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Preface to The Thirtieth Anniversary Edition

This Thirtieth Anniversary Edition is the fourth incarnation of The Road to Eleusis, and the first time it has been available in English in a paperback since 1978.

As I have been responsible for bringing the last two editions to print – the Twentieth Anniversary Hermes Press Edition in 1998, and this one – perhaps I should explain why I insist on continuing to violate the most ancient rule of silence about these mysteries, a rule first broken by our authors, the esteemed R. Gordon Wasson, Albert Hofmann, Carl Ruck, and Blaise Staples when they defied the taboo and unveiled the secret thirty years ago.

A paradox indeed. For when we write or speak about the Eleusinian Mysteries we are exposing something that is so sacred that, according to the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, which describes their origin: ‘no one may transgress or pry into, or utter, for an overwhelming reverence for the Gods stops his voice.’

This prohibition was taken so seriously that almost no one violated it for the 2,000 years that the annual pilgrimage to Eleusis was the most important thing in the world to the citizens of ancient Greece. No one dared to speak of what transpired behind the sanctuary walls during those fateful days in September when their world view changed, when they saw in a momentous vision that death was not the end, but really another beginning of life. 

Ten years ago I had a practical, legal intention for republishing the Twentieth Anniversary edition, one that remains an important function of the book in your hands. A 1975 court ruling against an American religious organization, The Church of the Awakening, forbade the church from using psychedelics or entheogens as sacraments, though they had been doing so safely for more than fifteen years. The court said that only Native Americans had a right to use ‘hallucinogens’ as sacraments, because only they had a long history in their culture, and no such tradition existed for the white man.

Not only is that beside the point – for in the United States we are supposed to be free to celebrate the religious experience of any and every race of people – but it is also simply untrue to claim that entheogens have played no role in Western religious history. In fact, as this book shows, entheogens are autochthonous to Western society, but have become forbidden by authoritarian sociopolitical forces that began in antiquity and continue forcefully to this day.

If we ever get around to being reasonable about psychedelic drug policy in the United States – which would be the opposite of the current situation – let it be clear that some of the formative minds of Western civilization, the ones that helped bring Democracy, Reason, Mathematics, Science, Philosophy, and Theater into the world, thought these entheogen-inspired Eleusinian Mysteries were the greatest experience of their lives.

As Huston Smith reports in his One Nation Under God (1996), the Native American Church succeeded in attaining the Religious Freedom Restoration Act, an act of Congress to protect their right to their peyote religion. One could hope, therefore, that the Controlled Substance Act – which currently forbids Westerners from freely exploring the origin of their own culture’s philosophy and religion – may be modified to accommodate the religious use of entheogens for all races. Albert Hofmann concluded his autobiographical LSD, mein Sorgenkind (1979; translated as LSD, My Problem Child) with the wish that one day we would see Eleusis-type centers where we could legally explore these entheogen-inspired unitive states. May his wish come true.

For this Thirtieth Anniversary Edition, I’d like to point out another compelling reason to bring this book back into print: an aspect of the Mysteries that is not much discussed yet is staring us in the face. The myth of Persephone’s return to Demeter is a story about Earth on the verge of complete annihilation.

As this edition comes to press, world news is rife with dire predictions about the fate of our planet. James Lovelock tells us in The Revenge of Gaia (2006) that she may be past the point of no return.

This is how it seemed in the Homeric Hymn, also, until a magnificent and unforeseen event – rebirth from death – occurred, and the horrifying story developed a happy ending.

The last thing that Mircea Eliade said to me was that The Road to Eleusis was on his reading list and that we would discuss it when we met again in the spring. I looked forward to that conversation, because these mysteries are about a theme that Eliade tried to convey in almost all his work: the myth of the eternal return. He thought Western culture suffered from the lack of death and rebirth rituals such as the Eleusinian Mysteries.

Sadly, that conversation never happened. Professor Eliade passed away the same week as the nuclear disaster at Chernobyl, before I could see him again. So it is left for the reader to ponder the relevance of this research to the modern spiritual and environmental crisis.

Albert Hofmann did not live to see this new edition either, having departed this plane, after 102 years, eight months before we came to press. He hoped for the day when Eleusinian-type initiations would again be the norm in the civilized world. Recent progress in studies at Johns Hopkins University affirming yet again the curative effect, the safety, and the religious significance of psilocybin – also the fruit of the Wasson-Hofmann collaboration – has inspired even more research at New York University and the University of California, Irvine. This emerging research gives us confidence that we can fulfill that wish, that Persephone may yet be reborn.

And so, with gratitude once again to the R. Gordon Wasson Estate, to Lux of Erowid, and to Kerry Colonna, we present this work once again to the community of scholars and seekers of knowledge.

Let there be Light.

Robert Forte

New York City

Autumn Equinox 2008




Preface to The Second Edition

Two allegories frame Western civilization like majestic bookends – Plato’s Allegory of the Cave at its start, and for now, Nietzsche’s madman charging through the streets announcing that God is dead. We should not be sanguine about the direction in which these two landmarks point, for the notion of what it means to be human is far lower in the second allegory than in the first. ‘We do not think well of ourselves,’ Saul Bellow told his audience in accepting his Nobel Laureate Prize, and he was right. Plato tells us that when his vision of reality swept him up and he sensed its life-giving implication, ‘first a shudder runs through me, and then the old awe creeps over me.’ Today we have the eminent physicist, Steven Weinberg’s report that ‘the more intelligible we find the universe, the more meaningless it seems.’

Athens, of course is only one of the sources of Western civilization; the other being Jerusalem, whose assessment of things equals Athens’. We need only to think of Moses trembling with awe on Mount Sinai; of Isaiah, seeing the Lord high and lifted up, filling the whole earth with his glory; and of Jesus for whom the heavens opened at his baptism. To contrast this again with modernity, only recently has it come to light (through Frau Overbeck’s report in Conversations with Nietzsche) that Nietzsche was himself deeply troubled about the loss that his madman reported. He was not sure that humanity could survive godlessness.

The bearing of all this on the book in hand is quite direct. Some theophanies seem to occur spontaneously, while others are facilitated by ways that seekers have discovered – one thinks of the place of fasting in the vision quest, the nightlong dancing of the Kalahari bushmen, prolonged intoning of sacred mantras, and the way peyote figures in the vigils of the Native American Church. We do not know if, on the human side, it was anything more than absolute faith that joined earth to heaven on Mount Sinai, or when three of Jesus’s disciples saw him transfigured on Mount Hermon, his face shining like the sun and the clothes dazzling white. The Greeks, though, created a holy institution, the Eleusinian Mysteries, which seems regularly to have opened a space in the human psyche for God to enter.

The content of those Mysteries is, together with the identity of India’s sacred Soma plant, one of the two best kept secrets in history, and this book is the most successful attempt I know to unlock it. Triangulating the resources of an eminent Classics scholar, the most creative mycologist of our time, and the discoverer of LSD, it is a historical tour de force while being more than that. For by direct implication it raises contemporary questions which our cultural establishment has thus far deemed too hot to face.

The first of these is the already cited question Nietzsche raised: Can humanity survive godlessness, which is to say, the absence of an ennobling vision – a convincing, elevating view of the nature of things and life’s place within it?

Second, have modern secularism, scientism, materialism, and consumerism conspired to form a carapace that Transcendence now has difficulty piercing?

If the answer to that second question is affirmative, a third one follows hard on its heels. Is there need, perhaps an urgent need, to devise something like the Eleusinian Mysteries to get us out of Plato’s cave and into the light?

Finally, can a way be found to legitimize, as the Greeks did, the creative, constructive use of entheogenic heaven and hell drugs without aggravating our serious drug problem?

This book does not answer these important, possibly fateful, questions. What it does do is to raise them by clear implication, elegantly and responsibly.

Huston Smith

Berkeley, California

May 1998




Hindsight

Twenty years have past since the first publication of The Road to Eleusis and although it is still available in Spanish and German translations, and most recently Italian, the original English was shortly removed from the market. The only testimony to its importance to a certain group of readers is that it frequently disappears from libraries as well. And in antiquarian bookstores, even a tattered paperback copy will fetch ten times the original price; a hardcover may sell for hundreds of dollars.

The book excited no interest amongst colleagues in my profession, and rarely has anyone even mentioned it to me, until just recently, with a younger generation of scholars. The people of my age want to forget the whole phenomenon of the sixties, for fear that their children will be as foolish as they. At the time, the book received scant review: two. One critic1 doubted the validity of our theory because LSD is an ‘unpleasant’ experience; and the other,2 who was more open to the idea, objected that not enough had been done to flesh out the symbolic context for the religion. My recent collaboration with Danny Staples on The World of Classical Myth3 answers that objection, but the single reviewer of that non-event merely points out that Myth is customarily not taught with such involvement in religion, psychology, anthropology, archaeology, cultural history, and whatnot, and in particular, ethnobotany: just tell them some stories. One anonymous reader, before the book finally found a publisher, complained that ‘the author had had a good education at the best schools,’ but that somehow I’d gone wrong. The discussion of Dionysos and Greek wine, including the symbolic significance of the thyrsos, has been completely ignored by Classicists; and the work on Eleusis rarely earns even a disparaging footnote in treatments of Greek religion. More recently, the Eleusinian Mystery has been expropriated for the curriculum in Women Studies, but despite the grain Goddess, ethnobotany is not on their agendum; and they, too, don’t speak to me. Students who work with me have been warned that they will be blacklisted. My textbooks in grammar, as well, as if by contagion, are viewed by some as suspect and a threat to normalcy.

Even Persephone’s Quest,4 which was Wasson’s last work with me, had trouble finding a publisher, despite the endorsement of Richard Evans Schultes, until Yale Press took it up. It has gone through repeated printings ever since. It was as though the world wanted to turn its back on Wasson as well. I remember that he was visiting at my house when he got the call from the editor at Yale, and he asked me to listen in on the other line so that I could hear the news along with him.

I have done other things over the years as a Classicist, but I find myself repeatedly coming back to the work I did with Gordon and Albert. I am more convinced now, even than at the time, that we are right. Wasson was looking for a mycological role in Greek religion as a parallel and confirmation of his theory of Soma. The most obvious was in the religion of Dionysos, with the fungal nature of the wine that is that god’s sacrament. But at the time, we used wine only to establish Greek culture’s openness to finding something numinous or sacred in entheogenic ecstasis: something of a positive cultural value, and of fundamental importance for the very well-being of the city and its metaphysical accord with the surrounding wilderness of roaming spirits and revenant ancestors. But that wouldn’t satisfy his Vedic critics. And Eleusis might.

At Eleusis, the initiates journeyed beyond this world to a place that anyone who has never been would be apt to call mythical, rather than the ultimate confirmation of reality. An outside observer – but none was allowed – would have seen only their bodies huddled in the darkened great Telesterion, while they, themselves, had paraded on ceremoniously through the narrow Entrance of Plouton’s Cave, down into the subterranean labyrinth, across the acquifer, perhaps in Charon’s boat, to regroup, as in the myth of Er, on the plains of Elysion. Their arrival coincided with an event of cosmic importance. Persephone had been tricked into abdicating her Olympian destiny, hers by right of her two celestial parents; for she had taken material substance into her ethereal body: she had eaten from the fruit of the pomegranate tree, so that she, like the rest of us mortals, would be forever both body as well as soul; she had conceived the Mystery child, in her sojourn beneath the earth, and was about to give him birth. And as she rose up from the ground, the initiates, too, returned to the Telesterion to hear the awesome proclamation from the mouth of the high Hierophant: the Lady Brimo had given birth to the Lady’s son, who bore her name as Brimos. Death had been incorporated into the Olympian realm as grandson and nephew of Zeus himself. The two worlds of spirit and flesh were now stabilized by the rites of matrimony, which allowed the Lady to visit her Olympian father, and her Olympian mother Demeter to descend to the house of her chthonic son-in-law Hades, who was also her brother.

It was something from the midwife’s pharmacopoeia that had opened the passageway for the initiates’ experience, a deadly poison that posed a final recidivist threat to both the cereal foods and the humans who depended upon them for sustentance: but something from which, by knowledgeable intervention, like the old lore of the witch Hekate’s herbalism, a birthing potion could be extracted. The drink of the ceremony was emblematic of the polarity of primitivism and culture, as was appropriate, since birthing brought every woman close to the gates of death, which were also the source of life.

The two flowers of Eleusis, the poppy and the simple-petaled rockrose (alike in their blooms and their capsular fruits, both like pomegranates in miniature), were similarly symbolic of the mediated evolution toward Hellenic times: the opium of the older religion, inducing narcosis and dreams, had been hidden, with the coming of the newer religion’s visionary enlightenment, inside the hips of rose. After the latter was named the kistoi, which were the sacred baskets of the Mystery, openly displayed upon the heads of the caryatids of the Inner Gateway. So, too, could safely be shown the perai, which were the leathern wallets concealing the secret of the supplanted past. It was the first of the heroes, Perseus, who had preserved them there, out of view, but not discarded, when he first harvested the mushroom that was the entheogen inaugurating the refoundation of his native city of Mycenae, and its transition to Olympian traditions. Before drinking the kykeon, which was the mixed drink of the ceremony, the initiates had witnessed the opening of the Baskets and the wallets, in commemoration of the older ways; then the sisterhood of priestesses, dancing throughout the columned Hall, had revealed the holy plant of barley, exposed in the central bowl of the kernos monstrance as the apotheosis of evolving civilized life.

Gordon had wanted a mushroom, and Albert and I had provided it. I remember his enthusiasm when we saw the photograph Albert sent us of the fruiting bodies, clearly recognizable without magnification. Not just a fungus, but a mushroom.

I have returned to Eleusis often over the years, in actual fact to the site of the sanctuary, and still more often in imagination, in remembrance of Gordon, to the night of the Mystery initiation. I may have even glimpsed Triptolemos, the ‘Triple Warrior,’ who ultimately is the secret redemptive son of the Three Ladies, reunited triumphantly under guise of the ‘Willful Woman.’ In the interim, ‘Oetzi,’ the ice man of the Alps, has been uncovered, a Celtic shaman, exactly as we postulated, from the third pre-Christian millennium, at the dawn of the Indo-Europeans’ arrival, caught unawares on the mountaintop in his meditative trance by a sudden storm, and frozen until our day, with his trove of ‘medicinal’ mushrooms. And the mistletoe of the Druids has been linked to Amanita as a parallel conduit for the falling bolt of celestial lightning that occasions the gaping open of the way along the cosmic tree in Greek myth and later folklore, allowing weird creatures, like centaurs and werewolves, from the other realm to invade our world.5 Equally compelling is my more detailed study of the profane misuse of the Eleusinian entheogen as a recreational drug, an event that led to the trial and condemnation of Socrates on the charge of impiety.6 Moreover, the ethnobotany (and ethnopharmacology) of Greek myth and religion is beginning to be seen in its entirety, so that Eleusis cannot be considered an anomaly. And a recent scholar7 in Classics and Political Science has retraced the evidence about the ancient technology of viticulture and oenology, and confirmed my assertions about the nature of Greek wine and the etiquette of the symposium ceremony.

But I never got to Eleusis, myself, with our entheogen; nor did Gordon. (Danny didn’t either, although he sailed with Odysseus right past us – as we waited in hushed expectation – on something more dependable from pre-Columbian shamanism.) But Albert did, and we relied on his testimony. This has been a problem, since a scientific experiment should be repeatable. Others have tried and not all have succeeded. (Gordon, himself, never experienced anything with Amanita.) Perhaps the Entrance has silted over, or is clogged with trash from the irreverent tourists, attempting to plumb it depths. The Sanctuary now lies desecrated and in ruins. The once fertile plain is sterile. The sanctuary is rimmed by oil refineries. The Virgin, as the ‘All Holy Lady,’ had even imposed, for a while, her church upon the site, and the old gods have lost their voices, or they no longer need to speak since Christianity adopted so much of their symbolism. This was only to be expected, since the Semitic cult, which was rejected by the Hebrews, was proselytized as a Greek myth to a Hellenized world.

Or, more probably, we simply are too inexpert in the lost art of ancient herbalism. The entheogen extracted from different hosts varies, and our experiment was with a synthesized chemical, which perhaps the god found inhospitable. The type that grows on ‘joint grass’ (Paspalum distichum), for example, produces only the pure agent, without poisonous contaminents; and cattle that graze on it, according to the US Agricultural Service, are endangered only if they fall asleep in a puddle. We need only to recall the peaceful death that Socrates encountered with his drink of koneion, which is totally at odds with the horrendously painful symptoms observed today in cases of poisoning by hemlock; he had wanted to pour off a few drops as libation, but was warned that the dosage he was given was exact.

So in hindsight, despite the trouble it has caused, I would say, the work was worth the doing. And we are grateful that a way has been found to do it again in this republication, for those of you who have loved and stood by this book over the years, and for the sake of the next generation who may pause to consider without bias its message.

Carl A.P. Ruck

Boston, Massachusetts

June 1998




1. The Road to Eleusis was published the year after W. Burkert’s original German edition of Greek Religion, and hence he had no opportunity to comment until his 1987 lectures, Ancient Mystery Cults (Cambridge, Mass.) definitively closed the matter for Classicists. So is it taken by Helene Foley in her commentary on the Hymn to Demeter (The Homeric Hymn to Demeter, Princeton University Press 1994). Burkert, himself, however, was not so negative: he actually accepts Wasson’s identification of Soma as a mushroom; and considers the theory about Eleusis a ‘sophisticated guess’; notwithstanding, he misunderstands the argument, confusing the experience
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