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Th e Schedule of the Eleusinia

Th e place of the Eleusinia in the Athenian festival calendar has been a long-stand-
ing question. A century ago Stengel observed that we have no direct evidence.1) 
But in order to locate the celebration by indirect means, scholars have made the 
most of our epigraphical sources. By the end of the nineteenth century the possi-
ble date had been narrowed to the months Metageitnion or early Boedromion 
(August-September). For IG II2 1496.130 (IV BC) places the Eleusinia between 
the Panathenaia and the sacrifi ce to Demokratia, that is, between 28 Hekatom-
baion and 12 Boedromion.2) Th is season is consistent with schol. Pi. O. 9.150: the 
Eleusinia commemorated the grain harvest, hence in late summer.3) In the twenti-
eth century, on the principle that the assembly did not meet on state festival days, 
Mikalson was able to eliminate early Boedromion, which shows too many assem-
bly meetings to allow time for a major festival, and suggested that the longest time 
available was during 13-20 Metageitnion; Simms added that 5-8 Metageitnion 
also is possible.4)

Other testimonies are weaker but suggestive. Th e Tetrapolis sacrifi cial schedule 
IG II2 1358.ii.43 (Μεταγειτνιῶνος· Ἐλευσινίαι β ς) has been taken as hinting 
that the Eleusinia occurred in Metageitnion,5) though a deme’s sacrifi ce to the 
‘Eleusinian (goddess)’ need not have coincided with the state’s Eleusinia. Th e 
deme Erchia made a sacrifi ce to Demeter at the city Eleusinion on 12 Metageit-
nion,6) and Simms (1975, 270), observing that this was an assembly day, urged 
that this gesture makes the range 13-20 Metageitnion the more “apt” of the two 
possible periods in Metageitnion. Mikalson (1975, 40) noted too a private sacri-
fi ce to Demeter on 15 Metageitnion (IG II2 1367.1-3), which “may be a refl ec-
tion” of the Eleusinia.

Th ese arguments pointing to Metageitnion are thorough and compelling in 
themselves. But they are confi rmed by a more direct testimony, and of an early 

1) Stengel 1905, 2332; so also Healey 1965, 48.
2) Pfuhl 1900, 102; the question is surveyed by Klee 1918, 61-2; Kirchner ad IG II2 1496 
(p. 101); Healey 1965, 28-51; Follet 1976, 329-31; Parker 2005, 468-9. Metageitnion or 
early Boedromion: e.g. Deubner 1932, 91; recently Parker 2005, 468; Petzl & Schwert-
heim 2006, 74.
3) I 301-2 Drachmann, ἄγεται δὲ ἐν Ἀθήναις μετὰ <τὴν> τῶν ∆ημητριακῶν καρπῶν 
συλλογὴν τῇ ∆ήμητρι εὐχαριστήρια; cf. Diod. 5.4.
4) Mikalson 1975, 40, 46; Simms 1975, 270 (“almost certainly” Metageitnion).
5) Pfuhl 1900, 102; Kirchner, IG II2 p. 101; Simms 1975, 270.
6) SEG XXI 541.B.1-5.
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date, that has been overlooked by students of the Eleusinia. Pindar, in an ode for 
the runner Xenophon of Corinth in 464 BC, praises as well Xenophon’s father 
Th essalos,7) also a runner, who in the course of a single month had won twice in 
one day at Delphi and three times in one day at Athens (O. 13.37-9):

Πυθοῖ τ’ ἔχει σταδίου τιμὰν διαύλου θ’ ἁλίῳ ἀμφ’ ἑνί, μηνός τε οἱ
τωὐτοῦ κρανααῖς ἐν Ἀθάναισι τρία ἔργα ποδαρκής
ἁμέρα θῆκε κάλλιστ’ ἀμφὶ κόμαις.

‘At Pytho he has the honor of the stadion and the diaulos on a single day, and in the 
same month in rocky Athens a day of races placed around his hair three glorious 
achievements.’

‘In the same month’: this was recognized as a synchronism already by Joseph Sca-
liger, but Boeckh was still unable to name the months. By the late nineteenth 
century the calendars of Delphi and Athens had become known with suffi  cient 
precision. Th e Pythia occurred in the month Boukatios, and Boukatios at Delphi 
was Metageitnion at Athens.

Th e modern consensus about Pindar’s referent is that Th essalus competed in 
Athens at the Panathenaia. Th e Great Panathenaia in fact did fall in the Pythian 
year. Th is interpretation goes back to A. Mommsen, who held that the only pos-
sibility for Th essalos was the Panathenaia in Hekatombaion, so the Pythia on this 
occasion must have taken place a month earlier than normal, in Delphian Apel-
laios.8) Th is exception has been variously justifi ed, the most credible explanation 
being that an intercalary month in Athens pushed Hekatombaion and the Pana-
thenaia one position later, so as to occur in the same lunar month as Boukatios 
and the Pythia.9)

I would urge that we do not need to assume an exceptional circumstance to 
account for Pindar’s statement. Th e consensus for the Panathenaia derives from a 
time before the date of the Eleusinia was known even approximately, and indeed 
before this festival with contests was recognized to be distinct from the Mysteries 
(14-21 Boedromion). If we maintain the equation Boukatios/Metageitnion that 

7) An Olympic victor in 504/3, which gives an approximate date for these other victories: 
schol. Pi. O. 13.1a; Moretti 1959, 79.
8) Mommsen 1878, 157-8; cf. e.g. Christ 1896, 100-1 (perhaps the contests of the Pana-
thenaia continued over into the next month, or Pindar’s ‘same month’ means simply a 
span of thirty days); Gaspar & Pottier 1906, 790 (the episode was exceptional, and sched-
ules change); Beloch 1926, 143 (perhaps the Attic year was shifted); Moretti 1959, 79; 
Nicholson 2005, 207.
9) Barrett 1978, 16 n. 2; supported by John Morgan (per litt.).
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pertained for the rest of antiquity and assume the statistical majority of a non-
intercalated year in Athens, then Th essalos competed in Athens in Metageitnion. 
Today we can say that only one Athenian competition in that month can come 
into the question, the Eleusinia. Metageitnion otherwise has to off er only the 
Herakleia at Kynosarges,10) which so far as we know did not have competitions. 
Certainly there was nothing in this month to attract ambitious foreign athletes 
except the Eleusinia,11) which was distinguished—and above all for footrace, 
which adds some likelihood that the runner Th essalos competed in the Eleusinia. 
Th e Eleusinian footrace is on record already in the sixth century BC (IG I3 991), 
and the brief description of the Eleusinia off ered at schol. Pi. O. 9.150 mentions 
this category alone (δρόμον ἠγωνίζοντο). I propose therefore that at the end of 
the sixth century Th essalos won at the Eleusinia.

Th e passage of Pindar shows that the Eleusinia had three categories of footrace 
alone. It also fi xes the date in Metageitnion. Th e attested meetings of the Athenian 
ekklêsia in Metageitnion have served to date the festival before the 21st of the 
month. Now the Pythia supplies a further control. We are not told for how many 
days the Pythian festival lasted, but they included the 7th of the month, Apollo’s 
birthday.12) Th is means that Th essalos cannot have been competing in Athens dur-
ing 5-8 Metageitnion. Th at leaves only 13-20 Metageitnion available for the Eleu-
sinia. Th essalos will have traveled there directly after his success at Delphi nearer 
the beginning of the month.

So the month, Metageitnion, is confi rmed and delimited; but the year now 
raises a doubt. Th e Pythia took place in Olympiad year 3. Th e Eleusinia had both 
greater and lesser celebrations, pentetêris and trietêris. Scholars have long agreed 
that the greater occurred in year 2, but two theories of the whole schedule have 
been proposed: (a) the Great Eleusinia in Olympiad year 2, the trietêris in years 
1 and 3 (two years apart from each other in keeping with the name), no competi-
tion in year 4; or (b) the greater in year 2, the trietêris in year 4 (two years apart 

10) On Metageitnion see Parke 1977, 51-2: the month “contained no major event”, which 
overlooks the Eleusinia.
11) Foreign competitors: Achaean (Iscr.agon.gr. 45.3, hoplites); Megarian (Iscr.agon.gr. 
88.13); Coan (Iscr.Cos EV 203, pentathlon at the Great Eleusinia); Milesian (I.Didyma 
201.18, diaulos and hoplites at the Great Eleusinia; Milet I.9 369.B.8, diaulos at the Great 
Eleusinia); Iasian (I.Iasos 108.5, dolichos?); in Pindar, O. 9.99 (Locrian, wrestling), O. 13.110 
(Corinthian), I. 1.57 (Th eban, chariot).
12) Schol. Pi. P. hypoth. (II 2 Drachmann), ἀγωνίζεται τὸν Πυθικὸν ἀγῶνα κατὰ ἑβδόμην 
ἡμέραν. Gaspar & Pottier (1906, 792) estimated fi ve days for the festival; perhaps a week, 
Amandry (1990, 306). Public business could be conducted at Delphi on 11 Boukatios, and 
the Labyads voted their decree on the 10th (FD III.1 294.vii.8, CIDelphes I 9.19, both 
IV BC).
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from the greater), no competitions in years 1 and 3.13) Kevin Clinton however has 
rejected the existence of two trietêrides in a four-year period: that option is 
excluded by the account IG II2 1672, which shows only a pentetêris and a trietêris 
in the quadrennium. We might add that a quadrennium that included three 
competitions and then none in the remaining year seems bizarre. Th at an Eleu-
sinian contest occurred twice in a quadrennium should be reckoned as virtually 
certain.14) But the location in years 2/4 does not explain the evidence of Eleusinia 
in years 1 and 3. Clinton concluded from the latter that celebration was annual, 
as is natural for a harvest festival, but without competitions in years 1 and 3, 
which accordingly are ignored in IG II2 1672. Pindar invites us to reexamine this 
question.

Some testimonies are doubtful. Celebration of the Eleusinia in Olympiad year 
1 is attested in 332 BC (IG II2 1496.130, archon Niketes, sale of hides); but this 
might not be the competition, only the annual sacrifi ce. And under Echekrates in 
102/1 BC ephebes sacrifi ced at the Eleusinia (IG II2 1028.15), so 101 = Olympiad 
year 4:15) but again, this gesture need not prove competitions.

On the other hand, a competition is certain under Argeios in 98/7, hence 98 = 
year 3 (IG II2 2336.208, an agonothete of the Eleusinia).16) Year 1 is on record in 
imperial times in Hadrian’s letter rescheduling Greek contests.17) Th us we have 
evidence of competitions on the pattern Olympiad 1/3 in the time of Pindar, 
in 98 BC, and under Hadrian; and of sacrifi ces in years 1 and 4. It is Olympiad 
year 2, universally reckoned as the year of the Great Eleusinia, that is the outrider 
in our evidence. How reliable is this?

Olympiad year 2 for the Eleusinia depends on the archon Diokles (late III BC), 
who is named in a sequence of four archons in the list IG II2 1706; his year is in 
position XI of the tribal cycle. Th e consensus since 1900 has been that this was 

13) Th e fi rst was due to Boesch (1917, 155-9), followed by some; the second to Kolbe 
(1908, 69-70), followed by others. Bibliography at Clinton 1979, 10-2.
14) See however the doubts of Follet (1976, 329-31); Parker (2005, 469 n. 34).
15) For the date, which goes back to Ferguson, see Tracy 1982, 202. Th is text implies 
year 4, not 3, for the ephebes’ service went from Boedromion to Metageitnion: Healey 
1965, 44-5; Clinton 1979, 12 n. 40.
16) For the date, Tracy 1982, 190.
17) Petzl & Schwertheim 2006, 12 ll. 62-3, “the panegyris at Eleusis” in Olympiad year 1, 
with their discussion of the passage, p. 72-4. Th e competition seems by now reduced to 
once per quadrennium, in eff ect the pentetêris. Th e manipulations revealed in this text are 
substantial; the Pythia itself (l. 70) has been moved from its traditional Olympiad year 3 to 
year 4. On this inscription see also Jones 2007.
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215/4, on the basis of the cycle;18) hence 215 BC = Olympiad year 2 is agreed for 
the Eleusinia. For one text shows that Diokles’ year saw a celebration of the 
‘Eleusinia’; in another he is the middle of three archons under whom the ‘Great 
Eleusinia’ occurred, who thus are distributed at four-year intervals.19) Th erefore 
the further consensus, that it was the Great Eleusinia, the pentetêris, that took 
place in year 2.20) Scholars have disagreed only over the trietêris—either year 4 or 
years 1 and 3. Th e latter option, Clinton argued, is excluded by a text that shows 
only two competitions per quadrennium, so the greater Eleusinia was in Olym-
piad 2, the lesser in Olympiad 4.

But two inscriptions from Magnesia on the Maeander have long suggested an 
anomaly in the Athenian tribal cycle in the late third century. Th e Magnesians’ 
narrative of their quest for asylia dates the oracle prompting the quest to archon 
Th rasyphon (tribal position IV) in the year before Ol. 140 and the year after a 
Pythia (i.e., Ol. 139.4 = Pyth. year 2 = 221), so archon year 221/0.21) Magnesian 
ambassadors were sent out in the fourteenth year from this, so 208/7, and the 
Athenian decree they then obtained was voted in Pyanepsion:22) this ought to be 
ca. November 208. Th e tribal cycle however would place the decree (unknown 
archon, position IV) a year earlier, 209/8 = November 209.23) Habicht in his study 
of this period (1982, 159-77) accepted the cyclic date 209/8 for Th rasyphon, but 
with some unease (“according to all appearances”, 161).

For the archons in these years I give Habicht’s list, adding the tribal cycle posi-
tions where these are explicit, and indicating the archons in whose years celebra-
tions of the Great Eleusinia are recorded by IG II2 1304, and also the Olympic and 
Pythian years:

221/0 Th rasyphon V
220/19 Menekrates VI Olymp.

18) At once after the publication of Ferguson’s law: independently, De Sanctis 1900, 64; 
Kirchner 1900, 446-7.
19) IG II2 847.24: Eleusinia under Diokles. IG II2 1304.24-6: Demainetos was stratêgos in 
the years of Chairephon, Diokles, and Aischron, and whenever the panegyris of the Great 
Eleusinia was held he performed sacrifi ces.
20) Th is last equation goes back to Kolbe 1908, 69, approved e.g. by Kirchner ad IG II2 
847.
21) I.Magnesia no. 16 = Asylia no. 66, revised text Slater & Summa 2006: ἄρ[χο]ντος 
Θρασυφ[ῶντος, Πύθι]α δὲ (. . .) [τ]ῶι προτέρωι ἔτ[ει (. . .), ᾿Ολύμπια δὲ τῶι ὑστέρωι ἔτει 
τὴν [ἑκατοστὴν] καὶ τετταρακοστὴν ᾿Ολυμπιάδα.
22) I.Magnesia 37 (Asylia 87).
23) Bibliography on the opposing views in Asylia p. 217 n. 65.
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219/8 Chairephon VII Eleus.
218/7 Kalli- VIII  Pyth.
217/6 Hoplon
216/5 Hagnias  Olymp.
215/4 Diokles XI Eleus.
214/3 Euphiletos XII  Pyth.
213/2 Herakleitos? XIII
212/1 Archelaos I  Olymp.
211/0 Aischron Eleus.
210/09 Sostratos  Pyth.
209/8 Ignotus IV
208/7 Kallistratos  Olymp.

Consider now the dates implied by the two Magnesian inscriptions, 221/0 for 
Th rasyphon (V) and 208/7 for Ignotus (IV). If we accept these dates, then

(a)  an archon hors de série must be added somewhere in between these two.
(b)  Because the sequence from Hagnias to Herakleitos is explicit in IG II2 1706, 

and four-year separations of Chairephon/Diokles/Aischron are given by IG 
II2 1304, therefore all of Chairephon through Aischron must be moved 
together, if they are to move—shifted by one year. Th e extra archon then 
would belong either between Th rasyphon and Chairephon, or else after Ais-
chron.

(c)   Because Pindar synchronizes Eleusinian games with the Pythia = Olympiad 
year 3 and therefore also year 1, this gives a reason to move Diokles by one 
year: but earlier or later? Dating Ignotus in 208/7 entails: later. So Chairephon 
moves to 218/7, etc., with Diokles at 214/3.

If this shift is admitted, an Eleusinian contest synchronizes with the Pythia, as 
Pindar says. Th is would mean that the postulated extra archon occupied either 
220/19 or 219/8, and the tribal sequence then resumed as though uninterrupted. 
And we must subtract an archon from the decade following 208/7, where in fact 
a number of uncertainties reside.

Caution is in order, for the arguments on both sides are formidable. Th e alter-
natives are: either the biennial Eleusinia took place in Olympiad years 1 and 3 ca. 
500 BC, 332 (perhaps), 98, and (year 1 alone) the 130’s AD, but was moved to 
years 2 and 4 for a time in the third century BC; or there was a dislocation of the 
Athenian tribal cycle in the late third century. It is a question of probabilities; 
in my view, Pindar tips the balance away from the tribal cycle. We have long had 
a reason (the Magnesian inscriptions) to put the unknown archon of tribal posi-
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tion IV in 208/7, one year later than the cycle dictates; Pindar, by synchronizing 
the Pythia and Eleusinia, adds a second reason to move Diokles by one year, again 
in violation of the cycle. Th ese together suggest that such a violation occurred and 
that this string of archons should be down-dated by one year. I cannot explain the 
violation; but neither have those who rely on the tribal cycle explained how the 
Athenians can have voted I.Magnesia 37 in autumn 209, earlier than the Magne-
sians’ request.24)

Diokles, now in autumn 214 and a Pythian year = Olympiad year 3, is reported 
to have witnessed the Great Eleusinia rather than the lesser (IG II2 1304). Th e impli-
cation is that the pentetêris occurred in Olympiad 3, the trietêris in Olympiad 1.

A list of expenditures from the fourth century BC shows that the lesser and 
the greater Eleusinia had the same categories of competition; they diff ered in 
the higher value of prizes in the latter.25) A section of Nikomachos’ sacrifi cial 
code devoted to the Eleusinia comes under the heading τὰ τὸ ἕτερον ἔτος θύεται 
α[- - -, ‘in alternate years’.26) Concerning the disputed periodicity, that heading is 
inconclusive, consistent with either (a), referring to two trietêrides per quadren-
nium, or (b), referring to the pentetêris and the one trietêris. I follow Clinton in 
restricting the Eleusinian competitions to two per quadrennium (b), so that this 
list describes the greater and the lesser games, which thus had the same sacrifi ces 
as well as the same competitions. Th e sacrifi ces in the two off -years will certainly 
have been less grand, and perhaps were supplied by the deme Eleusis rather than 
the Athenian state. Th e periodicity Olympiad 1/3 would be consistent with the 
state’s sale of hides attested in 332 BC = Olympiad 1 (IG II2 1496.130). And it 
was in an off -year (101 BC = year 4) that the ephebes brought (παρήγαγον) two 
oxen to the Eleusinia which they sacrifi ced (IG II2 1028.15).

24) John Morgan, on quite other grounds, will argue that in fact this whole list of archons 
and more needs to be shifted later by one year—including Th rasyphon, which would elim-
inate the need to postulate a rupture in the cycle immediately after him. See Habicht 2000, 
10; Parker 2005, 469 n. 35. A study of Th rasyphon by Michael Osborne has been 
announced for ZPE 164.
25) IG II2 1672.258-61: ε<ἰς> τὴν τριετηρίδα τῶν Ἐλευσινίων εἰς τὸν γυμνικὸν ἀγῶνα 
καὶ τῆ[ς ἱπποδρομίας] καὶ τοῦ πατρίου ἀγῶνος καὶ τῆς μουσικῆς, and (with a diff erent 
sequence) εἰς τὴν πεντετηρίδα τ[ῶν Ἐλ]ε[υσινίων εἰς] τὸν γυμνικὸν ἀγῶνα καὶ τῆς 
μουσικῆς καὶ τῆς ἱπποδρομία<ς> καὶ τοῦ πατρίου. To the greater was added on this occa-
sion an extra horserace: εἰς τὴν ἱπποδρομίαν τὴν προστεθεῖσαν κατὰ ψήφισμα. See Healey 
1965, 24.
26) As fi rst seen by Ferguson; the text is now Lambert’s Face A fr. 5.64-86. See Healy 1965; 
Lambert 2002, 377.
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Th e probability, then, is that at the end of the sixth century it was the Great 
Eleusinia that caused the runner Th essalos to hasten from Delphi to Athens, where 
he swept the fi eld.27)
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