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Prologue

This volume contains twenty-two studies focusing on a variety of topics related to mysteries, ini-
tiation rituals, and mystic cults in the ancient Greek and Roman worlds. Much of this material
was presented during an International Conference organized by the Centre for the Study of Myth
and Religion in Greek and Roman Antiquity at the University of Patras in 2022.

The Centre for the Study of Myth and Religion in Greek and Roman Antiquity (http://mythandreli-
gion.upatras.gr/) was founded in 2004 at the Department of Philology of the University of Pa-
tras by Professor Menelaos Christopoulos. Its main purpose was “to host an ongoing academic
dialogue responsive to international scientific approaches and emerging research data, continually
stimulated by new academic research”. To serve this priority the Centre organizes, amongst other
activities, international conferences focusing on issues which either have not received the due at-
tention in relevant scholarship or are of permanent interest within the field of ancient myth and
religion. Seven conferences have been organized so far (the Proceedings of these conferences have
already been published):

• Light and Darkness in Ancient Greek and Roman Mythology and Religion (Patras 2007)
• The Greek Epic Cycle (co-organized with CHS-Harvard, Ancient Olympia 2010)
• Time and Space in Greek Myth and Religion (Patras 2015)
• Greek Satyr Play: Reconstructing a Dramatic Genre from its Remnants (Patras 2016)
• Mythical History and Historical Myth: Blurred Boundaries in Antiquity (Patras 2019)
• Mysteries, Mysticism, Cults, and Cultism in Antiquity (Patras 2022)
• International Conference in Honour of Professor Menelaos Christopoulos (Patras 2023)

The present volume, under the title Unveiling the Hidden Face of Antiquity: Mysteries and Cryptic
Cults, hosts many (peer-reviewed) papers originally presented, as mentioned, at the Mysteries
Conference (2022), along with some additional (peer-reviewed) papers providing a fuller survey
of the book’s theme.

By definition, this subject can only be covered through interdisciplinary research involving
philological, archaeological, historical, anthropological, and philosophical approaches. To better
display this rich material, the twenty-two chapters of the volume have been classified under five
thematic parts:
• Eleusinian Mysteries
• Other Gods and Heroes
• Ritual and Initiation
• Poetry and Philosophy
• Mysteries and Theater

Part I (Eleusinian Mysteries) was de jure expected to have a place in a volume thematically ori-
ented towards mysteries and cryptic cults.

In this Part, Marion Meyer (“What Can Images Tell Us about the Athenians’ View of the
Founder(s) of the Eleusinian Mysteries ?”) studies three rare fifth-century images of Eumolpos
(= the eponymous hero of the genos who provided the hierophant) and of Keleos (= the king of
the Eleusinians who hosted Demeter) which, together with Euripides’ Erechtheus, are the earliest
evidence for the genealogy of the Mysteries’ mythical founder.
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Mattia De Poli (“Aeschylus and the Eleusinian Mysteries: Further Sources for a “Famous” Accu-
sation?”) studies the sources related to Aeschylus’ accusation of impiety with regard to the Eleusi-
nian Mysteries, adding new evidence and connecting these accusations to Aeschylus’ travels to
Sicily towards the end of his life.

Alice Clinch (“Epiphanic Encounters at Eleusis: Incandescent and Ephemeral Forms of Epi-
phany”) deals with Demeter’s epiphanies in Eleusis and, in particular, with non-anthropo-
morphic epiphanies, focusing mainly on revelations of the goddess experienced through fragrance
and light.

Eleni Fassa (“A Eumolpid in the Hellenistic oecoumene: The Case of Timotheus, the Eleusi-
nian exēgētēs”) closes Part 1 suggesting that, in the Hellenistic period, mystic experience could
eventually be accessible even far from Eleusis as presumed by the activity of the Eumolpid Ti-
motheus who performed his hierophantic skills outside Eleusis and, in particular, in Ptolemaic
Alexandria.

Part II (Other Gods and Heroes) deals with rituals and cults related to gods – and heroes –

other than Demeter and Persephone.
This Part opens with Menelaos Christopoulos (“Dionysus’ Katabasis and the Mysteries of

Lerna”), who studies a highly indecent narrative concerning Dionysus’ descent to the Under-
world through the lake Alkyonia of Lerna, his encounter with Prosymnos, and the mystic cults
performed on this occasion including a possible ritual re-enactment of that narrative.

George W.M. Harrison (“Rome’s Embrace of Heracles”) studies the reception of Heracles
in Rome and the two main concepts defining his heroic identity. During the Republic Heracles
appears as “soterios”, (Hercules custos), a hero performing beneficial deeds. During the Empire
this concept remains vigorous but a second Heracles emerges, a more “private”, sympotic Hera-
cles, whose labors are paired with excess of power and outsized appetites.

Ronald Blankenborg (“‘I will Pray to You as a God’: Menelaus’ Previewed Deification in
the Odyssey”) focuses on Menelaus’ deification announced by Proteus in Odyssey 4 (in which he
spots an aspect of mysticism) and associates this narrative with the worship of Menelaus and He-
len in Sparta.

Chiara Di Serio (“Julian and the Statue of the Mother of the Gods”) analyzes the journey
of the statue of the Mother of the Gods from Phrygia to Rome and the display of the statue’s di-
vine powers as narrated in Julian’s Hymn to the Mother of the Gods and elucidates the Greco-Ro-
man ideas concerning the relationship between the gods and their statues.

Andrea Sánchez i Bernet (“Ares’ Chthonic Connections in Classical Attic Sources”) exam-
ines the chthonic elements of Ares’ cult in Attica. Although his relation to war is dominant, the
author detects some further characteristics related to frenzy and madness which may unexpect-
edly suggest a comparison with Dionysus.

Elo-Mall Toomet (“Mysteries of the Argive Plain – Mysteries of the Argive polis ?”) closes
the second Part by studying the cults of Dionysus, Demeter, and Hera in the Argive plain and ex-
ploring the incorporation of specific mythical narratives and cults into the official religion of the
city of Argos.

Part III (Ritual and Initiation) features papers associated with initiation rites.
Olga Levaniouk (“Mystery Cows: Bovine Subplots in Initiation Narratives”) opens this

Part with a chapter focusing on the phraseology, imagery, and symbolism generally associated
with cows in narratives on Greek mysteries, whilst exploring, in particular, the specific signifi-
cance attributed to bulls, cows, and calves.

Prologue
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Philip R. Bosman (“Julian the Sacrificer”) questions the story about Julian’s sacrificial practices,
an odd story indeed since blood sacrifice was rather in decline in late antiquity. Julian’s practice
may be linked to his theurgic persuasion (being one of Iamblichus’ disciples), his initiation into
the Metroac mysteries and, finally, to the role he assigned to himself as emperor-priest.

Marios Koutsoukos (“Visions of the Mithras Liturgy: The Role of Self-Initiation in Theur-
gic Ritual”) studies one of the most detailed descriptions of epiphanic experience we possess
from Late Antiquity ( the ‘Mithras Liturgy’ found in the corpus of the Greek Magical Papyri) and
tries to discover parallels between self-initiatory magical texts and Neoplatonic theurgy.

Alessandra Giannuzzi (“Μονοκρήπιδες: The Symbol of the Barefoot”) studies the case of
μονοκρήπιδες (persons wearing only one shoe) classifying them into three categories: 1) people
who are about to be initiated 2) soldiers of primitive armies 3) people involved in a religious rite.
She cites mythical examples for these categories and further questions the relationship between
wearing one shoe and lameness.

Jordi Redondo (“Literature, Ritual, Myth, and Gender Change: Mysticity and Mystical-
ity”) studies literary evidence on cult and ritual concerning in particular gender change; he inves-
tigates Indo-european antecedents and explores the way hermaphroditism, transvestism, and
bisexuality are perceived in the ancient Greek world.

Part IV (Poetry and Philosophy) deals with literary genres associated par excellence with mys-
teries and cryptic cults.

Richard Seaford (“Parmenidean Metaphysics and Mystic Initiation”) studies Parmenides’
thought starting from the assumption that Parmenides presents his ideas as if revealed in mystic
initiation; further on, he explores the influence of mystic doctrine on the content of Parmenides’
thought, and in particular the unity of the cosmos and the unity of subject with object.

Natasha Bershadsky (“Odysseus Running: Looms, Mirth, Dung, and Divine Presence”) ex-
amines the images on a skyphos from the Theban Kabiric sanctuary, which portray Odysseus
with Circe on one side, and Odysseus running over the waves on the other, in combination with
a scene of a footrace between Odysseus and Ajax from Iliad 23, featuring a simile of a weaving
woman. She argues that in both cases the seemingly comical scenes contain references to the cul-
tic subtext, respectively the banquets for the Kabiri in the case of the skyphos, and the Panathe-
naic festival in the Iliad scene.

Giuseppe Zanetto (“Liturgical Eros: Sacred Space as a Space for Love”) studies religious fes-
tivals as a frequent topos where a girl and a boy meet for the first time and fall in love, and cites
characteristic examples from Callimachus, Xenophon of Ephesus, and Chariton; he argues that,
although this motif is mainly found in Hellenistic poetry and Greek novel, it can be considered
as a variation of the Archaic oarismós already encountered in the Iliad.

Smaro Nikolaidou-Arampatzi (“Paizein in Hades: Afterlife Bliss as a Playful and Innocent
Condition”) argues that paizein depictions of the Underworld illustrate afterlife bliss as an inno-
cent and playful condition, which can be considered as an eschatological version of immortality;
she brings forward relevant examples from Pindar, Aristophanes, Plato, and Heraclitus indicating
their subtle convergence and divergence.

Efthymia Kafritsa (“Ἔρως as Mystic Initiation”) closes Part IV studying the representation
of ἔρως as mystic initiation in Plato’s Symposium and Phaedrus, whilst searching for similar con-
cepts in earlier texts (i. e. Aeschylus and Sophocles). She also stresses the similarity of structure
that underlies the connection between erotic and mystic initiation.

Prologue
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Part V (Mysteries and Theater) explores the relation between mysteries and theater focusing, in
particular, on Dionysian choreia and Greek Comedy.

Vasiliki Kousoulini (“Dionysian Choreia as a Multisensory Experience in Ancient Greek
Theater and Ancient Greek Literary Theory”) studies the performative forms in the dramatic ap-
pearances of Dionysian choreia in ancient Greek theater and examines their ‘reception’ by ancient
Greek literary criticism, thereby displaying the interaction between ritual forms and aesthetic
forms within the theatrical performance.

Athina Papachrysostomou (“Blissful Afterlife and para prosdokian in Middle Comedy”) ex-
plores the way comic poets tried to exploit the mysteries without openly parodying them. To that
end, she studies two representative comic fragments from Middle Comedy, where the play-
wrights satirize the belief about blissful afterlife through the ‘technique of disguise’, with no di-
rect reference to the mysteries themselves.

On the ground of the above mentioned studies, the editors hope that this volume provides a reli-
able, well documented, and multidimensional survey of the main questions pertaining to mys-
teries and cryptic cults in Greek and Roman antiquity.

Our deepest thanks are addressed to the Department of Philology of the University of
Patras for generously covering part of the expenses for the publication of this volume.

Patras and Vienna, September 2023 Menelaos Christopoulos
Marion Meyer

Athina Papachrysostomou

On December 6, 2023, our colleague and friend Richard Seaford passed away. We will greatly
miss him and always remember him with admiration. Gratefully, we dedicate this volume to his
memory.

Prologue
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Mattia De Poli

Aeschylus and the Eleusinian Mysteries:
Further Sources for a “Famous” Accusation?

Abstract
The chapter discusses the sources commonly quoted in connection with Aeschylus’ accusa-
tion of impiety, plus four additional sources, which date from an earlier time but are of-
ten overlooked. I suggest that this episode might have happened during the 460s BCE and
was not the only reason why the tragedian left Athens and travelled to Sicily toward the
end of his life.

Key words: Aeschylus, impiety, Areopagus, Heraclides of Pontus, Herodotus, Aristo-
phanes, Plato, Vita Aeschyli, Sicily

1. Introduction
Since the 1970s many classical scholars have been systematically studying ancient Greek biogra-
phy.1 To get an idea of the results of this extensive research we simply need to compare the life
of Aeschylus as described in Lesky’s Geschichte der griechischen Literatur (1957, 225–227) with a
more recent analysis of the topic in Zimmermann’s Handbuch der griechischen Literatur der Anti-
ke (2011, 561– 562). The former still believed that the tragic poet was indeed accused of impi-
ety,2 while the latter does not even mention that event. After a quick reappraisal of the
traditional sources of this episode from the life of Aeschylus, I will argue that much more evi-
dence may be found in the Vita Aeschyli, in the works of Plato, and even in Aristophanes’ Frogs
and Herodotus’ Histories.

2. Traditional narratives and modern criticism
Stephan Radt singled out five individual sources and traced two main lines of tradition (T 93a–d
and T 94) regarding Aeschylus’ accusation of impiety.3 The anonymous commentator on Aristo-
tle’s Nicomachean Ethics (T 93b) also reports a version of the story that he took from Heraclides
of Pontus, and it is better to consider this source independently. So, in total, the famous episode
is reported by four authors (Aristotle, Heraclides of Pontus, Clement of Alexandria, and Aelian –

with the first two dating as early as the fourth century BCE), as well as by two scholiasts of Aris-
totle (T 1a and T 1b below).

T 1 Arist. Eth. Nic. 3.1.1111a 8–11 (= Aesch. T 93a Radt):
ὃ δὲ πράττει ἀγνοήσειεν ἄν τις, οἷον †λέγοντές φασιν ἐκπεσεῖν αὐτούς,† ἢ οὐκ εἰδέναι
ὅτι ἀπόρρητα ἦν, ὥσπερ Αἰσχύλος τὰ μυστικά, ἢ δεῖξαι βουλόμενος (10) ἀφεῖναι, ὡς ὁ
τὸν καταπέλτην.

1 Momigliano 1971 is generally considered the initia-
tor of the modern studies in ancient Greek biography, after
the forerunning contribution of Arrighetti 1964. See also
Fairweather 1974; Lefkowitz 1981; Fairweather 1984;
Schorn 2018.

2 Lesky 1957, 226: “Eher möchte man die nicht

schlecht bezeugte Geschichte glauben, Aischylos sei in
einem Asebieprozeß wegen Verletzung des Mysterienge-
heimnisses freigesprochen worden, da er ohne Wissen
von diesen Dingen Anstoß erregt hatte”.

3 Radt 1985, 63–64.
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But someone might be ignorant of what he is doing, as when people say ‘it just came
out’, in conversation, or ‘I didn’t know the subject was taboo’, as Aeschylus said about
the Mysteries, or ‘I let it off whilst I meant to demonstrate it’, as said the man who let
off the catapult.4

a. Comm. in Arist. Eth. Nic. 3.1.1111a 8–11 [CAG 20, 145,23] (= Aesch. T 93b Radt):
ὥσπερ Αἰσχύλος τὰ μυστικά. δοκεῖ γὰρ Αἰσχύλος λέγειν μυστικά τινα ἔν τε ταῖς Τοξό-
τισι καὶ Ἱερείαις καὶ ἐν Σισύφῳ πετροκυλιστῇ καὶ Ἰφιγενείᾳ καὶ Οἰδίποδι. ἐν γὰρ τού-
τοις πᾶσι περὶ Δημήτρας λέγων τῶν μυστικωτέρων (μυστικῶν Schneidewin)

περιεργότερον ἅπτεσθαι ἔοικε.

As Aeschylus said of the Mysteries: it appears that Aeschylus revealed something about
the Mysteries in Toxotides, Hiereiai, Sisyphos petrokylistes, Iphigeneia, and Oidipous. In all
these dramas, speaking of Demeter, he seemed to have touched something strictly con-
nected with the Mysteries in an inappropriate way.5

b. Aspas. in Arist. Eth. Nic. 3.1.1111a 8–11 [CAG 19,1, 64,29] (= Aesch. T 93c Radt):
τὸ δὲ τί ἐστι τὸ πραττόμενον, ὅπερ ἐκπεπτωκέναι <λέγουσιν> αὐτούς, ὡς ὁ Αἰσχύλος
τὰ μυστικά· ἔλεγε μὲν γὰρ οὐχ ὡς μυστικά, ἔλαθε δὲ εἰπὼν μυστικά.

As to ‘what is that which is performed’, this is precisely what they say to have slipped
out, as Aeschylus said of the Mysteries; in fact, he was speaking without the intention
to refer to the Mysteries, yet he revealed information about the Mysteries without realiz-
ing it.6

T 2 Heraclid. Pont. fr. 97 Sch. = Comm. in Arist. Eth. Nic. 3.1.1111a 8–11 [CAG
20,145,23] (= Aesch. T 93c Radt):
λέγει δὲ περὶ Αἰσχύλου καὶ Ἡρακλείδης ὁ Ποντικὸς ἐν τῷ πρώτῳ Περὶ Ὁμήρου, ὡς

κινδυνεύοντος ἐπὶ σκηνῆς ἀναιρεθῆναι ἐπὶ τῷ τῶν μυστικῶν περιφέρειν τινὰ δοκεῖν, εἰ
μὴ προαισθόμενος κατέφυγεν ἐπὶ τὸν τοῦ Διονύσου βωμόν, καὶ Ἀρεοπαγιτῶν αὐτὸν
παραιτησαμένων ὡς ὀφείλοντα κριθῆναι πρῶτον, ἐδόκει ὑπαχθῆναι εἰς δικαστήριον
καὶ ἀποφυγεῖν, αὐτὸν τῶν δικαστῶν ἀφέντων μάλιστα διὰ τὰ πραχθέντα αὐτῷ ἐν <τῇ
ἐπὶ> Μαραθῶνι μάχῃ. ὁ μὲν γὰρ ἀδελφὸς αὐτοῦ Κυναίγειρος ἀπεκόπη τὰς χεῖρας,
αὐτὸς δὲ πολλὰ τρωθεὶς φοράδην ἀνηνέχθη. μαρτυρεῖ τούτοις καὶ τὸ ἐπὶ τῷ τάφῳ
αὐτοῦ ἐπίγραμμα·

Αἰσχύλον Εὐφορίωνος Ἀθηναῖον τόδε σῆμα
κεύθει ἀποφθινόμενον πυροφόρον …

Heraclides of Pontus too says about Aeschylus in his first book On Homer that he was at
risk of being killed on stage because he seemed to have revealed some of the secrets of
the mysteries. (And that would have happened,) had he not realized this in advance and
had he not taken refuge at the altar of Dionysus. After the members of the Aeropagus
summoned him, informing him that he first needed to be tried, it was believed he was
brought before the court and had been acquitted, the judges letting him go mostly on
account of the things he had done at the Battle of Marathon. For his brother Cyne-
geirus had his hands cut off, and he himself sustained many injuries and was brought
back on a litter. The epigram on his tomb also bears witness to these deeds:

This monument covers the Athenian Aeschylus, son of
Euphorion, who perished fire-bearing […]7

T 3 Clem. Al. Strom. 2.14.60.1–3 (= Aesch. T 93d Radt):
(1) Τὸ γοῦν ἀκούσιον οὐ κρίνεται (διττὸν δὲ τοῦτο, τὸ μὲν γινόμενον μετ’ ἀγνοίας, τὸ
δὲ ἀνάγκῃ) ἐπεὶ πῶς ἂν καὶ δικάσειας (2) περὶ τῶν κατὰ τοὺς ἀκουσίους τρόπους ἁμαρ-

4 Trans. Rowe, in Broadie and Rowe 2002, 125.
5 My translation.

6 My translation.
7 Trans. Schütrumpf 2008, 185 (adapted).

Mattia De Poli
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τάνειν λεγομένων; ἢ (3) γὰρ αὑτόν τις ἠγνόησεν, ὡς Κλεομένης καὶ Ἀθάμας οἱ μαν-
έντες, ἢ τὸ πρᾶγμα ὃ πράσσει, ὡς Αἰσχύλος τὰ μυστήρια ἐπὶ σκηνῆς ἐξειπὼν ἐν Ἀρείῳ
πάγῳ κριθεὶς οὕτως ἀφείθη ἐπιδείξας αὑτὸν μὴ μεμυημένον.

(1) The involuntary does not come under judgment. It is of two kinds, one arising from
ignorance, the other from compulsion. How could one pass sentence on those who ad-
mittedly offended involuntarily ? (2) In these circumstances a person does not know him-
self, like Cleomenes or Athamas in their madness; (3) or else he does not know what he
is doing, like Aeschylus revealing the mysteries in the theatre. When he was tried by the
Areopagus and showed that he was not an initiate, he was acquitted.8

T 4 Ael. VH 5.19 (= Aesch. T 94 Radt):
Αἰσχύλος ὁ τραγῳδὸς ἐκρίνετο ἀσεβείας ἐπί τινι δράματι. ἑτοίμων οὖν ὄντων
Ἀθηναίων βάλλειν αὐτὸν λίθοις, Ἀμεινίας ὁ νεώτερος ἀδελφὸς διακαλυψάμενος τὸ
ἱμάτιον ἔδειξε τὸν πῆχυν ἔρημον τῆς χειρός. ἔτυχε δὲ ἀριστεύων ἐν Σαλαμῖνι ὁ Ἀμει-
νίας ἀποβεβληκὼς τὴν χεῖρα, καὶ πρῶτος Ἀθηναίων τῶν ἀριστείων ἔτυχεν. ἐπεὶ δὲ εἶ-
δον οἱ δικασταὶ τοῦ ἀνδρὸς τὸ πάθος, ὑπεμνήσθησαν τῶν ἔργων αὐτοῦ, καὶ ἀφῆκαν
τὸν Αἰσχύλον.

The tragedian Aeschylus was brought to trial on a charge of impiety arising from a play.
The Athenians were prepared to stone him, but his younger brother Ameinias rolled
back his cloak and displayed the arm which had lost a hand; it happened that Ameinias
had performed an exploit at Salamis which cost him a hand, and he was the first of the
Athenians to be decorated for valour. When the jurors saw what the man had endured,
they recalled his actions and let Aeschylus go free.9

At first sight, the story of Aelian appears quite divergent from the version reported by the other
sources. Aelian focuses mostly on Aeschylus’ defense, introducing Ameinias as the younger broth-
er of the tragic poet, who reminded the jury of his courage in the Battle of Salamis. Heraclides
of Pontus, on the other hand, mentions Cynegeirus as Aeschylus’ brother, who was a soldier in
the Battle of Marathon. Both Ameinias and Cynegeirus would have suffered the loss of one or
two hands in the fighting, a coincidence that we must look at with suspicion. Moreover, Aelian
is the only one who explicitly mentions “impiety”, but he does not specify what was Aeschylus’
fault nor does he say that the jurors were the Aeropagites.

The Varia Historia is a very late source for Aeschylus’ trial and it is impossible to determine
the sources from where Aelian drew his anecdotes.10 On the other hand, Chamaeleon com-
plained that Heraclides of Pontus plagiarized his works in writing On Hesiod and On Homer, and
we may suspect that Heraclides took this episode too from Chamaeleon’s On Aeschylus.11 Hence,
we might conclude that Heraclides himself is largely unreliable, since the biographies of ancient
poets written by Chamaeleon usually drew on details found in the texts of the author in question
or in the texts of other authors, mostly comedies.12 Modern scholars have also observed that

8 Trans. Ferguson 1991, 199.
9 Trans. Wilson 1997, 225–227, adapted; although

the Greek text reads ἐν Σαλαμῖνι, Wilson in his English
translation mentions Marathon as the place where Ameinias
fought and lost one of his hands. Here I choose to follow
the Greek text, being rather hesitant to accept Wilson’s
modification, which might have been prompted by Lefko-
witz’s suspects (1981, 68) regarding Ameinias being
Aeschylus’ brother and/or by Radt’s suggestion (Aesch.
TrGF test. 94) that Aelian mixed up Ameinias with Cyne-
geirus.

10 See Wilson 1997, 10–11. During the Second So-
phistic, the braveness of Cynegeirus, Aeschylus’ brother,

was idealized and celebrated by Polemo. See Oikonomo-
poulou 2023 (with further bibliography), who points out
“the role Herodotus’ account of the battle of Marathon
played in the formation of a long tradition of Marathonian
θαύματα” (n. 22). Aelian wrote his work in the same
cultural context, whilst also drawing on earlier sources.
On Second Sophistic miscellanies, like the Varia Historia,
see Oikonomopoulou 2017. On the anecdote in the Sec-
ond Sophistic, see Goldhill 2009.

1 1 Heraclid. Pont. fr. 1.105–107 Sch. (= Diog. Laert.
5.92). On Chamaeleon and Heraclides, see Giordano 1990,
19–20.

12 Arrighetti 1987, 141–180: “Cameleonte applicava il
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‘Chamaeleon’s method’ was so pervasive in Greek culture, even before the fourth century BCE,
that we should approach all ancient biographical sources with suspicion; expectedly, most schol-
ars consider Aeschylus’ trial for impiety to be untrue.13

Nevertheless, all sources largely agree, since any differences are mostly superficial. Revealing
something about the mysteries (cf. T. 1 [T. 1 a, T. 1b], T. 2, T. 3) was indeed an impiety (T. 4).14

The meaning of the verb περιφέρειν (T. 3) could be very similar to that of λέγειν (T. 1 a, T. 1b,
T. 2) in this case, 15 so we may assume that Aeschylus’ fault was that he somehow referred to the
Mysteries in one of his tragedies, and not that he had his actors perform some kind of ritual on
stage.16 It is plausible that this kind of offence was still under the jurisdiction of the Areopagus
(T. 2, T. 3, and maybe T. 4)17 and Aeschylus’ defense consisted of two distinguished parts: the ar-
gumentatio in which the tragedian said that he was not an initiate and was not aware that he was
saying something about the Mysteries; and the peroratio in which the tragedian or a relative of
him described his own merits.18 Indeed, according to Heraclides of Pontus, “the judges let him
go mostly (μάλιστα) on account of the things he had done at the Battle of Marathon” (T. 3);
hence, arguably, there was more than one reason for his acquittal.

It is doubtful, or even improbable, that the famous Ameinias was actually a brother of
Aeschylus. Herodotus mentions the death of Cynegeirus in the Battle of Marathon and says that
he was son of Euphorion (6.114); hence, we can infer that he was a brother of Aeschylus.19 Next,
he recounts the heroic deeds of Ameinias in the Battle of Salamis (8.84, 8.93), 20 but he notes
twice that Ameinias was from the deme of Pallene, while other sources attest that Aeschylus was
from the deme of Eleusis.21 However, we cannot exclude that Aeschylus was a soldier in both
the Battle of Marathon (490 BCE) and the Battle of Salamis (480 BCE),22 which is a first termi-
nus post quem for the dating of Aeschylus’ trial for impiety, and that the poet had a younger
brother whose name was Ameinias who defended him, although he was not the famous Ameinias
from Pallene. Our sources can be unreliable regarding some details – e. g. the loss of one or both
of Cynegeirus’ hands – but there is no actual inconsistency in them.

Generally, the strong scepticism on ancient Greek biographies expressed by Lefkowitz
(1981) needs to be treated with caution. It is true that “historians like Herodotus and Thucy-
dides provided brief biographies of kings and generals […] but no ancient poet seems to have
had a Boswell.”23 Indeed, no biography of any ancient Greek poet was written by someone who
had lived close to him.24 Lefkowitz also claimed that the biographers of ancient Greek poets

metodo di ricostruire non solo tratti e caratteristiche dei vari
personaggi, ma anche vere e proprie vicende della loro vita,
nonché notizie relative al contributo dato da loro allo svi-
luppo e al progresso del genere letterario nel quale avevano
operato, da passi di opere di quegli autori medesimi, o,
quando il caso si dava – come per es. sfruttando gli accenni
che compaiono nella Commedia antica riguardo ai tragici –
anche di altri” (142). See also Schorn 2018, 51– 52, 70– 73.

13 See Pecorella Longo 2011, 44 n. 4; Corradi 2007,
291; Lefkowitz 1981, 68 (= 2012, 71).

14 See Pecorella Longo 2011, 49– 50. On impiety in
classical Athens, see also Bowden 2015; Cohen 1988.

1 5 See LSJ9, s. v. περιφέρω, 4: “carry round, publish,
make known”.

16 See e. g. Fiechter 1937; Sutton 1983; Tiverios 2004,
419–420.

17 See Ammendola 2001, 53– 54. Aelian just speaks of
some jurors in this anecdote, but in the previous chapter
(VH 5.18) he speaks about a trial against a witch, who was
persecuted as impious, and the tribunal in charge was the
Areopagus.

18 See Ammendola 2001, 65–66. But Lefkowitz 2012,
71 believes that this episode was an anecdote invented by
Heraclides of Pontus on the basis of “a scene in comedy,

with a plot roughly analogous to Aristophanes’ Frogs” (but
the plot of Aristophanes’ Thesmophorizousae with the two
characters of Euripides and his relative would probably be
more pertinent). See also Lefkowitz 1981, 68: “Heraclides’
source may have been a scene in comedy”.

19 Such an inference is well accepted also by Lefkowitz
1981, vii.

20 We also hear Ameinias’ deeds at the beginning of
the Battle of Salamis from a Messenger’s speech in Aeschy-
lus’ Persians (409–411), but his name is not mentioned.
See Broadhead 1960, 125; Hall 1996, 139, who believes
that Aeschylus had a younger brother whose name was
Ameinias but not the one from Pallene.

2 1 E.g. Vita Aeschyli 1.
22 On Vita Aeschyli 4, see Fairweather 1984, 345;

Frassoni 2013, 47– 58.
23 Lefkowitz 2012, 1. See also Lefkowitz 1981, vii: “A

general like Alexander might attract a Callisthenes, but no
ancient poet had a Boswell”.

24 James Boswell lived in the 18th century and person-
ally knew Samuel Johnson, spending part of his life with
him, and he wrote a biography about him just a few years
after he died, which soon became very popular.
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“had no firsthand information” about them and that “the poet’s contemporaries did not record
detailed biographical information, […] in part because they already knew it and in part because
they thought that such factual details were worth recording only if they played some role in a life
and death enterprise, such as a trial or a war” (Lefkowitz 2012, 1). But what about Herodotus
speaking of some Attic tragedians of the early fifth century BCE in his Histories ? Fairweather
(1984) criticized any ‘impressionistic approach’ to ancient sources, claiming that “not everything
in a dramatist’s Life which at first sight appears to have been inferred from his plays need actually
have originated in that way”, 25 and called for “source-criticism”.26 This is what I will do in the
following pages.

3. Further (neglected) sources ?
In his introduction to the sources on Aeschylus’ accusation of impiety (“L. Aeschylus in ius voca-
tus a. propter sacra mystica evulgata”), Stephan Radt suggests that we might consider four other
texts, three of which are collected in the section with tragic fragments.27 The testimonium (Aesch.
T. 103.1ff. Radt = Ath. 1.21d–22a) focuses on the elegant and elaborate costumes introduced by
Aeschylus and the garments worn by the priests and ministers of the Eleusinian cults. This, how-
ever, is irrelevant to a charge based on what Aeschylus had said.28 Similarly, we should also ex-
clude Aesch. fr. 309 Radt (= Ath. 9.375e), which deals with the sacrifice of a young pig, since in
this case we would need to assume that impiety was committed through the staging of an act / a ri-
tual, whereas our sources explicitly attest that impiety was committed through something that
was said on stage.29 Now, let us move to Aesch. frr. 333 and **467, but also fr. 351 Radt, and
Vita Aeschyli 8.

3.1 Hdt. 2.156.5–6 and Paus. 8.37.6
A key-text for our investigation can be Hdt. 2.156.5–6 (= Aesch. fr. 333 Radt), which deals with
Aeschylus, son of Euphorion, as a poet, as well as with the goddesses Artemis and – even more
conspicuously – Demeter:

(5) Ἀπόλλωνα δὲ καὶ Ἄρτεμιν Διονύσου καὶ Δήμητρος λέγουσι εἶναι παῖδας, Λητοῦν δὲ
τροφὸν αὐτοῖσι καὶ σώτειραν γενέσθαι. Αἰγυπτιστὶ δὲ Ἀπόλλων μὲν Ὦρος, Δημήτηρ δὲ Ἶσις,
Ἄρτεμις δὲ Βούβαστις. (6) ἐκ τούτου δὲ τοῦ λόγου καὶ οὐδενὸς ἄλλου Αἰσχύλος ὁ Εὐ-

φορίωνος ἥρπασε τὸ ἐγὼ φράσω, μοῦνος δὴ ποιητέων τῶν προγενομένων· ἐποίησε γὰρ Ἄρτε-
μιν εἶναι θυγατέρα Δήμητρος.30

Apollo and Artemis were (they say) children of Dionysus and Isis, and Leto was made their
nurse and preserver; in Egyptian, Apollo is Horus, Demeter Isis, Artemis Bubastis. It was from
this and no other legend that Aeschylus son of Euphorion stole an imagination, which is in no
other poet, that Artemis was a daughter of Demeter.

In the Aigyptiakos logos, Herodotus says that Apollo and Artemis are equivalent to the Egyptian
gods Horus and Bubastis, whose mother Isis is identical to the Greek goddess Demeter, Dionysus/
Osiris being their father. Leto was just the nurse who preserved the son of Osiris from Typhon.

25 Fairweather 1984, 343.
26 Fairweather 1984, 348: “Given that not all the

biographer’s sources were equally bad, detailed source-criti-
cism […] would be desirable, if it were possible”. This
article sounds somehow a sort of retractation of Fair-
weather 1974: see, in particular, Fairweather 1974, 235,
and Fairweather 1984, 343–345.

27 Radt 1985, 63.
28 Lobeck 1829, 81–82, suggests that Aeschylus’ im-

piety relied in the way he staged the Erinyes, similar to the

Eleusinian dadouchoi.
29 Nonetheless, Sutton 1983, 251 argues that

“Aeschylus represented onstage the kind of pig-sacrifice
associated with the Thesmophoria and the Eleusinian Mys-
teries, perhaps in a highly comical way. In so doing, he may
conceivably have shocked and offended the sensibilities of
an audience not yet accustomed to theatrical burlesque of
religious rites”.

30 Trans. Godley 1926, 469 (adapted).
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The modern scholars, from August Nauck (1856) onward, usually consider this text to be a frag-
ment from an unknown play of Aeschylus, but this does not exclude the possibility that it can be
yet another source of Aeschylus’ accusation of impiety. Such a genealogy of Demeter, which was
possibly told by Aeschylus in one of his plays and was unattested in earlier Greek poetry, could
be the reason for the charge against him. Having initially advanced this hypothesis, the Dutch
scholar Jakob Voorbroek, also known as Perizonius (1701, 399–400), later revoked it, since he
thought that a singular genealogy like this had nothing to do with the revelation of the Eleusi-
nian mysteries by Aeschylus. Yet a few decades later, Nicolas Fréret (1756, 266–270)31 reconsid-
ered this assumption and argued that Aeschylus revealed a part of the secret cult of the
Eleusinian Mysteries by presenting Artemis as the daughter of Demeter.32 As known, within the
Eleusinian sanctuary one of the temples was dedicated to Artemis, who received various offerings
during the Eleusinia,33 including several ritual objects – especially thymiateria. Several thymiater-
ia, found during the archaeological excavations at Eleusis, date to the late sixth century BCE,
and represent a cortege of four or five gods: Dionysus, Demeter, and Kore, but also Artemis, and
sometimes Apollo.34

Herodotus underlines that Aeschylus derived this genealogic relationship between Demeter
and Artemis from the Egyptian religion “and no other legend”, because he probably does not
want to make the same mistake as Aeschylus.35 Thus, he conveys a part of Aeschylus’ defense
from the accusation of impiety, when the tragic poet claimed that he had not been initiated to
the Eleusinian Mysteries (T. 1b, T. 3). Herodotus is not a ‘Boswell’ for this Attic tragedian and,
as far as we know, he never met him. Nevertheless, we can safely assume that he was familiar
with Aeschylus’ Persians and that this tragedy had exercised some influence upon his Histories.
What is most remarkable is that the historian offers many details about the origin of the tragic
choruses in the Peloponnese, e. g. in Corinth (1.23) and Sicyon (5.67), but he openly speaks of
the Attic drama and dramatists only twice. He refers to Aeschylus in Book II, while in Book VI
he focuses on Phrynichus and the reaction of the Athenian people after they attended his play
The Capture of Miletus (Hdt. 6.21.10), which was staged in 492 BCE. This tragedy was a scandal
in Athens: the tragic poet had to pay a huge amount of money as a penalty and the Athenians for-
bade anyone from restaging his play, because he had recalled a sorrowful episode from Athens’ re-
cent history and had moved the theater audience too much.36 It is not inconceivable that the
allusion to Aeschylus and the unusual genealogic relationship between Demeter and Artemis in
Book II were similarly based on a scandal like the revelation of a secret regarding the Eleusinian
Mysteries.

Indeed, what Herodotus says about Aeschylus fits well with the accusation of impiety
against him, as attested by several sources from the fourth century BCE onward,37 and we can ar-
guably consider the passage of his Histories under examination (2.156.5–6) as a hint to this epi-
sode, a hint that dates to the fifth century BCE and is much closer to the time the episode
actually happened. The same information is later reported by Pausanias (8.37.6), when he de-
scribes a sanctuary of Despoina in Arcadia: Δήμητρος δὲ Ἄρτεμιν θυγατέρα εἶναι καὶ οὐ Λητοῦς,
ὄντα Αἰγυπτίων τὸν λόγον Αἰσχύλος ἐδίδαξεν Εὐφορίωνος τοὺς Ἕλληνας (“that Artemis was a
daughter not of Leto but of Demeter, which is the Egyptian account, the Greeks learned from

3 1 Fréret’s papers, delivered by himself at the Académie
Française, were published posthumously (in 1756 and
1809).

32 See also Fréret 1809, 54; Creuzer 1822, 851–852;
Klausen 1829, 92–97; Welcker 1839, 49– 50; Reinach
1919, 182–189; Tiverios 2010, 18 n. 3, 29–30. Maybe
also Tricot 1959, 125 n. 4, if we consider that he made a
mistake refering to Aesch. fr. 334 Nauck1 instead of fr. 324
Nauck1 (= fr. 333 Nauck2).

33 Scarpi 2002, 104–105 and 497–498.

34 See Tiverios 2004; Tiverios 2010.
35 See Fréret 1756, 267; Fréret 1809, 54.
36 Ammendola 2001, 102–103 discusses this episode

at the end of her analysis of the freedom of speech limita-
tion in fifth-century Athens.

37 Tiverios 2004, 406 claims that all sources attesting
Aeschylus’ accusation of impiety date to late antiquity
except for Aristotle’ Nicomachean Ethics; we should also
add Heraclides of Pontus (and maybe Chamaeleon) to
the list of exceptions.
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Aeschylus the son of Euphorion”).38 With these words, Pausanias seeks to justify the presence of
Artemis in the statuary complex inside the sanctuary of Despoina, where a standing figure of Ar-
temis featured beside that of a seated Demeter. Moreover, a temple dedicated to Artemis Hege-
mone was located near the sanctuary of Despoina, whose cult was probably influenced by the
Eleusinian Mysteries.39

The anonymous commentator of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (T. 1 a), clearly drawing a
relationship between the main deity of the Eleusinian cults and the charge of impiety against
Aeschylus, lists five tragedies that could refer to this scandal. Each one of them had some connec-
tions with Demeter and/or Artemis: 40

1) Toxotides (Bowwomen): due to Artemis’ anger, Acteon’s body was dismembered;
2) Hiereiai (Priestesses): the priestesses of the title paid their sacred service to Artemis;
3) Sisyphos petrokylistes (Sisyphus rolling rocks): Zagreus (Aesch. fr. 228 Radt) was the name of

Dionysus, son of Hades and Persephone and grandson of Demeter, before he was dismem-
bered (an episode like this also featured in the Egyptian myth of Osiris);

4) Iphigeneia (Iphigenia): Artemis was involved in the misadventure of Agamemnon’s eldest
daughter;

5) Oidipous (Oedipus): the main character in this play probably arrived in Athens, sought re-
fuge in the sanctuary of Demeter and – maybe – was initiated into her mysteries.

3.2 Ar. Ra. 886–887
In Aristophanes’ Frogs, Dionysus exhorts both Aeschylus and Euripides to say a prayer before
starting their poetic competition. Aeschylus prays to Demeter and mentions her Mysteries (Ar.
Ra. 886–887 = Aesch. fr. **467 Radt):

Δήμητερ ἡ θρέψασα τὴν ἐμὴν φρένα, “Demeter, who nourished my mind,
εἶναί με τῶν σῶν ἄξιον μυστηρίων may I be worthy of your Mysteries !”41

Some scholars suggested that one or both lines is a fragment of Aeschylus, probably from his Eleu-
sinians,42 but now this hypothesis is mostly ruled out. Charlesworth (1926, 4– 5) not only did
believe in that theory, but he also maintained that those lines “are applied to him in jest by Aris-
tophanes”, because he had been accused of divulging the Mysteries; however, an ironic quotation
like this seems to be too contrived. Later, both Dover (1994, 303) and Sommerstein (1996,
234) considered such an allusion rather inappropriate here; the latter claimed that it is very un-
likely that the story of Aeschylus’ accusation of impiety was known in 405 BCE, since “the effect
of Aeschylus’ simple and impressive prayer […] would be destroyed” (l.c.); accordingly, we
would need to imagine that this story was invented later, in the fourth century BCE.

Nevertheless, if we assume that both Aeschylus and Euripides had already been accused of
impiety and were acquitted before the performance of Aristophanes’ Frogs,43 their prayers in the
play would have sounded humorous to contemporary audience, albeit in different ways. Euri-
pides claims to believe in “different” gods (Ar. Ra. 889), so he openly presents himself as im-
pious. Aeschylus pretends to be pious but prays to the goddess whose mysteries he revealed in

38 Trans. Jones 1935, 87 (adapted).
39 See Moggi and Osanna 2003, 468 with further

bibliography.
40 Reinach 1919, 186 believes that Priestesses, Bow-

women or Iphigenia are more likely to be the drama in
question, since Artemis played an important role in these
three tragedies. The Eleusinians could also be somehow
connected with the cult of Demeter in Eleusis, but there
is no evidence of it ; see Culasso Gastaldi 1976.

4 1 Trans. Henderson 2002, 145.

42 See Radt 1985, 503.
43 On Euripides’ accusation, see Kannicht 2004, 94–

95. Dover 1975, 36 insists that Euripides was indeed
charged with antidosis, and that impiety was a common
argument in a trial to put the rival in a bad light. See
also Lefkowitz 1987, who is right to argue that to be tried
for impiety does not necessarily mean to be impious; how-
ever, if distortion and exaggeration were a common way of
making fun in comedy, there must be some truth behind it.
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one of his tragedies. Thus, Aristophanes, whilst contrasting the decline of poetry in the present
time with the good old days, would be mocking both tragedians throughout the play.44 It is evi-
dent that a comic effect would be stronger here, only if the accusations against these two tragic
poets were already well known in Athens before the end of the fifth century BCE.

3.3 Pl. Resp. 8.563b 5–c 2 (and Plut. Amat. 763b 15–17, Them. Or. 4.52b 4– 7)
In Plato’s Republic (8.563b5–c2), while discussing with Glaucon about the degeneration of de-
mocracy, Socrates shows how far liberty can go, that is, equality between masters and slaves,
both male and female, and even between men and women. Then, Glaucon asks if this means that
one should say whatever rises to their lips, as Aeschylus said:

Τὸ δέ γε, ἦν δ’ ἐγώ, ἔσχατον, ὦ φίλε, τῆς ἐλευθερίας τοῦ πλήθους, ὅσον γίγνεται ἐν τῇ
τοιαύτῃ πόλει, ὅταν δὴ οἱ ἐωνημένοι καὶ αἱ ἐωνημέναι μηδὲν ἧττον ἐλεύθεροι ὦσι τῶν πρια-
μένων. Ἐν γυναιξὶ δὲ πρὸς ἄνδρας καὶ ἀνδράσι πρὸς γυναῖκας ὅση ἡ ἰσονομία καὶ ἐλευθερία
γίγνεται, ὀλίγου ἐπελαθόμεθ’ εἰπεῖν.
Οὐκοῦν κατ’ Αἰσχύλον, ἔφη, ἐροῦμεν ὅτι νῦν ἦλθ’ ἐπὶ στόμα;
Πάνυ γε, εἶπον.

Further, the ultimate in freedom for the masses in my view, my friend, is what happens in
such a city when men and women bought as slaves are no less free than those who bought
them. We almost forgot to mention how great equality before the law and freedom there is for
women in relation to men and men to women.
“So shall we go along with Aeschylus,” he said, “and say ‘what now comes to our lips’?”
“Certainly,” I said.45

The modern editors of Aeschylus consider part of Glaucon’s reply to be a fragment from an un-
known play (Aesch. fr. 351 Radt = 351 Nauck2 = 326 Dindorf ), 46 although they disagree as to
the fragment’s exact words. In fact, to satisfy the iambic trimeter, editors either emend νῦν into
νυν (Nauck) or exclude the pronoun ὅτι (Radt).47 Adam rejected a suggestion by Jackson that
we can take this sentence as “plain prose”, because “the elision [i. e. ἦλθ’] is poetic”.48 But Jack-
son is not unaware of this problem and imagines two possible sentences uttered by Aeschylus dur-
ing the trial, both with the unelided verb ἦλθεν. Two questions present themselves at this point:
1) what does κατ’ Αἰσχύλον actually mean in these lines of Plato’s Republic ? and 2) can the
elided verb ἦλθ’ be a mistake for ἦλθεν? The answers to these questions are crucial, since some
commentators of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics take Pl. Resp. 8.563b 5–c 2 as a plain source for
the accusation of impiety against Aeschylus.49

Both κατά plus accusative and ὁ plus the genitive of the poet’s name are common phrases
to quote any poet’s/author’s works: see e. g. κατ’ Αἰσχύλον (Pl. Resp. 8.361b 7: “to quote Aeschy-
lus”) and τὸ […] τοῦ Αἰσχύλου (Pl. Resp. 8.362a 3: “the saying of Aeschylus”). However, they
can also refer to a sentence uttered by the poet himself in his life. In the first book of Plato’s Re-
public, Cephalus tells an episode that involved another tragic poet: Sophocles said that, after get-
ting old, he escaped his duty to Aphrodite “like getting away from a raging, savage master”

44 See Ieranò 2010, 68.
45 Trans. Emlyn-Jones and Preddy 2013, VI, 279–

281.
46 The modern commentators of Plato’s Republic also

adopt this hypothesis. See e. g. Jowett and Campbell 1894,
398; Waterfield 1993, 436; Sartori and Pisani 1995, 268 n.
275; Leroux 2002, 703 n. 74; Vegetti 2006, 992 n. 71.

47 Plato probably rephrased the Aeschylean verse in his
prose work. See e. g. Pl. Resp. 2.361b7–8 κατ’ Αἰσχύλον,
οὐ δοκεῖν ἀλλ’ εἶναι ἀγαθὸν ἐθέλοντα (“[a man who], to

quote Aeschylus, ‘wants not to seem to be good, but to be
good”, trans. Emlyn-Jones and Preddy 2013, V, 133) and
Aesch. Sept. 592 οὐ γὰρ δοκεῖν ἄριστος ἀλλ’ εἶναι θέλει
(“for he desires not the appearance of excellence, but the
reality”, trans. Sommerstein 2008, 213).

48 See Adam 1902, 248; Jackson 1899, 160. See also
Jackson 1886.

49 See e. g. Tricot 1959, 125 n. 4; Zanatta 2001, 452
n. 8.
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(1.329b 7–c 4, transl. Emlyn-Jones and Preddy 2013, V, 11). Cephalus adds that “the saying of
Sophocles” (1.329c 7–8 τὸ τοῦ Σοφοκλέους) becomes true, when a man is old and free from
passions. This is a famous saying, which is not taken from a dramatic text (Soph. test. N.80.a-l
Radt). Accordingly, we can presume that the expression κατ’ Αἰσχύλον in the eighth book of Pla-
to’s Republic can refer to a sentence uttered by Aeschylus in person rather than being taken from
one of his plays. And “is it a mere coincidence”, Jackson (1899, 160) asks, “that the phrase ex-
actly answers to the requirements of the situation indicated in Nicomachean ethics III I § 17 ?”

As for the second question, the verb ἦλθεν is indeed attested by three 15th-century manu-
scripts of Plato’s Republic: Marcianus gr. Z 184 (E), Laurentianus plut. 80.07 (α), and Vindobo-
nensis gr. 109 (Φ).50 This famous Aeschylean sentence has two parallel traditions in Plutarch
(Amat. 763b15–17) and Themistius (Or. 4.52b4– 7), who both quote it as follows: νῦν ἦλθεν
ἐπὶ στόμα. But these words do not fit the iambic meter, and we might assume that, at some
point in the tradition of Plato’s Republic, someone interpreted κατ’ Αἰσχύλον as a reference to a
poetic text and introduced the elided form ἦλθ’ to restore the meter.

3.4 Vita Aeschyli 8
It may sound strange that there is no mention of an accusation of impiety in Vita Aeschyli. Per-
haps we can detect a hint in paragraph 8, where we are told that Aeschylus was “oppressed by
the Athenians” (ὑπὸ Ἀθηναίων κατασπουδασθεὶς) and travelled to Sicily, to the court of Hier-
on, but still this is a very problematic passage. It conflates two or even three journeys51 and ad-
duces several reasons for them. We may observe that the oppression by the Athenians is
coupled with the defeat by a younger Sophocles, probably in 469/468 BCE, but Aeschylus was
still in Athens in 467 BCE, when he won the first prize at the Great Dionysia. Another reason
mentioned by Vita is the strong emotions produced by the staging of Erinyes in his Eumenides
(458 BCE). Thus, I would like to suggest that (a) Aeschylus did not travel to Sicily immedi-
ately after the trial for impiety, which probably occurred during the 460s BCE52 (after all,
since the Areopagus had acquitted him, he was not actually forced to leave Athens); and
(b) the accusation of impiety was not the only reason why he eventually left the city for the sec-
ond time towards the end of his life.

It is useful to bear in mind that Aeschylus produced Oedipus in 467 BCE, as part of the Oi-
dipodeia tetralogy (also featuring The Seven against Thebes), which received the first prize. So, pre-
sumably, this victorious work is less likely to have been responsible for the accusation of impiety
against him than e. g. the Bowwomen, the Priestesses or Iphigenia (see T. 1 a). According to some
scholars, the plays Priestesses and Iphigenia could be part of the same tetralogy,53 but the year of
performance of any of these tragedies cannot be determined with certainty.

Conclusions
The truth remains that there is no piece of unquestionable evidence that Aeschylus was really ac-
cused of and tried for impiety during his lifetime. But the texts of both Herodotus’ Histories and
Aristophanes’ Frogs are very fascinating and intriguing, and their meaning seems to be clearer if
we only assume that this episode really happened and was already well-known in Athens in the
second half of the fifth century BCE. Both texts confirm that Aeschylus said something about De-
meter, which he should not have said. In particular, he should not have presented the goddess as
the mother of Artemis, a genealogic relationship that was unattested in earlier Greek poetry but

50 See the critical apparatus in Radt 1989, 419. On
the textual tradition of Plato’s Republic, see Boter 1989.

5 1 On the sources about Aeschylus’ journeys to Sicily,
see Radt 1985, 61–62. There must have been at least two
journeys, since Aeschylus staged his Aetnaeae in 471/470
BCE and died in Gela in 456/455 BCE, but he won the

first prize at the Great Dionysia in both 467 BCE (Oidipo-
deia) and 458 BCE (Oresteia).

52 Instead, Tiverios 2010, 21 suggests that this epi-
sode dates to ca. 500 BCE.

53 See Radt 1985, 115.

Aeschylus and the Eleusinian Mysteries

35



was common in the Egyptian pantheon, while some archeological findings also connect it with
the Eleusinian cults.54

We cannot even be certain that such a peculiar genealogy was covered by secrecy: Aeschy-
lus’ acquittal is not proof of this; the arguments in his defense could simply have been convin-
cing. Besides, it is possible that this accusation was just a pretext and a camouflage of some
politically motivated attack against the poet, especially since many intellectuals and politicians
were accused of impiety in Athens throughout the fifth and fourth centuries BCE.55 Most of
these episodes happened in the second half of the fifth century (Periclean era) and during the
fourth century BCE (Macedonian era). A famous law about impiety was Diopeithes’ decree,
which was probably issued in 433/432 or 432/431 and aimed to discredit Anaxagoras and his pa-
tron, Pericles. But it is far from certain that this law was the first of its kind in Athens. Pecorella
Longo (2011, 49) claims that impiety was already considered a crime from earlier on, since the
era of Cleisthenes or, at least, of Ephialtes. Thus, Aeschylus could have been tried of asebeia in
the 460s BCE. This was precisely the time when the authority of the Areopagus was questioned
by the democratic movement and its radical leader, Ephialtes.56 Aeschylus’ political stance is of-
ten a controversial issue among scholars.57 Whatever the case, even assuming that his purpose
was neither to criticize nor to endorse the radical democratic reforms of Athens in his Oresteia
and the rest of his work,58 we cannot exclude the possibility that some Athenians deliberately
misunderstood his intentions and sought to punish him. It might not be a coincidence that Plato
(Resp. 8.563b5-c2) quotes a famous sentence by Aeschylus that seems well-suited to his trial for
impiety, when Glaucon and Socrates are discussing about the extreme developments of popular
liberty. “Misunderstandings” like this were probably the reason why Aeschylus felt oppressed
(Vita Aeschyli 8) and decided to leave his homeland and travel again to Sicily, where he finally
died.

Mattia De Poli, University of Bologna, mattia.depoli2@unibo.it
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