystery 
figure who connects the world of the living to the underworld.  

 
48  National Archaeological Museum, Athens, inv. no. 126; Fuchs 1969, 515, fig. 603. 
49  Peschlow-Bindokat 1972, 138, figs. 47 and 48. 
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Furthermore, representations of the kístai can be observed in Eleusis in depic-
tions of the Roman period. The so-called Kistophorai figures, which were dis-
covered at the Propylaea in Eleusis, are female figures, similar to Korai, who 
carry the decorated kíste over their head. It is likely that these figures were 
priestesses of Demeter and Kore, and that they were responsible for the safe-
keeping of the secret items and offerings for the initiation to the cult.50 Despite 
the sacredness and the occult nature of the ceremonies, the multidimensional 
religious character of Eleusis is evident in the various artefacts, including vase 
paintings and sculpture (fig. 4).51  

Fig. 4: Kistophoros Figure in Eleusis 

 
50  Klauser 2016, 143–158; Klauser 2018, 53–65. 
51  The topic of the rape of Persephone from Hades and the mourning Demeter is also known 

from the wall paintings, e.g., in the Tomb of Persephone in Vergina from the 4th century 
BC; see Andronikos 1994. 
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In Arcadia, the cult of Demeter and Despοina at Lykosura, where the mysteries in 
honour of the goddess Despοina were held, was considered one of the most 
important mystery cults. The cult group of Lykosura, apart from Anytos, is ac-
companied by attributes related to the secret ceremony during the initiation process 
and the myth about Despoina in Arcadia. Considering the available descriptions by 
Pausanias and archaeological findings, it can be surmised that the attributes 
accompanying the goddesses were as follows: Artemis was depicted with a torch 
and snakes, Demeter with a torch and Despoina with a scepter and the mystiké kíste. 
The preserved head and part of the torso of Demeter and some garments, in 
particular the decorated garment of Despoina,52 contribute to our understanding of 
how the goddesses were dressed and they can also lead us to interpret the mystery 
cult in Lykosura. The secret character of the Lykosura cult is similarly corroborated 
by the Tritonesses, the marine figures that decorated the throne of Demeter and 
Despoina. The female figures are depicted carrying the mystikaí kístai, or secret 
baskets, over their heads, symbolising the religious regulations. These figures could 
be also characterised as “Kistophorai” in a way (fig. 5). 

Fig. 5: Tritoness from the decoration of the throne of the Lykosura Cult Group 

 
52  National Archaeological Museum, Athens, inv. no. 1734 and 1737. 
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The figure of Demeter, the mother of Despoina, is depicted as a seated woman, 
clad in a girded chiton, while a long-folded veil also covers her head. Demeter 
is depicted holding a long torch, a characteristic attribute of the goddess. With 
her left hand, she leans on Despoina’s shoulder, while her head turns towards 
her daughter. The connection between mother and daughter is also evident in 
this cult group, as in Eleusis. The fact that the two deities are sharing the throne 
indicates the significance of their collective worship in Lykosura. Unfortunately, 
Despoina’s head was not discovered during the excavations. However, the dis-
covery of parts of her torso, her garments, and her attributes allows for the re-
construction of the figure.  

The divine figure holds the scepter in her left hand and the mystiké kíste in her 
right. Despoina is responsible for maintaining the secrecy of the rituals, repre-
senting another aspect of Kore Persephone. The goddesses are not identical, but 
they share common characteristics. The attributes and the pantheism that per-
vades Lykosura also indicate the presence of Kore Persephone as Despoina Kore 
in Lykosura. It is also important to note the presence of Artemis as Despoina’s 
sister, who, as another Hekate, is searching for her in the underworld.53 De-
spoina is attired in a girded chiton and a long himation. The decorated garment 
rendered in relief has been extensively studied by scholars54 as a symbol of the 
cult practices in the sanctuary (fig. 6). The various topics depicted in relief by 
the garment represent the multifaceted character of the cult, whose connection 
to the Arcadian religion will be analysed below. 

It is particularly worth mentioning at this point the presence of Hermes in 
Lykosura and the god's direct connection with the abduction of Kore by Hades. 
His presence is attested to by some terracotta tablets found near Megaron de-
picting caduceus, the characteristic feature of Hermes, who could be considered 
here as a Psychopompos, an epithet of the god who leads souls to Hades. Other 
findings from the same area, such as terracotta snakes, also confirm the link be-
tween the Mysteries of Despoina and the underworld.55 

 

 

 
53  The presence of Artemis is also obvious in Eleusis, because there was a temple of Artemis 

Propylaia. 
54  Indicative recent bibliography: Morizot 2008, 201–209; Tzachili 2016, 594–606; Tsiolis 2019, 

65–83; Dimopoulou 2022a, 96–107. 
55  Lykosura Museum; Kourouniotis 1911, 68–71, figs. 70–74.  



 Mysteries and Interactivity 59 

 

 

Fig. 6: Drawing reconstruction of Demeter and Despoina of the Lykosura Group with the 

preserved fragments                                                                                                                                    

It is possible to posit an interactive relationship between the worshipped god-
desses in Eleusis and Lykosura in terms of the conception of worship and its 
depiction. To some extent, the cult of Eleusis influenced Lykosura as a result of 
the needs of the local community of Megalopolis, which was responsible for the 
sanctuary of Despoina. In this manner, Megalopolis assumed control of the re-
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ligious affairs of Lykosura with the intention of establishing a pan-Arcadian 
cult, which was manifested through the veneration of Despoina.56  

The characteristics of the deities associated with Demeter and Persephone, and 
Demeter and Despoina, are analogous. The same attributes represent the power 
of the symbols, thereby connecting the mythical tradition and giving both cults 
in parallel an agrarian and secret content. In Arcadia, the agrarian element is 
more pronounced due to the mountainous topography of the region, which fa-
cilitated the regrowth of the land. The existence of a female divine couple as 
daughter and mother, and the religious regulations pertaining to sacrifices and 
initiations ceremonies, have been integrated into the religion. For instance, in 
Lykosura, the dress code for women at the sanctuary was specified. According 
to the inscription from the 3rd century BC, dedicated to the goddess Despoina, 
purple, flower-coloured or black clothing was not permitted for dedication. 
Consequently, visitors to the sanctuary were prohibited from wearing these col-
ours or garments with these decorations.57  

The character of the festival of teleté in Lykosura is not well documented due to 
the secrecy surrounding the ceremonies. According to the Eleusinian Mysteries, 
the Mysteries of Despoina might have also been celebrated in a similar way: as 
agrarian festivals with the revival of the myth of Despoina Kore through 
drómena and deiknúmena. The narration and revival of the Arcadian and Eleu-
sinian myths in front of the initiands and the various sacrifices58 to the god-
desses Despoina and Persephone as well as the offerings for them indicate the 
ritual character between the two cults. Torches, kístai, fruits, and grains, which 
are depicted in sculptural art as instruments for specific religious practices, ex-
emplify the specificity of this religious phenomenon. As fertility deities oversee 
the regeneration of the land, the triumph of life over death, and a life of blessed 
existence after death.  

The preserved decorated marble garment from the Lykosura group, discovered 
in the cella of the temple of Despoina and depicted in relief, also suggests such 
a religious interpretation.59 The fragment is exhibited in the Hellenic National 
Archaeological Museum of Athens, and it is 1.13 m high. It is divided into zones 

 
56  Megalopolis was already the administrative, political and financial center of Arcadia from 

the 4th century BC. The fees for the initiation to the cult of Despoina were probably an 
important financial source for the polis; see Jost 2003, 146. 

57  IG V 2, 514. See also Nilsson 1995, 345; Voutiras 1999, 233–248 
58  For example, in Eleusis, in the frame of the festivals belonged the sacrifice of a bull. 

According to the epigraphical evidence, in Lykosura the animals for the sacrifices must 
have been of white skin. Burkert 1993, 585; IG V 2, 514. 

59  For the first studies on the garment, see Guidi 1921/22, 97–115; Wace 1934, 107–111.  
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depicting figures and ornaments. The various zones illustrate different topics 
related to Despoina’s cult and rituals in the sanctuary. Consequently, we ob-
serve ornaments, eagles and thunderbolts, olive leaves and fruits, Tritons, Ne-
reids, dolphins and a kétos from the zone of the ‘marine thiasos’. Furthermore, 
in the lower part of the garment, Nikai are depicted carrying censers.60 At the 
bottom of the garment, we see the so-called ´Animal zone'. This zone features 
figures, some of whom are depicted on animal masks, and they are leading a 
dance ritual procession probably before the initiation to the mysteries.61 

The iconographic interpretation of the garment zones has been shown to be re-
lated to the local Arcadian cult at Lykosura, as evidenced by the topics depicted 
on each zone, the depicted scenes and figurative illustrations, which are con-
nected to various deities representing different aspects of the mystery cult at 
Lykosura. The distinct subject matter of each zone and its association with the 
cult of gods in Arcadia establishes a connection between the garment and a de-
ity. By examining the details of the decorations, it is possible to gain insight into 
the various aspects of the cult of Despoina (fig. 7). 

Fig. 7: Decorated garment of Despoina of the Lykosura Group 

 
60  For another interpretation on what Nikai are carrying, see Gasparini 2008, 39–47. 
61  For the reconstruction of the garment, see Dimopoulou 2022a, 96–107. 
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The eagles and thunderbolts, for example, in the second zone of the upper part of 
the garment attest to the presence of Zeus in Arcadia. Zeus was the most venerated 
god on Mount Lykaion, and it is known from ancient sources that his cult was 
widespread in the Peloponnese.62 Kore Persephone was the daughter of Zeus and 
Demeter and in this way Despoina may be interpreted as another Kore, as 
previously mentioned, although the local tradition refers to her as the daughter of 
Poseidon and Demeter.63 The hypothesis that mythical connections between Zeus 
Demeter Kore, and Poseidon Demeter Despoina, are reflected in the representation 
of Zeus's as well as Poseidon's symbols on the garment is also conceivable. 

In the central zone, the figure of the Nikai, depicted as a flying figure holding 
censers as cult objects, can be related to the ritual procession during the teleté at 
Lykosura. The zone allows for a variety of iconographic interpretations, as it 
dominates the garment and emphasises its religious character. The Nikai, who 
also represent the victory of life, nature and its vegetation at Lykosura, are re-
lated to Demeter and Despoina as the goddesses of nature and fertility. A simi-
lar religious characterisation can be observed in Eleusis. Demeter and Perseph-
one represent the power of nature and the happiness derived from its regrowth. 
If we accept that Despoina, the daughter of Poseidon and another Kore of De-
meter, was also connected to the underworld as Persephone, then the presence 
of the Nikai on the garment symbolises the life and rebuilding of nature. As 
daughter and mother, whose relationship to Megale Meter was undoubtedly 
strong, they were responsible for the fertility of the land and its fruits.64  

The human beings depicted on the bottom of the garment, who accompanied 
the goddesses at Lykosura, depicted as animal-headed figures, can also be par-
alleled with the myth of Demeter and Despoina.65 For example, the equine 
masks are closely connected to the cult of Poseidon Hippios at Lykosura.66 It is 
important to note that a further shared characteristic of the two cults is the pres-
ence of the cult dance motif on the garment. Dance and music were of particular 
importance prior to the initiation process and the sacrifices made in honour of 

 
62  Paus. 8,2,1.  
63  Paus. 8,37, 9-10. 
64  An altar of Megale Meter existed in front of the temple of Despoina, as well as altars of 

Demeter and Despoina. 
65  About the figures, see also Rathmayr 2018, 164; Walcek-Averett 2019, 168–177. 
66  Paus. 8,37,9. The Perieget mentions the existence of an altar to Poseidon Hippios at 

Lykosura as Despoina´s father. About Poseidon´s cult in Peloponnese, see Mylonopoulos 
2003. 
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the deities in both Eleusis and Lykosura. The ritual dance contributed to a 
deeper connection to the divine, both mental and psychic. 67  

It is evident that the various cult faces of Demeter were consistently linked to 
enigmatic and clandestine practices, as illustrated by the numerous bynames of 
the goddess. These bynames serve to demonstrate her profound connection to 
the realm of mystery cults and traditions. For example, Demeter Melaina was 
originally a Despoina (Mistress) of the underworld, representing the paired as-
pect of Poseidon. This later evolved into a chthonian divine of fertility.68 Conse-
quently, it can be posited that Demeter's role as an underworld deity can be 
identified with that of Persephone, and it is also conceivable that Demeter may 
have represented another aspect of Persephone in the past, which was wor-
shipped under various epithets in various regions together or without Kore. 

4. Religious phenomena in Eleusis and Lykosura under interdisciplinary aspects  

In an effort to interpret religious phenomena through cult activities, it is necessary 
to consider a number of factors. These include the individual and collective 
religious psychology of the participants and the social, philosophical and theo-
logical background. In order to define the term 'mysteries' in relation to Eleusis and 
Lykosura, it would be beneficial to first elucidate the concepts of 'cult', 'religion' 
and 'ritual'. In the words of R. N. Orjiukwu, the term "cult" is used to describe ritual 
practices that are conducted by a specific public or a ritual object, such as a deity, 
spirit, or material object. These practices are carried out through formal rites.69 M. 
Riesebrodt defines cult as the base for religious phenomena, while E. Durkheim 
defines religion as “beliefs, that are always held by a defined collectivity that 
professes them and practices the rites that go with them.”70 In her contribution, 
"Cult in the Study of Religion and Archaeology," L. B. Christensen discusses the 
term "cult" not only in the context of religion but also in archaeology. The author 
concludes that the term "cult" is not easily defined and that it is difficult to use as a 
term in classical archaeology and philology because it is often considered 
synonymous with "religion" and the worship of the gods. This association is based 
on the idea that cults are primarily actions rather than beliefs.71 

 
67  See also Dimopoulou 2022a, 192–198. For the meaning of the dresses in the Eleusinian 

Mysteries, see Rassia 2023, 107–118. For the meaning of music and dance in the Mysteries, 
see Papaioannou et. al. 2011; Erez - Yodfat 2021, 11. 

68  Papachatzis 2004, 371, note 5. Paus. 8,42, 1–2. 
69  Orjiukwu 2013, 121. 
70  Riesebrodt 2007, 136; Durkheim 2001, 163. 
71  Christensen 2009, 13, 16. 
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Rituals are typically understood as acts with a distinctive character. They may 
include sacrifices, rites of passage such as birth, burial or wedding customs, fes-
tivals and traditions that are not necessarily connected to a religion or worship. 
It is evident that rituals can be integrated into cults or religions, yet they are not 
always a part of them. E. Kyriakidis’s approach to the definition of 'ritual' ena-
bles discourses on how we can interpret the ritual practices in Eleusis and 
Lykosura within the context of a social and cognitive scale of a group or indi-
vidual. In the author’s view, "ritual is an etic category that refers to set activities 
with a special (non-normal) intention-in-action, and which are specific to a 
group or people." In this context, ritual is often associated with religion.72 

In order to ascertain whether one can speak of ‘Cult Mysteries’ with ritual practices 
in the context of a sacred cult, including religious beliefs in the case of Eleusis and 
Lykosura, it is necessary to examine the nature of the cult under various 
parameters. For example, W. Burkert defines ‘Mysteries’ as being “of a voluntary, 
personal and secret character that aimed at a change of mind through experience 
of the sacred”.73 The Greek word mysterion is derived from the verb myó, meaning 
to initiate in something secret that is unspoken and forbidden to be revealed. The 
secret character of the Eleusinian cult is evidenced by the regulations pertaining to 
the myesis stages. Unfortunately, there is no further evidence available regarding 
the initiation process and its actual content for Lykosura. It is challenging to 
elucidate the rationale behind the designation of specific cults as "secret." The 
religious phenomena in question can only be explained in terms of ideologies and 
aspects that have probably been created through mythical traditions and 
influences between the members of a community or polis. 

The revival of a deity or divine being is mainly based on oral tradition, in which 
its representation is accompanied by certain attributes (such as the thunderbolt 
of Zeus, the quiver and dog of Artemis, etc.) that not only serve to recognise and 
identify it but also help us to understand the practice of the corresponding cult. 
The mythical tradition that accompanied this deity was mainly revived through 
festivals, sacrifices, or ceremonies with a religious and cultic character. The cult 
was integrated into the religion, and there was an interaction between them. 
While the cult was part of a religion in a more specific way, the rituals were not 
obligatory parts of a cult. The public cults were related to religious beliefs, but 
there were also cults with a secret character, the content of which was only fa-
miliar to a special group of people, the so-called mystai.74  

 
72  Kyriakidis 2007, 294. 
73  Burkert 1987, 11. 
74  Another representative example of myesis took place in the Kabeirian Mysteries in 

Samothrace. 
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While the absence of archaeological evidence for the ritual practices is regretta-
ble, other forms of evidence allow us to gain insight into the nature of the cult. 
The terracotta animal-headed statuettes, as well as the ceramic snakes that were 
discovered in Megaron in Lykosura, provide evidence of a ritual activity within 
the sanctuary.75 It can be observed that secret cults have historically been ac-
companied by rituals, the practice of which has been reserved for members of 
the group who have already been initiated or who wish to be initiated. The fact 
that anyone who wished to could participate in the Eleusinian Mysteries 
demonstrates the liberal character of the cult: regardless of religious beliefs, so-
cial classes, genders, demos or phyle, the Mysteries welcomed all. However, in 
Lykosura the cult had a local character and attracted people mostly from Pelo-
ponnese, and it was not as widespread as in Eleusis.  

A further examination of the social and psychological background of both wor-
ships, from the perspectives of the individual and collective sense, reveals sig-
nificant issues that warrant further study of mystery cults with an initiation 
stage. It is noteworthy that every citizen was permitted to participate in the 
myesis procedure in Eleusis, including those who were not Greek.76 The cult of 
Demeter and Kore was practised beyond Greek boundaries, and initiands 
shared common visual experiences during the secret ceremony. This indirectly 
compelled them to keep the regulations of myesis secret, and somehow affirmed 
the common sense of responsibility against god. A variety of social groups par-
ticipated in a festival that countered discriminatory and stereotypical attitudes 
towards political, religious, and philosophical matters. I concur with the view-
point expressed by Kyriakidis that “the repeated performance of the rituals can 
strengthen the membership to an umbrella society.”77 The same objective has 
been attained by both the Eleusinian and Lykosurian cults: the sharing of col-
lective experiences between the members through the common memory during 
the ritual practice could only unite rather than divide them. It seems reasonable 
to suggest that a psychic and mental connection was established as a result of a 
cognitive understanding of the rituals. 

In order to interpret the cognitive procedure during myesis and its connection 
to the sensitive and rational power of the soul, it is necessary to consider the 
theories expressed by Aristotle in his work Peri Psyches (On the Soul/De An-
ima). In the philosopher's view, the soul is comprised of three parts: the vegeta-
tive, the sensitive and the rational. The sensitive soul is capable of experiencing 
sensations, while the rational soul is able to utilise skepsis to compare impres-

 
75  Kourouniotis 1912, 156–159, figs. 23–35. 
76  Leventi 2010, 111–112. 
77  Kyriakidis 2007, 294. 
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sions. It can be argued that the soul does not exist without impressions.78 The 
classification of impressions is significantly influenced by memory. The soul re-
calls the impressions of the past (phantasm) as mental images that have been 
constructed from sensations and transforms them into experiences in the pre-
sent. This implies that the mind generates the immaterial impressions as a con-
duit for emotional states, such as joy or sadness. In this manner, knowledge is 
transmitted through the activation of sensation images by the mind and intel-
lect.79 The prevailing theories posit that active participation in the myesis stages 
and the collective impressions that have been taken up by the mystai engen-
dered a sense of happiness and mental exaltation. The common impressions 
were transformed into common experiences, which led the initiands to a higher 
cognitive level and a mystical communion with the divine element. Further-
more, the collective experience led to an enhanced cognitive capacity, not only 
at the group level but also at the individual level. They were part of a secret and 
unspoken entity. The passions of Demeter were transformed into individual 
and collective passions among the members of this religious community.80 

It is my contention that the fear factor also played a significant role in this secret 
commitment between human and the divine. The rituals of the mysteries, as 
mentioned above, consisted of acts that were seen, done and said. The conceal-
ment of the content of these acts, not only in the Eleusinian but also in the Kabei-
rian Mysteries, was basically out of respect for the deities. The celebration of the 
mysteries usually took place at night, illuminated by torches or lamps. This at-
mosphere created an inner fear in the would-be initiates, who were mentally 
and spiritually affected and thus bound by an inner vow of silence about what 
they saw or heard. As Erez-Yodfat observes in his study on the senses of initiates 
in mystery cults: “Ritual silence and stillness are most notably associated with 
the Eleusinian rites, where the initiates imitated the acts of Demeter, and sat 
silently on a stool with their head covered”,81 the total identification of the ini-
tiate with the passions of the Goddess served to validate the profound sense of 
fear experienced during the initiation rite and afterwards. This collective senti-
ment bound all participants to each other during ritual drómena. 

In addition to the social and mental effects, the purification of the soul and the 
collateralisation of an afterlife death were key factors in determining the content 
of the Mysteries as a metaphysical phenomenon. The joy and happiness experi-
enced by Persephone upon her ascent to the world of the living had a symbolic 

 
78  Aristot. de anima, 402b 14–16; Sarimichailidou 2013, 71–72. 
79  Aristot. de anima, 414b 4–5; 430a 11–20. 
80  About individuals in the Eleusinian Mysteries, see Patera 2019, 669–694. 
81  Erez-Yodfat 2021, 9. 
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significance for the mystai. The soteriological character of the entire mystery 
process (salvation of the soul) is reflected in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter: 
“holbios, that is to say, he who has seen the Mysteries is blessed”.82 The escha-
tological content of the Mysteries proved to be a significant draw for visitors to 
Eleusis. A number of ancient Greek authors devoted their attention to the inter-
pretation of myesis and the significance of this concept is reflected in their re-
spective works. For instance, in Panegyricus, Isocrates posits that those initiated 
into the Mysteries can only hope for a better life after death.83 Plato was also one 
of the most significant philosophers to be influenced by the Eleusinian Myster-
ies, as he was also initiated. For instance, in his Phaedon dialogue, the philoso-
pher posits that soteria, or salvation, can only be achieved through myesis. This 
is the belief that those who die without being initiated will be punished in 
Hades.84 A particularly intriguing theory put forth by Plato, which contributes 
to the eschatological interpretation of the Eleusinian cult, can be found in Res 
publica. In this work, the author compares the blissful existence of the mystai in 
Hades with that of the uninitiated.85 In his work Ranae (Frogs), Aristophanes 
presents the initiates of Demeter and Persephone as dancing and singing fig-
ures, who are subsequently blessed in the underworld after the myesis.86  

The knowledge of the secret content of the Mysteries in the worship of Demeter 
Persephone Kore and Demeter Despoina Kore had a common goal: to imbue 
those who desired initiation with a sense of blessing and to simultaneously be-
stow upon them the material wealth and the euphoria that would be theirs in 
the afterlife. The mythological visualisation and the teleté, the ritual practices 
and religious activities collectively contributed to the sense of shared fate 
among all participants. The souls of the initiates were thus rescued and granted 
a fair place in the underworld. In this way, Hades was intended to represent 
another form of existence, a prospect of continuing life after death, in which the 
underworld was not the ultimate destination. Despite the apparent contradic-
tion between the concepts of the underworld and death, it can be argued that 
life does not end. The concept of the psyche remains intact, and the names no 
longer elicit fear. Persephone is the personification of the regrowth, the revival 
of the landscape, the joy of life and immortality. The initiates equally venerate 
the Despoinai, the Mistresses of the Temples of Eleusis and Lykosura.87 

 
82  Hymn. Hom., 480–482. 
83  Isokr. Paneg. 28–29. 
84  Plat. Phaid. 69c. 
85  Plat. rep. 363C–363D. 
86  Aristoph. Ran. 448–459. 
87  For the Eleusinian Cult see also Rohde 2010, 279–300. For the meaning of the names of 

Hades and Persephone, see Plat. Krat. 403b–403d; 404d. The notion that Demeter and her 
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The festive atmosphere during the Mysteries is exemplified by the decorated 
garment of Despoina in Lykosura. As a medium of cult practices, the garment 
served to convey the visualisation of the religious and cult messages through 
the depicted topics. The figurative and various illustrated scenes reflect the local 
Arcadian religious tradition. It can be argued that the garment functions as an 
indirect communication with the divine element, invading the subconscious of 
the participants. In this way, the garment functioned as a narrative medium of 
the religious tradition in Lykosura, conveying a sense of euphoria to the initi-
ands.88 The initiation was a festival that united people under a common reli-
gious belief: the individual who has seen and continues to be blessed after his 
death is blessed. The promise of an eternal life was a verifiable fact. 

5. Conclusions 

The present work offers a synthetic and comparative study of the two sanctuar-
ies and cults of Eleusis and Lykosura from a multifaceted perspective that con-
tributes not only to the archaeological, but also to the philosophical and psycho-
logical study of mystery cults. Eleusis may monopolise the interest of 
researchers, but a comparative study with Lykosura can contribute to further 
reflection and research on whether there is ultimately an interactivity between 
the respective cults throughout Greece and beyond. 

The architectural layout and specific structures at both sites indicate that the 
cult places influenced the collective sense of the initiands through the sharing 
of common religious experiences. The religious phenomena of Eleusis and 
Lykosura, as well as the cult of the divine pairs of Demeter Persephone Kore 
and Demeter Despoina Kore, have been established as ‘mystery cults’ through 
the ritual practices observed during teleté. The social, psychological and reli-
gious context of these cult practices leads us to the conclusion that there is an 
interactive relationship between human and divine elements. Lykosura can be 
indirectly considered as another Eleusis, albeit with a distinct local character 
that was adapted to meet the specific needs of the local Arcadian community. 
Regardless of whether we are discussing of the Eleusinian Demeter, the Eleu-
sinian Persephone, or Demeter and Despoina of Lykosura, the objective was to 

 
daughter were equally consecrated is obvious in Lykosura as mentioned above, because 
the goddesses shared the same throne and were depicted as a divine couple. 

88  A real garment was probably worn by a priestess during the Mysteries as a garment of 
hieratic character. 
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integrate the religious beliefs related to the mythical tradition into cults, thereby 
creating a secret and mysterious character (fig. 8). 

Fig. 8: Drawing reconstruction of the Cult Group in the cella of the Temple of Despoina 
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