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RITUAL SURPRISEAND TERROR

IN ANCIENT GREEKPOSSESSION·DROMENA

The daduchof the EleusinianmysteriesThemistokles,descendantof the
greatAthenian citizen of the 5th centuryRC'!, is honouredby a decreeof
20/19 RC.2 for «he not only exhibits a mannerof life worthy of the greatest
honourbut by the superiorityof his serviceasdaduchincreasesthe solemnity
and dignity of the cult; thereby the magnificenceof the Mysteries is
consideredby all mento be ofmuchgreaterexcitement(ekplexis)and to have
its proper adornment»3.P. Roussel4, followed by K. Clinton5, points out the
importanceof excitementor surprise(in Greek : ekplexis)in the Mysteries
quoting analogouspassagesfrom the Eleusinian Oration of Aristides6 and
thePlatonic TheologyofProclus7, both writers of the Romantimes.

ln Greekliteratureone of the earliercasesof terror connectedto any cult
is that of the terror-strickenpriestessof Apollo comingout from the shrineof
Delphesin the tragedyEumenides8 by Aeschylusof Eleusis:

Ah ! Horrors,horrors,dire to speakor see,
From Loxias' chamberdrive me reeling back.
My kneesareweakbeneathme, and1 lack
The strengthto fly ... 0 hands,dragme from here
If feet fail !

After a few verses9, the Furies who had terrified the god's priestessare
decribedas :

1 PAUS.,l, 37, 1.

2 Publishedby I. THREPSIADESapudK. KOUROUNIOTIS, 'EÂevolVlaK'a, 1 (1932),p. 223-
236,andrepublishedby P. ROUSSEL,Un NouveauDocumentconcernantle génosdes
KHPYKEI, in MélangesBidez,AlPhO,2 (1934),p. 819-834.Cf. alsoK. CLINTON, J'he
SacredOfficiaIsortheEleusinianMysteries,Philadelphia,1974(TAPhS,64. 3), p. 50-
52.

3 V. 33-36(translatedby CLINTON, op. cit., p. 56).
4 ROUSSEL,op. cit., p. 833-834.
5 CLINTON, op. cit., p. 56.
6 ARISTIDES,EleusinianOration, 2 Keil.

7 PROCLUS,PlatonicTheology,m, 18,p. 151Portus.
8 AEsCH.,Eumenides,34-38(tr. by Murrayquotedby T.B.L. Webster:cf. infra n. 10).
9 MSCH.,Eumenides,48-49.
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Women?Nay, neverwomen ! Gorgonsmore:
And yet not like theGorgonshapesof yore.

T.B.L. WebsterlO quotesthe abovepassagesof theEumenidesto provethat
«the word ekplexis (consternation)is used more than once of the effect
produced by Aeschylus (e.g. scholiast to the Cassandrascene of the
Agamemnon);the poet usesaIl his resourcesof spectacle,language,and
music to breakdown the resistanceof his audienceand conveyto them his
religious meaning.Many of the spectaclesin early classicaltragedyhave
this object and thus differ from the oIder decorativespectacle.The most
sustainedexampleis the prologueof theEumenides».The ecplecticspectacle,
which replacesthe decorativeone also in theAgamemnon11, musthavebeen
adoptedby tragedyfrom the religious sphere12 andit certainlyowesa lot to
the Archaic appearanceof the Gorgons,the dark daemons13 nearlyidentified
by Orestesin theEumenideswith theFuries.

The horrible, ugly face of the archaicmasksfound at thesanctuaryof
Artemis Orthia at Sparta14 and at Tiryns of Argolid15 (fig. 1) suggeststhat
theseritual masks(prosôpeia)wereto createto thespectatora violent surprise
which immediatelyyielded to real fear. That the maskcould createa deep
fear is clear from the narration of Herodotus16 concerningthe victory of
Phociansover the Thessalianarmy in late Archaic times, victory prevailed
thanks to a stratagemdevisedby the diviner Tellias of Elis who was an
experton ritual practices:

For the Phociansbeingbeleagueredon Parnassusandhavingwith them
the diviner Tellias of Elis, Tellias deviseda stratagemfor them : he
coveredsix hundredof the bravest Phocianswith gypsum, themselves
and their armour, and led them to attack the Thessaliansby night,
bidding them slay whomsoeverthey should see not whitened. The
Thessaliansentinelswherethe first to seethesemen andto flee for fear,

10 T.B.L. WEBSTER,GreekArt andLiterature530-400B.C.,Oxford, 1939,p. 57-58.

11 Cf. WEBSTER,op. cit., p. 57,n. 3.
12 Cf. generallyM. BIEBER, The History of the GreekandRomanTheater,Princeton,

19712,p. 22 (for Aeschylus)andpassim.
13 For Gorgons,cf. especiallyTH. KARAGIORGA, rOPYel1] ｋ･ｱｬ｡ￂｾＬ Athens,1970 (Libr. of

the Archaeolog.Soc., nO 69); cf. also W. BURKERT, Greek Religion. Archaic and
Classical,transI.byJ. Raffan,Oxford, 1985,p. 104, 138, 141,173.

14 Publishedby R.M. DAWKINS, TheSanctuaryofArtemisOrthia, London,1929 (JHS
Suppl.,5), p. 163-186,pl. XLVII: theugly masksaretheearliestones.

15 Cf. amongothersKARAGIORGA, op. cit., pl. 14-15.

16 HoT.,VITI, 27.
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supposingfalsely thatit wassomethingbeyondnature,andnext after the
sentinelsthe whole army fled likewise.

Herodotus'testimonyconfirms that the maskcould transforma human
beinginto a daemoniacone- and, in the Greeksenseof the term, to a divine
one; and Xenophontestifies that the participantsof a possession-dromenon
behaveas the daemoniacGorgon, to whom they have been identified17.
V. Karageorghis,insisting on the imitatio dei function of the maskin the
early religion, writes that «the idea of enteringinto a direct associationwith
the god by putting on the divine imageled to the invention of maskswhich
were worn during religious rituals»18. The well-known Archaic Cypriot
idols of priests wearing bull-masksl9 (fig. 2) constitute, according to
V. Karageorghis,a remnant,or, perhapsit is betterto say, a survival of the
monsterswith bulls' heads which appear in the early Mediterranean
religion20.

We believe that the common relation betweendaemoniacGorgoneion-
mask and animal-, zoomorphic-, or theriomorphic-maskis confirmed,
amongothers,by the 6th centuryB.C. plastic-vasefound in 1960on the hill of
Nea Ekklissoula (N.E. of the Arkadian city of Megalopolis), today in the
TegeaMuseum21 (fig. 3 a-b). It representsa figure squattingand wearinga
Gorgoneion-maskon its head,and a lion-skin tunic with the beast'sheadat
the back. As Th. Karagiorga22 has proved on the basis of stylistic and
morphological elements, this figure is really a human wearing a

17 KEN., Banquet,I, 10.Cf. M. DETIENNE andJ.P.VERNANT, Lesrusesde l'intelligence.
La métisdesgrecs,Paris,Flammarion,1974,p. 183.

18 V. KARAGEORGHIS,Noteson sorneCypriotePriestswearingBull-Masks,in HThR,64
(1971),p. 261-271,especiallyp. 261. For the imitatio dei-functionof the masksee
amongothersKARAGIORGA, op. cit., p. 112-132and BURKERT, op. cit., p. 103, for
whom masksare«themostancientmeansof surrenderindone'sown identity and
assuminga newextraordinaryidentity».

19 ExceptKARAGEORGHIS,art. cit., cf. alsoS. SOPHOCLEOUS,Atlas desReprésentations
Chypro-ArchaïquesdesDivinités,Goteborg,1985,pl. III. 7-8, IV. 1-2, andV. TATTON-
BROWN (ed.),CyprusRC. 7000YearsofHistory,London,1979,fig. 267.

20 Cf. for examplethe famousterracotasanctuarymodel of c. 1900RC. from Kition
(Cyprus)with the threexoanonfigureswearingbulls'heads; KARAGEORGHIS,art. cit.,
p. 264,fig. 1; SOPHOCLEOUS,op. cit., pl. II. 3; TATTON-BROWN, op. cit., fig. 54.

21 Studiedby KARAGIORGA, op. cit., p. 135-149,pl. 19-21.Theplastic-vasebelongedto a
sacredapothetesof an archaicsanctuary; AD, 17 (1961-1962),Chron., p. 88 and
KARAGIORGA, op. cit., p. 135.

22 KARAGIORGA, op. cit., p. 84-87.
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Gorgoneion-maskand not a Gorgon-deamon23; and we believe that, in this
concretecase,the Gorgoneion-mask(an attributeof a potnia who, in Archaic
times, rejects her primitive animal character and her zoomorphic
appearance24) replacesthe lion mask,worn, perhapstogetherwith the lion-
skin, at earlier times. In fact, paintings of the prehistoric period show
huntersas weIl as worshippersdisguisedas animals25; and in our opinion
the ritual masksof Tiryns datedto the 7th centuryRC. andgenerallycalled
Gorgoneiamust ratherbe consideredas animal-masks26.

It is clear that the ritual surpriseand terror observedin the religion of
historic times must be joined with the primitive fear of nature and, in
particular,wild beastsexperiencedby humanbeings.The representationof
Fearon Agamemnon'sshieldon the chestof Kypselos(endof the 7th century
RC.) constitutesa good exampleof a reminiscenseof this primitive feeling:
according to Pausanias27, on the shield of the chief of the Achaeanswas
paintedthe figure of Fear(Phobos)whosehead was not humanbut that of a
lion28.

Where divinities of the primitive substratumof Greekreligion survived
and where they were associatedwith the world of wild beastseven in
Classicaland posterior times, the ritual, which maintainedits zoomorphic
character,had recourseto animal-masksto obtain the possessionof the
worshipper by the deity, or, that is to say, his identification with the
divinity29.

23 Cf. G. MYLONAS, '0 nponoar'm:oq&wpopevqrijq 'EÂevaîvoq,Athens,1957(Libr. ofthe
Archaeolog.Soc,n° 39), p. 89-92,who supportsthe ideathefiguresof Gorgonsof the
Proto-atticamphoraof EleusiswearGorgon-masks.

24 In Arcadia,whereprimitive religious conceptssurvivedtill the end of the ancient
world, thepotniadid not rejectzoomorphicappearance: cf. thehorse'sheadDemeter
of Phigalia(statuedescribedby PAUS.,VIII, 42, 4). For theanthropomorphismasa
maincharacterof Greekreligion athistorietimes,cf. BURKERT,op. cit., p. 182-189.

25 For literature,cf. M. ELIADE, Histoire des croyancesetdesidéesreligieuses,t. l, Paris,
1976 (1984), p. 27-30; E.O. JAMES,Le culte de la Déesse-Mèredans l'histoire des
Religions,Paris,1960,p. 15-18;New LarousseEncyclopediaof Mythology, New
York, 1959,p. 1-8(with illustr.).

26 Among themasksfoundedat the sanctuaryof ArtemisOrthiaat Spartaandcalled
«warrior-» or «grotesque-masks»count a few animal-masks: DAWKINS, op. cit.,
pl. UV.1, LVI.1, LXII.1.

27 PAUS.,V,19,4.
28 Cf. MYLONAS, op. cit., p. 91.
29 For the main phasesof the possessionritual (extasis,enthousiasmos,possession,

identification)cf. BURKERT,op. cit., p. 109-111;É. DESPLACES,La ReligionGrecque,
Paris,1969,p. 308-314;H. JEANMAIRE, Dionysos.Histoire du cultedeBacchus,Paris,
1951(1978),p.105-106;KARAGIORGA, op. cit., p. 112-132.
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The most characteristicexampleis the orgiastic, ecstatic,possession-.
dromenon in honour of Despoina, the old Arcadian goddess30, at
Lykosoura31. There,the worshipperswere identified with the divinity of the
wild nature Despoina32 after a possession-ritualbased on zoomorphic
disguise33. This is proved by, among others things, the human figures
dancing and playing musical intruments and wearing animal-masks
shownon the embroideredborder.of the veil of the statueof Despoina34, as
well as by the sorne140 terracottafigurines of worshipperswearinganimal-
masks found at the megaron of the goddess35 (fig. 4). According to
Pausanias36 in this secretmegaron,a kind of monumentalaltar37, were
celebratedthe mystic ceremonies(teletai) and a «cut-to-pieces»primitive
sacrificial dromenon(diasparagmos)38.

An identical example cornesfrom the cult of Artemis at Brauronwhere
the goddesswas associatedwith the bear by the local legends39. For
E. Simon40, «The bear (...) is a neolithic relic in the cult of Artemis.
According to Karl Meuli (GesammelteSchriften,Basel,1975,passim),bears
were the most importantgamefor neolithic Eurasianhunting tribes. The
killing of theseanimaIs,which resembleman, was always followed by an

30 PAUS.,VIn, 10,10; 27, 6; 35,2; 36,9; 37,1-10;38,2; 42,1.

31 PAUS.,VIII, 37, 1-10. Cf. eSJ>eciallyM. JOST,Sanctuaireset Cultesd'Arcadie,Paris,
1985,p. 172-179,326-337;E. LOUCAS-DuRIE,Lesfonctionssacerdotalesau sanctuaire
de Despoinaà Lykosoura,in HOROS,2 (1984), p. 137-148;I. LOUCAS & É. LOUCAS-
DURIE, La mentiondu motArAAMA dansla loi sacréedeLykosoura,IG, V 2, 514, in
Peloponnesiaka,16 (1985-1986),p. 562-578;R. STIGLITZ, Die GrossenGOttinnen
Arkadiens,Vien, 1967.

32 PAUS., VIII, 37, 9 distinguishesDespoinafrom Kore-Persephone,the Eleusinian
goddessof the Underworldwith whom is mistakelly equatedby modernscholars
(for example,BURKERT, op. cit., p. 280); Despoinaof Lykosouramust be equated
ratherwith Artemis : shewashonouredby anartemisiacpossession-ritual,hersacred
animal was a deer(PAUS., VIII, 10, 10) and an inscriptionfrom the sanctuaryof
Lykosourais dedicatedto «ArtemisDespoina»(IG, V 2,522): cf. É. LOUCAS-DuRIE,Le
vrai nom de la Thea Despoina,in Acts of the 3rd International Congressof
PeloponnesianStudies,Kalamata,8-15Sept.1935,t. 2, Atheml, 1987-1938,p. 401-419.

33 ' .Cf. I. LOUCAS & E. LoUCAS-DURIE,op. Clt.

34 Cf. AJ.B. WACE, TheVeil ofDespoina,inAJA,38(1934),p. 107-111,pl. X-XI.

35 Cf. amongothersK. KOUROUNIOTIS, Tà év ａｖＯＨＧｏｃｔｏｖｐｾ Méyapovrfiç J1eCT1ro{VT/ç,inAE
(1912),p. 155-156andK. KONTOPOULOS,inPAAH(1887),p. 28.

36 PAUS.,VIII, 37,8.

37 Cf. its reconstructionby KOUROUNIOTIS,op. cit.
38 ' .Cf. I. LoUCAS& E. LouCAS-DURIE,op.ca.,p. 574-575.

39 Cf. HESYCHIUS,S.V. <XpllCCoç; Suda, S.V. apllCCoc; . ｾ BpaUproVlOtC;.

40 E. SIMON, FestivalsofAttica,Wisconsin,1983,p. 85-86.
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Fig. 3
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Fig. 1: Archaicritual maskfrom Tiryns (Argolide).
Fig. 2: ArchaicCypriot idols ofpriestswearingbull-masks.
Fig. 3: Arcadianplastic-vase(6th centuryRC.).

Fig.4: Terracottafigurine ofworshipperwearinganimal-maskfrom themegaronof
Lykosoura.

Fig. 5: Fragmentarycult vesselfrom Brauron(5th centuryRC.).

Fig. 4

Fig. 5
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expiatoryrite like thatof the Dipoleia to avoid the rageof Artemis. From the
Neolithic andfrom the Eurasiansteppethe bearcameto be the sacredanimal
of the goddess(sc. Artemis); it was evendedicatedto her in marble on the
Akropolis». One of the 5th centuryfragmentarycult vesselswhich mustcome
from the Brauroniansanctuaryand are called by L. Kahil krateriskoi41,
shows,on one side,Artemis, flanked by Leto andApollo, shooting,with bow
and arrow, a deerand, on the other side, a male figure looking towardsthe
threedeities and a runningfemale figure, both of them wearingbear's-head
masks42 (fig. 5). As we supportelsewheré3, the Brauroniandromenon
contained the following successivephases: A) The priestess44, Le. the
female figure wearingbear-mask,proceeds tothe ritual «invitation»45of the
divinity. B) Artemis sendsher sacredanimal46, the bear, incarnatedby the
male figure with the maskwho looks towardsthe otherside of the vesselsto
emphasizethe movement«divinity .... mortal world» he hasjust achieved;he
createsthe surpriseand the terror of the priestesswho, runningand terror-
stricken, behavesexactly as the priestessin the Apollo's temple in the
Eumenides.This is the concretesceneof the krateriskosand, that one of an
other Brauronian cult-vessel47 showing naked girls, - the consacratedto
Artemis Athenian virgins48 - running at the sight of a real bear.C) Terror
will yield to ecstasyand to possession,and the priestesswill be finally
identified to the goddess.

IoannisLOUCAS
Thisseos45, Chalandri
GR - 15234ATHENS

41 L. KAHIL, L'ArtémisdeBrauron :RitesetMystères,in AK, 20 (1977),p. 86-98.

42 KAHIL, art. cit., p. 92-93,fig. 6-8, f. C, pl. 20.
43 I. LOUCAS, Illustration du Mystèrede Brauron, in (/>{Âla Ë1rT/. Studiespresentedto

G. Mylonas,t. III (forthcoming).
44 Or a womanworshipper?
45 Perhapsby themeanofa lCÂT\'tlKOÇ \)j.lvoç : cf. KARAGIORGA, op. cit., p. 112-113.
46 Thesendingof thesacredanimalis a kind of epiphanyof thedivinity : cf. literaturein

L. WENIGER, Theophanien,altgriechischeGotteraduente,inARW,22 (1923-1924),
p.16-57.

47 KAHIL, art. cit., p. 90-91,fig. 3-4, fig. B; pl. 19; SIMON, op. cit., p. 84, fig. 10.

48 ThefamousliPK'tOl.


