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ABSTRACT. The article studies the motif of the descent of the soul in the Homeric Hymn
to Demeter (H. Hom. 2.1-46) and in Plotinus’ Ennead 4.8.1. If we consider that myth is
a form of orientation in the world, that is, a form of thought, and that metaphysics is
one of its possible lines of continuity, we could argue that both texts — although distant
in time and genre — express the same symbolic structure: the departure from the divine
principle, the experience of loss, and the possibility of return. In the Homeric Hymn to
Demeter, the abduction of Persephone triggers a cosmic crisis that can only be resolved
through the establishment of the Mysteries, which offer a path of ritual and ontological
reintegration. In the Ennead 4.8.1, the fall of the soul is conceived as a process that
does not compromise its entire essence: a part always remains in the Intellect, which
enables the return through contemplation. In both cases, we propose that the descent
does not represent a definitive degradation but rather a necessary stage in the soul’s
journey toward knowledge and the restoration of its original condition.
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1. Introduction

Ancient thought expresses the great questions of existence through
both mythical and philosophical language. Although these discourses
may seem divergent in their formal structure and immediate aims, they
share the same fundamental aspiration: to consider human beings in
the root tension that comes from inhabiting the frontier between the
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sensible and the intelligible. In this article, we explore a moment of con-
vergence between these two registers: in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter
(H. Hom. 2.21-46), and in Plotinus’ Ennead 4.8.1. This work posits that
both texts deal with the drama of the soul: its fall, its union with the
body, and its desire to return to the fullness of its origin.

As we see it, such a correlation does not mean we treat one text as
a source of the other in a literary or philosophical sense; rather, we see
the Hymn to Demeter as an echo or a resonance that is present in the
conceptual structure with which Plotinus unfolds his understanding of
the world. Clearly, Plotinus’ account is not itself a myth, but neither
is it unrelated to myth. Although such a correlation is not foreign to
the Hellenistic-Roman world, in our modern age it is hard to contend
that mythical consciousness is not inferior to that of the positive sci-
ences (including what is generally understood today as philosophy).
Consequently, to accept that self-consciousness requires a mythical di-
mension, since its authenticity cannot be sustained solely by the crit-
ical or objective distance of rationality.! Indeed, the invective against
mythical consciousness rests on the fact that it is incapable of critical
distance, and therefore lives at all times obscured by “fictions” and “fa-
bles”, unable to escape from the realm of illusion. The prestige of the
positive sciences led to the definition of rationality as scientific, as op-
posed to mythical consciousness.” Thus, myth and science became ene-
mies; the core of the argument is that, in the beginning, consciousness
is mythical insofar as it is primitive, and that authentic consciousness
is scientific as such.

One of the first challenges in reflecting on myth is the semantic
shift of the term: from referring to what was taken as true to denot-
ing falsehood. One of the most significant contributions on myth criti-
cism, which comes from J.M. Losada,? lies in bringing p06og and Beiov
into hermeneutic alignment. We see this change in mentality in the
transition from the Homeric era to the Sophistic period of the fifth cen-
tury BC. During this period, the word “myth”, which linked the divine

! Gusdorf 2012: 153.
* Krappe 1938: 27-33; Luijpen 1976: 3—4.
3 Losada 2022: 29.
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and the human like a bridge, slowly crumbled as the Athenian Enlight-
enment came to believe that myths did not adequately represent the
essence of the divine; if this is indeed the case, then those traditional
stories are simply false.

Although the relationship between myths and their organization
into a mythology is a highly complex issue,? it is clear that the seman-
tic variation of pdOog depends entirely on the fact that it no longer
expresses a link with the divine.”> If we accept that myth, in its pristine
form, is orientation in life, that is, a model of meaning and intelligibil-
ity, it means that it constantly refers back to divine life. A story is true
insofar as it is sacred: it refers to how the world in which we live came
to be, making clear the origin of the real; this statement should not be
understood only in an abstract sense but rather in an experiential sense,
that is, as something that has become present through a ceremonial or
ritual narrative.® The story thus recovers an event or series of events
that took place at the beginning and is the foundation of the cosmos. If
this is so, for the archaic man the myth of Demeter is true because the
succession of the seasons proves it.

However, myths do not only answer the question of why something
exists but also of how it came to be. All of this manifests a single event:
the irruption of the divine into the world.” In this way, two perspec-
tives are established between two functions, one horizontal and the
other vertical. The first function expresses a certain transcendence, and
therefore a certain condition of universality: that primal experience in
which all experience is contained. In this sense, the mythical narrative
is exemplary.® The vertical function is properly ontological, meaning
that things are considered in themselves and in relation to the word
that expresses them.

Indeed, if myth simply bursts forth and is considered in pre-
reflective terms, its presence can only be considered as an event that

4Kerényi 1997: 15.

5 Van der Leeuw 1975: 51-52.
® Cruz Cruz 1971: 31-84.

7 Calame 2015: 55-57.

8 Ricoeur 1988: 167-173.
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took place ab origine, but which is embedded in the present of the nar-
rative. In fact, the non-perception of this link (or its denial) is what
we call secularization. The vertical function consists in introducing,
without explaining anything in particular, the difference between be-
ings® with respect to things in themselves and with respect to their
relationship with the word. The story is the natural resource when the
understanding of the primordial event of the world’s existence bursts
forth. Thus, the word — myth — is established as a reality behind real-
ity, whose presence is renewed through ritual storytelling.*

2. Homeric Hymn to Demeter

2.1. The myth

The Homeric Hymn to Demeter sets out the mythical core that under-
pins the institution of the Eleusinian Mysteries, centered on the figure
of the Mother Goddess (Demeter) and her daughter (Kore/Persephone).
The narrative is structured around three key moments: loss, search,
and restoration. Persephone is kidnapped by Hades while gathering
flowers in the plain of Nysa; for nine days, Demeter searches tirelessly
for her, refusing to eat ambrosia. Only after consulting Helios does
she learn the whole truth: the abduction took place with Zeus’ consent.
Demeter, outraged, withdraws from Olympus, and takes on the appear-
ance of an old woman. In Eleusis, she is taken in by the royal family
under the name Doso and agrees to care for the infant Demophon. In-
stead of feeding him as a traditional wet nurse, she anoints him with
ambrosia and subjects him to a nightly ritual in the fire, with the in-
tention of conferring immortality upon him. Interrupted by the child’s
mother, who is unaware of what is really happening, Demeter reveals

? Cruz Cruz 1971: 42.

' We bear in mind that calendars are almanacs that record magical-religious fore-
casts and prescriptions on a daily basis, meaning a correlative order is established
between the two. By ritually establishing primordial times, profane time is given
shape, and at the same time the understanding of human acts is ordered (cf. Hubert,
Mauss 1905: 229).
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her identity in an epiphanic gesture of divine radiance, suspends the
process, and demands the construction of a temple in her honor.

Retreating to her sanctuary in Eleusis, Demeter prevents the crops
from growing until she is reunited with her daughter, unleashing a dev-
astating drought. Zeus, faced with the crisis, intercedes with Hades,
who agrees to allow Persephone’s return, but with a trick: he in-
duces her to eat a pomegranate seed, a sign of belonging to the under-
world. The myth thus establishes Persephone’s cyclical stay in Hades
for a third of the year. After the mother and daughter are reunited,
the earth regains its fertility. Before her ascent to Olympus, Deme-
ter reveals the Eleusinian rites to Triptolemus, Diocles, Eumolpus, and
Celeus, establishing a system of mysteries that promises the initiates
not only agricultural fertility but also spiritual renewal and a promise
of continuity beyond death.

2.2. Most significant semantic nuclei of verses 1-46

The beginning is typical of the hymn form, as it invokes the deity to
be celebrated; indeed, as is often the case in this genre, the first word de-
scribes its protagonist, Demeter, using a device common in early Greek
poetry, the annular composition. The poem also ends with Demeter
and her daughter (vv. 1-2 and 493)."

The first eleven verses of the poem form an extended sentence that
emphasizes the shock caused to the daughter and the mother by the vio-
lent abduction, Zeus’ devious plans, and the wonderful effect of the nar-
cissus. The structure of the sentence links and then separates mother
and daughter. These elaborate openings are also found in both Homeric
epics. As aresult of Hades” abduction of Persephone, there is a rupture
and subsequent restoration of the cosmic order; the former is mani-
fested in the mother’s lament and her refusal to return to Olympus, to
feed on ambrosia, to allow the earth to be fertile; and the latter, in the
founding of the Eleusinian Mysteries.

The figure of Demeter embodies the nurturing dimension of the fem-
inine principle, while Persephone represents the cyclical transition be-

" Van Groningen 1958; Whitman 1958; Lohman 1970: 12—-94.
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tween life and death, fertility and sterility."> The descent of the daugh-
ter into Hades can be read as an image of the soul or the grain that
must die in order to be reborn, in a cycle that links agricultural rituals
and mysteries. In symbolic terms, the hymn articulates a cosmogony
of suffering and reconciliation, in which the goddess’s pain is trans-
formed into a cosmic pact: the earth will bear fruit again only if the
daughter returns (due to Hades’ trick, this return will occur periodi-
cally). This scheme expresses an understanding of natural and spiritual
cycles, which will be liturgically codified in the mysteries.

Therefore, we are dealing with a piece of theopoetics: the mythi-
cal narrative not only explains the origin of a rite but also legitimizes
the mediation between the human and the divine.'® The articulation
between the narrative, the symbolic, and the ritual is essential to un-
derstanding the cultural function of this hymn within archaic Greece.
Furthermore, it expresses an archetypal structure of ancient religious
thought, where divine suffering becomes the foundation of a theology
of return, cycles, and initiation. From this perspective, myth not only
accounts for the origin of a ritual but also reveals a model of human ex-
perience mediated by the divine. In this sense, the story of Persephone
symbolizes both the descent of the soul and the dramatic movement
of initiation. Earthly fertility and eschatological hope are intertwined
in a plot that gives meaning to suffering and waiting, according to the
cyclical rhythm of the cosmos. In the hymn, Persephone’s journey be-
comes a figure of the soul descending into the world of matter and re-
turning to the world of light, as in the Orphic and Platonic conceptions.
The poet’s song then functions as a vehicle for an implicit metaphysics,
in which separation and return are keys to understanding the human
(in an agricultural context) and divine meaning of existence.

Although the term 1) Yvyn does not appear in the Hymn, it is rep-
resented by the figure of Persephone as the trapped life principle. Let
us follow the composition of the first part of the work (vv. 1-46) to
consider what the myth establishes as the life principle. The formula

? Durand 2016: 65-66; Eliade 1949: 211.
3 Faber 2013.
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apyop’ aeidewv (v. 1) is a traditional opening device, which at the same
time establishes a ritual link with the divine, with the poet as media-
tor. Demeter is named with a double epithet,'* and the proper name of
Persephone is omitted — she is mentioned instead as Demeter’s daugh-
ter, followed, in turn, by a formulaic epithet, “slender-ankled”, with
a relative clause that places the action of the abduction in the past (use
of the aorist):

abvtiv Rd¢ Bdyatpa ttaviceupov, v Aidwvedg

fiprokev... (H. Hom. 2.2—-3)"

We bear in mind that a god can also be the object of the action,
even if grammatically he is not the agent; for this reason, we must
consider that the text suggests that the distinction between acting and
suffering disappears in the mythical narrative and that its characters
can be defined both by what they do and by what happens to them.
However, for this to happen, it was necessary to make clear the will of
Zeus, whose voice is heard from afar.’?

Far from her mother Demeter, Persephone played with the daugh-
ters of Oceanus and gathered flowers:

Voo v AfuNTPOg Xpuoadpouv, GyAaok&pIov,
nailovoav kodprot odv Qreavod Babukdirtolg
avBed T aivopévny... (H. Hom. 2.4-6)

Once again, the poet uses a double epithet, a device that enhances

the majesty of the goddess: one of them has a warlike connotation, “of

" Parry 1928: 47-64; Walden 2021: 17-18.

> The Greek text is given according to Richardson 1974.

® Walden 2021: 17.

7 H. Hom. 2.3: 3é&xev 8¢ Baplrtumog evpvona Zevg. Itis clear that Hades had Zeus’
consent; the subject, although named at the end, is reinforced by two epithets that
draw attention to the god’s power: “thundering”, and “whose voice is heard from afar”
or “who sees from afar”, depending on how the formant -dn is interpreted, whether
from &V, 6mde, “gaze”, or from &Y, 6mde, “voice”. In any case, the epithet ebpvoma
may be related to the Sanskrit terms describing divine entities as vast or extensive,
cf. wurucdksas-, “of broad gaze” (of Varuna), and urici-, “far-reaching” (of the Earth-
goddess). In both cases, edbpvona, deriving from an Indo-European root, would imply
the visual/spatial breadth or extension (cf. West 2007: 171-173; Watkins 1995: 406—407).
This introduces a dimension of patriarchal power and cosmic order: even Demeter’s
suffering is subordinate to Zeus’ supreme will.
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the golden sword”, and the other highlights her agricultural nature, “of
beautiful or resplendent fruits”. The adverb voo@uv indicates the sep-
aration between mother and daughter, and suggests the vulnerability
of the latter. The actions, which have been translated using two imper-
fect past tenses, are presented in the original by two participles in the
present tense and in feminine (tailovcav and aivopévny), which ex-
press the carefreeness of “playing” and the ritual suggestion of “picking
flowers”, as it connects the moment of the abduction with the fullness
of vegetation, in an obvious reference to the maiden, a suggestion that
is also supported by the presence of the daughters of Ocean.

This passage thus establishes the setting for the abduction of Perse-
phone, replete with beauty and innocence. The separation of the daugh-
ter from her mother is not merely physical but heralds the cosmic im-
balance that pervades the rest of the hymn until reconciliation. The
image of the girl picking flowers, accompanied by female figures as-
sociated with water, anticipates the fracture of the natural order: like
those splendid flowers, the girl will be violently taken by Hades. This
image is a symbol of the passage from fullness to the descent into the
underworld, that is, maturity and death, and in ritual terms it expresses
the transition of initiation, which consists of the awakening of con-
sciousness: from the meadow (place of play) to the underworld (space
of materiality and sexual consummation).

Next, the flowers that Persephone finds along the way are listed:
roses, saffron, violets, iris, hyacinths, and narcissus.

...poda xal kpdrov R T KaAd
AEPOV G porhokov kol ayoddidag N vkvBov
vapklooov 0’... (H. Hom 2.6-8)

Although it is not easy to establish a correlation between the names
and scientific designations, that is, to be specific about which plant we
are talking about (except for the hyacinth), this list is not a random enu-
meration. First, these are wild (uncultivated) plants, and second, they
share the characteristic of having edible fruits or roots. Finally, all the
plants listed bloom in late summer or spring, confirming that the abduc-
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tion coincides with ripening and not with the sowing of crops.”® From
a symbolic point of view, roses are associated with Eros, and the nar-
cissus is considered an aphrodisiac. Most of these flowers are known
to have developed associations with the underworld, at least at a later
date. Furthermore, hyacinths, violets, and saffron are linked in later
myths to young heroes (Hyacinth, Narcissus, and Attis) who were vic-
tims of premature death.” It has been suggested that flower gathering
(often by women and in a ritual context), especially flowers that grow
from bulbs, is associated with gathering and pre-cereal farming cul-
tures; if so, the choice of flowers derives from an alternative version of
the myth, in which the abduction takes place before humans had agri-
culture (here it is already established). The poem’s vagueness about the
season in which the abduction occurred may suggest a world in which
the cycle of the seasons is not yet fully established.

We know that the narcissus had a strong presence in the Eleusinian
rites, as it was used to weave garlands as offerings to both goddesses
(Soph. OC 681-685); it is also present in mythical tales of the abduction
of maidens; in both cases, the importance of the narcissus is also due to
its perfume, which has a slight narcotic effect, and this may be where
its link with the cult of the dead originated.*°

...0V pDoe dOAOV KaALKOTLOL KOVPT
Taioe Awog PovAfiot yapilopévn moAvdéxty,
Bovpaotov yavowvta, oéfog to ye ooy idécbat
abavarolg e Beoig Nde Bvnroig avBpdmorg:
ToD Kol Qo Pilng ekatov kapa EemepiKel,
TK@OoT OduNT Thg T 0vpavog edPLG Litepbe
yoid te io” éyeldooe kal GApvpov oidua Baddoonc.

(H. Hom. 2.8-14)

' Chirassi 1968: 91-124; Piccaluga 1966; Poli 2010: 89-90; Richardson 1974: 140 ff.

" Foley 1994: 33-34.

** We find the etymological suggestion in Plu. M. 647b, where he links 6 vépkiocog
with 1) vépxn (“lethargy”, “slumber”). However, according to Chantraine 1968: 736,
this is a popular etymology; even so, it is very significant that the Greeks themselves
associated the two terms, linking the sopor, supposedly produced by its perfume, with

abduction. Cf. Foley 1994: 34—36.
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The narcissus then appears as a deception (vv. 8-9) of the gods, and
therefore sets the stage for the central scene that prepares the abduc-
tion. Its beauty — prodigious, seductive, even overwhelming — induces
the events, for it is not innocent: Gaia has made it sprout to facilitate
Hades’ action, and ultimately to fulfill Zeus’ will, according to the role
already assigned to it in the Hesiodic account (Hes. Th. 213-214). Here
the text presents the mythical motif of fatal attraction: the flower is not
just a decoration of the landscape (“a deception for the beautiful-eyed
gir]”) but a symbolic device that introduces the rupture of the cosmic
order through the abduction: the flower has a prodigious brilliance,
which makes “it shone wondrously” (Bavpactov yovowvta). It caused
amazement in all who saw it, that is, 6é¢Bog: awe that was both religious
and aesthetic.

Narcissus affects both gods and humans, for his beauty links the lev-
els of reality, the higher and the lower. This can be seen in the reaction
of nature: the aorist form of yeA&w (“burst into laughter”) foreshad-
ows the solidity of what always is: the sufferings that lie ahead do not
prevent us from contemplating the joyful end of divine decisions, as if
the witness were a silent accomplice.”® This moment can be read, in
philosophical terms, as the soul’s attraction to the sensible, before its
descent into matter, in line with Neoplatonic or mystical readings. The
flower is a figure of desire, the meadow is the surface of the world, and
the rapture is the fall.

Let us see how the story is organized: the earth (1] x6wv) opens like
“a crack” or “a yawn” (aorist indicative of y&okw), and in turn we have
to determine the scope of the adjective edpuayvix (“from wide avenues
or wide streets”), which is applied to x0wv (“the earth”), but which, in
the epic, refers to cities, especially Troy, but not exclusively.”?* In this
case, the use of hypallage transfers urban characteristics (organization
and spaciousness) to the earth, which is usually considered formless
or wild; a certain degree of personification comes into play, in that the
earth is capable of opening up and participating in the divine drama.

* Foley 1994: 34—35; Calame 2015: 55-72.
2 Richardson 1974: 147-148.
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This notion, which also suggests that the cosmos is an order, is at the
beginning of the descent into Hades, and by extension means that there
are invisible paths between the worlds, an essential key to understand-
ing the scope of the term “mysteries” referring to Eleusis and its rites
of passage or transit.3

Between verses 16 and 18, the expression “in the plain of Nisa
confirms that this is a threshold to the invisible world (Hades), as it is
a locus amoenus or mythical place name, where Persephone played be-
fore her abduction, and therefore has both paradisiacal and initiatory
characteristics: as a place of beauty, a space of transformation; dpovcev
(aorist of 6povw), in fact, implies a violent movement (“jumped”) on the
part of Hades, here referred to by the epic epithet, Gva€ moAvdéypwv
(“the sovereign who receives many”), both because of the bad omen
of calling him by his name and because of its adaptation to the rhyth-
mic structure of the hexameter.®® Immediately afterwards comes the
account of the key event:

»24

aprdog & aékovoav €l xpuoéolov dyoLoLy
iy’ OAogupopévnv- idynoe & &p’ 6pbia pwvi,
kekAhopévn matépa Kpovidnv dmatov kai apiotov. (H. Hom. 2.19—-21)
The transition between the two scenes (from bucolic peace to abduc-
tion) is rapid and dramatic, sustained by the rhythm of the hexameter.
The aorist (active participle) of apmdlw marks Hades’ act of violence,
which is enhanced by the accusative of &éxwv, which expresses what is
contrary to someone’s will (in this case, Persephone). The golden char-
iot driven by Hades?® highlights his power to cross thresholds between
worlds and alter their realities: “he drives” her (aorist of dyw) to the un-
derworld, while she moans or cries (present middle/passive participle

3 Kalogeropoulos 2023: 11-54.

* H. Hom. 2.17: Nbowov ayp mediov Tf) dpovoev dvaf mohvdéypwv; the preposition
oy with the accusative conveys the idea of “being on the surface”, suggesting that there
is something “below” that surface (as we have already pointed out, the invisible world
of Hades).

% For this reason, the use of the epithet moAvdvupog (“of many names”, v. 18) also
emphasizes the essence of his ambiguity: the gods of the underworld were rarely
named directly.

%6 Calabrese 2009: 23-53.
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of dhogvpopar): Zeus’ will was being fulfilled and Persephone’s was
unknown. This increases the tension of the story: Persephone’s cry
(idxnoe, aorist of iayw, to give a cry) calling for her father Zeus®” has
the irony we mentioned earlier: he himself has decided it. We believe
that this theological drama reaches its climax with the use of superla-
tive epithets (Umatov ki Gpiotov) that expose the irony: is this the
action of the one who is excellence itself?

00d¢ T1g dBavdtwv 008¢ BvnTdV AvBpdITEOV

fKoveev PwViig, 008’ ayAadkapmot oo,

el pn [epoaiov Buydtnp dtakd ppovéovoa

diev €€ dvtpov Exdrn Auapokprdepvoc,

HéMOg Te GvaE Yrepilovog dyAadg vidg,

KkoVLpng kekAopévng mtatépa Kpovidnv- 6 8¢ voopiv

foto Bedv &ndvevBe molvAAloTw évi v G,

Séypevog lepd kKo Tap BvnTdY avBpdmwv.

™v & dexalopévny Ryev Awdg évvesinot

TOTPOKAG LY VNTOG, TTOAVGTIHAVTWP TOAVSEYHWV,

inmoig abavaroist, Kpovou molvdvupog vide. (H. Hom. 2.22-31)

The response to Persephone’s cry is the profound silence of the en-
tire cosmos.?® We believe that this silence expresses the breakdown of
order: neither gods nor humans nor nature perceived her cry. Olive
trees, a typical feature of the Mediterranean, represent the space of
communication between gods and men (the nymphs of the forest are
linked to those of the trees). In primitive epics, trees are not endowed
with hearing; from the idea of their whispering in the wind arose the
metaphor that they listened and responded with songs or lamentations.
This became a topic in later bucolic poetry and fables.”®

Polysyndeton (the intentional and emphatic repetition of the con-
junction o0d¢) gives expressive force and emotional depth to the dis-

7 Persephone’s cry is mentioned repeatedly (vv. 27, 39, 57, 67, 432). In Indo-
European communities, the cry for help is an important element of primitive law,
especially in cases of rape or abduction, where the lack of a cry invalidates the vic-
tim’s subsequent claim. Cf. Eur. Tr. 999—1000, where Hecuba rejects Helen’s claim of
abduction because she did not cry out. Cf. Gonzélez Gonzalez 2023: 105-115.

8 Scheer 2019: 13-28.

? Kerényi 1991: 36 ff.; Richardson 1974: 155-156).
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course. This negative distribution, which stylistically emphasizes the
sound vacuum, symbolizes the passage to the underworld. In mythical
argumentation, Persephone’s shrill cry must be heard by a deity linked
to the crossing of worlds and its rites: Hecate and her role as media-
tor, and the only witness to the abduction, the god Helios. With the
all-seeing god, the idea that the crime is not hidden from the cosmos is
introduced. Although justice is not immediate, there is an irrefutable
witness to the crime. The repetition of epithets, which highlight Hades’
power, uphold his figure as lord of the underworld and instrument of
destiny, making his role necessary in the cycle of life.

dppo pEv 00V yaidv Te Kal 00pavOv doTEpOEVTQL

Aebooe Bedx kal moVTOV Ayappoov ixBuodevta

adyag T Neliov, €Tt & HAmeTo unTépa KESVNV

OYecBou kol eOAa Bedv aietyevetdwy,

TO@pa ol EATTiG EBelye péyov voov ayvuopévng mep.

fxnoav 8 opéwv xopueal kai BévBea tdovTov

Qi) U aBavary, Tig 8 EkAve otV prTnp. (H. Hom. 3.32-39)

Persephone must find comfort in the visible world; newly abducted,
she contemplates the entire cosmos: the earth, the sky, the sea, the sun.
This poetic catalog is common to the archaic model for expressing an
extreme situation, that is, the transition from the upper world to the
lower world. The hope of illusion concentrates the tension of captivity
and its consequences: the verse Togpa ol éArig €0elye péyav voov is
key. In fact, until then, that is, until the darkest moment (t6¢@pa in
correlation with 6¢@pa), hope deceived (the imperfect of 6éAyw carries
the basic meaning of “to bewitch”) her great spirit or mind, in any case,
the rational aspect of Persephone’s vy, despite being afflicted by the
situation (&yvupévng). Her voice expresses her despair and breaks the
silence: Persephone’s pwvr) &Bavétn resounds throughout the cosmos;
it is a foundational moment in the mythical cycle.

The fact that Demeter hears her marks a turning point in the plot
and in the ritual meaning of the hymn; indeed, 8¢pa pév odv (v. 33)
marks the moment between the abduction and Demeter’s discovery:
her mother heard her (aorist of kAVw), for that voice resounded be-
tween the peaks and abysses of nature. This indicates that the bond
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between mother and daughter is finally reestablished by the voice. Im-
mediately afterwards, Demeter sets out in search of her daughter. The
Greek text expresses in a very profound way: “she soared” (aorist of
oevopou) like a bird (Got’ olwvdc), searching for her (patopévn) every-
where possible.

3. The Ennead 4.8.1

Plotinus’ Ennead 4.7.2 is part of his reflection on the essence of the
soul, its relationship with the body, and the conditions of its individu-
alization. In this section, the philosopher critically examines the possi-
bility that the Yuyn is corporeal in nature or arises from a combination
of material elements. Contrary to materialist positions, he proposes
that the soul is a simple, indivisible, incorporeal principle, and source
of life (Cwr}). The body, on the other hand, is a mixture (xpioig), and is
therefore subject to dissolution. It is the soul that imposes order (té&1g)
on matter, a capacity that refers to the Adyog coming from the Intellect.
Consequently, the soul does not come from the body but is its animat-
ing principle.

Plotinus’ argument starts from an empirical observation: in every
living being there is a principle that animates it, and which, because it
is life itself, is immortal. The body, on the other hand, because of its
corruptible nature, cannot contain life itself. Thus, the soul is the foun-
dation of living beings. If each being has its own soul, there must be
one that animates the universe: the World Soul, which guarantees the
unity and cohesion of the whole. This structure implies a tripartite hi-
erarchy: supreme soul, World Soul, and individual souls. All share the
same essence, but are distinguished by their degree of contemplation.
The higher souls remain separate from the corporeal, while the human
soul, as it descends, mixes with the body, hindering its access to the
intelligible (Enn. 5.1.1). Far from being resolved, this problem remains
open in Enn. 4.7.1.3°

Plotinus reworks the thesis of the Timaeus, where Plato had pre-
sented the descent of the soul as a gift from the Demiurge, but also as

3% See Calabrese, Junco 2024.
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a punishment in Orphic terms. For Plotinus, only the lower part of the
soul descends; the upper part remains united with the Intellect (Enn.
4.8.8.1-3). For this assertion, he relies on passages from the Timaeus
(353, 41a—d), where the mixed composition of the soul and its immor-
tality is addressed. Thus, we can affirm that the soul is only partially
manifested in the sensible world; its true essence remains in the intel-
ligible world.?

D’Ancona emphasizes the originality of this reading, which will in-
fluence Christian thought.3* Plotinus reinterprets the problems raised
in the Parmenides and establishes a relationship between Nous and the
Demiurge in accordance with Book XII of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.33
This identification leads to a negative view of the Platonic Good as One
without attributes, according to the second part of the Parmenides. This
way, Plotinus configures his system of three hypostases: One, Intellect,
and Soul, which constitute the ultimate principles of being. By articu-
lating the five genera of the Sophistes with Aristotle’s categories,3* he
deepens the body-soul relationship. Porphyry attests that this discus-
sion was central to his school (Vita Plotini 3.35-37, 4.9-11, 5.60—61).3
The question of the soul is addressed in Enn. 4.7.2, 4.8.6, and 5.1.10.

In Enn. 4.7.2, Plotinus distances himself from theories that identify
the soul with the body or with a material combination. He takes up the
“argument of affinity” from Plato’s Phaedo: the soul is immortal because
of its kinship with the intelligible. However, its insertion into the body
poses a problem: how to maintain its ontological independence while
explaining its union with matter. Plotinus describes the body as an
instrument (6pyavov) granted for a limited time. Even so, the complete
human being includes soul and body: the former is form in relation
to matter, and the vital principle. Faced with the Stoic and Epicurean
postulates, which identify the soul with a subtle body or an aggregate
of atoms, Plotinus objects that, if the soul were a composite, it would

3! Chiaradonna 2023: 59-61.

3 D’Ancona 2003: 12-16.

33 See Berti 2012.

34 See Halfwassen 2012.

% Goulet-Cazé 1982; Calabrese, Junco 2024.

70



Echoes of the Descent of the Soul...

be necessary to determine in which of its parts life resides. Only an
uncompounded principle can give life to matter. Therefore, there must
be a universal soul that gives form to the universe (Enn. 4.7.20). He
criticizes Epicurus for assuming that consciousness arises from simple
aggregation: the unity of experience requires an ordering principle.3¢

Matter cannot give itself form: it requires an external soul. Oth-
erwise, the cosmos would dissolve. The question then arises as to
whether the soul is harmony (&ppovia), as Plato and the Pythagore-
ans suggested. But if it were the product of proportion, it would not
be substance. Furthermore, there would be as many souls as there are
possible combinations. The analogy with the musician tuning an in-
strument reinforces the idea that order does not come from the body,
but from a prior principle. In Enn. 4.8.5, Plotinus introduces a reading
of Aristotle (An. 2.1): the soul is the principle of life in an organized
body. Even so, he considers necessary the existence of a rational and
sensitive soul, capable of remembering without the support of the body.
The soul is an independent substance, not derived from the body, but
prior to it (Enn. 4.7.5—-15, where it is defined as real substance).

The opposition between body and soul becomes ontological: the
body is in flux, the soul participates in being (Enn. 4.7.2). In Plato’s
Phaedrus (245¢), the soul is the principle of movement, beauty, and or-
der. If it remains pure, it lives by itself; when it mixes with the body, it
loses clarity, but not its essence. Through contemplation, it can return
to its original state (R. 547b).

IToAAGikLg €YeLpOPEVOG €lG ELALTOV €K TOD COHATOG KL YLVOHEVOG TGOV

pEV BAAwV E€w, Epautod 8¢ elow, Bavpactov NAlkov 0pdV k&ALOG, kol

Thg kpettTovog poipag miotedoag ToTe pddiota elval, {whv Te &ploTtnv

évepynoag kol 176 el eig TadTOV yeyevnpévog kol €v adtd 8pubelg

elg évépyelov ENBOV Exelvnv Umep &y T0 GAAo vonTov Epavtov idpv-

o0G, HeTa TNV TNV €V T) Belw oTdoLy eig Aoylopov €k vob katafag

Aop®, TTAOG TOTE Kol vOV Kartafaive, kol 0mwg moté pot Eviov 1) Yoy

yeyévntou 100 6OPATOG ToDTo 0boa, olov £pdvn ko’ Eavthv, Kaitep

oboa ¢év ooparti. (Enn. 4.8.1.1-12)

% Calabrese-Junco 2024.
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It is worth noting some aspects of this passage to guide us in its in-
terpretation. First, the adverb moAAdxig indicates the frequency with
which an event occurs, that is, Plotinus’ experience is not exceptional
but habitual, as if it were the result of practice. Furthermore, the
present participle of éyeipw (“to awaken”) seems to insist that this act,
which is internal and reflective, is indeed habitual and directed toward
the inner life: eic épavtov, whose introspective meaning (towards my-
self) leads us to consider that awakening here has a clear spiritual mean-
ing, becoming one of the keys to Neoplatonic mysticism (pagan and
Christian). Itis also emphasized that it is properly an experience, that is,
a conscious activity: ékx o0 ocopatog or outside the body, since the soul
is recognized as independent of the sensible. This is a central aspect of
Plotinus’ anthropology, which focuses on distinguishing between soul
and body.

The participle ywopevog indicates a state of becoming outside of
things, but within oneself (épovtod 8¢ elow, or “within myself”), allud-
ing to abandoning the sensible world, which implies the lower psychic
faculties. The opposition é€w/eicw, which conceptually is also a paral-
lelism, maintains that the soul is not bound to what comes from out-
side but to its own intelligible core. The Greek text reinforces this idea
through the use of contrasting particles that are difficult to translate.
The adjective Bavpaotov, which we already saw in the Hymn to Deme-
ter with the meaning of “amazing”, “wonderful”, introduces the mysti-
cal perception of “seeing beauty” (6p®dv k&ALog), phrased in the present
active participle, which indicates a continuous action. Plotinus is cer-
tain (motevong) that the soul is divided into levels and that he has
access to its best part (kpeittov poipa): a lower part that operates in
the sensible world, and a higher, eternal, and contemplative part. Here,
then, we see the narrow path that links the vision of beauty with the
recognition of the ontological origin of the soul: beauty seen in contem-
plation is not something that befalls outside but rather what ensures
the nobility of the soul.

At this point, Plotinus becomes aware of being one, of being in
unity (eig Tadtov) with the divine; this is the foundation of the Neo-
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platonic certainty that contemplation is becoming one with the divine,
a formula that expresses the participation of its being. To express this
complex relationship, Plotinus’ prose uses two forms of the verb idptw
(“to establish”, “to found”): first the passive form (“having been estab-
lished”), and then the active (“having established myself”). Divinity
only receives if the soul first establishes itself in this state. For this
very reason, although it seems to have a temporal limitation (petx
otV Tv... 6Tdow), this experience has a level of permanence, be-
cause oT&olg also entails a state of being, which, although permanent,
is not perceived as such, and this causes perplexity (amop®d, “I am per-
plexed”), since there has been a descent into rational discourse (eig
Aoyiopov). Thus Plotinus perceives the central paradox, as expressed
by the succession of interrogative expressions (Tdg mote; 6mwG TOTE):
the soul that has ascended falls again. This famous passage paved the
way for consideration of the path of interiority, that is, the instance of
contemplation that allows access to true knowledge or the “return” of
the soul to its origin. This passage is unique in its use of the first person:
Plotinus expressed a very personal experience of the divine Intellect.
We consider this passage to be a response to the question posed
in Enn. 4.7.2: How is it possible to understand the union between the
body and the soul, if the latter belongs to the intelligible world? In his
response, Plotinus delved deeper into the nature of the soul: on the one
hand, it manifests its affinity with the body, and on the other hand, with
the intelligible; if its purpose is to guarantee the life of the body (per-
ception and cognitive activity), it must possess a nature distinct from
that of the body: when the soul concentrates on intelligible realities,
it becomes what it knows and is not qualitatively distinct from the op-
erating model of the Intellect. As D’Ancona3” observes, this argument
combines the theme of the “line of knowledge” from Plato’s Republic
(6, 509d-511€ and 7, 531d-535a), in which degrees of knowledge are dis-
tinguished®®, with Aristotle’s De anima (3.4, 430a), where the identity
of nature of the knowing principle and the known thing is affirmed.

37 D’Ancona 2003: 21.
3 See Grisei 2000; Vegetti 1999: 86.
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Plotinus is aware of Aristotle’s objections to Plato’s thesis on knowl-
edge, and therefore finds it difficult to present the soul as the dual prin-
ciple of life and the body. Indeed, being the principle of the life of the
body (the rational organization of the living being) implies sharing the
state of permanent change, but remaining distinct from the body itself.
When Plotinus demonstrated his own intellectual faculty, recognizing
its identity with intelligible reality, he also noted that the soul has the
capacity to change, without which it could not be in relation to the
world of becoming. In Plotinus’ observation, two realities of the soul
concur: belonging to the intelligible cosmos and remaining in the body
to which it gives life; immortal and separate, it is also subject to change
(it is the immanent principle of life).3?

This approach ultimately presents an aporia. Plotinus attempts to
resolve the aporia based on Plato’s inquiry into an organized nature, al-
though he has insisted on the effort to provide a coherent overall view,
since Plato seems to contradict himself. Indeed, there are many pas-
sages in the dialogues in which the relationship between soul and body
is judged negatively, although in the Timaeus it is stated that the Demi-
urge decides “for the best” that the soul should coexist with a body. For
Plotinus, this shows that, on the one hand, Plato’s approach is coherent,
and on the other hand, that this possible “contradiction” actually indi-
cates that the Athenian philosopher considered a double status for the
soul: from the perspective of the body, which must be animated, and
from the perspective of the cosmos, which makes the soul a perfect
reality (devoid of desires and needs).

Plotinus’ exegesis shows that the contradiction between Plato’s
texts is apparent and that there is no single answer to this interpre-
tation, since the soul of the universe coexists with respect to the sensi-
ble cosmos, which is considered a living being from the Platonic tradi-
tion, and the individual soul coexists with respect to a particular body.
When Plato judges the relationship between body and soul to be evil, he
is talking about the individual relationship between a body and a soul,
which is limited by material needs; but when Plato refers to a providen-

% D’Ancona 2003: 21.
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tial force at work, he is referring to the only case in which dealing with
a lower reality does not imply that the soul is subject to imperfection.
In both cases (the sensible universe and the individual body), the soul
cannot be absent because neither could exist without the principle of
rationality.

In Enn. 4.7.2, Plotinus posited the falsity of the doctrine of the soul
as the “entelechy” of the living being, if understood solely from the
perspective of functionality, since, if the soul were the actual develop-
ment of vital operations, it would exist only in light of those operations.
This passage suggests that the soul can only be correctly understood
as “perfection”, which is attained separately from the body. Thus, the
soul cannot be something added to a bodys; it is not a function, in the
Aristotelian sense, but a principle. Plotinus wondered how the soul
“enters” the body, and the explanation he offered made it clear that it is
not a metaphor for the rational organization of the body but rather that
the soul produces corporeal nature as “a beautiful and varied mansion”
(Enn. 4.3.27). However, it does not enter as if that mansion already
existed (to think that the soul “enters” a body that already exists is not,
for Plotinus, a theory that would have been held by Plato).#> On the
contrary, he considers that Plato describes the body and the soul as two
opposing realities, and the sensible universe as something that, in some
way, already exists when the Demiurge sends the soul. This should not
be understood in a literal sense but as the intuitive-didactic production
of a myth about the sensible-intelligible relationship. Ultimately, noth-
ing can exist except from the moment it is animated.

4. Texts in dialogue

In the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, Persephone’s descent into Hades
is depicted as a kidnapping perpetrated by Hades with Zeus’ consent.
This act of violence triggers Demeter’s mourning and the disruption of
the natural cycle. The myth implies a view in which the decisions of
the gods directly affect earthly life. Hades, for its part, is not simply

4°D’Ancona 2003: 26-27.
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a punishment but a necessary dimension of the cosmic order. The ab-
duction does not nullify Persephone’s divinity but rather inaugurates
a transformation of her role in the pantheon: from maiden to queen of
the underworld.

For Plotinus, the descent of the soul is not the result of an external
imposition but of a free ontological movement: the soul moves toward
matter out of a desire to know and organize multiplicity. This incli-
nation implies self-degradation, not punishment, and responds to the
very structure of reality as a hierarchical emanation. The fall, then, is a
natural movement within the procession of the One. However, this fall
entails a darkening of consciousness, a loss of spiritual identity, which
requires an arduous path of return. The analogy with the abduction of
Persephone allows us to understand the soul as being drawn toward
the multiple, though not violently, but rather by a form of lower de-
sire. In this reinterpretation, Plotinus departs from the Orphic reading
that conceives of the body as a prison for the soul and proposes a more
nuanced view: the soul is not necessarily degraded by its incorpora-
tion but rather by its forgetfulness of the Intellect. This idea marks
a fundamental difference with the mystery religions, in which descent
is usually read as a tragic fall, and return as redemption. In Plotinus,
there is no redemption but reintegration.

In the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, Hades appears as a dark and hid-
den place, alien to the world of the living. Persephone, having eaten
a pomegranate seed, becomes partially bound to this realm. This act of
eating has profound symbolic connotations: it indicates an irreversible
link with the underworld and the need to divide her existence between
two worlds. The symbol of the pomegranate, with its abundance of
seeds, represents fertility, but also the fatality of the link with the land
of the dead.

In Plotinus, the sensible world is also a lower realm, but not evil
in itself. It represents the place where the soul loses the clarity of its
original contemplation. The symbolic “pomegranate” in this context
is the soul’s desire or fascination with the diverse, the mutable, and
the corporeal. Like Persephone, the soul is bound to matter by its own
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choice, and this attachment becomes the main obstacle to its return.
Matter is the limit, the shadow of being, but not an absolute principle of
evil as in Gnosticism. Therefore, the fall of the soul into the body is not
definitive, nor is the body a prison, but rather a means of exercise and
ascension, if it is well oriented. Plotinus introduces a tripartite vision
of the soul: the higher soul, which remains united with the Intellect;
the lower soul, which is linked to the body, and the intermediate soul,
which can fluctuate between the two poles. The body, then, is not the
end of the soul but its stage.

5. Conclusions

The first level of analysis of the selected passage from the Homeric
Hymn to Demeter and the fragment from Plotinus’ Enn. 4.8.1 reveals
a vocabulary and linguistic resources that articulate, centuries apart,
the same concern: the destiny of the soul in its transition between the
divine realm and the sensible world. In this sense, we find two con-
verging lines: lexical coincidences and shared semantic fields. Regard-
ing the former, we verify the coincidence of terms that are key in both
texts: a) Oowpaotov (“amazing”), b) the verbal field of 6pav/idécBon
(“to see”/“to contemplate”), c) the opposition abavartog/Ovntog (“im-
mortal”/“mortal”), and d) the adverb voo@uv (“apart”). All of these ap-
pear in both texts or have functional equivalents there. Their presence
shows that the experience of wonder at beauty (Bavpoctoév K&AAOG)
and the act of contemplative vision are basic categories in both the
myth of the abduction of Persephone and Plotinus’ mystical introspec-
tion. Likewise, the immortal/mortal dichotomy and the motif of sepa-
ration underscore a common background: the ontological fracture that
makes the fall possible.

Regarding the shared semantic fields, we observe that the same sym-
bolic execution is present in both texts. Thus, we can align the fol-
lowing pairs of notions: a) contemplation and beauty (the prodigious
flower in the Hymn and Plotinus’ noetic beauty entail transformation,
causing, respectively, the descent of the maiden, and the elevation of
the soul); b) descent and duality: Persephone is dragged down to Hades;
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the Plotinian soul descends from volg to Adyoc. In both cases, the
downward movement is not terminal but a prelude to a possible return;
c) silence and perplexity: the cry that no one hears and the perplexity
(arop®) of the philosopher mark the identity crisis suffered by the soul
when it is separated from its origin; d) unity and fragmentation: both
the temporary union of Persephone with Demeter and the unification
of the soul with the divine in Plotinus are broken, giving way to the
drama of separation and the longing for restitution.

These lexical and semantic parallels do not imply direct literary de-
pendence; rather, they point to the continuity of a symbolic structure
that runs through the Greek tradition: the oscillation of the soul be-
tween the vision of absolute beauty and the experience of the fall. By
articulating myth, ritual, and cosmology, the Homeric Hymn to Deme-
ter offers the archetype of a fertile instability; by internalizing the
drama, Plotinus philosophizes about the same tension in terms of self-
awareness and intellectual contemplation. Both texts, therefore, illumi-
nate each other: myth gives Neoplatonic speculation a narrative and
emotional dimension; Plotinus’ exegesis gives the Hymn a hermeneuti-
cal key that underscores its metaphysical relevance. Research confirms
that word and symbol operate as vehicles of the same pristine intuition:
beauty beckons, descent confuses, the memory of the origin prevents
the split from being definitive. The path of return — ritual in Eleusis or
contemplative in Plotinus — arises from this dialectic. Recognizing the
lexical and conceptual resonances between these texts amplifies our
understanding of the ancient imagination and its legacy in Western
spiritual reflection.

Finally, the descent of the soul is not an irremediable loss but a tran-
sition that can be understood and reversed. Both on the religious and
philosophical levels of the story, this fall opens up a possibility of re-
turn that unfolds as knowledge, contemplation, or ritual. The figure
of Persephone, tirelessly sought by Demeter, and Plotinus’ conception
of the soul that never completely abandons its origin, constitute two
complementary versions of the same spiritual drama. Myth and philos-
ophy coincide here in pointing out that the soul, even when wandering,
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retains the trace of its origin and its orientation toward its fulfillment.
In short, this study underscores the hermeneutic relevance of ancient
texts for thinking about the human condition in symbolic and meta-
physical terms.
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