my shift in primary focus from theological studies to the study of religion, specifically
Religionsgeschichte, which for me implied a sea change in the way I performed my scholarship. For
this, and his continued enthusiasm, support, and collegiality I will remain forever in his debt.

Johannes Vorster taught me all I know about rhetoric, and it is through his own writings and suggested
reading, but most of all through many long (and sometimes late-night) discussions that I came to
understand the meaning and necessity of a rhetoric of inquiry. What I learned about rhetoric as an
adventure of suspicion has changed my own academic work fundamentally, and for this I am truly
thankful.

H. S. (Henk) Versnel is as scholar, colleagueand friend one|of the most stimulating conversation
partners a student can hope for, and without his studies on the rolling good times of the Saturnalia this
study could not have been written. From the moment of our first meeting the scintillating brilliance of
his writings and his zest for life, and the extreme thoroughness of his academic work and judgement,
and the creativity of his analyses have impressed on me an ideal to strive to emulate. If this study falls
short, then this reflects on the shortcomings of the student and not the teacher. I was trained as a
theologian, specializing in New Testament Studies, but over the years my interest in history of religion
was stimulated and formed in no small measure due to the exposure to the works of Henk Versnel,
himself first and foremost a classicist and ancient historian. In this T owe him a debt of gratitude.

As I complete this study the world has been for a few years now in the throes of a low-intensity ‘world
war’ after 9/11. The military interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq took place in a world increasingly
polarized between the ‘freedom-loving’ (Christian) West (i.e. America and Britain) and ‘jihadist,
fundamentalist’ Islam. The concomitant rise in all kinds of fundamentalisms, not least of which in
religion, has not left South African society untouched. Here too, scholarship of religion — the rational
study of religion — takes place in a context of an increasing and deliberate irrationalization of society,
where anti-intellectualism is promoted as a desired end. And so, this study is also dedicated to the last
of the Boethians, those who pursue rational scholarship, critical thinking, and the value of classical
learning in a time (to borrow from Morris Berman) of the twilight of classical and intellectual culture.
Sic transit gloria mundi.

Finally, I also dedicate this study to the memory of my mother, who sadly did not live to see its
completion.

Tshwane, June 2005.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION.

FRAMING THE QUESTION: FICTION AND MYSTERY
RELIGIONS OF THE EARLY ROMAN IMPERIAL ERA

1. PRESENT, YET ABSENT: PEERING THROUGH THE MISTS AT ANCIENT
MYSTERY RELIGIONS

1.1 What Happened to Mystery? From the Untergang der Mysterien to ‘Imperial’

Mysteries

The phenomenon ‘ancient mystery religions’ constitutes one of the most fascinating

facets of the religious landscape of the circum-Mediterranean world from pre-classical



antiquity through to its supposed demise in late Antiquity in the recently Christianized
Roman Empire of the fourth century of the Common Era (and not least because of the
peculiar treatment they received in religio-historical studies — the subject of this
thesis). Reaching an acme in the first two centuries of the Christian era, these
mysteries or mystery religions exerted an enormous influence alongside traditional
cults on the religious, social, cultural, and political landscape of the Mediterranean
and Near Eastern world for almost a millennium. The most famous of the ancient
mysteries, the Eleusinian mysteries, continued to function uninterrupted until the
destruction of the Telesterion in 395 C.E. by the Christian Goths under Alaric. Yet,
despite the ‘conversion’ of Constantine to Christianity,' the tolerance shown by him
and his successors, Constans and Constantius II, and later co-emperors Valens and
Valentinian [ during the latter half of the fourth century C.E., to Hellenic religion in

general including the mysteries created conditions for these cults to endure —

"In 311 C.E. Constantine, Licinius (the co-caesars), and Galerius, ‘senior emperor’ who not long
before with Diocletian had been responsible for the most severe persecution of Christians in the empire
and who was now terminally ill on his deathbed, issued the edict of Serdica granting freedom of
worship to all Christians. After the battle of the Milvian Bridge at the entrance to Rome in 312 in which
Constantine (and Licinius) defeated emperor Maxentius — a victory won after seeing a light cross
superimposed on the sun prompting his command to have the Christ monogram painted on the soldiers’
shields, so the mythology — Constantine, together with his co-emperor Licinius, issued the Edict of
Milan in 313 C.E. according to which Christianity was declared a legitimate religion: ‘the most lawful
and most holy religion,’ increasingly identifying the One Supreme Power with Jesus Christ. This from
a man whose family and forebears, and he himself (for a long while at least), venerated and worshipped
the Sun-god. His continuing military and political successes, no doubt granted by the grace of his new
divine Champion, convinced him of his calling as God’s champion and at the councils of Arelate
(Arles) in 314 but especially at Nicaea in 325 he took a leading role in encouraging the formulation of
an orthodox creed for Christianity (or actually providing the formulation himself). Yet he was a deeply
superstitious man and perhaps possessed only a most rudimentary understanding of the theological
issues involved; and like many of his time, he had himself baptized only at the very end of his life,
‘when he could sin no more’, Michael Grant, The Roman Emperors. A Biographical Guide to the
Rulers of Imperial Rome 31 BC — AD 476 (London: Phoenix, 1997),231. Consult Grant for an
overview of the dynasty of the House of Constantine (pp. 216-256; on Constantine, 227-234). What
motivated Constantine? Perhaps a sense that only Christianity possessed the organization, the world
outlook and sense of purpose needed to wield the various conflicting components making up imperial
society into the kind of unity demanded by imperial policy, Grant, Roman Emperors, 231. 1 belabour
this point in order to underscore the arguments presented later that the fate of mysteries is inextricably
linked to the imperial context with its attendant ideologies that formed the social location for the
discourse of which the mysteries were part, the period with which this study is concerned. For an
exposé of the history of and historical circumstances surrounding and leading to Constantine’s
‘conversion’, consult among others H. W. Singor, “De Bekering van Constantijn: 310-312,”
Lampas 36, no. 2 (2003): 103—127 — the choice for the ‘Christian symbol’ of the cross was inspired by
its similarity to the graphic symbol of the sun, the four-rayed star. The cross-star was essentially a very
auspicious and eventually successful conjunction of symbols of invincibility. Constantine’s
‘Christianity’ was another way of venerating the invincible Sun, Sol Invictus, and the epithet Invictus
rapidly became a fixed feature of imperial titulature, Singor, “Bekering,” 116—-117.



sometimes to even flourish.” It was the combined effect of imperial legislation
(imperial edicts against pagan cults in general, but which were not always strictly
enforced), proscription of sacrifices, Christian mob riots and willful destruction of
sanctuaries, and in general wide-ranging changes in worldview and social discourse

that led to the mysteries being ‘put out of business.”

Constantine cut an ambiguous figure: he upheld the Roman civic religion and
occupied the position of pontifex maximus, although with Christian interpretation — as
‘civic bishop’ presiding over the state cult (i.e. Christianity) — but with all the normal
trappings and ritual of the traditional state cult of Rome, a practice continued by his
successors. ‘Constantine succeeded in making Christianity a Greco-Roman civic
religion.”* And although he reinforced his edicts against pagan religion with an
expansive building programme of churches, he nevertheless maintained civic cults of

Rhea and Tyche, complete with temples and rituals, and instituted public ceremonies

ZA series of laws from the time of Constantine beyond the end of the fourth century to the
codification of imperial edicts in Constantinople at the time of Valentinian III (425-455) attempted to
regulate religion in prohibiting pagan sacrifice or revoking the privileges previously bestowed on office
bearers of cults and mysteries (as in the law of 7 December 396 issued at Constantinople), thereby
pulling the carpet from under traditional cults. However, urban Greeks and rustic pagani continued to
visit temples and sacrifice, also to practice initiatory rites (feleté, or mysteries); priesthoods for
traditional cults survived in urban centres, sometimes with imperial support: Julian’s (the Apostate)
grant of wine and grain from the imperial estates in Asia Minor to the priesthood of Cybele at the cult
centre at Pessinus was still in force at the end of the century, mainly due to the fact that the cult centre
was also a service point for social and public welfare — and this was no unique case. Imperial
legislation also protected temples against destruction as these had reverted to the res privata of the
emperor. Otherwise, despite legal requirements of confiscations, fines, and executions to end the
practice of sacrifices, these laws were not always enforced because of the entrenched power of local
élites, the sometimes open tolerance from Constantinople itself, as well as concern for revenue (religion
was not for free: whatever benefits you derived from the service provided at temple, sanctuary or
shrine, it came at a price). The priesthoods continued to service the cult of Demeter and Persephone at
Eleusis, although by the end of the century the hereditary priesthood, the Eumolpid family had died
out, leaving the priesthood in the hands of an office bearer from Thespiae. Although the pagan
historian-philosopher Eunapius of Sardis, who reported this, said that soon the cult will become extinct
because the office bearer held the rank of pater in the cult of Mithra at the time of this succession, he
was probably already seeing the Christian storm clouds gathering which descended on Eleusis in the
form of Alaric’s Gothic hordes (accompanied, in Eunapius’s account, by marauding and destructive
monks — no secret to where Eunapius’s religious tastes lay); on the whole, cf. Frank R. Trombley,
Hellenic Religion and Christianization C. 370-529. Volume I (Religions in the Graeco-Roman World
115/1; Leiden/New York/Kdln: Brill, 1994), 25-8.

*See Frank R. Trombley, Hellenic Religion and Christianization C.370-529. Volume II (Religions
in the Graeco-Roman World 115/2; Leiden/New York/Koln: Brill, 1994) for a richly documented
history of the process of Christianization of the later Roman Empire.

*Vasiliki Limberis, Divine Heiress. The Virgin Mary and the Creation of Christian Constantinople
(London/New York: Routledge, 1994), 27.



celebrating him and Tyche Constantinopolis, and issued coins with Helios (the Sun)
and other pagan symbols.” It was Valens’s brother, Gratian (reigned 367—383), who
was the first emperor to refuse the office of pontifex maximus to thereby turn his back
decisively on the cults of the city of Rome. It was left to Theodosius to deliver the
coup de grdce by closing temples and sanctuaries, giving the buildings over to the
Great Church, or use them for different purposes; and by his Theodosian code, the
collection of edicts and legal codes prohibiting pagan religious activities, now not
only proscribing public ritual but also private rituals and private beliefs. But even then
Christianization did not mean the sudden disappearance of pagan religion.® According
to the autobiographical account of his missionary travels into the hinterland of Asia
Minor up the Maeander valley, the church historian John of Ephesus recounts in his
Ecclesiastical History how he found the old cults (with shrines, temples, sanctuaries,
and rituals, and all) alive and well among the pagani of the hill towns and inland cities
— this in 542 C.E., almost 150 years after Theodosius!” Hellenism (and Hellenic
religion, one might add) was a way of being Greek. Our notions of a distinction
between religion and culture are inappropriate for an understanding of the ancient
world.

And yet one should caution against a hasty conclusion about the ‘demise’ of the
mysteries. As cultural practices and social discourses they were so deeply woven into
the warp and woof of (mainly Greek-speaking) Mediterranean societies from pre-
classical Antiquity onwards — even beyond the Middle Ages to the present day — that
they, arguably, continued to leave their mark on the religions of the region: the
veneration of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of Christ, originated from the well-known
‘mothers of the gods’ of the mysteries (Isis, Cybele/Magna Mater, Rhea, Demeter);®

the iconography of Mary cradling the baby Christ directly imitates Isis with the baby

S Limberis, Divine Heiress, 23, 27.

® Limberis, Divine Heiress, 33.

"Cf. G.W. Bowersock, Hellenism in Late Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990), 1-4.

¥ A short history of the deification and veneration of Mary in late Antique Byzantine theology, that
is in post-Constantinian Christianity, is found in Limberis, Divine Heiress, 121-42. Mary’s position as
Mother of God (theotokos) and Saviouress (soteira) originated in direct imitation of these goddesses.



Horus/Harpocrates on the lap; and the infant Dionysus sitting on the lap of Hermes’
(the latter evidence of a two-way street, really, with early Christian conceptuality and
late Antique Dionysiac mystery imagery intermingling),'® and then there is, of course,
the contentious issue of possible mystery influence on Christian rituals such as

baptism and eucharist."' One can gain a sense of the extent to which Christian writers

°As in the famous Dionysiac scenes in the panels of the New Paphos-mosaic from Cyprus, cf.
Bowersock, Hellenism, 52-3.

'"On a different level, one may gain a sense of the omnipresence of these cultic venerations by
comparing the forms of the ‘mother of god’ mysteries (mysteries as performance and pageantry — see
later) with, for instance, the veneration of Saint Agatha in Catania, Sicily — the care lavished on the
image, the Feast itself, a two day Carnivale, the processions, the enthusiasm of the devoti, cf. Theresa
Maggio, The Stone Boudoir. In Search of the Hidden Villages of Sicily (London: Headline, 2002), 169—
92. A Latin inscription on the largest bell of the cathedral in Catania (quite appropriately called
Agatha) reads ‘I cast out demons, I calm the storms, I call to the living, I cry for the dead.” Who cannot
be struck by the similarity to the Isis aretalogies? As Theresa Maggio describes the Feast of Saint
Agatha, it is clear how this festival and the veneration it embodies help define the identity and social
cohesion of the community — precisely the kind of function mystery religions had in Antiquity.

" This was a particularly popular strain of argument in the late 19th century, especially prevalent in
the Religionsgeschichtliche Schule and the scholarship influenced by and dependent on these. The
enthusiasm unleashed by the many discoveries of religious texts, artifacts, and sources generated many
comparisons of Christianity with ‘oriental’ cults with a view to demonstrating the genealogical
relationship between them: Christianity derived from, grew out of, ‘was influenced by’ these ‘oriental’
cults. Two examples from this broad approach: after surveying the history of mystery religions from
the classical to imperial era, Gustav Anrich then proceeds to first present Gnosticism as a kind of
mystery, then Gnostic-influenced Christianity itself as a mystery religion, especially with regard to the
so-called ‘Arcandisciplin’ (the command to silence, for example in church fathers Augustine and Basil
who held that the sacraments of baptism and eucharist contain unspeakable mysteries or secrets, 164—
167), then pointed to the differentiation between catechumens and baptized as parallel to the
differentiation between initiates/epopts and uninitiated in the mysteries (as well as the mystery
character of baptismal catechism, 168-179), and finally setting out the outward ritual form and
cathartic function of the Christian sacraments of baptism and eucharist (leading to identification with
the divine and as the attainment of immortality) as evidence of mystery influence, 179-235, Gustav
Anrich, Das antike Mysterienwesen in seinem Einfluf3 auf das Christentum (Hildesheim/Ziirich/New
York: Georg Olms, 1990); see also the influential Richard Reitzenstein, Die Hellenistischen
Mpysterienreligionen nach ihren Grundgedanken und Wirkungen (Stuttgart: Teubner, 1956). According
to Reitzenstein Christianity represented the end-point of a process of steady interiorisation of the
mysteries, clearly seen in the pneumatology of Paul, where the ecstatic possession of the Holy Spirit
presents the union with the divine and partaking in divine life: spirit possession gives knowledge
(gnosis) which signifies divinized existence (esp. 74—81).

Since Reitzenstein and the famous Belgian scholar, Franz Cumont, set the tone for this kind of
inquiry, the issue has received divergent appraisals, cf. Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults
(Cambridge, Mass./London: Harvard University Press, 1987), 1-4 ‘Introduction’, especially note 1, for
a short summary of scholarly constructions of Christianity as mystery religion; see also Devon H.
Wiens, “Mystery Concepts in Primitive Christianity and Its Environment,” in ANRW Part 2, Principat,
23.2 (ed. H. Temporini and W. Haase; Berlin/New York: De Gruyter, 1980), 1248-84 for an overview
of the debates over the supposed influence of mystery religions on nascent Christianity since the
Religionsgeschichtliche Schule. An example of a recent negative evaluation: A. J. M. Wedderburn,
‘Paul and the Hellenistic Mystery Cults,” in La Soteriologia dei Culti Orientali nell’ Impero Romano
(ed. Ugo Bianchi and Maarten J. Vermaseren, EPRO 92; Leiden: Brill, 1982), 817-833. Finally, a
positive recent evaluation: Kurt Rudolph, “Das frithe Christentum als religionsgeschichtliches
Phénomen,” in Geschichte und Probleme der Religionswissenschafi (by Kurt Rudolph; Studies in the
History of Religions 53; Leiden/New York/Koéln: Brill, 1992),301-20, esp. 310 with extensive
literature overview in n. 27.



from the second to the fourth centuries responded to the phenomenon of the
mysteries/mystery religions when surveying the numerous references to, and
dialogues against, the mysteries:'* on the one hand railing against the mysteries and
using the mysteries as comparisons to demonstrate the reasonableness of the Christian
religion (Clement of Alexandria, Protrepticus 2 — the mysteries are absurd fables
about the birth and death of the gods; Origen, Contra Celsum 22; Tertullian, Ad
Nationes 7; Hippolytus, Refutatio Omnium Haeresium 2, 3 — a clear impression of the
wide-spread occurrence of the mysteries), and on the other, the presentation of the
Christian religion (with its central myth of the crucifixion, death and resurrection of
Jesus Christ) and the sacraments of baptism and eucharist as mysteries, the supreme
mysteries that overtook the others (John Chrysostom, Hom. Act., Hom. Matt. 18:23,
Hom. Phlm., Hom. Princ. Act., Hom. I Thess.; Augustine, De Diversis Quaestionibus
LXXXIII, 80; Cyril of Jerusalem, Mystagogicae Catecheses, Prochat., 19, 23;
Ambrose, De Mysteriis, 1).

Although, at first glance, it would seem strange to begin with a consideration of the
eventual Christianization of the Roman Empire, there is, of course, a good reason why
one should start at this very point in a study on the mysteries/mystery religions of the
ancient world, that is, start with their ‘demise.” The process of Christianization of the
Roman Empire demonstrates so well how religion functions as a social discourse, and
how changes in the religious landscape had much to do with social formation and
ideological discourses. In fact, it is the steady ‘imperialisation’ of religion in the
Roman Empire from the first through fourth centuries that on the one hand led to the

promotion of Christianity as sole state cult, and on the other hand affected all religions

In general, the literature on mystery religions is literally inexhaustible, but a recent bibliography is
provided in Bruce M. Metzger, “A Classified Bibliography of the Graeco-Roman Mystery Religions
192473 with a Supplement 1974-77,” in ANRW Part 2, Principat, 17.3 (ed. H. Temporini and W.
Haase; Berlin/New York: De Gruyter, 1984), 1259-423.

'2 And the following only represents a small selection of what is available, thus a quick overview,
and only representing usage of the word ‘mysteries,’ cf. The Early Church Fathers on CD-ROM. Logos
Library System Version 2.1 1997 (= The Ante-Nicene Fathers [ed. Alexander Roberts and James
Donaldson; 1885-1887. 10 vols. Repr. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1994]; and The Nicene and
Post-Nicene Fathers, Series 1 and 2 [ed. Philip Schaff. 1886—1889. 14 vols. Repr. Grand Rapids,
Mich.: Eerdmans, 1994]).



of the period to the extent that they all, in some way or another, evolved as imperial
products themselves — and the mystery religions of the imperial era are no exception.

So the interest here is in the (literal) imperial nature of mystery religions of the period.

Constantine, of course, did not invent a universalised and imperialised Christianity.
The Roman state cult (i.e. Christianity) under Constantine and his successors was
what it was as a result of a long development. Polytheism in the Graeco-Roman world
had long started to drift towards universalism, henotheism, and monotheism."® The
establishment of the imperial cult (since Julius Caesar, but perfected by
Octavian/Augustus) as a way to focus the universal identity of the Roman Empire in a
cultural context of pluralism; the universalisation of cults such as that of Isis and
Dionysus;'* the gradual enhancement of imperial cult by the promotion of Sol, the
Sun, from Aurelian (270-275) onwards; and Helios-Mithras under Julian, pointed the
way to the eventual ‘Christian doctrine of empire forged by Constantine and

515

formulated by Eusebius; one god, one empire, one emperor.”” It is the history of an

imperializing religious mentality."®

T mention these terms in the same series since I am convinced that they are not different in kind
but only in degree. All three tendencies are examples of imperial discourse, that is, the tendency to
locate power in a centralized authority: universalism — it has cosmic significance above all else;
henotheism — one authority venerated above all others; monotheism — there is only one authority. But
the process of establishing a monotheistic religion demonstrates so well that logically monotheism, as
discursive artifact, is still a kind of henotheism.

“Henk S. Versnel, Inconsistencies in Greek and Roman Religion I. Ter Unus. Isis, Dionysos,
Hermes: Three Studies in Henotheism. (Studies in Greek and Roman Religion 6.1; Leiden/New
York/Kebenhavn/Koln: Brill, 1993), especially 37: ... the concurrence of the growth of henotheism on
the one hand, and the development of hierarchical lines in the social setting of the polis and of
monarchical forms of rulership in the political setting of the Hellenistic empires on the other, are more
than sheer chronological coincidences.’

" Garth Fowden, Empire to Commonwealth: Consequences of Monotheism in Late Antiquity
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 51. Christianization meant the growing conviction that
‘knowledge of the One God both justifies the exercise of imperial power and makes it more effective,’
Fowden, Empire to Commonwealth, 3. ‘... the Christianization of the Roman Empire was not merely a
“transformation” or “transition” within a limited segment of time. It was part of a wider and longer
process by which the idea empire, and in particular monarchy, was conjoined with belief in the One
God — monotheism,” Fowden, Empire to Commonwealth, 5.

!¢ See in this regard especially H. W. Pleket, “Godsdienstgeschiedenis als Mentaliteitsgeschiedenis.
De ‘Gelovige’ als Onderdaan van de Godheid in de Griekse Wereld,” Lampas 12, no. 1 (1979): 126—
51, reworked and translated as H. W. Pleket, “Religious History as the History of Mentality: The
‘Believer’ as Servant of the Deity in the Greek World,” in Faith, Hope and Worship. Aspects of
Religious Mentality in the Ancient World (ed. H. S. Versnel; Leiden: Brill, 1981), 152-92; as well as
the scintillatingly brilliant study of Henk S. Versnel, Ter Unus.



Isis, especially, was promoted via numerous aretalogies (‘praises published in
stone’) as tyrant (¢yrannos) of every land, as the Queen of heaven that arranges the
paths of stars, sun and moon, as creator (who separated heaven and earth), who
founded and established civilization, who, as Queen, governs rivers, sea and wind,
thunderbolts and seamanship and lords over fate;'” or as she herself with complete
confidence proclaims to the hapless Lucius (Apuleius, The Golden Ass, X1, 5): ‘1 who
am the mother of the universe, the mistress of all the elements, the first offspring of
time, the highest of deities ... foremost of heavenly beings, the single form that fuses
all gods and goddesses ...” The latter an oft-repeated epithet of Isis in inscriptions:
myrionyma, Isis of the thousand names, Isis the supreme encapsulation of all other
deities. As an inscription from Capua (CIL X, 3800) has it: fe tibi una quae es omnia

— you are the one and all."®

'7 The famous and most complete aretalogy of Isis, from Kyme in Asia Minor, dating from the
second century C.E., Marvin W. Meyer, ed., The Ancient Mysteries. A Sourcebook. Sacred Texts of the
Mystery Religions of the Ancient Mediterranean World (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1987), 172—
4

"®Henk S. Versnel, Ter Unus, 50, but see the whole chapter pp.39-95. See also pp.96-205 on
henotheistic aspects of the cult(s) of Dionysus, especially noteworthy the characteristic acclamations of
heis Dionysos: ‘These deities manifested themselves as autocratic rulers to whom a mortal could only
respond with an attitude of humble subservience or even slavery. This went hand in hand with the
appearance of new forms of a more intense and personal relationship between god and man, sometimes
accompanied by well nigh Christian experiences and expressions of sin, guilt, confession and mercy. In
this context in particular we meet with claims that the god is ‘great’, indeed greater than other gods. He
is ‘unique’ and outshines all other deities by his greatness, as expressed in the acclamation Aeis theos,’
Henk S. Versnel, Ter Unus,204-5. In the light of this inscriptional context, I would contend, one
should revisit our conventional understanding of the Jewish creed of Deut 6:4: sjema jishrael jahwé
elohénu jahwé ehad to be an example of the same henotheistic ideology exemplified by Dionysus, Isis,
Artemis Ephesia, Mithras, Iuppiter Dolichenus, and Tuppiter Heliopolitanus, especially if one heeds the
context of Deuteronomy 6. Just the previous chapter contains the narrative of the giving of the law
tables which start with the words: “You must have no other gods beside me’ (5:7, my emphasis) and
“You must not worship or serve them ...” (5:9). The law-giving scenes of Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy
5 fit into the larger historical narrative of Genesis to 2 Kings as the history of the centralisation of cult
and deity (hence the long battle against independent cult places in ancient Israel, the occulted yet
scarcely disguised presence of indigenous Canaanite deities and popular conceptions of Jahwe in
Israelite religion — especially such unexpected discoveries such as the Kuntillet ‘Ajriid inscriptions of
‘Jahwe and his Asherah,” but see the pervasive polemics in the prophetic literature of ancient Israel).
The whole settlement history of Israel is driven by the gradual onset (or through-set) of centralised
authority — kingdom, deity, cult place. It follows the same pattern as the dekateusis colonisations
known from the ancient world, according to which a section of the population is expelled, dedicated to
the god Apollo at the shrine in Delphi, and then sent off to colonise a new land as possession where
they are to live according to the laws of the god; cf. on this topic Lily Knibbeler, “Saving the City.
Ambiguities in Ancient Greek Crisis Management” (Ph.D. diss., State University of Leiden, 2005).
‘One god’ is an index of a social ideology.



Roughly contemporary to this triumphal procession of Isis through the
Mediterranean world (so Versnel), we find the same upward mobility in the Persian
god Mithras, newly metamorphosed into a mystery deity: Mithras as deus invictus,
aeternus, augustus, dominus, genitor, incorruptus, megas, Omnipotens, Sanctus,
summus.” Also from the East, among the oriental dieties marching triumphant on
Rome we find another — Iuppiter Dolichenus — acclaimed as sanctus, hypsistos,
aeternus, exsuperantissimus, kyrios, megistos, conservator totius mundi.®® And yet
another divine confrater of the Dolichean, Tuppiter Heliopolitanus: augustus, despoteés,
kyrios, hypatos, rex deorum.

The term ‘religious mentality’ does not denote privately held beliefs or assent to
doctrinal formulae, what is commonly (and unthinkingly) referred to as ‘religious
belief’, but rather the collective construction of a worldview,?! with the added aspect
of the social and ideological ‘generatedness’ of such a worldview, and thus of its
public, social, and political significance and function, that is, as a discursive
formation.”” As Henk Versnel put it: the imperialising religious mentality with its
imperialised gods is a projection upwards on to the great stage screen of the sky of
changes in conceptions of social and political existence down here below — it is the
enskyment of power and authority with a vengeance.® Pleket traces the trajectory of

this development by delineating the process of intensification of relationships of

' Ennio Sanzi, “A Few Historical-Religious Frameworks for the Study of the Oriental Cults in the
Roman Empire,” in Theoretical Frameworks or the Study of Graeco-Roman Religions (ed. Luther H.
Martin and Panayotis Pachis; Thessaloniki: University Studio Press, 2003), 162 (with references to the
published inscriptions).

2% Sanzi, “Historical-Religious Frameworks,” 165 (with references to the published inscriptions).

2 pleket, “Religious History,” 152.

2T use this term in a somewhat more expanded sense than its original use by Michel Foucault.
Foucault coined the term to refer to the institutionalisation of historically situated fields of knowledge
together with their objects under discussion, cf. Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge (ed.
A. M. Sheridan Smith; London: Tavistock, 1974), Chapter 2: 31-9; and Joseph Rouse,
“Power/Knowledge,” in The Cambridge Companion to Foucault (ed. Gary Gutting; Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 93. To this I would add the following: not only is our study of the
object and the constitution of the study field and discipline historically situated, the historical object
itself is the result of a historically situated and constituted way of representing something as this or
that. This study is an attempt to demonstrate the discursivity of both the mysteries themselves as well
as the scholarly construction of the mysteries in contemporary scholarship. See below.

2 “Religion as the sacralisation of socially prescribed (whether traditional or not) human behaviour
and relationships, on the one hand, and the supernatural as the hypostatization of society on the other,
both these truly Durkheimian functions of religion are forms of projection,” H. S. Versnel, “Religieuze
Stromingen in het Hellenisme,” Lampas 21, no. 2 (1988): 126.



dependency of worshippers on deities (and the concomitant gradual but ever steeper —
and accelerating — promotion of deities to ever higher echelons of authority and
omnipotence) as well as the dissemination of the phenomenon to ‘touch the lives’ of a
veritable heavenly host: accelerating trends existing in nuce in classical Greece, as the
Hellenistic age turned into the early Roman Empire, the faithful were transformed into
humble servants of the deities (Therapeutes, Hypourgos, Latris, Hypéretes-Doulos)
and the gods into tyrants (Pantokrator, [Pam-]Basileus, Kyrios, Despotés, Tyrannos,
Dynamis).** To summarise: these developments constitute an index of the inroads
made by oriental gods (hierarchical, ‘vertical cults’ — so Pleket)” and orientalised
Greek dieties in the Graeco-Roman world in a dual hierarchisation process — the
institutionalisation of autocratic government with an intensified stratification of power
relationships, and as its mirror image, the institutionalisation of a set of religious
discourses of imperialised gods as tyrants, kings, and exercisers of power (that is, as
veritable powermongers).?® What united both sides of the hierarchisation process was
the glorification of power. The pairing of imperial power and divine power was a

. . 2
perfect marriage made in heaven and on earth.”’

21 will not list the epigraphic evidence separately for each of these terms: Pleket’s argument is
extensively substantiated with reference to the relevant epigraphic, inscriptional evidence. My interest
lies in the interpretation of the significance of this development.

* Meaning: elevated omnipotence demanding iiber-humble subservience, cf. Pleket, “Religious
History,” 161. But note: this hierarchisation process also touched the representation of traditional
deities — Artemis Ephesia was herself translated into Soteira, megale, Protothronia, Basiléis kosmou,
Kyria, Ouranios Theos; she is megisté, hagiotaté, epifanestaté, as we also know from the biblical
account of Acts 19:23—41 of the uproarous enthusiasm of the Ephesian relicmakers, see Rick Strelan,
Paul, Artemis, and the Jews in Ephesus (BZNW 80; Berlin/New York: De Gruyter, 1996), 52, but of
course this was a result of Persian influence, which endured well beyond Persian political hegemony
over the area — ‘[t]he Oriental impact on Asia and on Ephesian cults remained well into the imperial
period,’ Strelan, Paul, Artemis, and the Jews, 42.

% One thinks in this regard mainly of Isis, Sarapis, Sol Invictus, Mithras, Meter (and the other
mother gods), Mén Tyrannos, Dea Syria/Atargatis, but also Asclepius, Artemis, Heracles Pancrates,
and the Eleusinian gods, and of course, the imperial mysteries, Pleket, “Religious History,” 156, 160.

7 “Both the Megas and the Heis acclamations flourished above all in the Roman period in the cult
of Eastern deities (Serapis, Isis) and of colleagues from Asia Minor. The hierarchical structure of the
imperial age explains why such slogans were also fashionable in acclamations to rulers and local
magnates and benefactors. The Oriental deities, who were hierarchical by nature, found in their
worshippers a ground well prepared by the structure of society for the “seed” of the ideology of power
... The Dynatoi [= ‘the powerful’, GvdH] are the divine counterpart of the social potentes (honestiores),
and the divine colleagues of the stars, whose dynamis (or dynameis) is frequently praised in astrological
treatises in the Roman empire. Finally dynamis of powerful gods has a very concrete parallel in the
dunamis of a wealthy Late-Roman benefactor who is praised for having paid everything ex oikeias
dynameds’ Pleket, “Religious History,” 179.



So what is the significance of this? Isis, Dionysus, Helios-Sun, Mithras® — they all
feature large in the mysteries of the imperial era, and (if one wants to accept the
Merkelbachian theory of ancient fiction as mystery texts) also in the Greek novels as
well as in other fictional works. The question of their relation is inextricably bound to
the growing imperialisation and universalisation represented by the Roman Empire of
the first through fourth centuries. Far from being innocent bystanders or victims
caught in the crossfire, the mysteries were themselves complicit in the process. The
mysteries created networks of relationships for the celebration of power and its
benefits, and by doing so, helped to undergird imperial society.29

They did so in dual fashion: on the one hand, the Roman Empire was characterized
by the stratified diffusion of power, as Simon Price has so decisively demonstrated, in
which reciprocal relations of patronage; homage, panegyric, veneration and honours;

. . . . . 30
public largesse, festival, and games; architecture, ritual, and images;” and even less

2 There were others too who had mysteries — Sabazios, Jupiter Dolichenus and Heliopolitanus,
Magna Mater/Cybele, Dionysus (Kathegemon = leader), the Great Gods of Samothrace, the Kabiri. The
latter four were long part of the club of classical mysteries, and thus had a notable ancestry in this
regard, but in the period under consideration the door to the club was prised open and others entered as
well: the flowering of mysteries of the imperial era should be seen as a sign of the vitality and
flowering of ‘paganism’ — ‘In a sizable number of cults well enough documented for us to tell true
innovations from features that are simply not earlier known to us, a general refreshing can be seen over
the course of the second and third centuries. It affected the rituals associated with Demeter at
Pergamon, Artemis at Ephesus, Hecate at Lagina, and the hoax at Abonuteichus [i.e. the cult of Glycon
instituted by Alexander, Lucian’s ‘false prophet’ — GvdH]. All these developed their own “mysteries”
because, perhaps, that was the thing to do,” Ramsey MacMullen, Paganism in the Roman Empire (New
Haven/London: Yale University Press, 1981), 106. This in itself is an important issue that is rarely, if
ever, analyzed and theorized, although H. S. Versnel, “Religieuze Stromingen” inspired me to look in
this direction. However, since most standard works on the religious history of the Graeco-Roman world
tend to treat the mysteries as a fairly stable and unchanging phenomenon (as a snapshot rather than a
moving video recording, to speak in a parable), it is the change in the nature and appearance of
mysteries as a result of, as contributing to, as an epiphenomenon of the changes in religious and
political mentality that interests me and is the focus of this study. Of course, what lies at the back of my
mind is the conditionalist approach to religion, the theory that many years ago first alerted me to these
kinds of questions, and which has stayed with me ever since: J. S. Kriiger, “Conditionality, Religious
Experience and Conceptualisation,” in Paradigms and Progress in Theology (ed. J. Mouton, et al.;
HSRC Studies in Research Methodology 5; Pretoria: Human Sciences Research Council, 1988), 209—
22.

¥ It was certainly recognized throughout antiquity, at least by people able to look at their world
with any detachment, that religion served to strengthen the existing social order,” MacMullen,
Paganism, 57. The practice of multiple initiations into different mysteries just demonstrates the social
function of religion even clearer (Hadrian had himself initiated into various mysteries). The fact that so
many deities could live peacefully next to each other in the same shrine and sanctuary and even be
dressed in exchanged garb surely tells a tale of the construction of an empire out of divergent peoples
and their worldviews and myths as social narratives of identity (cf. MacMullen, Paganism, 93—4).

*The ‘beneficial ideology’ of the emperor as pater patriae, took most tangible form through
benefactions in the form of building works and gentrification programmes. The imperial presence was



directly, an ideology of exotic excess and wonderment, of public spectacle and
pageantry; served to cement the empire into a political whole by institutionalising
channels for the flow of power and definition of relationships and positions vis-a-vis
Roman might.*’ And within these the mysteries played a significant yet rarely
recognized role. On the other hand, the recognized function of mysteries, namely the
celebration of well-being, whether this be participation in festive banquets and
confraternities, extreme experiences, soothing of maladies and allaying fears, was also
the hallmark of the early imperial era — as the decree of the koinon of Asia from 9

B.C.E. had it: the beginning of good tidings, the fresh start to everything.32 The

not only announced in stone, but also kept in the public eye by means of it. Statues, reliefs, and images
of the emperor and his family adorned public buildings, public spaces, and private homes; combined
with commemorative events like imperial birthdays, accession celebrations, sacrifices, games, and
processions the reality of imperial power and hegemony was literally built and ritualized into being as
well as constantly reinforced and maintained. Cf. Mary T. Boatwright, Hadrian and the Cities of the
Roman Empire (Princeton, N.J./Woodstock: Princeton University Press, 2000), 6.

3'S. R. F. Price, Rituals and Power. The Roman Imperial Cult in Asia Minor (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1984). See also Daniel N. Schowalter, The Emperor and the Gods.
Images from the Time of Trajan (Harvard Dissertations in Religion 28; Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress
Press, 1990), and Paul Zanker, The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus (trans. Alan Shapiro; Ann
Arbor, Mich.: University of Michigan Press, 1988). The literature on the Roman Empire and the
imperial cult is vast and unoverseeable. However, among the very many titles, these of Price and
Zanker have become classics. If Price took his cue from ritual theory and described imperial cult
(mainly but not exclusively) within the context of habituated and scripted actions, Zanker focused on
the representation of imperial ideology in stone — in statue, inscription, and building programme — and
empire literally cast in stone (to amend the idiom somewhat). For Price imperial cults were a way of
representing power relationships, the need for which arose out of the tension between Greek traditions
of civic autonomy and Roman authority. This was not completely foreign to the Greek world as they
already had experience of divinised autocrats in the Hellenistic dynasties, and so used a known
symbolic system to integrate Roman authority into their world by means of imperial cult. ‘The imperial
cult, like the cults of the traditional gods, created a relationship of power between subject and ruler. It
also enhanced the dominance of local élites over the populace, of cities over other cities, and of Greek
over indigenous cultures. That is, the cult was the major part of the web of power that formed the fabric
of society. The imperial cult stabilised the religious order of the world. The system of ritual was
carefully structured; the symbolism evoked a picture of the relationship between the emperor and the
gods. The ritual was also structuring; it imposed a definition of the world. The imperial cult, along with
politics and diplomacy, constructed the reality of the Roman empire,” Price, Rituals and Power, 248.
See also Steven Friesen, “The Cult of the Roman Emperors in Ephesos. Temple Wardens, City Titles,
and the Interpretation of the Revelation of John,” in Ephesos: Metropolis of Asia. An Interdisciplinary
Approach to Its Archaeology, Religion, and Culture (ed. Helmut Koester; Valley Forge, Penn.: Trinity
Press International, 1995), 240-5.

32See below, chapter 4. On the well-being celebrated in the mysteries, this was certainly for the
biggest part of the history of scholarship on the mysteries the slant taken, albeit in a generally
theologising manner, understood as reborn into union with the god (whatever that meant), or some kind
of spiritual quietude (liberated from the angst of death). But consider the following: a line of a graffito
on the walls of the Mithraeum in the Santa Prisca basilica in Rome reads rebus renatum dulcibus atque
creatum, ‘reborn and created for delights,” or the ‘blessed state of divine grace and companionship with
the gods’ as fruits of initiation extolled by Theon of Smyrna, and many other examples in chapter 1:
‘Needs and Answers,” MacMullen, Paganism, 54. Perhaps the best clue to the benefits of being
initiated can be found in the tomb of Vincentius, part of the catacomb of Praetextatus in Rome, an



mysteries constituted an institutionalised ‘Saturnalian good times rolling.” The
regularity with which a plethora of games, and especially the Ludi Saeculares were
celebrated, and out of cycle, shows how much this was an inherent part of the reality

that was the Roman Empire.*’

inscription which reads: manduca, bibe, lude, et veni ad me, cum vives, benefac; hoc tecum feres, ‘eat,
drink, and be merry, and come to me ...” The context for the inscription is important: it accompanies the
fresco of Vincentius at banquet table with ‘seven pious priests,” septa pii sacerdotes, which itself is part
of the fresco cycle depicting the death of Vibia (the wife of the owner, Praetextatus? Or of Vincentius?)
abreptio vibies et discensio (Vibia’s rape or kidnap into the underworld, after the manner of the rape of
Persephone), which is followed by a scene depicting Vibia in front of the tribunal of Dis pater (god of
the dead) and Aeracura (prob. Hera Kyria = ‘Lord’ Hera, a provincial goddess) and accompanied by
Mercury and Alcestis; the narrative obviously presupposes that she withstands the judgement, for in the
next fresco she is inducted into the blessed banquet by the good angel (inductio vibies) to take her seat
at the centre of the table among the iudicati for the feasting to follow, cf. MacMullen, Paganism, 54
and on this cult and catacomb, see the detailed discussion in Martin P. Nilsson, Geschichte der
Griechischen Religion. Zweiter Band: Die Hellenistische und Romische Zeit (Munich: C.H. Beck,
1961), 662-3. Telling is Nilsson’s comments on this: ‘Das ist eine fiir uns auffallende Vermischung
von Religion und weltlichen Vergniigungen; die Religion dient eigentlich als Deckmantel fiir die
weltliche Festfreude. Wem dies anstoBig vorkommt, sollte sich jedoch erinnern, da3 es im griechischen
Kult seit langem so gewesen war, was man im Anfang der Kaiserzeit noch nicht vergessen hatte ... Die
Festfreude war ihm so sehr die Hauptsache, da3 er dafiir eine vulgérepikureische Sentenz brauchte,’
Nilsson, Geschichte II, 667. Therein lies the rub, of course, for if we construe religion to be faith
conventionally understood to be assent to doctrinal truths and an affective relation to a very important
invisible person (as Don Cupitt satirically put it), then this will be seen as an expression of vulgar
Epicureanism, and not religion. For a generation of scholars raised on a diet of Otto and Eliade religion
is fascinated awe before the irruption of the sacred (thus, conceived in very serious terms). However,
when one views religion as discourse, as we do here, the Praetextatus frescoes become perfectly
understandable. The Greeks were irredeemably diesseitig (so Versnel), religion was ‘weltliches
Vergniigen,” as I will argue in this study — so it is my thesis that Nilsson and so many others simply got
it wrong. It is then possible to come to see how exactly appropriate this kind of ‘religion’ is for the
imperial era — and I accept that these frescoes testify to a Sabazian mystery — (Praetextatus, the owner
of the property, was proconsul of Asia in 362-364, and held various priesthoods in Roman and oriental
cults, including the cult of Sabazios here). (See below chapter 4 for a discussion of the imperial
ideology of the Saturnalian return of the Golden Age.) And note, further, the god venerated here,
Sabazios, has the epithet Hypsistos, ‘highest,” an imperialised deity! And yet at the same time, his cult
always had a frivolous and fun side, for he was constantly identified with Dionysus and with the Jewish
god, Jahwe(!), Nilsson, Geschichte II, 658—67, esp. 662. On the pax deorum: this specific catacomb
was also used for Christian burials, and there is nothing to distinguish between the Sabazian
iconography and early Christian iconography if we compare these scenes to similar representations in
known Christian catacombs (scenes of the fractio panis, for instance), cf. Graydon F. Snyder, Ante
Pacem. Archaeological Evidence of Church Life Before Constantine (Macon: Mercer University Press,
2003).

3 The Secular Games (from saeculum = hundred years) were instituted in the Republic as
celebrations of renewal at times of intense political tension, 249 B.C.E. (at the height of the First Punic
War) and 146 B.C.E. (after the battle of Pydna which led to the incorporation of Achaea and
Macedonia into the nascent Roman Empire). Intended as celebration every hundred years of Roman
renewal, the cycle and sequence were regularly interrupted and adapted according to the needs of the
reigning emperor. It was not celebrated again before Augustus, who (representing a truly new
beginning for Rome) had it re-instituted in 17 B.C.E. but now transformed from a republican festival
into a celebration focused on the emperor and his place in the rebirth of Rome (for the text, an
inscription, see Mary Beard, et al., Religions of Rome. Volume 2. A Sourcebook [Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998], 139—44, the discussion in Mary Beard, et al., Religions of Rome.
Volume 1. A History [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998], 71-2, 201-6). Helped on by
fictitious traditions Claudius celebrated the Ludi in 47 C.E. (800th anniversary of the founding of
Rome) and Domitian in 88 (six years ahead of the Augustan cycle). Thereafter in 148 (Antoninus Pius),



Certainly, the mysteries/mystery religions constituted only one element in this
chain of power flow, and perhaps not even the most obvious or conspicuous one. But
power is not always articulated and exercised in a crudely direct manner — it can be
hidden behind many facades: in our period, behind grand architecture, grand gestures
of largesse, and in a finely orchestrated system of celebrations of good times. The
many inscriptions testifying to the ‘salvific’ effect of the mysteries should also be read
in this context: power over fate (a speciality of Isis), yearning for wealth and health,**
for a good year, for safety at sea, a pleasant life, the postponement of death.”> But
consider too: Renatus (‘reborn’ — so the crowds in wonder at Lucius’s miraculous
return to human form, Apuleius’s Metamorphoses, or The Golden Ass, p. 280), and
vives beatus (‘you shall live in bliss’ — also for Lucius in The Golden Ass); rebus
renatum dulcibus atque creatum (‘reborn and created for delights’ — the Santa Prisca
Mithraeum inscription, see above); Plutarch’s ‘fully liberated and released’*; sharper:
in aeternum renatus (‘reborn in eternity’ — even though a Christian forgery in a
Mithraeum)®’ — evidences of pious enthusiasm run rampant, these are the equivalents
on the side of cultic benefits of the ever higher promotion of the gods. The praises
reach ever higher skywards — if the gods and the emperors can be elevated ever
higher, so can the outpourings of praise. It is our over-familiarity with Christian

language that occludes the wonderment exhibited here: Reborn! Reborn in eternity!

204 (Septimius Severus), and 248 (the millennial celebrations under Philip I). Apart from these, ludi
proliferated under the empire — in the early first century the games counted 77 days, in the mid-fourth
century 177. This was due to games being added to ancient festivals, to new festivals being instituted
and games put on to commemorate the building of new temples, Beard, et al., Religions 1,262-3.
These were not merely entertainment events, as Christian writers would inveigh against attendance
because of the religious nature of these (e.g. Tertullian The Shows, and [Cyprian] Novatian, The
Shows). Games were occasions for mass participation: 50,000 seated and 5,000 standing spectators in
the Colosseum; 150,000 in the Circus Maximus; according to an anecdote preserved in Suetonius
Augustus 43.1 the shows put on by Augustus drew such large crowds that the city was left empty and
military guards had to be stationed in the streets to prevent robbery, Beard, et al., Religions 1, 263. This
for Rome, but the situation elsewhere would scarcely have been different.

** A main benefit of the mysteries, as Lucius reports: ‘I had no reason to repent of the trouble and
expense, because by the bounty of the gods the fees that I earned in the courts soon compensated me
for everything’ (Metamorphoses, or The Golden Ass, cited from the Penguin edition [1950], 293), and
it had better be, for his three-fold initiation cost him an arm and a leg.

% Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 18.

3% MacMullen, Paganism, 54.

3"MacMullen, Paganism, 54 n.15.



This is the kind of extreme language to go with the extreme experience of Lucius: ‘I
approached the very gates of death and set one foot on Proserpine’s threshold, yet was
permitted to return, rapt through all the elements. At midnight I saw the sun shining as
if it were noon; I entered the presence of the gods of the under-world and the gods of
the upper-world, stood near and worshipped them’ (p.286). This is a divinely
appointed system (the emperor at the top) ... it surely evidences the pleasure of the
gods, no?

In building and playing itself, the imperial system carried its own legitimation.
Behind this statement lurks another authoritative(!) source of epistemic power: Michel
Foucault. The following commentary on the significance of Foucault’s analysis of
power is taken from Rouse,” and it should be noted that the whole of the analysis
undertaken in this study is in a sense guided, albeit it in the background, by a

Foucaultian understanding of power. It is worth citing at length:

Agents may thereby also exercise power unbeknownst to themselves, or even
contrary to their own intentions, if other agents orient their actions in response
to what the first agents do [my emphasis — GvdH]. It is in this context that we
can understand Foucault’s assertion that ‘power is everywhere not because it
embraces everything but because it comes from everywhere’ (HS, 93 [= History
of Sexuality I, original French edition, GvdH]). Power is not possessed by a
dominant agent, nor located in that agent’s relations to those dominated, but is
instead distributed throughout complex social networks ... Foucault would go on
to emphasize the heterogeneity of the alignments (dispositifs) that dispose
power. They include not just agents but also the instruments of power
(buildings, documents, tools, etc.) and the practices and rituals through which it
is deployed ... Foucault used the term ‘strategies’ for the multiple ways in which
heterogeneous elements align or conflict with one another to constitute power
relations. Once we recognize the complex and contested dynamics of

knowledge production, we might say of knowledge as well as of power that ‘it

B Rouse, “Power/Knowledge,” 106-7.



is the name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular
society’ (HS, 93).%

A final remark in this line of argument needs to be made, and a rather playful
tongue-in-cheek one at that: if it is mainly ‘oriental’ gods and cults (in their
hierarchical and monarchic garb) that provide the impulse towards and raw materials
of the widespread phenomenon of mysteries/mystery religions, and if it is mainly in
the Greek-speaking eastern provinces of the empire that the imperial cult flourished
(at least at first), and if it is mainly Greek-speaking élites in the eastern provinces that
produced the fictional cultural production the connection of which with the imperial
outlook I am arguing here for, then one can discern the gradual drift of the empire
(and its conception of itself) eastwards to the cultural and political ambit of New
Rome (i.e. Constantinople) so that in the end, for Constantine and his successors, the
empire could still be Roman even if the West and the city of Rome had been lost.
Byzantium was, amongst others, the result of the processes I describe and analyze in
this study. It took the Greeks almost 500 years to avenge and overturn Pydna (and the
evidence of Greek literary production of imperial era goes a long way in support of
this view). The mysteries were essentially a product of the Greek world, so were the
novels and most of the other genres of ancient fiction. The confluence of these two
lines, mystery and novel, therefore point to the steady Graecisation of the Roman

Empire.

I have been getting ahead of myself. This study started at an unconventional point,
with a bit of an alternative to the conventional interpretation of the mysteries as
personal, salvific, and ecstatic religion in a time of religious decline. But it is exactly

in this that the main argument of this thesis is announced, namely a redescription of

¥ Rouse, “Power/Knowledge,” 106-7, 111. Decontextualising this excerpt and citation, one may
also apply this to ancient society. The ‘production of knowledge’ in that sense would then carry the
sense of discourse, meaning namely a way of representation that creates consciousness and world
outlook (which I also call in this study worldmaking and mythmaking) with all it entails.



the mysteries as social discourse, and as imperial discourse, and this in counterpoint to
current common understandings of the phenomenon.

This is then, in effect, a study of religious change, a change brought about by
evolving social discourse (of which cultural artifacts like novelistic fiction constitute
comparative evidences) of the Roman Empire of the first four centuries of the
Common Era. To do this is to situate religious practices into their proper (albeit
scholarly constructed) concrete historical contexts. But simultaneously, this implies a
different way of looking at religion itself. When the discursivity of religion is
foregrounded to such an extent as here, then it lies to hand to work with ‘religion as a
natural category.”*” The theoretical framework for this study is therefore defined by
what is called a social theory of religion, in which mythmaking, worldmaking, social
formation, and social discourse describe different facets of this set of ‘human arts de
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faire’™” that is mystery religions of the early imperial era.

1.2 ‘Der Geheime Reiz des Verborgenen.” What Do We Know about the Mysterious

Mysteries?

Y Russell T. McCutcheon, The Discipline of Religion. Structure, Meaning, Rhetoric (London/New
York: Routledge, 2003), especially chapter 1 (‘Form, content, and the treasury of devices’) and chapter
9 (‘Methods, theories, and the terrors of history. Closing the Eliadean with some dignity’). The phrase
signals an approach to religion that situates ‘religious phenomena’ back into their originary contexts
delineating the discourses — and the various rhetorical devices — that give rise to ‘religion’ as well as its
scholarly conceptualization. See below. As an example of the application of this kind of approach to
the study of historical religions, cf. the collection of essays in Redescribing Christian Origins (ed. Ron
Cameron and Merrill P. Miller; SBL Symposium Series 28; Atlanta, Ga.: Society of Biblical Literature,
2004).

*'Le. ‘practices of everyday life,” a phrase borrowed from Michel de Certeau (The Practice of the
Everyday Life, 1984), Willi Braun, “Religion,” in Guide to the Study of Religion (ed. Willi Braun and
Russell T. McCutcheon; London/New York: Cassell, 2000), 10.



From a bit of an alternative to the conventional:* mystery religions are
conventionally understood to be ‘secret religious cults’ that flourished in the Graeco-
Roman period, being first attested for the classical mysteries of Eleusis near Athens,
then others in the Greek world (the Andanian, Dionysian, and Samothracian
mysteries), eventually to include other wide-spread and important mysteries derived
from Hellenised ‘oriental’ deities and cults (Isis and Sarapis, Mithras, Magna Mater
and Attis, Sabazios, Jupiter Dolichenus, and other ‘normal’ or traditional religions and
cults that developed mysteries, like that of Artemis and of course, the imperial
mysteries). In contrast to traditional national, city and civic cults that were celebrated
in public, and into which one was born or participated in by virtue of being included
in the particular society, the mysteries were ‘elective cults’ — that is one became a
member by choice (or by divine calling) and by consequent initiation. The process of
initiation implied dramatic rituals (‘things performed’, dromena, or a mime pageant

called a drama mystikon), extreme experiences,” the showing and touching of cult

2 As stated earlier the body of literature on the mysteries is vast. Overviews of the mysteries
themselves and their histories can be found in the following classical sources: Otto Kern, “Mysterien,”
in Paulys Realencyclopdidie der Classischen Altertumswissenschafi. Bd. 23 (ed. Wilhelm Kroll,
Stuttgart: J. B. Metzlersche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1935), 16.2: 1211-350 [=PW]; Wolfgang Fauth,
“Mysterien,” in Der Kleine Pauly. Lexikon der Antike. Bd. 3 (ed. Konrat Ziegler and Walther
Sontheimer; Stuttgart: Druckemiiller, 1969), 1533-42 [=KP); Fritz Graf, “Mysteria,” in Der Neue
Pauly. Enzyklopddie der Antike. Bd. 8 (ed. Hubert Cancik and Helmut Schneider; Stuttgart/Weimar: J.
B. Metzler, 2000), 611-26 [=NP]; the classic Nilsson, Geschichte II,345-71, 622-701; Ugo Bianchi,
The Greek Mysteries (Iconography of Religions. Section XVII: Greece and Rome; Leiden: Brill, 1976);
Kurt Rudolph, “Mystery Religions,” in The Encyclopedia of Religion. Vol. 10 (ed. Mircea Eliade; New
York: Macmillan, 1988), 230-8; Marvin W. Meyer, “Mystery Religions,” in Anchor Bible Dictionary
on CD-ROM. Version 2.0c. 1995,1996 (ed. David Noel Freedman; New York: Doubleday, 1995), n.p.;
Walter Burkert, Greek Religion (trans. John Raffan; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1985), 276-301; Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults — the best recent overview; and Marvin W. Meyer, ed.,
The Ancient Mpysteries. A Sourcebook. Sacred Texts of the Mystery Religions of the Ancient
Mediterranean World (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1987). The latter work contains, apart from
literature lists, also translations of the significant sources. See now also Walter Burkert, “Initiation,” in
Thesaurus Cultus et Rituum Antiquorum (ThesCRA), vol. II (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty Museum,
2005), 91-124 for an extensive overview of mystery initiations (although the article also has material
on other types of initiations).

# Experiences that could be described as dying and rising, as being reborn, cf. Lucius in the already
mentioned reference to the Metamporphoses, or The Golden Ass, and the recounted cases of blood-
spattered priests after the taurobolium in the cult of Magna Mater, who experienced ‘rebirth.” In a
saying attributed to Aristotle in Synesius (Dio 10) the purpose was ‘not to learn something” but to have
an experience (pathein) and be put in a certain state of mind (diatethénai), Marvin W. Meyer, “Mystery
Religions”. There is evidence for initiation tests and trials in Mithraism, Roger Beck, “Soteriology, the
Mysteries, and the Ancient Novel: Tamblichus Babyloniaca as a Test Case,” in La Soteriologia Dei
Culti Orientali Nell’ Impero Romano. EPRO 82 (ed. Ugo Bianchi and Maarten J. Vermaseren; Leiden:
Brill, 1982), 535-6: a mithracum at Carrawburgh in England had a tomb-like pit which was likely used
for a ritual of burial, an experience ‘enhanced’ by a trial of fire from the very nearby hearth. Other



objects (‘things shown’, deiknymena, in the case of the Eleusinian mysteries an ear of
grain, in the case of the Dionysian mysteries a phallus and female genitals), and may
have included some ‘instruction’ in the founding myth or hieros logos (‘things
recited’, legomena; but this is a hugely contentious issue in the scholarship — on how
to conceive of this ‘myth’ see below). So the mysteries had simultaneously a public
side (parades and processions, performances of music, dance and mime) and a private,
‘secret’ side, where cult meetings and meals/banquets and initiations took place.**

The Greek words for mysteries reveal something of the social function of the
rituals. The word ‘mystery’ can be understood to be derived from either myeein (to
initiate) or myein (to close), the latter referring to the practice of ‘maintaining closed
lips in order not to reveal the holy secret to outsiders.”*> An initiated person is a
mystes. Mostly, the word ‘mystery’ occurs as a plural noun mysteria, celebrations of
festive initiations and recurrent participation in cult pageant and dramatic
presentation. Related is felein (to initiate, to celebrate), teleté (festival, ritual,
initiation), telestes (initiation priest), and telesterion (initiation hall). Synonymous is
the term orgia (ritual) which draws attention to the ritual aspect of the celebration.*
To put it in different language: the mysteries, by manipulating images, relating stories
(‘myths’), staging pageants of mime, dancing, and emotional experience, created
societies within societies.*’ In the period studied here, the imperial era, mysteries

proliferated, and this should be seen as an index of changes in society.”® The social

references to these kinds of gruesome and severe rituals in early Christian writers, Beck,
“Soteriology,” 536 and note 16.

* The Eleusinian mysteries involved huge crowds — at its height the Telesterion could house a few
thousand participants, but other mysteries were mostly celebrated in smaller groups of tens (like the
Mithraic mysteries) or low hundreds (as in the Dionysiac mysteries).

* Marvin W. Meyer, “Mystery Religions”.

* Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 8—10.

* Greekness was defined by the Eleusinian mysteries, but only after Athens took control of the site
with its attendant religious rituals; the mysteries of the Kabiri at Samothrace, for instance, also fitted in
well in a pan-Hellenic context; it was the ‘oriental’ mysteries that created a problem — witness the
suppression of the Bacchanalia in Rome in 186 B.C.E., the suppression of Isiac mysteries with
destruction of Isiac shrines in 59, 58, 53, 50 and 48 B.C.E., and the tight control over the Magna Mater
cult after her introduction in Rome in 204 B.C.E. See further below, chapter 5 on the social aspect of
the mysteries.

*8 A comparable phenomenon can be found in the influx and growth of ‘new religious movements’
and ‘alternative religions’ as described by sociologists of religion, cf. Stephen J. Hunt, Alternative



boundaries constituting and maintaining these ‘societies within societies’ were drawn
and strengthened by strict injunctions to secrecy (the Eleusinian mysteries were called
arrhétos telete, ‘unspoken ritual’). However, in a number of Christian writers we do
have the silence broken, to a point, in that they report on some of the scenes and some
of the symbola or synthémata (fixed formulae as kinds of mini-creeds).*

One of the vexing questions regarding ancient mystery religions has to do with the
fact that, while the ancient mysteries/mystery religions are inscriptionally so well
attested from classical times (and even before) through the Roman imperial era up to
the destruction of the famous sanctuary of Eleusis by the Goths, very little is actually
known about the ‘contents’ of these mysteries: the images, the performances, the
beliefs, and the myths or doctrines that formed the cognitive aspect of these religious

o 50 . . . . .
traditions.”™ We have archaeological remains of sanctuaries, artifactual remains

Religions. A Sociological Introduction (Aldershot/Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2003), and George D.
Chryssides, Exploring New Religions (London/New York: Cassell, 1999).

®In Clement of Alexandria, Hippolytus Refutatio Omnium Haeresium, Fusebius of Caesarea
Praeparatio Evangelica, Firmicus Maternus De Errore Profanarum Religionum, Arnobius of Sicca
Case Against the Pagans. The most famous citation is preserved in Clement of Alexandria,
Protrepticus 2.21.2: ‘I fasted, I drank from the kykeon, I took out of the kiste, worked, placed back in
the basket (kalathos) and from the basket in the kiste,” in connection with the Eleusinian mysteries; also
in the Protrepticus 2.15 ‘I have eaten from the drum (fympanum), 1 have drunk from the cymbal
(kymbalon), 1 have carried the sacred dish (kernos), 1 have stolen into the inner chamber (pastos, =
shrine)’ in connection with Magna Mater, Marvin W. Meyer, Ancient Mysteries, 189, 114-5. For the
revisionary scholar-historian this must be a felicitous juxtaposition: if there is any trustworthy veracity
to these two descriptions, and note they relate to two different mysteries, it is surely obvious that they
are so similar as to be virtually identical. Which raises the question, namely that apart from superficial
differences, in what were they so different? Or rather, I contend, that for the observer in the Roman
imperial period, the mysteries are just so many different manifestations of the same, like describing
different church denominations all deriving from the Dutch Reformed tradition.

> A number of remarks need to be made with regard to definitions right at the outset of this study. I
use the term ‘mystery religions’ only by way of a nod to conventional usage. Strictly speaking, we are
not dealing with religions in the sense that they constitute neatly demarcated entities separate from
Greek and Roman religion, which in themselves do not constitute coherent ‘religions’ with neatly
defined orthodoxies and centralised authority and organisation, but much rather, with more or less
loosely connected traditions of cultic veneration of traditional gods, heroes, supernatural beings,
boundaries, natural phenomena, and the like. The mysteries functioned as an option within and
alongside these, that is within the framework formed by ‘Greek and Roman religion,” and with their
intensification of experiences that were otherwise part of ‘normal’ and ‘ordinary’ religion it can be
maintained that they did ‘not constitute a separate religion outside the public one; they represent a
special opportunity for dealing with gods within the multifarious framework of polytheistic polis
religion,” Burkert, Greek Religion,277. On my use of the term ‘mystery cult’ interchangeably with
‘mystery religion,” cf. Roger Beck, “Four Men, Two Sticks, and a Whip: Images and Doctrine in a
Mithraic Ritual,” in Theorizing Religions Past. Archaeology, History, and Cognition (ed. Harvey
Whitehouse and Luther H. Martin, Walnut Creek, Calif.: AltaMira, 2004), 88: ‘For readers other than
classicists, I should make explicit the connotations of the term cult in the ancient context; and
particularly, I should make clear what the term does not connote. Please put aside all sociological
baggage associated with sect-cult or cult-church differentiation, as well as the invidious and pejorative



(remains of animal sacrifices), we have inscriptions attesting to the founding, giving
of benefactions to, and organisation (and personnel) of mysteries and mystery cult
groups, but — if one has to take the mysteries to be kinds of ritual religion, religion as
performance especially as scripted performance — we do not have the ‘script,” or the

defining, celebrated or accompanying myth.”’

folk associations of the word “cult” now current. They are without meaning or utility in the ancient
context. The word “cult” is classicists’ shorthand for people who “pay cult to” a particular god or gods
in the sense of worshipping them. It is the worship, normally by acts of sacrifice, which is properly the
cult (cultus), not the association of worshippers. The Romans, a practical people, cultivated their gods
just as, agriculturally, they cultivated their fields.’

It is furthermore a misnomer to speak of the ‘content,’ or the beliefs, myths or doctrines, of mystery
religions as if one can distinguish between the content and form of religion, and as if religion is
essentially defined by the internalised truths called ‘beliefs’ or doctrinal statements, that is, cognitive
content. For the inappropriateness of this kind of distinction, see the article by Donald S. Lopez,
“Belief,” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies (ed. Mark C. Taylor; Chicago/London: University of
Chicago Press, 1998), 21-35 for a discussion of the creation of Theravada Buddhism focussed on belief
and cognitive content after the analogy of Christian catechism (according to Lopez, this identification
of religion with personal assent to statements of truths, that is, ‘beliefs’, is a demonstrable late
mediaeval, European development); a similar argument is made by Richard A. Horsley, Religion and
Empire. People, Power, and the Life of the Spirit (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), see especially
pp- 13-25 in this regard his discussion of how the discovery of ‘original’ or ‘pure’ Buddhism in
nineteenth century Europe was the result of a fantasy of the recovery of lost wisdom, and the search for
the original Edenic languages. The fashion for European Orientalism saw the French find their
inspiration in China (and Indochina subsequently became the colonial domain of France) and its
mandarin class of gentleman-scholars. German Romantics idealised the mysticism of India. However,
after the Opium War of 1839 and the Indian mutiny of 1857 both China and India lost favour due to
their perceived corruptness. Orientalist fantasy then converged on the Aryans, the origins of the
classical Greeks so highly favoured in Europe at the time as the forebears of European civilisation, the
Aryans being the light-skinned conquerors of the Indian subcontinent the exploits of whom the
Europeans were now emulating, as well the Indian philosophy of reason and restraint: ‘classical’
Buddhism. The ‘classical’ Buddhism constructed by Europeans was characterised by an exclusive
focus on texts and the lost wisdom contained in them (leading to the intensive collection of
manuscripts, linguistic study, and editing of critical editions), the obsoleteness of the living context of
religious practice (and by implication, the native informant), a primary focus on the philosophy and
eventually also meditation even though this was relevant only to a small group of Buddhists, namely
monks who devoted a lifetime of training and discipline in the inculcation of the philosophy. But here
was what European intellectuals wanted: an agnostic, rationalist, ethical individualism grounded in
philosophical reflection. Finally, this ‘classical’ Buddhism also did not include ritual, which ordinarily
is very prevalent in Buddhist practice. Although theoretical description as it pertains to the
interpretation of ancient mysteries/mystery religions will feature in greater depth later on, let it be said
here that many of the problems with which this study is concerned are raised by the theoretical
definitions employed by a generation of scholars on ancient fiction and Graeco-Roman mystery
religions.

> The theory of mysteries as scripted performance will be dealt with later in the section on mystery
religions as social discourse. However, it needs to be mentioned here that the issue of the supposed
secrecy maintained in mysteries is not a simple or straightforward one. It needs to deconstructed in a
rhetoric of inquiry. The idea that the mysteries were in essense secret societies pure and simple,
depended on Isaac Casaubon’s interpretation of the mysteries, in spite of knowing them to be focused
on ritual, as arcanum doctrinam. This gave rise to the idea that the mysteries were in the first place
concerned with secret teachings or dogmata. And this identification itself was part of a Protestant-
Catholic polemic, see Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities
and the Religions of Late Antiquity (Chicago Studies in the History of Judaism; Chicago, Ill.:
University of Chicago Press, 1990), 57.



It is exactly these lacunae in our knowledge of the ‘content’ of the mysteries that
the Kerenyi-Merkelbachian hypothesis attempts to fill in, and which explains the
question of the relevance of ancient fiction for our understanding of the mysteries.>>
Although one should sever the link between myth and ritual, as if ritual is to be
understood straigthforwardly as an enactment of a more original and foundational
myth (as argued largely in the Myth and Ritual school),”® and therefore subvert the
logic underlying earlier studies of the mysteries that the ritual needs a myth, in fact we
actually do know more about the mysteries than was previously thought, enough for a
better description and fuller understanding of this so tantalizingly evasive
phenomenon. The road to this fuller knowledge runs through a reconceptualisation of

the problem, which is what this study is about.

2. CONCEPT FORMATION: STUDYING RELIGION AS DISCURSIVE
PRACTICE

2.1 Discourse Theory and a Rhetoric of Inquiry

So, this study is not about ancient mystery religions, the mysteries per se, nor about
ancient fiction in itself, but primarily about the manner in which this connection is
conceptualized, and this explicitly as a religio-historical undertaking. From this
formulation follow a number of important implications.

First, this reflection on a particular and very concrete case of concept formation is
primarily guided by the awareness that the object of study (and this holds true for all
historical research) is constituted through acts of classification and taxonomy, that is,

through definition. And furthermore, that these acts of definition derive their content

52See chapter 2 below. In short, both Kerenyi and Merkelbach held that the Greek novels of the
second to fourth/fifth centuries C.E. were encoded mystery texts, were the myths or hieroi logoi of the
mysteries.

>3 See the incisive criticism of the Myth and Ritual school and the attendant assumptions that ruled
in this field of study in Henk S. Versnel, “Gelijke Monniken, Gelijke Kappen: Myth and Ritual, Oud en
Nieuw,” Lampas 17, no. 2 (1984): 194-246, and Henk S. Versnel, Inconsistencies in Greek and Roman
Religion II. Transition and Reversal in Myth and Ritual. (Studies in Greek and Roman Religion 6,2;
Leiden/New York/Koln: Brill, 1993), especially 1-14 (Introduction) and 15-88 (Chapter 1: ‘What is
Sauce for the Goose is Sauce for the Gander: Myth and Ritual, Old and New”).



and form from scholarly traditions of inquiry, themselves the products of social
interests and ideologies embedded in them. In other words, the conventional ways of
conceptualising ancient mystery religions and their relation to ancient fiction are
discursive formations. Any study of ancient religion (and I would argue, of religion in
general) should therefore also entail a study of the scholarly discourse on that
particular field of research. This study, then, is simultaneously a metatheoretical
reflection on the way we speak about ancient religion, ancient fiction, and the ancient
mystery religions. It deals with discourse analysis and the rhetoric of inquiry.

Second, implied and embedded in the conventional discursive construction of
ancient religion and ancient fiction is a particular theory of religion that occults, or
negates, the social embeddedness and discursive origins of ‘religion.” In order, then,
to attempt to solve the problem posed by the riddle of ancient mysteries and the
possible connection with ancient fiction as myth, religion itself needs to be
reconceptualised, retheorised, and by doing so, an aspect of Graeco-Roman antiquity
is redescribed — in requisite different theoretical categories.

Third, although this study is focused on a single, delimited problem, namely the
relation or connection between ancient fiction and ancient mystery religions, it
simultaneously deals with the way we write history as well as the way we theorise
religion. So, the topic of ancient fiction and ancient mystery religions forms a window
onto the discourse of religion and history of religion (Religionsgeschichte). One can
therefore say that this study aims at history through historiography, and
Religionsgeschichte through theory of religion.

To put it in other words, it is a study of scholarship on religion and the making of
religion, both as discursive practices.

In the sense used here, the term discourse refers to more than simply language or

language use.”® ‘Discourse’ does not denote here the total configured contents of

> In the common sense of the term “discourse’ is usually taken to refer to language, but in discourse
theory the term is extended to designate more than just language systems, but also ‘any unified, coded
or systematic practice of signification’, or to put it in Heideggerean terms, the web of meaning-giving
signifying relations (Bewandtnisganzheit), Tim Murphy, “Discourse,” in Guide to the Study of Religion
(ed. Willi Braun and Russell T. McCutcheon; London/New York: Cassell, 2000), 398; it includes ‘any



linguistic utterances, not only the configurations of tropes and topics as they occur in
texts or sets or canons of texts, that is, what texts say. Rather, ““[d]iscourse” ... throws
both the object of scientific analysis and that analytical activity itself into question in
one and the same gesture.”> A study of discourse thus entails a study of the object of
analysis (text, culture, utterances, systems and processes of significations and their
resulting ‘solidified’ meaning-artifacts) but also the way in which scholarly analysis
itself is put into discourse, is a product of signification processes.”® To understand
both ‘objects of analysis’ and the study of those ‘objects’ as products of signification
processes is to see them as discursive practices. Quite literally this means that
scholarship in this vein and from this perspective does not deal with fixed and solid
objects, phenomena, meanings or meaning-artifacts. Rather it is to view them as
constituted and constructed in and through meaning-producing, meaning-inducing,
meaning-suffusing, and meaning-suggesting actions. In this sense ‘meaning’ as ‘what
can be understood’ is not a solid object, the objective result of a signification process,
but is defined exactly by its ephemeral character as continually arising and yet
eternally deferred in the never-ending praxis of making (and constructing) meaning.
Meaning is therefore a political concept, it resides in and arises out of action and
counteraction, debate and counterdebate (and this applies equally to the other two
members of the triad, truth and interpretation). What is presented here in this study
therefore operates on two levels simultaneously: on the level of the description and
analysis of events in the period of the early Roman Empire, and on the level of the
description and analysis of the descriptive and analytic praxis. What is at issue in the
argumentation presented here is the representation-as-construction of ancient fiction
as well as mystery religions in the context of the Roman empire, that is, how both

fiction (or: Greek novel) and mystery religions are rhetorically evoked and

system of interrelated meanings, regardless of the form these take. Thus one can analyze types of
behavior, clothing, furniture, architecture, painting and so forth, and find discrete sets of meanings
which manifest themselves in these objects, which pass between them, and which make them
significant,” Murphy, “Discourse,” 399.

> Murphy, “Discourse,” 396. In the following I depend largely on Murphy’s discussion of
discourse.

3 Murphy, “Discourse,” 396.



‘manufactured’ in a specific context (or ‘context of situation’ or set of exigencies)’’ as
well as how contemporary scholarship ‘creates’ the phenomenon of religion, of
mystery religions of the early imperial era and their relation to ancient fiction, in light
of and in response to a present ‘context of situation.” This study is not concerned with
stating truths (which statement should not be taken to indicate a willful and deliberate
economy with truth!), but rather with the positing of possible understandings.

At theoretical and metatheoretical level this study thus stands at the intersection of
various strands: scholarship on religion, scholarship on mystery religions of the early
imperial era, ancient fiction including the Greek novel, the Roman Empire and
imperial ideology, and all refracted through the prism of rhetoric, especially theories
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of rhetoric as epistemic.

2.2 Conceiving Mysteries as Mirrors of Contemporary Religiosity

Mysteries/mystery religions have had a fascinating career path through religious
scholarship the past one and a half century. In the process the mysteries were
transmogrified into contested images of religiosity relevant to the nineteenth century,
and these still form the essence of portraits of the mysteries in contemporary

scholarship. The mysteries were either examples of ‘personal religion’ of ‘union with

37 <Context of situation’ or exigency is not to be taken in the sense of the real situation or context in
which the real phenomenon was operative however much these existed. Rather, it recalls the
artificiality of scholarly constructions of these ‘real life contexts,” how they were imagined. This
should, however, not be taken to mean flights of fancy pure and simple. These terms and phrases
remind us that our scholarly investigations and constructions are matrixed by sets of scholarly
traditions, themselves not independent of ideological and social interests, and we only have access to
history, historical contexts, and the szuff of history through matrices of terministic screens. Juxtaposing
different sets of (interpreted!) data, leads to portraying, that is constructing, history and historical
artifacts differently. And this, to put it simply, is what this study demonstrates.

*¥ For my understanding of rhetoric and the use of rhetoric here I am particularly dependant on the
following studies: Johannes N. Vorster, “The Epistemic Status of Rhetoric,” Neotestamentica 28, no. 2
(1994): 469-93, and Johannes N. Vorster, “Why Opt for a Rhetorical Approach?” Neotestamentica 29,
no. 2 (1995): 393-418. In these two studies Vorster sets out the case for an understanding of rhetoric as
epistemic, that is as a way of constructing knowledge, in contrast to a classically influenced
understanding of rhetoric as formal method of interpretation. Approaching rhetoric as epistemic
approximates a multileveled study of discursive practices as mooted here. I return to these questions in
chapter 3, see below.



the deity” as answer to the decline in traditional religion,” or a remnant of Roman
Catholic-like ritualistic religiosity in an era of Protestant rationalism.*’
Working from the present backwards a few examples would suffice to

demonstrate this trajectory:

‘The mystery cults of the Hellenistic-Roman world were a product of the age, a
response to the changing attitudes of individual and social conditions. Both the
oriental cults that had penetrated the Greek world and the old Greek cults were
hellenized into mystery cults, mysteries, or mysteria, a Greek term that meant
“initiation.” The term was applied to the cults in which membership depended
upon the participation of the initiate in a personal ritual that resulted in the
individual’s identification or close relationship with the deity of the cult ...
[T]hree essential characteristics are common to all the mystery cults of the time:
(1) a purification rite by which the initiate is granted admission and participation
in the activity of the cult; (2) a sense of a personal relationship or communion
with the deity or deities of the cult, and (3) the hope or promise of a life of

61 At the end of her discussion of

blessedness after death (my emphasis, GvdH).
the mystery religions, Tripolitis would conclude that it was the universal and
egalitarian character of the mysteries that accounted for their widespread
popularity: ‘They were individualistic, addressing the spiritual needs of the
individual, and they also provided the devotees with meaningful fellowship with
individuals who possessed the same knowledge of salvation. Last, they provided

a personal, closer relationship to the divine, protection from the adversities of

*The allusion to contemporary commentary on religion in nineteenth century Europe is
unmistakeable.

1n J. G. Frazer’s The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion (1890/1900/1907—1915) the
putative decaying and revitalized vegetation — the vicissitudes of an incarnate ‘vegetative spirit’
expressed in ritual — was expressed in the myth of a dying and rising god and this formed the core of
the myth and cult of such diverse cults as that of Osiris, Adonis, Thammuz, Attis, Dionysus; Egyptian,
Syrian, Babylonian, Phrygian, and Greek religion. Although Christianity itself is rarely mentioned in a
comparative manner in this context, yet running as an undercurrent to these studies, for Frazer
Christianity shared the myth and the mystery rituals with these cults, and represented the growing
accommodation of a once-pure Christianity with the pagan Umwelt — ‘pagano-papist’ apologetics:
‘Taken together, the coincidences of the Christian with the heathen festivals are too close and too
numerous to be accidental. They mark the compromise which the Church in the hour of its triumph was
compelled to make with its vanquished yet still dangerous rivals. The inflexible Protestantism of the
primitive missionaries, with their fiery denunciations of heathendom, had been exchanged for the
supple policy, the easy tolerance, the comprehensive charity of shrewd ecclesiastics ...,” Smith,
Drudgery Divine, 85—115, 11644, the citation here from p. 92 n. 14.

' Antonia Tripolitis, Religions of the Hellenistic-Roman Age (Grand Rapids, Mich./Cambridge:
Eerdmans, 2002), 16-7.



this life, and the hope of some sort of blissful world after death (my emphasis,
GvdH)."®

In a similar vein, more extensively documented and argued, the magisterial
63
the

mysteries of the Hellenistic-Roman era were part of an interconnected complex

expos¢ of the Hellenistic age, Peter Green in his Alexander to Actium:

of phenomena such as the flourishing of ‘foreign cults,” the flowering of oracles,
astrology, and magic — the mysteries were symptomatic of a descent into the
irrational.** All these were epiphenomena of developments in the area of politics
and society. As the city-states of classical antiquity lost their autonomy in the
Hellenistic period, the experience of political impotence translated into personal
surrender to superhuman power (whether political or transcendental in the form
of Tyche, or other less elevated but no less malignant divine beings). But now,
with the decline of the city-states of old also went hand in hand the decline of
traditional polis religion,” and this opened the gate for a proliferation of private
religious clubs and associations where the old polis-derived identity was
replaced by a new communal identity built on communal worship and shared
banquets access to which was granted by initiation.®® In these kinds of Ersatz-
communities the solitude of urban existence was exorcised in the exhilaration of
emotional enthusiasm,’” in which salvation in the hereafter was promoted as
remedy to the ills of this life.”® Together with magic, astrology, oracles, and

epiphanies the mysteries constituted alternative societies, rites of passage into

82 Tripolitis, Religions, 36.

8 Peter Green, Alexander to Actium. The Hellenistic Age (London: Thames and Hudson, 1990),
especially 586—601.

% Green cites the famous work of E. R. Dodd, The Greeks and the Irrational (1951) at the start of
this section. The work of Dodd was immensely influential to a generation of scholars of Graeco-Roman
religion, and his legacy endured even longer.

% ‘Were not the Olympian deities still officially worshipped? Did not every polis retain its
traditional divine patron? All true; and yet the image had grown dead and hollow, eaten away at the
heart by the boreworms of political impotence, creeping secularism, social fragmentation, loss of
cohesive identity. Cities and empires had become too vast and heterogeneous to give adequate
psychological support to inheritors of the old, local polis tradition: their society was no longer either
integrated or manageable,” Green, Alexander to Actium, 587.

% Green, Alexander to Actium, 589.

%7 Indeed, the second century [B.C.E.] (for reasons that by now should be clear enough) seems to
have ushered in a general wave of religious emotionalism throughout the Mediterranean; if bien-
pensant conservatives expressed shock, the poor, the desperate, and the dispossessed were (in every
sense of the word) ecstatic. Initiatory rites for Isis, Mithras, and Cybele all seem to have been
developed during the late Hellenistic period, at a time when, for an ever-increasing proportion of the
populace, bleak prospects on this earth made the promise of salvation in the hereafter look peculiarly
attractive ...,” Green, Alexander to Actium, 591-2.

%8 Green, Alexander to Actium, 589.



‘the utopias of the desperate.”® Here again it is the socially constitutive function
of the mysteries, but in its context conceived to be part of the slide into
superstition, utopian fantasies, and the irrational, that is highlighted as the

remedy for the lost individual in search of salvation.

So too F. W. Walbank links the rise in mystery religions, and influx of oriental
religions to socio-political developments:”® ‘But many new religious
developments were a response to changes in individual attitudes and to new
social conditions. With the reduced power of the city-states went a decline in
men’s confidence in their traditional cults and a growing interest in mystery
religions and this was encouraged by a falling off in the rationalism that had
been characteristic of much fifth-century sophistic thought. The mystery cults
involved secret initiation ceremonies and promised individual salvation ... This
trend towards revelation, irrational and emotional ... (my emphasis, GvdH).””'
And he continues: ‘More important to the ordinary man and woman were the
oriental cults, especially those of Egypt, which increasingly penetrated the
Greek world to fill the gap left by the collapse of belief in the indigenous gods ...
In particular cults offering a personal contact with the divinity or the promise of

personal survival after death were especially popular (my emphasis, GvdH).””

Enough, these are three representative examples. In summary, what is common to
this kind of conception of the mysteries are in the first instance their individualism,
that is, their character as receptacles for alienated individuals; in the second place,
their offering of salvation, conceived as (mostly but not exclusively) the overcoming
of death; in the third place, union with divinity; and finally, their character as
irrational, enthusiastic (or charismatic), and superstitious. Of course these portrayals
of the mysteries did not suddenly appear out of nowhere. These evidence the effective
history of earlier scholarship on the mysteries, itself deeply implicated in the birth and

rise of the study of religion as science.”” Gustav Anrich in his then groundbreaking

% “What is of rather more interest is the fact that such an elaborately traumatic enactment of rebirth
should have found so ready a market. The age was hungry for visions, for miracles, for knowledge of
what lay beyond the boundaries of nature and reason ...,” Green, Alexander to Actium, 600, 595.

"F. W. Walbank, The Hellenistic World (Fontana History of the Ancient World; London: Fontana,
1992).

""'Walbank, Hellenistic World, 218.

7> Walbank, Hellenistic World, 220~1.

" For a good overview of the rise of Religionswissenschaft, ‘Science of Religion,” as a discipline
and the effect of its embeddedness in European culture at the beginning of the nineteenth century on its



work, delineated the ‘religious meaning’ of the mystery cults thus: the goal of the
mysteries is the attainment of sotéria guaranteed by the initiation rite, and this sateria
consists of ‘blessed immortality’ in the afterlife, as well as a new life on earth in union
with and under the protection of the particular deity;”* next in importance to
immortality is the idea of purification (Entsiihnung/Kathartik) effected in a wide
variety of rituals from water lustrations to blood baptisms like the faurobolium and
kriobolium;" essential to the initiation into the mystery is the fact that the mysteries
do not only effect a subjective experience of unity with the divine, but the rite also
effects the objective attainment of the realities constituting the soréria, so that the
mystes has now received the character indelebilis of sacratus, renatus, and
tauroboliatus;’® the benefits accrued from initiation into a mystery do not preclude
multiple initiation into other mysteries, the reason being the increasingly magical-
superstitious view taken of the mysteries, which prompted the initiands to seek ever
more secure guarantees for the sétéria in multiple initiations and purifications;’’ and
lastly, the development of religious, mystery communities as societies within

society.” Richard Reitzenstein added to these the interiorisation of the mysteries as a

origins, see Hans G. Kippenberg, Discovering Religious History in the Modern Age (Princeton,
N.J./Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2002), as well as (among other of the included essays in the
cited volume) Kurt Rudolph, “Die Religionskritischen Traditionen in der Religionswissenschaft,” in
Religionswissenschaft und Kulturkritik. (Beitrdge zur Konferenz The History of Religions and Critique
of Culture in the Days of Gerardus van der Leeuw (1890-1950); ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and Brigitte
Luchesi; Marburg: Diagonal-Verlag, 1991), 149-56, and Richard J. Plantinga, “Romanticism and the
History of Religion: The Case of W. B. Kristensen,” in Religionswissenschaft und Kulturkritik
(Beitrige zur Konferenz The History of Religions and Critique of Culture in the Days of Gerardus van
der Leeuw (1890-1950); ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and Brigitte Luchesi; Marburg: Diagonal-Verlag,
1991). The discovery of irrationalism, the solitary individual, the identification of the mysteries as
nature and vegetation religions, and the enthusiastic/ecstatic nature of this religiosity was, arguably, an
epiphenomenon of the cultural period known as Romanticism. Although Romanticism as cultural
movement lasted only about three decades up to about the 1830s, its effects were felt much longer. It
can be argued that the picture of late Antiquity that emerged in scholarship and had become the
standard portrayals by the end of the century, was the result of a romantic envisioning of the world.

" Anrich, Antike Mysterienwesen, 47.

5 Anrich, Antike Mysterienwesen, 51-4.

6 Anrich, Antike Mpysterienwesen, 54. But note the unmistakeable influence of a Protestant
interpretation of sacramental ritual in the differentiation between subjective experience and objective
effect, the latter being evidence of a superstitious and magical view of ritual, characteristic of
Catholicism, the direction into which the mysteries developed. The Catholic Church accommodated
itself to late Antique religiosity as it became the state church.

7 Anrich, Antike Mysterienwesen, 55.

78 Anrich, Antike Mysterienwesen, 56.



growing tendency towards the ‘faith’ of mysteriosophy,” and the increasing
syncretism effected by the mysteries.™

The path to this construction of the mysteries was paved earlier in the nineteenth
century. The emerging picture of the religious history of the ancient Near East was an
answer to cultural, social, and political developments in FEurope, especially
Romanticism.*' Romanticism as style and as cultural movement itself was a reaction
to two centuries of rationalism and increasing industrialization. The alienation
resulting from these social and political upheavals led to the birth of history in a two-
fold sense: the birth of the modern scholarly discipline of history and history as a
popular sense of a longing for a long-lost paradisal time of wholeness.* On the plane
of popular culture this ranged from rediscoveries of the ‘merrie England’ of the
Middle Ages (in fiction as well as in cultural movements such as the Arts and Crafts
movement), to the wholesale revival of Gothic in architecture and literature, and

followed by Romanesque, and Byzantine styles, as well as classical revivals of Greek

S0 clearly seen in the Hermetic and Gnostic material, the end point of the trajectory from Eleusis
in classical Antiquity to the Gnosticism of late Antiquity, cf. Reitzenstein, Hellenistischen
Mpysterienreligionen, 242-3. Again, the tendency is unmistakeable, the mysteries function as foil or
counterpoint for the religio-historical conceptionalising of early Christianity, a point also underscored
by Kippenberg, Discovering, 118-9. In the history of religio-historical scholarship on early Christianity
it is especially with reference to Paul and the Pauline tradition that the mystery religions have been
useful as illuminating ‘background,” see above. It is not difficult to understand why. The Pauline
language of ‘mystery,’ the particular portrayal of baptism, and the complex of expressions of unity with
Christ (in Christ, with Christ, etc.) as dying with and rising with Christ, not to mention Pauline
charismatic spirituality, have served as the justification for reading of the Pauline literature against the
‘background’ of both Gnosticism and mystery religions.

%0 Reitzenstein, Hellenistischen Mysterienreligionen, 240-2.

T draw on the analysis of William Fleming, Arts and Ideas (Fort Worth, Tx.: Harcourt Brace
College, 1995), 511-45.

82 Qee Fleming, Arts and Ideas, 543: ‘Above all, the romantic view included a sense of history.
Creating imaginary places far apart from workaday situations proved a welcome refuge from the
increasingly industrialized and mechanized world ... However, “Any time but now, and any place but
here” became the battle cries of romanticism.” See also Plantinga, “Romanticism,” 157-8: ‘The
primary characteristic of Romanticism, van der Leeuw thought, is longing (Verlangen), This continual
and insatiable longing is for another world, for anything other present, condemning reality ... In thus
holding that Romanticism and religion bear certain unmistakable resemblances, van der Leeuw meant
that Romanticism and religion are similarly inclined to long for past golden ages and to dream of
alternative realities and states. “Es war sonst wirklich besser.” Homesickness and mourning for a past
age are the fundamental Romantic feelings ... The search becomes restless, frenzied. The longing
cannot be satisfied and thus tears become unavoidable and melancholy predominant. To alleviate the
situation, the Romantic idealizes some place or state: Italy, India, the North America, fantasy worlds,
the forest, night, the depths of the earth. Ultimately, the Romantic attempts to heal the brokenness and
to satisfy the endless longing in his life by seeking an immediate unity, by seeking the infinite in the
finite or the divine in nature (my emphasis, GvdH).’



and Roman styles.* Simultaneously this period also saw the wholesale importation of
the Orient into the ‘imaginative repertory’ of the arts and architecture,* and this at a
time when discoveries in the field of archaeology and text collection and translation
began to transport the exotic Orient into the historical scholarly consciousness of
religious origins. Apart from these developments, the period also saw the birth of the
individual as hero: ‘Romantic social and political thought viewed the status of people
as individuals first and foremost and as members of society secondarily. The romantic
period was also the age of the emancipation of the individual and the era of the great
hero attained such heights by personal efforts.”® Finally, Romanticism also entailed
the deification of nature in art as yet another way of expressing longing for the lost
pastoral idyll.*® In religio-historical studies this found expression in the discovery of
the category of salvation religion.®” Salvation religion was understood to indicate a
kind of world-negation (or Weltverneinung, as Hermann Siebeck formulated it).*® In a
context of the merging of Christianity with industrialized society, salvation religion
became a culture-critical and philosophical term with which to postulate the autonomy
of religion. As Kippenberg comments on Troeltsch: ‘Religion was thus something
other than an ethical ideal; it was the basis of practiced subjectivity. The autonomy of
religion and the irreducibility of the individual were two sides of the same coin. Only
religion can protect culture from a permanent descent into materialism and save the
human personality.”® Romantic values! And furthermore, the more resolutely
Christianity was interpreted as a historical phenomenon embedded in its

contemporary context, the more its defining categories emerged in religio-historical

8 1n part, the revival of Gothic was exactly in answer to the French empire of Napoleon, and
formed the basis for a national English style, Fleming, Arts and Ideas, 544.

84 Fleming, Arts and Ideas, 534-5.

¥ Fleming, Arts and Ideas, 531, compare also: ‘All this was, perhaps, a positive assertion of the
diminishing self in the face of a growing organization of society under collective control’ (531). The
artist as hero exemplified the importance of emotion over reason, of enthusiasm over restraint, of
inspiration over rational argumentation.

86 Fleming, Arts and Ideas, 537.

%7 Kippenberg, Discovering, 120ff.

8 Kippenberg, Discovering, 121.

8 Kippenberg, Discovering, 122-3, emphasis mine.



view to express a distance from the world: eschatology, apocalypticism, mysticism,
and asceticism.”

So here we have it: lost and longing individuals, enthusiasm, irrationalism and
possession, a return to nature as the fount of religion, a heightened clamour for the
(distant) past — the birth of the characteristic picture of the mysteries. And it should
be, as Plantinga says: ‘Given that the birth of the history of religion as a field of study
followed not long after the demise of Romanticism in the nineteenth century, and that
the former is in some sense a product of the latter, might there be more than an

1 All the famous names in the newly

accidental relationship between the two?
founded discipline of Religionsgeschichte were found in the gallery of Romanticism:
Gerardus van der Leeuw, Johan Huizinga,92 Schleiermacher, Max Miiller, C. P. Ticle,
Chantepie de la Saussaye, Nathan Sodderblom, Rudolf Otto, Joachim Wach, and
Friederich Heiler,” as well as Jane Harrison.”

This was the context against which the work of figures such as J. G. Frazer’> and

Otto Pfleiderer’ gain in significance. Both traced the origins of Mediterranean and

oriental religions (and thus the mysteries) to an origin in vegetative religion of a dying

% Kippenberg, Discovering, 123.

°! Plantinga, “Romanticism,” 159.

°2Yme B. Kuiper, “The Primitive and the Past. Van der Leeuw and Huizinga as Critics of Culture,”
in Religionswissenschaft und Kulturkritik (Beitrige zur Konferenz The History of Religions and
Critique of Culture in the Days of Gerardus van der Leeuw (1890-1950); ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and
Brigitte Luchesi; Marburg: Diagonal-Verlag, 1991), 113-25.

 Rudolph, “Religionskritischen Traditionen,” 151-2. The establishment of Science of Religion
linked up with the theology of Schleiermacher: ‘Religionswissenschaft is zwar iiberlieferungskritisch in
ihrer philologisch-historischen und quellenkritischen Methode, die mit entzaubernder Wirkung auf alle
religiésen Dokumente, seien sie kanonischen oder heiligen Charakters, anwendet, aber in ideologischen
Grundfragen ist sie theologisch oder religionsphilosophisch im eben genannten Sinne orientiert,’
Rudolph, “Religionskritischen Traditionen,” 152. One can now immediately detect the origins of Otto’s
mysterium tremendum et fascinans, in fact, as Rudolph puts it, this provenance of
Religionswissenschaft turned it into a theologia naturalis, Rudolph, “Religionskritischen
Traditionen,” 154.

% Renate Schlesier, “Prolegomena zu Jane Harrisons Deutung der Antiken Griechischen Religion,”
in Religionswissenschaft und Kulturkritik (Beitrige zur Konferenz The History of Religions and
Critique of Culture in the Days of Gerardus van der Leeuw (1890-1950); ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and
Brigitte Luchesi; Marburg: Diagonal-Verlag, 1991), 193-235, especially 232-235. Harrison played a
leading role in the Myth and Ritual school, and was famous for her writings on the history of Greek
religion, formulating a view of the origins of Greek religion and the mysteries in nature religion, or
vegetative cults.

% In his oft-republished The Golden Bough.

**Various works: Das Christusbild des urchristlichen Glaubens in religionsgeschichtlicher
Beleuchtung, and Die Entstehung des Christentums, and issued in English as well.



and rising god as the expression of seasonal cycles of nature, and this view was
hugely influential due to the influence of the Pan-Babylonian School at the beginning
of the twentieth century.”’

However much the ancient and classical mysteries may have been founded on such
an originary myth expressing seasonal cycles in the metaphor of dying and rising gods
(and this is not certain), the fact is — as Jonathan Z. Smith so cogently argued,
repeatedly — that the myths at issue are not static nor repetitions of the eternally
recurring, to use a phrase made famous by Mircea Eliade. As narrative discourse qua
form and narration they are inherently rhetorical, that is they are rhetorical
interventions within particular contexts.”® And as, again gua Smith, we deal with
religions in constant change and development, we are dealing in the imperial era with
‘archaic Mediterranean religions in their Late Antique phases,’ that is with ‘historical
processes of reinterpretation, with tradition.””” Far from having in the mysteries a-
historic religions with static worldviews and myth, we are looking at adapting
traditions, the vicissitudes of gods and the ritual celebration of participation in these
vicissitudes as products of the imperial era from the mid-first century onwards.'® My

argument, then, in this study is that in the mysteries of the imperial era we are not

"The Pan-Babylonian School saw myth as essentially cyclical, following an ‘astronomical
Babylonian pattern,” or a ‘seasonal Canaanite pattern,” Smith, Drudgery Divine, 85-115. Hugely
influential and hugely controversial: a history of scholarship in Christian history and New Testament
literature was devoted to the refutation of these theories in order to insulate Christianity from these
supposed influences or genealogical relations, the rhetorical techniques of which form the subject
matter of Smith’s (in itself hugely influential) book.

% See the critique of this type of explanation of myth and ritual in the essays of Jonathan Z. Smith,
where he clearly overturns this view by showing how myths and rituals are to be understood as social
performances grounded in, and elicited by, specific social circumstances. As Smith puts it in the
Introduction to his essay volume Jonathan Z. Smith, “Map is not Territory,” in Map is not Territory.
Studies in the History of Religions (Jonathan Z. Smith; Leiden: Brill, 1978), xi: ‘I have come to insist
that it is not sufficient to merely name a text; rather, it is necessary both to locate a text within a history
of tradition and to provide some sort of explanation for the processes of continuity and change (my
emphasis, GvdH).” Exceedingly well-written discussions of myth and ritual, the emergence of the Myth
and Ritual school of (mainly) Cambridge, and the polyparadigmatic function of myth, ritual and
religion are to be found in the earlier mentioned works of Henk S. Versnel, “Gelijke Monniken, Gelijke
Kappen” and Henk S. Versnel, Transition and Reversal. In the main he shows how myths and rituals
are strategies for dealing with ambiguous situations, hence the remainders of inconsistencies and
ambiguities not smoothed over in myths and rituals.

% Smith, Drudgery Divine, 106—7.

' Smith uses in this regard the useful distinction between locative and utopian traditions. See
chapter 5 for a discussion on the relevance of this for an understanding of the mysteries and their
relation to fiction.



dealing so much with dying and rising gods as metaphors for seasonal cycles, but with

rhetorical commentary on the imperial context itself.

In conclusion: we have made a long detour through the fate of the mysteries in the
imperial era to come to an effective history of a Romantic view of the mysteries, a
rhetoric of inquiry. Since it is the conceptualization of the phenomenon that is the
interesting fact to be studied, this is where this study began. In addition, the
conceptions of literature should also be revisited in order to see them, just as the
myths of the mysteries, as social discourse, as rhetorical commentary on the imperial
context. The next three chapters will pursue this line of argumentation. The last
chapter will again pick up where we left off above, to begin with a consideration of

the mysteries as the imperial and Late Antique phase of ancient religion.

CHAPTER 2

ANCIENT FICTION AND RELIGION

1. FROM FICTION TO THEORIZING MYSTERY RELIGIONS:
A SHORT HISTORY OF A DISCOURSE



Reinhold Merkelbach was not the first to draw attention to the relationship of ancient
fiction to ancient and late antique religion. In his Die griechisch-orientalische
Romanliteratur in religionsgeschichtlicher Beleuchtung (Tiibingen, 1927) Karl
Kerenyi argued for an origin for the ancient novel in religion, based on his reading of
the Romanfiguren (the characters populating the novels) — the passivity characterizing
their understanding of self and world, as well as the tremendous influence of
Egyptian-Anatolian gods together with superstition on the actions of these characters,
led Kerenyi to posit a religious origin for the ancient novel.'®! To be sure, the utopian
travel novels, the Alexander novels and the Trojan novels did not count among the
true novels that provided the grounds for Kerenyi’s theory, so the theory worked for
the so-called ‘true’ or ‘ideal’ novel romance.'” According to him the various
elements of the novel should be analyzed and interpreted religio-historically, which

means that the Egyptian myths provided the prototypes and models for the travels and

" Tsolde Stark, “Religiose Elemente im antiken Roman,” in Der antike Roman. Untersuchungen
zur literarischen Kommunikation und Gattungsgeschichte (ed. Heinrich Kuch; Berlin: Akademie-
Verlag Berlin, 1989), 145. And not only the Egyptian-Anatolian gods: in general the emergence of the
novel as genre is the result of a flood of ‘oriental’ influences, so Helm: ‘Es is selbstverstidndlich, daf3
ein so phantasicbegabtes Volk, wie die Hellenen es waren, noch dazu angeregt durch die Wunder des
nahen Orients und die von dort einstromenden Wirkungen, seine Lust zum Fabulieren nicht nur in
Sagen und Gottermythen, sondern auch in Erzéhlungen aller Art, nicht nur in epischen Versen, sondern
auch in einfacher Prosa bestitigt hat,” Rudolf Helm, Der antike Roman (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1956), 7. Furthermore, it is the imperial world that came into existence after Alexander’s
conquests that kindled the fires of fantasy from which crucible arose the genre of the novel. For the
importance of this ‘imperial context’ for the novel and its significance as social discourse, see below
chapters 3 and 4. Kerenyi stood in a tradition running from Erwin Rohde over Richard Reitzenstein
(the historian of religion, but who was also an accomplished classicist!) that held that the most common
motifs of the novels, namely the adventurous wanderings of ill-fated lovers, occur regularly in oriental
fables, tales, and entertainment literature, so that to give an account of the whence of the novelistic
contents one needs to investigate oriental literature. In this case it is religious literature that provides
the closest parallel, so that a religio-historical approach is most fruitful in this regard, Karl Kerenyi, Die
griechisch-orientalische ~ Romanliteratur in religionsgeschichtlicher  Beleuchtung (Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1962), x.

12 For my purposes I will not make a distinction between the ‘ideal novels’ — the Greek romances —
and other fictional literature, or make a distinction between the ‘sophistic novels’ (Longus’s Daphnis
and Chloe, Achilles Tatius’s Leucippe and Clitophon, and Heliodorus’s Aethiopica), and Chariton and
Xenophon on the other hand, see Tomas Hégg, “Orality, Literacy, and the ‘Readership’ of the Early
Greek Novel,” in Contexts of Pre-Novel Narrative. The European Tradition. (ed. Roy Eriksen;
Approaches to Semiotics 114; Berlin/New York: Mouton De Gruyter, 1994), 47. My interest lies,
rather, in the cultural significance of the literary production of the period, therefore a historical interest
in fiction as discursive formation, which is another way of saying my interest is religio-historical, only
‘religion’ is understood here within the framework of more recent theory of religion and myth — as
social formation and discursive formation; an interest I hope to pursue more fully in a later study. Here
my concern is to rephrase the religion-fiction connection in a different theoretical perspective, which I
hope, will provide some way to continue with a kind of Merkelbachian approach.



travails of the loving couples of the novels, in particular the myths about Isis and
those concerning the death and ‘resurrection’ of Osiris, and in this view, furthermore,
the novels represent the accounts of the sufferings of these gods.'*

Merkelbach took up the project of a religio-historical interpretation of the ancient
novel and in the process went one step further to include not only the Isiac mystery
cult, but all the major mystery cults of the early empire. Not only do the novels
present the reader in narrative format with Egyptian myths,'® but also with
Mithraic,'” Dionysiac,'® Pythagorean,'”” and Helios'® myths, but the narrative texts
themselves are mystery texts, or are themselves mythologies. Since the origins of
epic, lyric and drama should be sought in religion, it follows that the same should hold
for the novel.'” ‘The ancient romances are intimately connected to the mysteries of
antiquity in decline, namely the cults of Isis, Mithras, Dionysus, and the sun god. The

novels constitute the principal sources for these religions, about which we would

"% For an extensive list of Egyptian mythic topics featuring in the novels, see Isolde Stark’s
summary of Kerenyi’s argument, Stark, “Religiose Elemente,” 146. In general, Kerenyi’s argument is
constructed with reference to the following aspects: the geographical settings of the novels as evoking
the same world as the mythical accounts of Isis and Osiris (44—66); the prevalence of death and
resurrection as narrative motif (also in the context of lovers’ relations like in Isis and Osiris, a hieros
gamos) (24-43), combined with oft recurring motifs like divine sufferings (95-122); crucifixions,
miraculous deliverances and apotheoses (123—150); and the role of fortune (177-205).

""1sis in Apuleius’s Metamorphoses, or The Golden Ass (syncretically identified with and
variously masquerading as Psyche — the suffering Isis, with Venus — the reigning Isis, also with
Demeter, Hera, Aphrodite, Persephone, Artemis, Nemesis and Tyche); in Xenophon’s Ephesian Tale
(under the guise of Artemis); Isis and Osiris in Achilles Tatius’s Leucippe and Clitophon; and finally a
Greek Isis novel purported to be at the origins of the History of Apollonius, king of Tyre. With regard to
the two novels set in Ephesus, Chariton’s Chaereas and Callirhoe and Xenophon’s Ephesian Tale, one
might now also surmise that these are ‘Artemis or Aphrodite mystery texts’, see the discussion of the
social setting of Chariton in Douglas R. Edwards, “Pleasurable Reading or Symbols of Power?
Religious Themes and Social Context in Chariton,” in Ancient Fiction and Early Christian Narrative
(ed. Ronald F. Hock, et al.; Atlanta: Scholars, 1998), 31-46; Douglas R. Edwards, “Defining the Web
of Power. The Novelist Chariton and His City Aphrodisias,” J4AR 62, no. 3 (1994): 699-718. For
Artemis see Christine M. Thomas, “At Home in the City of Artemis. Religion in Ephesos in the
Literary Imagination of the Roman Period,” in Ephesos Metropolis of Asia: An Interdisciplinary
Approach to Its Archaeology, Religion, and Culture. Harvard Theological Studies 41 (ed. Helmut
Koester; Valley Forge, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 1995), 81-117.

195 Cf. the Babyloniaca of Tamblichus, a ‘Mithras novel’.

19 Cf. Longus’s Daphnis and Chloe — a novel reflecting Dionysiac mysteries.

97 As in Antonius Diogenes’s Wonders Beyond Thule. The novel presents the mystery ‘doctrines’
of Pythagoreanism.

'®Cf Heliodorus’s Ethiopian Tale — the ‘Helios novel par excellence’: Stark, “Religidse
Elemente,” 148.

' Reinhold Merkelbach, Roman und Mysterium in der Antike (Miinchen/Berlin: Verlag C. H.
Beck, 1962), Preface.



otherwise have very little evidence,” so Merkelbach.''® In effect the novel romances
are the scripts for the performances of mystery rituals, our only source for the ‘beliefs’
held by these mystery cults, which were traditionally, of course, secret societies for
which we would not otherwise have any historical information at all.'"!

Merkelbach’s controversial thesis placed the issue of religion and fiction as well as
religion in fiction firmly on the agenda of studies of the ancient novel, even though
his thesis was not generally accepted.''” Even Kerenyi distanced himself from

Merkelbach’s ‘much too simplistic statement of the case.”'"

"%Die antiken Liebesromane hingen eng mit den Mysterien des sinkenden Altertums zusammen,
mit den Kulten der Isis, des Mithras, des Dionysos und des Sonnengottes. Die Romane werden zu
Hauptquellen fiir diese Religionen, iiber die wir sonst nur wenige Zeugnisse haben,” Merkelbach,
Roman und Mysterium, preface. Note the characteristic disparaging evaluation of religion in the late
antique period, an echo of E. R. Dodds’ ‘age of anxiety’. On Merkelbach, compare the witty judgement
of Roger Beck: ‘To adapt a saying, inside every ancient novel is a mystery-text wildly signalling’,
Roger Beck, “Soteriology, the Mysteries, and the Ancient Novel: lamblichus Babyloniaca as a Test
Case,” in La Soteriologia Dei Culti Orientali Nell’ Impero Romano. EPRO 82 (ed. Ugo Bianchi and
Maarten J. Vermaseren; Leiden: Brill, 1982), 527.

"For a discussion of the phenomenon of secrecy, secret societies and the attendant concept of
‘mystery’, see Jan N. Bremmer, “Religious Secrets and Secrecy in Classical Greece,” in Secrecy and
Concealment: Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions (ed. Hans G.
Kippenberg and Guy G. Stroumsa; Leiden/New York/Kéln: E. J. Brill, 1995), 61-78; Walter Burkert,
“Der geheime Reiz des Verborgenen: Antike Mysterienkulte,” in Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in
the History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions (ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and Guy G.
Stroumsa; Leiden/New York/Koln: E. J. Brill, 1995), 79-100; and Luther H. Martin, “Secrecy in
Hellenistic Religious Communities,” in Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the History of
Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions (ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and Guy G. Stroumsa; Studies in
the History of Religions 65; Leiden/New York/Kdln: E. J. Brill, 1995), 101-22. Merkelbach and other,
older, scholars of ancient religion still proceeded from the assumption that there was a secret in the
mysteries that had to be kept secret upon pain of death, sanction and censure — a ‘doctrine’ that could
not be spoken, hence the portrayal of the novels as disguised ‘showings’ or epoptics. But see below on
this interpretation.

"2 Most writers on the topic distance themselves at some point from Merkelbach. A case in point:
‘... Merkelbach’s specific explanation [that the novels are the direct successors of oral miracle stories —
GvdH] is hardly convincing; on any account, it presupposes that one also accepts his general theory
that the genre has its roots in religion, the extant novels (except that of Chariton) being actual
Mpysterientexte’, cf. Hagg, “‘Readership,””48. Or see Niklas Holzberg, The Ancient Novel. An
Introduction (London: Routledge, 1995), 30: ‘There is no need for us to examine this theory in any
depth, since its underlying assumptions have already been disproved several times, and it is now almost
unanimously rejected by scholars.” Sharpest: ‘This is all nonsense to me,” Ben Perry, The Ancient
Romances, cited in V. Schmidt, ““Roman und Mysterium.” Een Opzienbarende, Omstreden These,”
Hermeneus 25 (1995): 79.

'3 Stark, “Religiose Elemente,” 147 n. 69, referring to Kerenyi’s Der antike Roman. Einfiihrung
und Textauswahl (Darmstadt, 1971). In this book Kerenyi softened his original argument somewhat by
viewing the Greek novel romances as a ‘parallel phenomenon to the spread of initiations into foreign
mysteries in the Roman empire’ as a kind of secularisation. And, of course, not only Kerenyi, Stark
lists other authors who also repudiated Merkelbach’s thesis.



2. NOVEL AND FICTION: A RELATIONSHIP TESTED — LEUCIPPE AND
CLITOPHON AS TEST CASE

One can, however, point to numerous instances of contact between the ancient novel
and its religious world or the religious values reflected or assumed in the novel. And
here, for instance, one can use as an illuminating test case the parallel between the
myth of Isis and Osiris and its ‘use’ as plot framework in Leucippe and Clitophon.'"*
There is an uncanny, but very real similarity between the plot of Achilles Tatius’
Leucippe and Clitophon and the portrayal of the myth of Isis and Osiris in Plutarch’s
De Iside et Osiride.

As an example, one can start by considering, among other possibilities, the
sacrifice scene of Leukippe in Book 3 of Leucippe and Clitophon 15ff.'"° Kleitophon
watches from the distance from the Roman (Egyptian cavalry) camp how the bandits
are sacrificing Leukippe. He sees how she is led to an earthen altar with a coffin near
it. A libation is poured over her, and she is led around the altar to the accompaniment
of a flute while a priest intones what sounds like an Egyptian hymn. Then she is tied
to stakes in the ground, and the sacrificer plunges a sword in her and cuts her open
from the heart to the abdomen while Kleitophon, horrified, watches her entrails
‘leaping out’. Her entrails are pulled out and carried to the altar and the bandits share
a meal of it.

Of course it is one of the many artful devices which abound in this romance to
effect a ‘resurrection.” Some time later Kleitophon learns that his beloved Leukippe
escaped her would-be gruesome fate. His slave-companion Satyros and their travel-
companion, Menelaos, an Egyptian native to that region, had been captured by the
Boukoloi (the brigands or ‘Desperadoes’) and initiated into the banditry, a process

which required them to perform the human sacrifice. So they obtained by happy

"“But see also now for a similar argument with regard to Mithraic myth and ‘Mithraic fiction,’
Beck, “Soteriology”.

151 have retained the dual spelling of Leukippe and Kleitophon in the narrative, and Leucippe and
Clitophon in the title of the work, in accordance with the translation of John Winkler in B. P. Reardon,
ed., Collected Ancient Greek Novels (Berkeley/Los Angeles/London: University of California Press,
1989), 170-284.



coincidence the stage props of a Homer actor-reciter (a sword with retracting blade)
and they set out to prepare the elaborate scam. An animal bladder was stuffed with the
entrails, sewed shut and hid beneath Leukippe’s robes. After the mock-sacrifice
‘Leukippe’s’ liver was roasted and shared among the bandits and what was deemed
left of her, interred in the coffin.''®

Then the cavalry arrives and destroys the band of bandits and Kleitophon is united
with Satyros and Menelaos, and eventually also with Leukippe. Menelaos performs
some hocus-pocus, recites magic words and removes the contraption from Leukippe’s
stomach. The book ends with a parable of the phoenix as (unintended?) commentary
on what transpired before.

I would like to contend that this is a ‘refictionalised’ version of the myth of Isis and
Osiris. According to the myth Osiris reigned over Egypt and ‘delivered them from
their destitute and brutish manner of living’. He later travelled through world
spreading civilization. Then he is killed by Typhon ‘by a treacherous plot’. Osiris is
tricked and locked into a chest specially made to measure. The chest is dropped in the
river and so sent off to sea. The chest washes up, is ‘shipwrecked’, at Byblos where
Isis eventually finds it and brings it back to Pelusium in the delta area of Egypt. Here
Typhon stumbled across the chest, recognizes who is inside and dismembers Osiris’
body and scatters the parts in different places. Isis dutifully searches the swampy delta
area, finds the parts (save the phallus) and buries them. Isis’ son, Horus, eventually
avenges Osiris’ death and dismemberment by defeating Typhon in battle.

What is important in the context of this argument, is the interpretation given to this

myth by Plutarch:

"6 A similar scene, in Lollianus’s A4 Phoenician Story, recounts how the body of a boy is roasted
over a fire, and afterwards how his heart is cut out, seasoned with barley and olive oil, and eaten by the
initiates(!). While gathered around the leader, they touch the heart, and swear by an oath ‘over the
blood of the heart’ not to betray [the secret?] on pain of torture. This is accepted to be an initiation
scene and thus evocative of the mysteries: the elements are there — the narrative of participation in
death, the touching of an object, the oath to secrecy, cf. J. J. Winkler, “Lollianus and the Desperadoes,”
Journal of Hellenic Studies 100 (1980): 155-81. Only fragments of this novel exist, so we cannot know
what the character of the whole was like, but it would seem from the extant fragments that it is a fairly
crude adventure story, which might suggest that the initiation scene, although modelled on the mystery
rituals, does not constitute any reference to a real initiation practice. However, the eating of the boy
does evoke the tearing apart and eating of Dionysus by the Titans and the Maenads.



Stories akin to these and to other like them they say are related about Typhon;
how that, prompted by jealousy and hostility, he wrought terrible deeds and, by
bringing utter confusion upon all things filled the whole Earth, and the ocean as
well, with ills, and later paid penalty therefor. But the avenger, the sister and
wife of Osiris, after she had quenched and suppressed the madness and fury of
Typhon, was not indifferent to the contests and struggles which she had
endured, nor to her own wanderings nor to her manifold deeds of wisdom and
many feats of bravery, nor would she accept oblivion and silence for them, but
she intermingled in the most holy rites portrayals and suggestions and
representations of her experiences at that time, and sanctified them, both as a
lesson in godliness and an encouragement for men and women who find
themselves in the clutch of like calamities. She herself and Osiris, translated for
the virtues from good demigods (daemones) into gods, as were Heracles and
Dionysos later, not incongruously enjoy double honours, both those of gods and
those of demigods, and their powers extend everywhere ... (De Iside et Osiride
27) (my emphasis, GvdH)

Later in the same commentary Plutarch, after exploring the etymology of ‘Osiris’
as joy and fructifying and regenerating moisture, claims that this whole narrative ‘is
an image of t