Hercules, the Lesser Mysteries and Vergil’s Georgics III

Allusions to the Eleusinian Mysteries have long been recognized in Vergil’s Georgics, particularly with reference to Persephone and Demeter.  Subtle allusions in Georgics III to Hercules and his initiation into the Lesser Eleusinian Mysteries, which traditionally were created in order to enable Hercules to be initiated before descending to the underworld, will be demonstrated in this paper.  

Book three of the Georgics begins not only with an address to Pales, deity of flocks and herds, but to Apollo as pastor ab Amphryso,  referring to the river Amphrysus in Thessaly, where Apollo served as Admetus’ herdsman (G. 3.1-2).  In the next line (3), Vergil declares he will dismiss “themes that captured empty minds” (G.3.3-4), and then elaborates some of those “commonplace” themes, which include the labors (Eurysthea, 4) and loves (Hylas, 5) of Herakles, as well as the birth of Apollo and Artemis, and Pelops’ courtship of (G.3.4-8).  Mynors argues that the connection between these lines and the rest of Georgics 3 lies in Pelops’ expertise with horses, and Hercules’ with cattle. Bovine creatures are of course particularly prominent in the myth of Herakles at Rome, not only in his labors but also in Aeneid 8, where he brings his prize cattle to the future site of Rome (
cf. Ovid, Fasti  1.551; Prop. 4.10; Livy 1.7; Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom.  1.9.).  The prominence of cattle in his myth is thus consistent with identifying allusions to him Book 3. 
And what has this to do with the Eleusinian Mysteries? We know that the Lesser Mysteries were created to purify Herakles before his 12th and final labor, wherein he descended to the underworld to capture Cerberus.  Tradition held that Herakles had to be purified before he could descend so that he would be able to return to the world above.  Initiation into the Eleusinian Mysteries excluded those who were guilty of murder, and of course Herakles was quite guilty, at least as far as the murder of his own family, and also for the murder of the Centaurs, a subject for rhetorical composition, as Daniela Colomo has argued.  Another barrier to his initiation into the regular Eleusinian Mysteries was the timing, since he had to descend at a time of year well before the annual occurrence of the Eleusinian Mysteries.   

Vergil’s description of the plague and its effects on all creatures culminates in the tragic death of a horse (498-514) and the powerful death of a plowing ox (515-30), wherein the plowman and the surviving ox are depicted mourning at the death of a brother (maerentem fraterna morte, 518). The book concludes with the utter devastation of all living creatures afflicted by the plague.  The depiction of this devastation concludes by describing the uselessness even of the hides of the dead creatures, which were infected by the sacer ignis (3.366).  This is of course the same thing that happened to Herakles, when he donned the “robe of death”, the “lovely garment” sent to him by Deianira (Sophocles, Trachiniae, 749-72).  The cloak was as poisonous as Vergil’s infected hides and fleeces, having been dipped in the blood of the centaur Nessus, who had fallen when struck by Hercules’ Hydra-poisoned arrow. In Sophocles’ play Hyllus, the narrator and son of Deianira and Hercules, says (770) “the poison, like some detested, bloody snake's, devoured him.”

Hercules’ initiation into the Lesser Mysteries, as will be seen, is depicted on the late first century B.C. (Ridgway, p.81) Lovatelli Urn in the Museo Nazionale Romano and also on the Terre Nova Sarcophagus (mid-second century A.D.) in the Palazzo Spagna in Rome (Mylonas, pp.205-8). 

Conclusion


For Vergil, every detail about the life of his farmer has some sort of sacred aspect.  The core of Book Three is about the struggle experienced together by men and animals under the purview of the gods.  Hercules is the embodiment of that struggle, which the farmer undergoes regularly, usually unsung (like Hercules, who is here un-named and thus equally unsung), but who in the process undergoes a certain purification which will make him fit to meet with the gods, like the farmer who is the last of mortals to be acceptable to the goddess Justice (Iustitia), who, as we learn in book two (G. 2.458-59; 473-74), left her last footsteps on earth among farmers. Hercules would thus be included in the fortunati agricolae. At the end of the Works and Days, Hesiod says, “That man is “happy/ blessed” who knows all these things and does his work without offending the deathless gods. This is also the word used in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter (W&D 825) to describe those who have been blessed by initiation, like Hercules, into the Eleusinian Mysteries.
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