























SUSAN B. MATHESON

... that which was the first necessity of man’s nature was
provided by our city.... When Demeter came to our land, in
her wandering after the rape of Kore, and, being moved to
kindness towards our ancestors by service that may not be
told save to her initiates, gave these two gifts, the greatest in
the world—the fruits of the earth, which have enabled us to
rise above the life of beasts, and the holy rite which inspires
in those who partake of it sweeter hopes regarding both the
end of life and all eternity—our city was not only so
beloved of the gods but also so devoted to mankind that,
having been endowed with these great blessings, she did not
begrudge them to the rest of the world but shared with all
men what she had received. The mystic rites we continue
even now, each year, to reveal to the initiates; and as for the
fruits of the earth, our city has, in a word, instructed the
world in their uses, their cultivation, and the benefits
derived from them %

Similarly, Xenophon reports that Callias offered the following
argument in his speech to the Spartans advocating peace
between Athens and Sparta in 371 B.C. (Hellenica 6.3.6):

We ought never to raise our hands against each other, for we
are told that Triptolemus our ancester revealed the secret
rites of Demeter and Kore first of all to Heracles, your
national hero, and the Dioscouri, your fellow-citizens, and
made a gift of the seed of Demeter’s fruit to the Pelopon-
nese before all other lands. It cannot be right, therefore,
either for you to march out and destroy the crops of those
from whom you received the gift of seed, nor for us to
deny full abundance of food to those to whom we gave it.9?

Callias is referring in general to the Athenians here, of course,
but in the passages preceding this one in his speech he has been
describing the esteem in which his own family, the Kerykes, is
held. One wonders whether the “our”
ancestor” might refer to the family as well as the Athenians,

' Tr. G. Norlin (Loeb series, Cambridge [Mass.] 1954) 135.

*2 Tr. Guthrie (supra n.91) 286; Clinton (“Panhellenism”) 161, discusses the
implications of this text for Athens’ image as a Panhellenic leader.

in “Triptolemus our

369



370 THE MISSION OF TRIPTOLEMUS

providing a link between Triptolemus and the Athenian priestly
family with the most powerful réle in the rites at Eleusis.”

Plato echoes the sentiment, but he places it in the mouth of
Aspasia, whose funeral oration for the Athenians Socrates is
quoting for Menexenus, thus implying that the idea was current
in Periclean times (Men. 237-38):

Now our land, which is also our mother, furnishes to the
full this proof of her having brought forth men; for of all
the lands that then existed, she was the first and the only
one to produce human nourishment, namely the grain of
wheat and barley, whereby the race of mankind is most
richly and well nourished, inasmuch as she herself was the
true mother of this creature [i.e., man] ... this her produce
grain she did not begrudge to the rest of the world, but
dispensed it to them also.”*

According to Xenophon, the claim that Athens was the
benefactor of all mankind was a standard topic in the Epitaphioi
logoi, the Athenian public funeral orations. The claim seems to
have formed the basis for the requirement that sacrifice be
offered to Triptolemus along with Demeter and Kore, as part of
the first fruits offering at Eleusis. > A copy of the Eleusis decree
governing first fruits offerings and ordering sacrifice to
Triptolemus was apparently also set up in the Eleusinion in
Athens, where a small fragment of it has been found.? It must
also have inspired the introduction of worship of Triptolemus in
the Eleusinion at Athens, attested by Pausanias’ mention of a
temple to Triptolemus (1.14.1), its location still uncertain, and the
discovery in the Eleusinion of a fragmentary fifth century relief
showing Triptolemus in his snakey winged chair.?’

It may also have inspired a vase painting on an amphora at
Harvard by another unnamed painter in the Group of Poly-
gnotos, showing Demeter handing grain to a standing figure

9 On the Kerykes see Shapiro 71-74.

% Tr. R. G. Bury (Loeb series, London 1961) 345.
% 1.G. 12 76.3638; 1. and A. Raubitscheck 44.

% 1.G. 1276.29-30; Agora 111 134 no. 411.

%7 Agora Museum S 1013; J. Travlos, Pictorial Dictionary of Ancient Athens
(London and Tubingen 1971) 201 fig. 262.
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often identified as Triptolemus.?® Kevin Clinton has questioned
this identification, rightly noting the differences between the
travelling garb worn by this figure and the traditional chiton and
himation we have seen Triptolemus wearing throughout the
Mission scenes, and I find his alternative suggestion of Thescus
more appealmg 99 If Clinton is correct, then we would have a
composition parallel in meaning to those exemplified by the Yale
Oinochoe Painter’s name vase, where Theseus as the symbol of
Athens acknowledges the gifts of Poseidon, who in turn
symbolizes the naval power of Athens.!® On the Harvard
amphora Thescus acknowledges the gift of grain from Demeter
in a similar way, and like the Mission of Trxpto]cmus, the ex-
change between goddess and hero symbolizes an important
aspect of the image Athens wished to project for herself.

Athens’ claim to have brought Demeter’s gifts to the world is
in no way better visualized than in the Mission of Triptolemus,
whether depicted as narrative, as on the Duke krater, or as
emblem, as on the Troilos Painter’s kalpis in New York. 1! The
idea that the Mission scenes embodied the claim renders them
important documents in Athenian political propaganda in the
fifth century and goes a long way to explain their popularity after
the Persian Wars. With Athens” loss of power as a result of the
Peloponnesian War, this sort of propaganda became less appro-
priate, and as a result the vases with Triptolemus scenes almost
disappear.!? In the late fifth century Eleusis became caught up in
a conflict between democratic and oligarchic forces, ending in a
brief period of independence for Eleusis; Alcibiades was alleged
to have profaned the Mysteries; and the procession from Athens

%8 Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University 1959.187, ARV? 1059 no.
126 (as Triptolemus); Hayashi 152f, cat. no. 98 (as Triptolemus), Matheson cat.
no. PGU 147.

9 Clinton (Myth) 431, figs. 651.

%% Yale University Art Gallery 1913.143, Gift of Rebecca Darlington
Stoddard; ARV? 503 no. 25; ]. ]. Pollitt, “Pots, Politics, and Personifications in
Early Classical Athens,” YaleBull 40 (1987) 8-15, fig. 2.

181 Metropolitan Museum of Art 56.171.53, ARV? 297 no. 14, Boardman
(ARVF 1) fig. 189.

192 Hayashi 68-77 offers a convincing argument for attributing the demise of
the subject to the effects of the Peloponnesian War.
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to Eleusis was suspended. This climate would hardly have
fostered a flowering of Eleusinian subjects in art or literature.
The change in emphasis in fourth century versions of Eleusinian
subjects on vases presumably reflects the renewal of the annual
festival and its connection to Athens once again, and the spread
of the rites through the western Greek world, especially to
South Italy and Sicily, that is attested in literature and in South
Italian vase painting. The propaganda value of the Triptolemus
story survived in rhetoric, as we have seen, and perhaps in the
last gasp of Athenian vase painting, atop the columns of fourth-
century panathenaic amphorae.!®
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193 A version of this paper was delivered at a symposium on Greek vase
painting at Duke University, held in January 1995 in conjunction with an
exhibition celebrating the thirtieth year of the Duke Classical Collection. It is a
pleasure to offer my thanks to Keith Stanley, organizer of the symposium and
author of the exhibition catalogue (supra n.2), for the invitation to participate
and for the opportunity to publish this paper here. My thanks also to my
fellow symposiasts, Mary B. Moore, Brian Sparkes, Diana Buitron-Oliver,
John Oakley, and especially Joan Mertens, for their helpful suggestions about
areas of interest to this topic that should be pursued. They will note that not all
have been answered as yet, but it is my expectation that an expanded
publication on this topic will address them in the future. Thanks also to J. J.
Pollitt and Kevin Clinton for invaluable perspectives on the larger historical
questions.
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Mission of Triptolemus. Red-figure calyx krater by Polygnotos, ca
440 B.c. Duke University Museum of Art DCC 1964.27. Side A.
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NEST——
Mission of Triptolemus. Red-figure calyx krater by Polygnotos,

ca 440 B.Cc. Duke University Museum of Art DCC 1964.27.
Side A, detail.
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(b) Side B: Persephone, Demeter, and Triptolemus

Black-figure Eye Cup signed by Nikosthenes as potter, ca 530 B.C.,
Malibu, California, Collection of the J. Paul Getty Museum,
86.AE.70.
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Seated Statue of Posidippus (Vatican Museum, Inv. no. 735;
photograph courtesy German Archaeological Institute in Rome)



