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Senses and the Embodied Mind of the Initiate 
in Ancient Mystery Cults1 

Noga Erez-Yodfat - Ben-Gurion University of the Negev 

Introduction 
Mystery cults were secret cults that promised their initiates – usually called mystai - blessedness, 

in this life or after death. Ancient sources describe mystic initiation as a life-altering event, which caused 
a deep transformation in the initiate’s personality. Isocrates writes that the initiation rite ‘inspires in 
those who partake of it sweeter hopes regarding both the end of life and all eternity’,2 while Diodorus 
Siculus notes that ‘men who have taken part in the mysteries become both more pious and more just 
and better in every respect than they were before’.3 At the same time, the information our sources 
provide as to the content of the initiatory experience is very limited, which is not surprising at all; not 
only was secrecy an essential feature of ancient mysteries, but one of the defining characteristics of 
mystic experiences is that they are ineffable, i.e. no words can describe them.4 Nevertheless, a better 
understanding of the nature of the initiatory experience might be achieved through the integration of 
information provided by the ancient sources with the methods and results suggested by studies from 
other disciplines, such as neuroscience, cognitive science, and psychology.  

The objective of this paper is to explore physiological and sensorial experiences of the initiates in 
different mystery cults and propose a tentative explanation of their mental and emotional reactions 
from a cognitive perspective. Throughout this paper I will consider the impact of various physical 
factors and sensory elements  experienced by the initiate in each of the major stages in the initiatory 
process, namely preliminary preparations or purification (katharmos), instructions (paradosis), and 
the core experience of initiation (epopteia).5 Due to the limited scope of this paper, I will direct most of 
my attention to the core experiences of initiations in the Greek world. I will try  to demonstrate that the 
initiate’s physical state following the preparations to the mysteries, along with various sensory stimuli 
and physiological manipulations experienced during the initiation rite, might have affected their 
consciousness and can explain, to some extent, the extraordinary effect ascribed to the mystic 
initiations.  

Some methodological remarks 
In this paper, experiences of initiates in different mysteries are treated indiscriminately, 

notwithstanding obvious divergences between distinct cults. This phenomenological approach is 
 

 

 
1  I thank the organizers and participants of the ‘New Classicists’ conference held at King’s College London on 7th of December 

2019 for their insightful comments and for their contribution to a most stimulating and enjoyable event. In addition, I am very 
grateful to my supervisor, Prof. Yulia Ustinova, for her endless support and valuable advice, and to Noa Granot for her helpful 
advice on my English. Finally, I thank the anonymous reviewers of this paper for their useful comments and suggestions.  

2  Isoc. Ep. 4.28 (translated by G. Norlin). Cf. Cic. De leg. 36. 
3   D. S. 5.49.6 (translated by C. H. Oldfather). 
4  Kellenberger 1979; Bayne et al 2014: 26; Griffiths et al 2006; Wulff 2000: 400. 
5  Theo Sm. De utilitate mathematicae. 14–15; Clem. Al. Strom. 5.11.71. 
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justified in my view, since these cults share some essential characteristics.6 In fact, various sources 
dating from the Classical period to the Imperial epoch refer to the mysteries in general, without 
specifying any mystery cult in particular, although these cults also differ in some respects, such as the 
purposes of initiation, group size and levels of arousal.7 I refer therefore not to an actual sequence, but 
rather to the wide spectrum of sensory experiences associated with different mystery cults, and I bear 
in mind the possible influence of the ritual and cultural context on the initiate’s experience and 
perception.  

One of the main challenges in the study of ancient mysteries is that, due to their secret nature, 
ancient sources are very scarce and limited, and refer to various contexts, areas and periods. Thus, the 
sources I am using in this paper are often fragmentary and diachronic, and their interpretation requires 
considerable caution. I think that in the case of ancient Greek mysteries, the use of all available sources, 
regardless of their challenging nature, may shed light on elements consistently shared by different cults 
and point to their continuity and distribution across time and space,8 thereby supporting my 
phenomenological treatment.   

Focusing on the mind of the initiate in ancient Greek mysteries necessitates a definition of what, 
in my view, the term “mind” means. Using the term “mind” I refer to the seat of all human cognitive 
and mental faculties, including thought, reason, intelligence, will, memory, feeling, emotion, 
imagination, etc.9 The mind is not an organ and it does not exist independently; rather, it is embodied 
in the human brain and body and embedded in a specific cultural framework, as will soon be explained 
in detail.10 

My approach to the study of ancient Greek mysteries is inspired, on one hand, by the growing 
interest in the senses and sensory studies among scholars of the ancient world; and by the emergence 
of the cognitive science of religion (CSR) on the other hand. Sensory studies is a research domain that 
has greatly evolved in recent years. Some scholars even talk about a ‘sensual revolution’, or a ‘sensory 
turn’ in the humanities.11 This approach focuses on the body and the senses as the mediators of our 
relation to the world; it observes the cultural and social dimensions of the senses and the influence of 
culture and society on the ways in which we experience, perceive and inhabit sensory elements.12 In 
contrast, the cognitive science of religion is a field of research that has developed over the last two and 
a half decades and draws on a wide range of disciplines in order to explore the cognitive foundations of 
religious thought and behavior. The interest in the cognitive perspective on religion has affected 
Classical Studies and nowadays, Classical scholars increasingly seek to explain ancient religious 
phenomena from a cognitive point of view.13 Sensory experience has a key role in cognitive science, 

 
 

 
6  On the shared elements of ancient mysteries see Burkert 1987: 4-8; Bremmer 2014: xii-xiii. 
7  For the implications of these differences on the nature of the experience underwent by the initiate see Ustinova 2018: 115-216. 
8  Burkert 1987: 4. 
9  Pandya 2011: 131.  
10 McCauley 2011: 17; Graves 2016: 2. 
11  On the ‘sensory turn’ see Bull et al 2006; Betts 2017: 1-3; Howes 2006 and 2019. The most comprehensive study on senses in 

the ancient world is the series Senses in antiquity (Butler and Purves 2014; Bradley 2015; Squire 2016; Rudolph 2017; Purves 
2017; Butler-Nooter 2018). See also: Jütte 2005; Smith 2007; Toner 2014; Allen 2015; Bull-Michell 2015; Betts 2017; Harvey-
Hughes 2018; Kampakoglou and Novokhatko 2018; Pestalis-Diomidis 2018. On sight and sound in the Eleusinian mysteries 
see Petridou 2013 and 2018. 

12  Classen 1997: 401-402; Classen and Howes 2013: 1-4.  
13   On the use of cognitive methods in the study of ancient Greco-Roman religion see Larson 2016: xii n. 1; Ustinova 2018: 17, n. 

156. For general bibliography of CSR see Eidinow and Martin 2014; Larson 2016: 379-384. For the main criticism against 
CSR see Larson 2016: 3-5. For researches that apply cognitive theories to the study of Greco-Roman religion and refer to the 
issue of ancient mystery cults, see: Gragg, 2004, 76ff; Beck 2006; Ustinova 2009: 226-255 (esp. 234-239), 2013 and 2018: 
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since, to a large extent, the main task of the cognitive scientist is to explain the mental processing of 
sensory input and the ways in which they are transformed and shape our perception.14 Furthermore, 
sensoriality and levels of sensory stimulation experienced by the participant in a religious performance 
are perhaps the most notable characteristic by which different types of religious modes and rituals are 
classified in cognitive theories of religion.15 This seems to point to the potential that lies in combining 
CSR with the sensory approach, in spite of the salient contradictions between the universal stance of 
the cognitive perspective, and the cultural view of sensory studies.16 This paper follows the sensory 
approach as it emphasizes the senses as the center of human experience. Throughout this paper, I 
examine various ancient sources that indicate the dominancy of the senses in the initiatory experience 
and I analyze them within their historical and cultural context. At the same time, the main innovation 
this paper sets up to propose is an interpretation of the physiological and sensorial experiences 
described by the ancient sources from a cognitive perspective. 

Whereas the significance of the social, historical and cultural setting in which human experience 
takes place is apparent to every student of the ancient world, we often tend to disregard the fact that 
the function of the human mind is conditioned by the human body.17 After all, we are not born with our 
mind as a blank slate on which environment leaves its impression. Rather, we are born with a body and 
brain and our mind is influenced and shaped by the variety of experiences that come from having a 
human body with different capacities, tendencies and limitations.18 For students of the ancient mind, 
this notion opens up new pathways for research, since, though from the cultural perspective we are very 
different from the ancient Greeks, in physical terms, we have not changed much.19 Therefore, the 
interdisciplinary approach suggested in this paper may illuminate significant aspects of the initiatory 
experience and allow a construal of the mechanism behind the impact of the corporeal sensations of 
the initiates on their mental states, beliefs, and memories during and after the experience. 

Throughout this paper I often explain the mental and emotional reactions of the initiate to various 
sensory stimuli and physical factors in terms of altered state(s) of consciousness (ASC). For the 
purposes of this article, the term ASC refers to any temporal mental state that is radically different from 
what is defined as a normal waking state and can be recognized either subjectively by the experiencer 
or by an objective observer.20 It should be mentioned that the term ASC refers to a broad range of states, 
and the experiences can vary in intensity among different individuals.21 Nevertheless, most people will 
react to sensory stimuli in a similar way, as Dio Chrysostom already suggested in the first century AD: 

‘If anyone were to place a man, a Greek or a barbarian, in some mystic shrine of extraordinary 
beauty and size to be initiated, where he would see many mystic sights and hear many mystic 
voices, where light and darkness would appear to him alternately, and a thousand other 

 
 

 

113-168; Bowden 2010; Martin 2014 and 2018 (esp. 528-530); Griffith 2014; Larson 2016: 250-309; Beck and Panagiotidou 
2017.  

14  Martin 2005: 473.  
15  Such as Harvey Whitehouse’s ‘Divergent Modes of Religiosity’ theory (Whitehouse 2000 and 2004), and Robert McCauley 

and Thomas Lawson ‘Ritual Form’ hypothesis’ (McCauley and Lawson 2002). 
16  As was suggested by Bull and Mitchell 2015 (esp. 4). 
17  For the dichotomy of biology vs. culture see Ustinova 2018: 13-14, 17-18.  
18  On the ‘Blank slate’ theory see Pinker 2002. On the embodied mind theory see Varela et al 1991. On the embodied cognition 

model see Eidinow 2018: 453.   
19  Larson 2016: xiii; Betts 2017: 3. 
20  I follow the definition provided by Ludwig 1966: 225. It is worth noting that in using the term ASC, I do not refer to mental 

disorders or to any type of pathological condition. This is how, in my opinion, the states described in this paper in terms of 
ASC were perceived in the ancient Greek world. For a critical evaluation of the dichotomy between pathological and non-
pathological ASC’s in the ancient Greek world and in modern scholarship, see Ustinova 2018: 1-54 (esp. 19-29).  

21  As implied in the famous phrase from Plato's Phaedo: ‘the thyrsus-bearers are many, but the Bacchants few’ (Pl. Phd. 69C). 
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things would occur, and further, if it should be just as in the rite called ‘enthronement’, where 
the inducting priests are wont to seat the novices and then dance round and round them—
pray, is it likely that the man in this situation would be no whit moved in his mind (ἆρά γε 
τὸν ἄνδρα τοῦτον µηδὲν παθεῖν εἰκὸς τῇ ψυχῇ) and would not suspect that all which was 
taking place was the result of a more than wise intention and preparation, even if he belonged 
to the most remote and nameless barbarians and had no guide and interpreter at his side—
provided, of course, that he had the mind of a human being (ἀνθρωπίνην ψυχὴν ἔχων)?’22 

This seems to suggest that mystic initiation was an intense physical experience involving many sensorial 
elements, which had a very strong and predictable effect on the initiate’s mind, regardless of his or her 
cultural background or religious association.  I will now examine the sensory elements and physical 
factors experienced at each stage of the initiatory process and their possible influence on the initiate’s 
mind.   

Stages of mystery rites 
Preliminary preparations 

In order to take part in the mysteries, the initiate needed to complete certain preparations. The 
initiate often had to pay a considerable sum; Athenaeus even asserts that people ‘call by the name of 
‘mystic rites’ (τελεταί) those festivals which are still more important and are accompanied by certain 
traditional mysteries, deriving the name from the large sums expended upon them. For telein means to 
spend generously’.23 Furthermore, pseudo-Demosthenes relates that Lysias the sophist, among other 
expenditures on his lover, wished to initiate her, ‘for he considered that everything else which he 
expended upon her was being taken by the woman who owned her but that from whatever he might 
spend on her behalf for the festival and the initiation the girl herself would profit and be grateful to 
him’.24 This passage indicates the high and desirable status of the mysteries and the expectations of the 
initiates to benefit in some way as a result of their initiation.25  

In the period prior to the initiation, in a similar manner to many other ancient Greek cults, the 
initiate had to remain pure, namely, to avoid any contact with births and deaths.26 The prohibition of 
certain foods and drinks was common in many cases as well,27  and might have affected the initiate’s 
nutrition, physical condition and metabolism on the one hand, and intensified the sense of liminality 
and separation from everyday life on the other.28 Cleansing and ritual baths were almost always 
included in the preparations, and might have contained certain stimulating elements such as nudity and 
voyeurism.29  

 
 

 
22  D. Chr. 12.33 (translated by H. Lamar Crosby). 
23  Ath.2.40E: τελετάς τε καλοῦμεν τὰς ἔτι μείζους καὶ μετά τινος μυστικῆς παραδόσεως ἑορτὰς τῶν εἰς αὐτὰς δαπανημάτων 

ἕνεκα, τελεῖν γὰρ τὸ δαπανᾶν, καὶ πολυτελεῖς οἱ πολλὰ ἀναλίσκοντες καὶ εὐτελεῖς οἱ ὀλίγα (translated by C. B. Gulick).  
24  Dem. 59.21 (translated by N. W. DeWitt). Cf. P. Derv. col. 20; Pl. R. 2.364b. 
25  On the relation of high expenditures, the expectations of the suppliant and the benefit they derived from their participation (as 

a result of a placebo effect) see Ustoniva (forthcoming). I am very grateful to Yulia Ustinova who generously allowed me to 
use her yet unpublished paper. 

26  Bacchic-Orphic: E. Cret. fr. 472.9–19 = OF 567; the cult of Despoina at Lycosura: IG V 2.514 [SEG 36.376] which includes 
also breastfeeding. On abstinence from death and birth in ancient Greek religion see Parker 1983: 32-73. 

27  Eleusis (red mullet): Ael. NA. 9.51, 65. Pythagoreans (beans): Plu. Mor. 353f; Orphic (eggs): Plu. Mor. 636de. Pythagoreans 
and Bacchic-Orphic (meat): E. Cret. fr. 472.18 = OF 567; E. Hipp. 952. 

28  On the impact of the ‘break from the normal regimen’ on the suppliant’s mental state and expectations regarding future events 
see Ustinova (forthcoming).  

29  Bremmer 2014: 5.  
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More extreme, but no less common preparations included certain practices that are known to 
influence the human psycho-physiological functioning. For instance, many mysteries involved fasting.30 
Fasting is commonly used in religious practices due to its strong effects on the body and mind; 
prolonged abstinence from food and drinks affect the body chemistry; it can lead to dehydration and 
hypoglycemia, which can result in various physical and psychological symptoms, such as fatigue, 
lethargy, dizziness, confusion and ASC.31  We can therefore assume that it had powerful effects on the 
initiate’s experience.  

In addition, the sites of celebration were usually held in sanctuaries located far from city centers,32 
while others took place outdoors, in the mountains or forests.33 Therefore, the initiates sometimes 
needed to walk long distances – twenty-two kilometers in the famous example of the Eleusinian 
mysteries – which likely caused significant exhaustion. Finally, mysteries comprised long rituals that 
were usually performed over the span of several days. During this time, the initiate probably had very 
little sleep, which influenced their mental state as well.34  

Instruction 
The second stage of initiation, the paradosis, included acquaintance with sacred narrations, hieroi 

logoi,35 presented either by oral transmission or by means of books and other written texts, which were 
especially popular among the Bacchic-Orphic initiates.36 Information regarding the paradosis is quite 
limited, and although it clearly implies the important role of verbal traditions or tales that were 
transmitted during the initiation rites, the essence of this traditions seems to have been meaningful and 
understandable only within the totality of the initiatory experience.37 Furthermore, Aristotle asserts 
that ‘those who are initiated into the mysteries do not learn anything, but rather have an experience 
and are put in a certain state of mind (οὐ µαθεῖν τί δεῖν, ἀλλὰ παθεῖν καὶ διατεθῆναι, δηλονότι 
γενοµένους ἐπιτηδείους)’,38 which seems to suggest that doctrinal knowledge had a secondary function 

 
 

 
30  Eleusis: Clem. Al. Protr. 2.21. The Samothracian mysteries: Cole 1984: 36–37. Bacchic mysteries: Liv. 39.9 (‘Ten days of 

fast’); 2 Macc. 6:7. Bacchic-Orphic: The great ‘Bacchic-Orphic’ tablet from Thurii (Graf and Johnston 2013 no. 4 lines 5-6: 
‘seventh day of a fast’). On fast in the great tablet from Thurii see: Kingsley 1995: 351; Bernabé and Jiménez San Cristóbal 
2008: 146-147, 150, 234.  

31  Ludwig 1966: 227; Ludwig 1969: 12-13; Stein and Stein 2015: 104-106; Wulff 1997: 70-75. 
32  Bremmer 2014: xii. 
33  Bacchic-Orphic: E. Cret. fr. 472.9–19 = OF 567; Firm. De err. prof. rel. 6.12. Samothrace: Cic. N.D. 1.119. 
34  On the physiological and cognitive effect of sleep deprivation and its relation to ASCs see Ludwig 1966: 227; West and Janszen 

1962; Farré-i-Barril 2012; Wulff 1997: 75. 
35 On the term hieroi logoi see Henrichs 2003. 
36  Bacchic-Orphic: A scene of a boy reads from a papyrus scroll in the Bacchic initiation is depicted in the frescoes at the Villa 

of the Mysteries at Pompeii (Meyer 1987: 61, 64); E. Hipp. 952-954 refers to certain books associated with the mystery rites 
of Orpheus; Pl. R. 364e mentions priests and soothsayers who practice initiation rites (teletai) according to the books of Orpheus 
and Musaeus; and an edict issued by Ptolemy IV Philopator (third-century BC) orders that any person who has been initiated 
into the rites of Dionysus should deposit his ‘sacred text’ (Graf and Johnston 2013: 218-219). Furthermore, certain written 
texts, such as the Gurôb papyrus, the ‘Bacchic-Orphic’ gold tablets and the Derveni papyrus are self-evidence for the use of 
ritual texts in the context of the Bacchic-Orphic mysteries. Other mysteries: Dem. 18.259 states that Aeschines, as a boy, had 
to ‘read from the books while his mother performed the initiations’; Pausanias notes that the things said during the cult of 
Dionysus and Demeter at Lerna were written on heart shaped orichalcum plates (Paus. 2.37); in other place (Paus. 8.15.1-2), 
he relates that in the cult of Eleusinian Demeter at Pheneus, certain written texts that refer to the rites are read to the hearing of 
the initiates; regarding the Samothracian mysteries see Cole 1984: 28.  

37  Burkert 1987: 66-88 (esp. 74). 
38  Fr. 15 Rose = Synesius, Dio 8 (translated by Burkert 1987: 89). 
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in the mysteries compared to the experiential aspect.39 Without the latter, it is impossible to understand 
why the initiation rites were so significant. 

Senses and the core experience of initiation 
Vision 

This naturally leads us to the experiential part of the initiation, the epopteia, commonly translated 
as ‘beholding’. Indeed, the ancient sources often describe mystic initiation as a visual event, in which 
seeing and showing play a key role; some sources even state that the blessedness of the mysteries was 
attained through seeing their rites.40 As we shall see, however, other senses played an important role in 
the experience of the epopteia as well. 

The importance of light in the mysteries is constantly marked by the ancient sources. Various 
types of light devices, such as torches and candles, were extensively used during the initiation rites.41 
Plutarch describes the great light flamed out from Eleusis;42 Euripides refers to the Bacchic-Orphic 
initiates raising their torches up to the mountain in their initiation rites;43 in the mystery cult founded 
by Alexander of Abonoteichus (Alexander ‘The False Prophet’), there was an entire day in the initiatory 
process named ‘the torches day’;44 and Lucian, in his description of the Temple of the Great Goddess at 
Syria mentions ‘the great wonder of all’: a stone carried by the statue of Hera that produced such a 
miraculous light at nighttime, as if the temple was gleamed by the light of myriads of candles.45  

Furthermore, light also had a symbolic meaning in the context of the mysteries. Light seems to 
have been associated with mystic revelation and insight.46 For instance, the following citation from an 
epigram preserved in the Palatine Anthology, which refers to the mysteries of Eleusis, relates mystic 
revelation to the cure of physical blindness:  

 
 

 
39  On the secondary function of doctrinal knowledge in the initiatory experience see Meyer 1987: 12-13; Graf 2003: 256; Ustinova 

2013: 109-113; Ustinova 2018: 127-128; Larson 2016: 272, n. 97. 
40  S. fr. 837 Pearson-Radt; h.Cer. 480-482; Pi. fr. 121 Bowra. On the significance of the sense of sight in the Eleusinian mysteries 

see Petridou 2013.  
41  Eleusis: the Ninnion Tablet, a red terracotta tablet approximately dated to 370 BC depicts the use of torches in the initiation 

rites at Eleusis; A. Ra. 154-158; Plu. Them. 15.1; Soph. OC. 1049–1051. Bacchic-Orphic: E. Cret. fr. 472.9–19 = OF 567; 
Paleothodoros 2010. Corybantian and Cabeiroi: Non. D. 4.183-185; Cybele: Luc. Syr. 32. See also: D. Chr. 12.33; Firm. De 
err. prof. rel.6.12. 

42  Plu. Them. 15.1. Cf. Soph. OC 1049–1051 (‘the torch-lit beach where the Great Goddesses maintain awful rites for mortals’). 
43  E. Cret. fr. 472.9–19 = OF 567. 
44  Luc. Alex. 38. 
45  Luc. Syr. D. 32. 
46  Sight and knowledge were closely related in ancient Greek culture. This connection is deeply embedded in ancient Greek 

language, as in other Indo-European languages, and expressed by the verb oida which means both “to see” and “to know” 
(Thass-Thienemann 1967: 146-7; Ihde 2007: 6-7; Lesher 1981: 12-13). Aristotle (Metaph. 980A) emphasizes this association 
in asserting that all men desire knowledge and therefore have great esteem for the senses ‘and most of all the sense of sight 
[…] the reason of this is that of all the senses sight best helps us to know things, and reveals many distinctions’ (translated by 
H. Tredennick). The connection between sight and the revelation of hidden truth in the context of the mysteries is stressed by 
various sources; for instance, in the Phaedrus (250B-C) Socrates describes the enlightening experience of mystic initiation as 
a ‘blessed sight and vision […]  the sight of perfect and simple and calm and happy apparitions, which we saw in the pure light, 
being ourselves pure’ (translated by H. N. Fowler). On the association of sight with truth, especially in the context of ancient 
Greek prophecy, see Detienne 1996 (esp. 107-134). On the link between vision and knowledge among the pre-Socratics see 
Rudolph 2015.   
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‘My staff guided me to the temple uninitiated not only in the mysteries, but in the sunlight. 
The goddesses initiated me into both, and on that night I knew that my eyes as well as my 
soul had been purged of night.’47  

In a similar manner, Plutarch described the knowledge, or truth the initiate attained during the epopteia 
as the ‘apperception of the conceptual, the pure, and the simple, shining through the soul like a flash of 
lightning’.48 

At the same time, light is also associated with salvation and privileges of the initiate in the 
afterlife. Pindar, in the second Olympian ode, states that the good ones after death have the sun shining 
both at day and night;49 and the chorus of the initiates in the underworld in the Frogs sings ‘we alone, 
who have been initiated and follow the way of piety towards strangers and laymen, enjoy the sun and 
the light’.50 Likewise, in several ‘Bacchic-Orphic’ gold tablets, the initiate declares that he or she was 
struck by lightning, which suggests that in mystic language, lightning symbolized the promise of gaining 
improved fate in the afterlife.51  

In addition, in certain sources, light is associated with the god himself. For instance, in the Frogs 
the chorus of initiates calls Iakchos ‘light bearing star’,52 while an epitaph of the second or first-century 
BC of an Athenian named Isodoros, mentions that as an initiate in the Samothracian mysteries, the 
deceased ‘have saw the double sacred light of Kabeiros’.53 This suggests that the experience of light in 
the mysteries was perhaps interpreted as divine revelation.54 

Darkness and sensory deprivation 
While seeing was undoubtedly significant in the initiatory process, lack of vision seemed to play 

an equally important role in the experience of the initiate. Various  sources mark the centrality of 
sensory deprivation in the mysteries, particularly the importance of darkness. The sacred rites often 
took place at night or in dark and closed places;55 and in some mysteries the initiate was even 
blindfolded.56 Emotional and physical effects of darkness are vividly described in a fragment attributed 
to Plutarch: 

‘In the beginning there is straying and wandering, the weariness of running this way and 
that, and nervous journeys through darkness that reach no goal, and then immediately 
before the consummation every possible terror, shivering and trembling and sweating and 
amazement (τὰ δεινὰ πάντα, φρίκη καὶ τρόµος καὶ ἱδρὼς καὶ θάµβος).’57  

 
 

 
47  APL. 9.298 (translated by W. R. Paton). Cf. Plu. Mor. 81D-E; Pl. Phd. 250B-C. 
48  Plu. Mor. 382D (translated by F. C. Babbitt).  
49  Pind. O. 2.61-3.  
50  A. Ra. 455-459 (translated by M. Dilon). These verses were quoted in an inscription on a Hellenistic altar at Rhodes, presumably 

of an initiate (Cole 2003: 199). 
51  Graf and Johnston 2013: 125-127; Edmonds 2004: 73-75. 
52  A. Ra. 343-344. For additional examples see Seaford 2010: 203-4. 
53  Dimitrova 2008: 83-84. 
54  The presence of the divine in the experience of light is one of the key features that unifies mystic and religious experiences in 

various cultures and religions (Kapstein 2004: 1). 
55  For instance: E. Cret. fr. 472.9–19 = OF 567; Dem. 18. 259; Cic. N.D. 1.119; Hipp. Hear. 5.8.39; Non. D. 4.183-185; Firm. De 

err. prof. rel. 6.12. 
56  Clinton 2003: 65-66; Ustinova 2018: 128, n. 142. On the association of blindness with inner vision in ancient Greek thought 

see the section on “eye-sight/insight” in Christopoulos et al 2010; Ustinova 2009: 198-176; Buxton 1980. 
57  Plu., fr. 178 Sandbach. 
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Similar effect is ascribed to darkness in the undated dissertation On style, often mistakably attributed 
to Demetrius of Phaleron:58  

‘What is implied always strikes more terror, since its meaning is open to different 
interpretations, whereas what is clear and plain is apt to be despised, like men who are 
stripped of their clothes. This is why the mysteries are revealed in allegories, to inspire the 
shuddering and awe (ἔκπληξιν καὶ φρίκην) associated with darkness and night. In fact, 
allegory is not unlike darkness and night.’ 59 

Demetrius, just like Plutarch, mentions the physical and emotional reaction of the initiate to the 
experience of darkness.60 He also provides an explanation for the function of darkness in the context of 
the mysteries: darkness was intended to trigger the imagination of the initiates and arouse fear and 
horror.61 

Auditory and kinetic deprivation also seem to have been an integral part of the initiatory process. 
Ritual silence and stillness are most notably associated with the Eleusinian rites, where the initiates 
imitated the acts of Demeter, and sat silently on a stool with their head covered. This theme appears in 
several iconographic depictions, such as those found on the Lovatelli urn or on the Torre Nova 
sarcophagus, both depicting initiation, probably that of Heracles. Nonetheless, silence and stillness 
seem to have been common characteristics of other mystery cults as well.62 Plutarch seems to suggest 
this, asserting that ‘when the holy rites are being performed and disclosed the people are immediately 
attentive in awe and silence (προσέχουσιν ἤδη µετὰ φόβου καὶ σιωπῆς)’;63 elsewhere he adds, ‘in these 
occasions we sit in silence and in order (εὔφηµοι καθήµεθα), for no one weeps while undergoing 
initiation’.64  

Shutting down sensory channels could have had various effects on the initiate’s mental and 
emotional state. For instance, we know that short-term sensory deprivation usually results in 
heightened sensitivity in other senses.65 The initiate likely experienced other sensory elements, such as 
smells, tastes, and soft noises more vividly as a result. Removal of external stimuli is also used by many 
cultures to focus the mind within itself, increase awareness of unconscious processes and enter into a 
meditative state.66 This effect of sensory deprivation seems to correspond with Plutarch’s description 
of the ultimate stage of the initiation; drawing on Platonic ideas, Plutarch compares geometry with the 
insightful experience of the epopteia and praise it for ‘drawing us away from the world of sense to which 
we cling, and turning us toward the intelligible and eternal level of existence’.67 Moreover, when the 
sensory system is deprived of information from the real world, anticipation and inner imagery will 

 
 

 
58  On the uncertain authorship and dating of the treatise see Reed 2005: 124-125. 
59  Demetr. Eloc. 100-101(translated by D. C. Innes).  
60  Cf. TGF fr. 387. On the association of fear with shudders in antiquity see Cairns 2013. Cf. Pl. Phdr. 251A where fear, 

shuddering, sweating and heat are associated with the initiate’s experience of ‘seeing a godlike face’. 
61  In addition, the terrifying effects of darkness was also combined with various other elements to intensify feelings of terror.  For 

example, the ancient sources mention priests who rushed out of darkness to scare the initiates (Idomeneus of Lampsakos BNJ 
338F; Anon. Vita Aeschin. 268.2); certain objects of terror and terrifying visions (Objects of terror: Origenes. Cels. 4.10. 
Terrifying visions: Lada-Richards 1999: 90-94); visual and physical interaction with snakes (D. 18. 259–260; Clem. Al. Protr. 
2.12; Paus. 8.37.4–5; Clem. Al. Protr. 2.17; schol. Luc. Dial. Mer. 2.1; Clem. Al. Protr. 2.16; Burkert 1987; Bremmer 1984: 
268. 

62  Eleusis: h.Cer. 197-201; Hipp. Hear. 5.8.39. The mysteries of Andania: Bremmer 2014: 89. Pythagoreans and the cult of 
Dionysus: Montiglio 2000 26-27; Iamb. 17.72.5–8 (‘five years of silence’); D.L. 8.10. See also Edmonds 2006.  

63  Plu. Mor. 81E (translated by F. C. Babbitt). Cf. Plu. Mor. 10fF 
64  Plu. Mor. 477D (translated by W.  C. Helmbold). 
65  Classen and Howes 1991: 279. 
66  Montiglio 2000: 24.  
67  Plu. Mor. 718C. 
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activate it instead, resulting in hallucinations and delusion.68 These hallucinations, when experienced 
in the religious context, could be interpreted as spiritual or mystical revelation.  

Alternation between darkness and light seems to be especially significant in the initiatory 
experience, as suggested by Dio Chrysosotm in the passage cited above, which describes the strong 
effect of the sudden appearance of darkness and light on the mind of the initiate.69 Furthermore, in a 
fragment attributed to Plutarch, part of which I have already cited,70 alteration of darkness and light in 
the context of the mysteries seems to have symbolized the transformation from a state of ritual death 
to rebirth.71 In this fragment, Plutarch asserts that the initiatory experience is very similar to that of 
death. He continues by describing the long terrifying journey through darkness, and then writes:  

‘But after this a marvelous light (φῶς) meets the wanderer, and open country and meadow 
lands welcome him; and in that place there are voices and dancing and the solemn majesty of 
sacred music and holy visions.’72  

The experience depicted by Plutarch, of entering into a dark tunnel with a sudden emergence of a 
powerful light,73 is characteristic of different ASCs.74  

Sound and movement 
Music75 and dances had a vital part in the mysteries, as Lucian asserts in his dissertation On dance:  
‘I forbear to say that not a single ancient mystery-cult can be found that is without dancing, 
since they were established, of course, by Orpheus and Musaeus, the best dancers of that time, 
who included it in their prescriptions as something exceptionally beautiful to be initiated with 
rhythm and dancing (σὺν ῥυθµῷ καὶ ὀρχήσει µυεῖσθαι). To prove that this is so, although it 
behooves me to observe silence about the rites on account of the uninitiate, nevertheless there 
is one thing that everybody has heard; namely, that those who let out the mysteries in 
conversation are commonly said to ‘dance them out’(τὰ µυστήρια ἐξορχεῖσθαι)’. 76 

In some mystery rites, such as the Bacchic and Corybantic rites, the role of music and dancing seems to 
have been especially prominent. Strabo emphasizes the divine and delightful nature of music and 
dancing in asserting that ‘music, which includes dancing as well as rhythm and melody, at the same 
time, by the delight it affords and by its artistic beauty, brings us in touch with the divine’;77 the 
musicologist Aristides Quintilian marks the use of music and dancing in the Bacchic mysteries to reduce 
mental disturbance and writes that ‘this is the purpose of Bacchic initiation, that the depressive anxiety 

 
 

 
68  Nordland 1967: 169-174; Andersen and Schjoedt 2017: 321; Andersen et al 2014 (esp. 224-225); Flynn 1962. 
69  n. 23. 
70  n. 58. 
71  On darkness as a weaker expression of death see Létoublon 2016: 168. 
72  Plu. fr. 178 Sandbach. 
73  Cf. A. Ra. 154-158; Plu. Mor. 81D-E. 
74  This experience is also very common in near-death experience (NDE), as was demonstrated by Ustinova 2009: 226-255, 2013, 

2018: 113-144 and Seaford 2005, 2010, 2018. The possible association of mystic initiation with the phenomena of NDE, may 
explain some of the positive aftereffects attributed to the mysteries (e.g. serenity, reduced fear of death etc.). 

75  Instrumental music, singing, chanting, dancing and coordinated movement were inseparably linked in ancient Greek culture 
and language (Murray and Wilson 2004: 1-8). The ancient sources often do not allow us to determine which of these activities 
is mentioned in the context of the mysteries. There is a large body of evidence for the presence of various types of musical 
instruments in ancient Greek mystery cults and some evidence for hymn singing; for instance, the corpus of the Orphic hymns. 
For a comprehensive discussion on the function and impact of music in the mysteries see Hardie 2004.  

76  Luc. Salt. 15 (translated by A. M. Harmon). 
77  Str. 10.3.9 (translated by L. Jones). 
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of less educated people, produced by their state of life, or some misfortune, be cleared away through 
the melodies and dances of the ritual in a joyful and playful way’;78 Plato similarly notes that those who 
practice Corybantic and Bacchic rites use ‘the combined movements of dance and song (χορείᾳ καὶ 
µούσῃ) as a remedy’.79  

 Modern research on the effect of music and dance on the body and mind supports the ancient 
evidence and shows that the influence of their practice in the religious context cannot be overestimated. 
Music and dance affect the neurochemical function of the brain and trigger the release of hormones 
associated with pleasure and happiness including dopamine, serotonin, oxytocin, and endorphin.80 
Therefore, we can assume that music and dancing in the mysteries probably induced strong positive 
emotions. In addition, music and dance have also proven effective in reducing stress and mental 
disturbance, as well as in treating various physical and psychological disorders, including those 
mentioned by the ancient sources in relation to the mysteries, such as depression, anxiety etc.81   

Furthermore, ecstatic music and dancing can cause sensory overstimulation, which nowadays is 
associated with different ASC’s and dissociative states, such as possession and trance.82 In fact, the 
ancient sources themselves seem to associate the mystic experience with a form of dissociation. Pliny 
notes that ‘hares sleep with the eyes wide open, and so do many human beings while in the condition 
which the Greeks term ‘Corybantic’’.83 Socrates, in a passage from Plato’s Ion, associates the experience 
of the initiates in the Bacchic and Corybantic rites with a state of possession and argues that ‘the 
Corybantian worshippers do not dance when in their senses (ἔµφρονες) […], but when they have started 
on the melody and rhythm they begin to be frantic, and it is under possession ((κατεχόµενοι) – as the 
bacchants are possessed, and not in their senses, when they draw honey and milk from the rivers’.84 
Likewise, the sense of depersonalization seems to be expressed by the fourth-century AD rhetorician 
Sopater, who writes on his initiatory experience in the mystery cult of Eleusis as follows: ‘I came out of 
the mystery hall feeling like a stranger to myself’.85 In the religious context, the cognitive effects of 
music and dancing could be explained as a union with or possession by a god. Aristotle seems to suggest 
this in his reference to the ecstatic and arousing reaction of the worshipers to the music and dances of 
the ritual as a state of enthousiasomos (‘engoddedness’, a state of being filled with a god).86 Here 
Aristotle asserts that ‘under the influence of sacred music we see these people, when they use tunes that 
violently arouse the soul, being thrown into a state as if they had received medicinal treatment and 
taken a purge’.87 Therefore, music and dances might have been used in the mysteries to enable the 
initiate to enter a state of ecstasy and trance in which the experience of enthousiasomos could take 
place.88  

 

 
 

 
78  Aristid. Quint. De mus. 3.25 (translated by W. Burkert 1987: 113). 
79  Pl. Lg. 790D-E. See also Str.10.3.7. On music as therapy in ancient Greek culture see Provenza 2020. 
80  Heggli et al 2018; Chanda and Levitin 2013; Miller and Strongman 2002. 
81  Murcia et al 2010; MacDonald 2013; Hanna 2006; Chanda and Levitin 2013. 
82  Rouget 1985: 9-10; Bourguignon 2013. For a collection of works on the cognitive effects of music see Aldridge and Fachner 

2006.  
83  Plin. Nat. 11. 147 (translated by H. Rackham). 
84  Pl. Ion 534A (translated by H. N. Fowler). 
85  Rhet.Gr. 8.114 (Walz). For a comprehensive analysis of the associations in the Greek language between altered states in the 

religious context on the one hand, and music, dance, and wilderness on the other, see Marko and Seebauer 2013. 
86   On the meaning of the term see Hoffmann 1997: 11, n. 61. 
87  Arist. Pol. 8.1342A (translated by H. Rackham). 
88  On the use of music in ancient Greek cults to achieve enthusiasm and epiphany see Kubatzki 2016 (esp. 12). 



11 

Smell 
Another important sensory element that is often overlooked in relation to religious experiences is 

olfaction. Various ancient sources point to the significance of olfactory experience in the context of the 
mysteries. We know, for example, that in certain mysteries, a perfume or incense bearer participated in 
the rites;89 Strabo mentions worshipers of Bacchus who wear robes and turbans, and use perfumes;90 
and the incense that perfumes the air of Eleusis is described in the Homeric hymn to Demeter.91 
Perhaps the most notable evidence for the significance of odors in ancient Greek mysteries is provided 
by the corpus of the Orphic Hymns associated with the Bacchic-Orphic cult, which contains eighty-
seven poems composed sometime in the late Hellenistic period, and presumably used in religious 
practice. Nearly all these poems begin with an instruction to burn a specific type of incense, such as 
frankincense, styrax, manna, myrrh, saffron, firebrands, aromatic herbs, etc.92 Although some scholars 
pointed out in the past on the psychoactive effect of some of the substances listed in the Hymns,93 as 
we shall soon see, the impact of strong fragrances may be significant enough in itself.  

Olfactory experiences are associated with strong emotional and physical reactions; aromatherapy 
is used worldwide and proven to be effective in treating various mental and physical problems,94 some 
of which are referred to by ancient sources in relation to the mysteries.95 In addition, it is important to 
consider the connotations of odors in ancient Greek culture and religion. Perfumery and medicine were 
closely connected in antiquity;96 sweet smells were thought to be indicative of divine presence;97 odors 
played an important role in magic and divination;98 perfumes, aromatic oils and incense were offered 
to the gods in almost every religious celebration;99 and fragrant oils and perfumes were used to anoint 
cult statues.100 Several sources even associate the place of the good and the blessed in the afterlife with 
pleasant and seductive scents.101 In fact, the sense of smell seems to be so vital in the religious 
experiences of the ancient Greeks, that Walter Burkert asserts that the divine was experienced ‘as an 
atmosphere of divine fragrance’.102 

Certain smells seem to have been associated specifically with the mysteries, such as the smell of 
torches. For instance, in the Bacchae, the smoke of the flaming torches is compared to a Syrian exotic 
incense.103 Similarly, in one of the Orphic hymns we find the unusual prescription to use the smoke of 
the torches for fumigation;104 and in the Frogs ‘the most mystic whiff of torches’ is mentioned as an 
indication that the mysteries were going on.105 A few lines later, Xanthias smells the ‘ineffable aroma of 

 
 

 
89  Graf 2003: 248. 
90  Str. 15.1.58. 
91  h.Cer. 490-491.  
92 The massive use of incense could reflect theological beliefs similar to those we find among the Pythagoreans, who like the 

Orphics were vegetarians, and believed that incense was a more appealing offering to the gods than meat (Classen et al 1994: 
46; Detienne 1994: 49).  

93  Dannaway 2010: 487. 
94  Haviland-Jones and Wilson 2008; Sowndhararajan and Kim 2016. 
95  Arist. Pol. 8.1342A (‘medicinal treatment’); Aristid.Quint. De mus. 3.25 (release from depression and anxiety); Graf 2003: 

255; Burkert 1987: 18. 
96  Totelin 2014. 
97  h.Cer. 276; E. Hipp. 1391-1394. See further: Clement 2015; Classen et al 1994: 45-48; Burkert 1985: 62. 
98  Magic: Luck 2006: 455-456, 479ff. Divination: Ustinova 2009: 128-129. 
99  See for instance: Hom. Il.1.317; Hes.Th. 556–557; Sapph. 2; Aesch. Ag. 595. 
100  Petrovic and Petrovic 2003: 182-184. 
101  Pi. fr. 114 Bowra; h.Cer. 401; Ver. A. 6. 658-659. 
102  Burkert 1985: 62. 
103  E. Ba. 144-145. 
104  Orph. H. 2. 
105  A. Ra. 313-314. 
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sacrificed pigs’ and immediately associates the familiar smell with Persephone, to whom the initiates 
sacrificed pigs at a certain stage of the Eleusinian mysteries.106 These examples emphasize the powerful 
influence of the cultural and ritual connotations on the ways in which sensory experience are lived and 
explained; a simple odor, such as the smell of a roasted pig or the scent of the of burning torches, might 
have had a strong impact when experienced within the ritual contexts and conveyed certain religious 
symbolism and meanings, especially if they took place after an extended fast.  

At the same time, these examples also seem to reflect the unique nature of memories related to 
the sense of smell. Olfactory experiences are stored in the limbic system of the brain, where emotions 
and many of our deepest memories are also stored; for this reason, smell is associated in modern 
research with long-term memory and with the ability to evoke deep and emotional recollections.107 The 
influence of smells on human memory seems to be reflected in a passage from Lucian’s account of the 
cult of the Great Mother in Syria. There he notes that the pleasant fragrance that comes from the temple 
of the goddess can be smelled from a distance, and ‘even when you have departed from the temple, this 
fragrance clings to you; and, your very raiment retains long that sweet odor, and it will ever remain in 
your memory’.108 The link between smell and memory is particularly interesting in the case of the 
mysteries since memory, as well as Mnemosyne – the goddess of memory – had a central place in them. 
After all, the blessedness of initiation wasn’t worth anything if the initiate didn’t remember what he 
experienced forever.109  

Memory of a multi-sensorial experience 
The climax of the rite was a multi-sensorial experience. The sacred narrative of the cult was 

dramatized,110 and the sacred objects were removed from the cista mystica and revealed to the 
initiate.111 The consumption of certain foods or drinks was prominent in some cults, for instance the 
kykeon, a kind of barley meal signified the end of the fast in the Eleusinian mysteries.112  

In many cults, verbal signs and passwords were transmitted by the priest,113  and in some 
mysteries the initiate received certain material tokens. For instance, several sources relate that the 
initiates in the Samothracian mysteries received iron rings that signified their new status;114 others 
attribute certain protective functions to the purple fillets, which the initiates of the Samothracitan 
mysteries received and tied under their abdomen;115 Plutarch mentions certain objects that the initiate 
in the cult of Dionysus kept at home in remembrance of the knowledge shared with the other initiates;116 
and Apuleius was charged for keeping certain objects in his possession that were suspected to be 
magical devices. In his Apology, he claims in his defense:  

 
 

 
106  A. Ra. 337-338.  
107  Engen 1991: 54-58; Engen and Ross 1973; Green 2010: 6-7; Hughes and Mckenna 2014: 38-44. 
108  Luc. Syr. 30 (translated by H. A. Strong and J. Garstang). 
109  Mnemosyne and the lake of memory in the underworld are mentioned in several ‘Bacchic-Orphic’ gold tablets (Graf and 

Johnston 2013: no. 1, 2, 8, 9, 25).  
110  Clem. Al. Protr. 2.12; Sourvinou-Inwood 2003: 29; Seaford 1981; Clinton 2003: 66-70; Bremmer 2014: 10-11, 115. 
111  Eleusis (ears of grain): Hipp. Haer. 5.8.39. The cult of Dionysus (phallus): Burkert 1987: 105-106. Bacchic-Orphic rites (a 

cone, spinning top, knucklebones, ball, apple and a mirror): Clem. Al. Protr. 2.17.2; Arn. Adv. Nat. 5.19; Firm. De err. prof. 
rel.6; Gurob papyrus. 27-28 (in: Graf and Johnston 2013: 217-218).  

112  Clem. Al. Protr. 2.21. 
113  Luc. Syr. 15; Hipp. Haer. 5.8.40; Dem. 18. 259; Clem. Al. Protr. 2.21; Firm. De err. prof. rel.6.12; Graf and Johnston 2013, 

no. 27:1. 
114  Lucr. 6.1044; Cole 1984: 30.  
115  Schol. Ap. Rhod. 1.917–918; Bremmer 2014: 28-29. 
116  Plu. Mor. 611D. 
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‘I have been initiated into many mysteries in Greece, and the priests entrusted me with 
certain symbols and tokens (signa et monumenta) of them, which I store carefully. What I 
say is nothing strange or secret […] Moreover, can it seem surprising to someone who has 
any notion of religion that a man privy to so many mysteries of the gods keeps certain ritual 
emblems (sacrorum crepundia) at home and wraps them in a cloth of linen, the purest 
material for veiling sacred objects? For wool, produced from the most slothful of creatures, 
shorn from a dumb animal, was already the dress of the profane by the laws of Orpheus and 
Pythagoras: while linen, that purest of plants, one of the finest crops to spring from the 
earth, serves not only to dress and clothe the most holy priests of Egypt, but also to cover 
sacred objects’.117  

These types of artefacts seem to have various functions. They signified the new status of the initiate 
and were used as an identification mark for the cult member; they functioned as a kind of talisman 
and as a material reminder that embodied, and in a sense manifested, the essence of what was learned 
and experienced in the initiation rites. 
 

Conclusions 
Sensory experience had a vital part in different aspects of the initiatory process. The sensory 

elements introduced during the initiation rites formed the identification marks of the cult, and the 
means by which the initiate experienced the divine. They were prominent in images of the blest afterlife 
and in the memory of the initiatory experience. These elements convey various cultural connotations 
and religious meanings which we may never be able to fully understand.   

At the same time, studies in neuroscience and cognition suggest that the sensory and physiological 
experiences of the initiates could have a powerful influence on their mental and emotional state. The 
preparation for the mysteries involved a series of practices that have strong effects on the human 
physiological and cognitive functions. Prolonged fasts and sleep deprivation probably manipulated the 
initiates’ mental and emotional response to the initiatory experience; sensory deprivation by means of 
darkness, silence and stillness led to increased awareness of unconscious processes and to different 
kinds of hallucinations; the response of the initiate to alternations between darkness and light could be 
associated with various ASCs; sensory overstimulation by means of ecstatic music and dances led to 
emotional arousal, a decrease in mental disturbances, and different altered and dissociative states; and 
the experience of strong fragrances could have left a deep impression on the initiate on the emotional 
and cognitive levels. 

This observation points to the centrality of the senses in the experience underwent by the initiate. 
It also shows the potential of using methods and results from other disciplines to the study of ancient 
mysteries, and demonstrates the influence of sensory experience on the initiate’s perception, memory 
and beliefs, which may explain to some extent the life-changing effect ascribed to the mysteries.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
117  Apul. Apol. 55-56 (Translated by C. P. Jones). 
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